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“Medicine is increasingly being asked to provide heaven on earth.” –Andre Hellegers

Abstract

This paper analyzes the underlying tendencies and attitudes toward reproductive medicine borrowing the Nietzschean concepts of nihilism: “death of God” with secularization; “will to power” with reproductive liberty and technological power; and the race of “supermen” with transhumanism.  Medical science has advanced in leaps and bounds.  In some way, technical innovations have given us unprecedented power to manipulate the way we reproduce.  The indiscriminant use of medical technology is backed by a warped notion of human freedom.  With secularization in the West, freedom has taken on greater significance in society, but with a heavy emphasis on individual choices and rights.  As technology joins forces with sexual liberty, it is not difficult to understand why the public accepts the latest novelty from the reproductive industry.  As a result, many find Catholic teaching behind the times and incomprehensible, if not downright anti-scientific.  In fact, this coupling of reproductive liberty (will) with reproductive technology (power) echoes the famous dictum “will to power” Nietzsche predicted would characterize post-modern societies.  When liberty becomes absolute and technology unchecked, transhumanism is the logical outcome.  As a response to these nihilistic tendencies, the paper will end with a critique drawing from theological insights.
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Introduction

Catholic teaching concerning human reproduction and sexuality is ignored and deemed unrealistic by many today, including members of the Church.  It is also the object of ridicule, if not outright hostility, by the media.   The American Conference of Catholic Bishops issued a document titled Life-giving Love in an Age of Technology in 2009 to enlighten and educate the faithful on these delicate issues.
  The secular response to this in a Washington Post article indicates the enormous challenge the Church faces. In this article, Glenn McGee of the Center for Practical Bioethics, Kansas City, is quoted as saying, “American Catholics are no more going to listen to this than they listen to the church about birth control.”
  Online readers’ comments on the Post’s website are even more revealing of the current mentality:  
For him and all of these folks who put their faith in a 2,000-year-old myth, they should be left with 2,000-year-old treatments for their ailments. For myself, I will put my faith in science and encourage like-minded individuals to do the same, and embrace science and technology to help them have a baby they can love and cherish.

The last pope took drugs for Parkinson’s—didn't he understand that God wanted him to suffer?  There is just no logic in a church that approves vaccines to prevent diseases caused by some of God's creatures, but then declares that God’s will is that humans not make choices concerning fertility.

The reasons the Church’s teaching seems to fall on deaf ears are manifold.  This paper will attempt to analyze this resistance from the postmodern perspective of nihilism.  Friedrich Nietzsche predicted that the nihilistic age in which we now live would have these characteristics: “God is dead” because “we” have killed him; with the death of God, there will no longer be any measure of objective truth; thus the new breed of “supermen” will exercise the “will to power” in their lives by imposing their own versions of truth on reality. 
In the contemporary cultural setting, some of these underlying nihilistic tendencies are evident in societal attitudes toward reproductive technologies.  Certainly, Western societies have progressively undergone a process of secularization as religion becomes less influential.  Nietzsche’s nuanced prediction is not that God does not exist, but that we as a society no longer require his interference.  His famous dictum, “The Will to Power” nicely explains the current understanding on the nature and ethics of human procreation. In the past several decades, since the so-called sexual revolution, we have witnessed a new appreciation of reproductive freedom that demolishes all traditional taboos.  At the same time, medical technology has taken great strides forward, and more possibilities are catering to the field of reproductive medicine.  The coupling of autonomous will and technological power has culminated in the proposal of creating a new breed of supermen.  Can the transhumanist dream be in some way a realization of the Nietzschean prophecy?  
Secularization and Procreation
In The Gay Science, Nietzsche masterfully describes the infamous scene of the death of God.  His take on the postmodern man is not so much that there is no God, but that the God-question has become irrelevant in our day.  “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.”  He proposes that humanity can now live as if God did not exist and can develop a new morality without reference to religion.
The hypothesis of the death of God finds a hearing in the thesis of secularization in the last century.  Even though there are many problems in the sociological theories on secularization, we can safely surmise that there has been a steady decline of influence of religion in the West since the Middle Ages.  This has happened in the different spheres of politics, judiciary, education, science, philosophy and healthcare.  At the same time, there have been changes of worldview from the medieval to the modern and to the present postmodern age.  In a nutshell, whereas God, nature, and man once coexisted in harmony, this can no longer be taken for granted.  Once God and theology have been downgraded, nature, too, no longer inspires awe but has become a resource for human consumption and exploitation.  Even the anthropocentric vision of the Enlightenment has lost its credibility, resulting in a schism in modern men’s intellect and will, truth and freedom.
  
Max Weber describes secularization as the “disenchantment of the world”—there is no longer a need to explain the universe in religious terms because previously unexplainable facts of the primitive world are now resolved by sophisticated science.  As knowledge grew with rationalization, we became disenchanted with the religious outlook of the world. 
   Auguste Comte echoes this thesis by postulating three stages of human knowledge: theological, metaphysical and positive. In the theological stage, society was guided by constant reference to God and church. The Enlightenment usurped this with rational philosophical explanations.  The final stage of Comte’s universal law is called positive or scientific, since science will now answer all the puzzling questions about life.
  Rudolf Otto’s synthesis of religion as an attitude of tremendum et fascinans in the face of mystery is also insightful.  In this analysis, what is common to all religion is the simultaneous and yet paradoxical sense of fear and reverence toward the utterly transcendent.  As we enter the age or reason, secularization means our fear and fascination toward the divine has been redirected to the new goddess of technology. 

A hallmark of the Enlightenment and a slogan of the revolutionaries was liberty. When religion loses its dominant and binding effect on the populace, people can pick and choose their creeds (or no creed).  Religion can no longer be an all-embracing reality for the contemporary man, but is relegated to a portion of his private life.
  Sociologist Thomas Luckmann claims that modern religion has evolved into a private, invisible form where the supernatural or super-empirical has been eliminated.  This privatized religion is characterized by individualism, autonomy and consumerist tendencies where everyone is free to construct his personal religious identity.  The consumer accesses the religious product with a supermarket mentality.  Freed of old-fashioned ecclesial proscriptions and external constraints, he accesses spirituality through pop psychology, inspirational books, TV talk shows or advice columns.
  We can see how this fits into the individualist approach to reproductive freedom in the present age.
The death of God can also have a bearing on the issues of procreation.  The natural desire for offspring is evidenced by the existence of intricate fertility rites in all ancient cultures.  Our forebears understood that procreation is a good mysteriously linked to religion.  In the Judeo-Christian tradition, fertility is originally a gift and a sign of God’s blessing which became vitiated through the sin of our first parents, as symbolized by the pain and suffering of childbearing. Pope John Paul II offers a profound insight of procreation as the unfulfilled desire for immortality with a novel reading of the account of the “tree of life” in Genesis:  

The horizon of death extends over the whole perspective of human life on earth, life that was inserted in that original biblical cycle of “knowledge-generation.” Man, who has broken the covenant with his Creator, gathering the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, is cut off by God-Yahweh from the tree of life: “Now, let him not reach out his hand any more and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever:” (Gen. 3:21). In this way, the life given to man in the mystery of creation is not taken away, but restricted by the limit of conceptions, of births, and of death, and further worsened by the perspective of hereditary sinfulness; yet it is in some way given to him anew as a task in the same ever-recurring cycle.

This insight provides a hermeneutic on the desire to procreate as an unspoken thirst for immortality and salvation.  It also sheds light on how secularization deforms our understanding of liberty and technology.  This reading of Genesis tells us that humanity may respond to the inevitability of mortality and suffering in two ways.  The transcendental or religious response consists in trusting in a God who alone saves and heals.  The immanent or secular response attempts to use all technical means to annihilate human sufferings and delay mortality.  It is the latter attempt that we will now take a closer look to find the causes of the emergence of the postmodern individualistic and technocratic mentality.

The quest for procreative liberty

Since the time of the Enlightenment, freedom has taken on greater significance in society, but with a heavy emphasis on individual choice and rights.  Autonomy, privacy and self-determination are the hallmarks of liberal societies.  In the sexual and reproductive areas, this meant the dismantling of “oppressive,”  “traditional” and often “religious” visions of morality incompatible with the so-called sexual revolution.


Liberty is one of the most cherished “virtues” of modernity.  It was hoisted as the standard of the French and American revolutions and is the favorite war cry of liberal defenders from Voltaire to Jean-Paul Sartre, often at the expense of traditional mores.  We can therefore conceive secularization as emancipation from any of these “outdated” worldviews to embrace individual freedom, independence and self-sufficiency as the quintessence of the human condition.  Karl Marx’s affirmation summaries the modern mindset: 

A being does not appear independent unless and only in so far as he is lord of himself, and he is not lord of himself unless and only in so far as he owes his existence to himself. A man who lives by the “grace” of another is considered a dependent being.

Bolstered by this paradigm shift, Marquis de Sade, Sigmund Freud, Erich Fromm, Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse and Simone de Beauvoir all wrote about and advocated new visions of sexuality that would free humanity from the antiquated taboos inherited from religion and cultural traditions.
  We see this rise of sexual liberty in the previous century where hedonism was promoted and traditional family structure dismissed.  This is all too evident of late, as pornography, sexual promiscuity, the sex trade and pedophilia became rampant.  The acceptance of cohabitation, multiple partners, adultery, divorce and single motherhood all point to the breakdown of the family.  The influential Kinsey Report, based on skewed surveys of American society, concludes that sexual behaviors are nothing other than a relatively simple mechanism of erotic reaction when physical and psychological stimuli are sufficiently aroused.  Thus, it states that categories such as good and evil, licit and illicit, normal and abnormal are meaningless.
  Presently, legalization of homosexual relationships and same-sex “marriages” are hotly debated in many countries.  The exaltation of sexual freedom as an absolute value was paralleled by “gender as a personal choice” ideology which found its expression in the UN International Conferences of Cairo (1994) and Beijing (1995).

Coupled with technological breakthroughs, new liberties in sexuality have made inroads into procreative options.  Contraception, abortion, artificial reproduction and preimplantational genetic diagnosis (PGD) to select sex or other characteristics of offspring are readily available.  To sample some of these liberalizing trends in reproductive issues, we will examine the writings of Margaret Sanger and John A. Robertson.   

Margaret Sanger (1883-1966) is probably most famous for her advocacy tactics that eventually legalized contraception in the United States.  A nurse by training, she founded the American Birth Control League in 1914 and started several publications to advocate women’s rights to practice birth control.  Through many tireless efforts and campaigns, she eventually struck down an American law against the distribution of contraceptives in 1936 and opened the country’s first birth control clinic.  She played a significant role in helping Dr. Gregory Pincus to invent hormonal contraception.   She was one of the founders of International Planned Parenthood Federation and served as its first president. Interestingly, the right to contraception is closely tied to eugenics for Sanger.  She belonged to an elitist circle of eugenic proponents who encouraged the human race’s superior members to reproduce, while they advocated regulating births of inferior members.  In Pivot of Civilization and other works, she argues that conception must be controlled by reason and intelligence to strengthen the race.  A woman’s birth control is therefore inseparable from racial eugenics.
 Eugenics became unfashionable after the Nazi experience.  In a way she could not have known, however, it resurfaced again with preimplantational and prenatal genetic diagnoses used in the selection and destruction of “defective” embryos and fetuses.

Sanger also practiced what she preached in her private life.  After a happy marriage of several years and three children, she divorced her husband because of a newfound belief in the voluntary association of partners for the sole purpose of sexual gratification.  Sanger then began a series of affairs with men, including the sexual psychologist Havelock Ellis and the novelist H. G. Wells.  Her second marriage to an oil tycoon was mainly for financial reasons.  She and her husband signed an unusual contract of “sexual independence” that allowed Sanger to continue her extramarital affairs.  In many ways, her life and ideas foreshadowed the relaxation and liberalization of moral norms regarding sexual behaviors. 

The contraception controversy in the late 1960s that rocked the Catholic Church and fragmented moral theology into camps was an indication of this cultural divide between the traditional and the modern concept of self. As bioethicist Tristram Engelhardt astutely observes,

The emergence of a contraceptive ethos has been a part of a general change in our understanding of ourselves as embodied, sexual beings.  It is a view of ourselves as free individuals, freely manipulating our own natures toward our own goals.  This is a change in our understanding of ourselves and our responsibilities.  Moreover, that change has been supported by biomedicine and understood within the bioethical reflections it has occasioned.

John A. Robertson’s 1994 book, Children of Choice: Freedom and the New Reproductive Technologies is one of the most complete exposés on the subject of liberty in human reproduction.  In this work, he argues for the presumptive primacy of what he calls “procreative liberty,” which means individuals have the right not to be restricted from accessing these technologies to reproduce or not reproduce. Procreative liberty embraces the practice of contraception, sterilization, artificial reproductive techniques, surrogacy and quality control of offspring by means of genetic screening and engineering.
  

However, the justifications for procreative liberty are often shallow and even contradictory.  Robertson cannot convincingly demonstrate where the good of procreation lies, other than an innate desire to continue the race.  It fact, he states that “the right of reproductive liberty is almost entirely a product of the will.”
  In the context of procreative liberty, Robertson should be in favor of cloning and non-therapeutic enhancement even though he did not do so in 1994 when he thought that it was improbable to succeed.
  
Carlo Caffarra puts his finger on the problem: “If the definition of the humanum is essentially attributable to man’s freedom; if that definition is the work of freedom itself, it follows that the humanitas of marriage is its being simply and purely a creation of human freedom…”
  He further identifies three separations that have taken place in this mistaken vision of liberty.  First, there is the separation of sexuality from the person caused by the separation of the body from the person.  The individual is conceived only in terms of his will and free choice divorced from his intellect, while at the same time his body is reduced to its biological dimension.  If that were the case, sexual preferences and even gender are dependent on personal choice and cultural background.  The second separation comes from a breach in the unity between eros and love, between psyche and spirit.  As a result, one finds fulfilment in self-gratification by following one’s base instincts, and love means hedonistic acts of possession rather than giving of self.  Finally, there is the separation of the unitive and procreative meaning of the conjugal act.
 
The paradox of technology: supreme danger or saving power 

Technology has been with us since time immemorial.  However, its expansive and domineering nature has only become pronounced in the last century.  In order to understand this development, we will analyze some salient points in the philosophy of technology and highlight their significance in the field of reproduction. 

First, philosophers have noted a change in our understanding of nature brought on by technology which eventually impacted our understanding of human nature itself.  Early Greek philosophers noticed that the survival of animals is tied to their specializations, since height, mass, agility, strength, tough shells, or specialized beaks, etc. each give added advantage to the species.  Unlike animals, however, humans are not tied to a specific characteristic because with their intelligence, they can tap into the forces of nature, transforming it for their benefit and inventing different tools to adapt to their environment.  In this way, technical progress has helped humanity to break away from a predetermined world toward a greater freedom.  
In the beginning, technology was looked upon as a tool taken from nature that we can take advantage of, but not totally dominate.  However, when we arrive to the period of heavy industrialization following the period of the Enlightenment, a drastic change occurred.  We became convinced that science could help us triumph over nature which was no longer an inert essence but a source of energy to exploit, manipulate or transform.  Even human nature is malleable as evolutionary theories later conjecture.  Given the expansive nature of technology, the last domain to conquer was our very selves. Certainly, the debate on reproductive technologies, starting with contraception, was not merely a debate on the use of something artificial.  It was a debate on whether using these technologies on ourselves as sexualized persons will infringe and even irreparably alter our nature with unpredictable consequences. This ponderous question was posed by C.S. Lewis in the Abolition of Man, “as soon as we take the final step of reducing our own species to the level of mere Nature, the whole process is stultified, for this time the being who stood to gain and the being who has been sacrificed are one and the same.”
  
Another characteristic of technology is its controlling dimension.  Technological advances allow modern man to program the future with technical precision in almost every aspect of his economic, political and aesthetical life. Even health, sickness and death become organized.  As a result, technologized societies must operate according to values such as efficiency, programming and power.
  Hence, in the face of unwanted fertility, unwanted pregnancy, or conversely an inability to conceive, modern reproductive techniques offer a wide array of technological solutions.  However, as in the case of every use of technology, these services eventually become organized into a full blown industry.  In this process, human procreation is replaced by the logic of production, with calculated cost-effectiveness based on business models.  Human eggs, sperms, and embryos soon become commodity items, and women’s wombs are put up for rent.  Fertility becomes a profit-making enterprise, and in today’s globalized reality we see the phenomenon of fertility tourism provided in third world countries for first world customers.  In the end, it is hard to see how bringing forth a new human life can be a gift resulting from the loving relationship of parents, and not a technical product of desire and control:
The process of reproduction in a clinical environment (causes) a way of thinking of ourselves and our world in terms that are incompatible with intimacy... Once procreation is separated from sexual intercourse, it is difficult not to treat the process of procreation as the production of an object to which one has the right as a producer. It is difficult under these circumstances to place the end above the means. Effectiveness in accomplishing one’s goal can easily become the sole criterion by which decisions are made.

In this new scheme of things, ethics becomes irrelevant due to the technological imperative—the idea that what is technologically feasible is by extension desirable, good and acceptable.  This has its beginning in Francis Bacon’s slogan “Knowledge is power” which was the Enlightenment banner of the insatiable search for improvement.  According to this view, technology can only be positive, progressive and benevolent. This positivistic vision also considers the question of direction irrelevant or impossible.  However, all did not bode well.  Since nature has become an unknown, chaotic and uncertain force, human beings are now engaged in a game of power struggle to survive—imposing force on culture, nature and on each other.  Risky behaviors are a part of this gamble, since technology has made the world impersonal, dehumanizing and cold.  In this scenario, where individuals can exercise power without personal responsibilities, the tragic consequences of World War II ensued.
  
The atom bomb, “an invention to end all inventions,” symbolically marks the end of the modern era and the beginning of post-modernity. The great expectations of technology turned into moments of great uncertainty and anguish as humanity realized that it could destroy itself with the push of a button.   But even though there was some fear and trepidation, the unchecked optimism in technology’s saving power has not totally abated.  With every new advance in medicine, ethics seems to play the catch-up game without much success in calling for restraint. The technological man has many options to choose from in every ambit of his life, from food to travel to entertainment to medicine.  Most people are unaware of the subtle mentality of control that technology has forced upon us. It is hard to explain why certain options in reproductive medicine should ever be denied.  Hence, Caffarra observes that “assisted reproduction has now been inserted into some sort of technological imperative: That which is technically possible must be allowed, whereas resignation would be considered meaningless.”
    
Postmodern thought has described this ambivalence toward technology.  Martin Heidegger in his Question Concerning Technology provides a thought-provoking analysis to this dilemma.
 As technology takes on a life of its own, it has become something we can no longer dominate, and it has the potential to destroy everything we hold dear.  He notices this paradox because technology can be either a supreme danger or saving power. He uses the German word Gestell, which literally means “en-framing,” to describe our present-day predicament.  By this, he wishes to convey the disquieting reality that this all-encompassing framework traps post-modern society—technology is no longer a means to an end but a mode of human existence.  While we may still live with the illusion that technology  is only an instrument, we are in fact its slave.  It is no longer neutral but invades every aspect of our globalized world.  In this Gestell, every solution we seek to resolve the problems created by technology is itself technological.  This serves only to reaffirm the prison we are in:  

Thus we shall never experience our relationship to the essence of technology so long as we merely conceive and push forward the technological, put up with it, or evade it. Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we passionately affirm or deny it.
 

This new technological culture receives a quasi-religious significance, providing a sense of security that replaces the traditional need for a providential God. It is as comprehensive as any cultic experience but one of which we are barely aware. It is both frightful and fascinating—tremendum et fascinans—taking over as the new religion of the modern man.  

Certainly, we live healthier and longer lives than our ancestors.  Life expectancy has practically doubled in the last hundred years.  Yet, medical advances have also brought certain unease because technology can be a double-edged sword. Drugs produce undesired side-effects; hospitalizations can actually be a health hazard; and longer lives make one wonder about living attached to a machine and an undignified existence.  Even though technology has relieved some suffering, it may also be a cause of unforeseen anguish and dilemma.  Putting the questions of morality aside, the popular acceptance of contraceptive technology is not free from societal consequences. Social scientists have attributed the rapid disintegration of the Western societies in the last decades—increasing crime rate, decreasing trust XE "Faith" , changes in family structure, and the triumph of individualism over community—with the advance of birth control.
  Once thought to be a means to achieve freedom and independence for women, even contraception’s ardent supporters are having second thoughts as illustrated by the words of movie star Raquel Welch:
Raising the question: Is marriage still a viable option? I’m ashamed to admit that I myself have been married four times, and yet I still feel that it is the cornerstone of civilization, an essential institution that stabilizes society, provides a sanctuary for children and saves us from anarchy.  In stark contrast, a lack of sexual inhibitions, or as some call it, “sexual freedom,” has taken the caution and discernment out of choosing a sexual partner, which used to be the equivalent of choosing a life partner. Without a commitment, the trust and loyalty between couples of childbearing age is missing, and obviously leads to incidents of infidelity. No one seems immune… Seriously, folks, if an aging sex symbol like me starts waving the red flag of caution over how low moral standards have plummeted, you know it’s gotta be pretty bad. In fact, it’s precisely because of the sexy image I’ve had that it’s important for me to speak up and say: Come on girls! Time to pull up our socks! We’re capable of so much better.

Recently, IVF inventor Robert Edwards received the Nobel Price.  Approximately four million persons have been born through this technology that has reputedly helped couples with problems of infertility.  And yet, its social impact and costs are now coming into light.   There has been much literature on the physical side-effects of children born of artificial reproductive technologies, be they due to the inherent nature of the procedures or as a result of multiple births and low birth rates that we need not belabor here.
  
A survey of children born of sperm donors reveals psychological profiles with identity issues.  It has been estimated that 30,000-60,000 babies have been born of sperm donors in the USA.  In this study, of the more than one million persons interviewed, 485 adults between the ages 18-45 knew about their status as offspring of sperm donors.  The survey reveals that compared to the control group they are often more hurt and confused, have greater difficulty with trust and feel more estranged from their own family members.  They have increased incidence of delinquency, alcohol and drugs related problems.  Two-thirds of them agree to the statement, “My sperm donor is half of who I am.” About half are disturbed that money was involved in their conception and more than half say that when they see someone who resembles them they wonder if they are related.  Nearly half say they have feared being attracted to or having sexual relations with someone to whom they are unknowingly related.  About half of donor offspring have concerns about or serious objections to donor conception itself, even when parents tell their children the truth. 
  

With the availability of internet, a movement has been created by donor offspring to search for their biological paternity, sometimes with such poignant testimonies: 

If she could deliver a message to the anonymous sperm donor who helped give her life, 11-year-old Hannah Dudley-Youngs says she would tell him: “I promise not to bother you if you want to be left alone. But I’d like to learn more about you. Are you healthy? Are you nice? Maybe we could even meet someday.”  “Mostly,” Hannah imagines saying, “I just want to make sure you know I exist.”

The whole issue of anonymity of donors has also been hotly debated regarding the rights of the offspring to obtain this knowledge. As a result, several countries including the UK have done away with anonymity, allowing donor children to obtain information about their genetic parents when they reach the age of eighteen. 
From will to power to transhumanism
Nietzsche already predicted the advent of nihilism with the death of God in the secularized West. He characterizes the postmodern age as one of “will to power” (der Wille zur Macht), conjoining the Bacon’s “knowledge is power” with Sartre’s “absolute freedom.”   The Nietzschean vision of the new man, the Übermensch, or superman, is one who does not accept any moral norms or ethics. All these nihilistic themes are borne out in the problems of secularism, moral relativism and the ideology of “might makes right.” 

We have already traced some features of secularization.  Elsewhere, I have analyzed its effect on bioethics which originated in the debate on the morality of contraceptive technology. The secularization of ethics is a bedfellow of pensiero debole and nihilism—the denial of moral absolutes, the ability to know right from wrong and even the power of reason to discover truth.
  The demise of morality takes the form of moral relativism which Nietzsche espouses in the Twilight of the Idols:
One knows my demand upon the philosopher that they place themselves beyond good and evil—that they have the illusion of moral judgment beneath them. This demand follows from an insight first formulated by me: that there are no moral facts whatever. Moral judgment has this in common with religious judgment that it believes in realities which do not exist. Morality is merely an interpretation of certain phenomena, more precisely, a misinterpretation. Moral judgment belongs, as does religious judgment, to a level of ignorance at which the concept of the real, the distinction between the real and imaginary, is lacking: so that at such a level “truth” denotes nothing but things we today call “imaginings.” To this extent moral judgments are therefore never to be taken literally: as such it never contains anything but nonsense.

“Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it?” the madman (alias, the modern man) asked rhetorically in The Gay Science.   Indeed, the death of God means the rise of the Übermensch who will determine for himself what is true and real. “Will to power” means that new humanity must continually strive to achieve perfection.   Since evolution and transformation are the principles of reality, the postmodern man must never be fixed on anything alleged to be true.  Instead, he should move on to a higher plane.  

Will to power also means that truth is the result of the will, deriving its power from superior and even violent forces.  Certainly, the ideology of “might makes right” is found in political regimes as well as in religious fundamentalism.  Less well known is its presence in scientific pursuits that seek to silence all dissension. Reproductive technology has precisely moved along this logic from contraception to in vitro fertilization to positive and negative eugenics through genetic screening and enhancement.  Caffarra summarizes this ideology, “the belief that subjective rights coincide with the desire of psycho-physical well-being: I have the right to what I desire. This identification of ‘desire-right’ is tied to the belief that ‘what is technically possible must be allowed.’”

The coupling of reproductive “will” with technological “power” is an echo of the famous maxim which Nietzsche predicted would characterize post-modern societies. If a patient “wills” it and if medical science unleashes its “power,” then it seems reasonable to exert this right through technological might.  This is exercised in contraception and abortion, but is more evident in the use of artificial reproduction.  But it is no longer infertile couples demanding their reproductive rights.  Stories are abounding of how this technology is now available for anyone who can pay for it, sometimes with tragic consequences. Single men or women, lesbian or gays, young or old can “manufacture” a child of their choice.  The world’s oldest mother was 70 when she conceived with IVF, only to die of medical complications two years later.
  A single welfare mom gave birth to octuplets, while acknowledging that she already had six children to tend to and did it for the fame and the money.
 Fertility doctors in the UK were offering a human egg as first prize in a raffle of promotion campaign, and the winner could choose the donor’s profession, ethnic background, hair color, qualifications and upbringing.
  A lesbian couple decided to create an offspring who is deaf like them.
 A Chinese billionaire employed the sperm of his unmarried son to produce three male heirs to his dynasty; the only problem—they have no mother.
  The stories continue. In recent years, there are novel possibilities of creating life asexually—reproductive cloning, creating animal-human hybrids and parthenogenesis.  

When liberty becomes absolute and technology unchecked, “transhumanism” is the logical outcome of this hubristic “will to power.” Transhumanist scientists and philosophers advocate the enhancement of the human species—both in mind and body—by employing any means at our disposal.  Transhumanism is the climax of will to power as it proposes to overcome our present limitations and take control of our evolutionary future with the latest biotech innovations.  Joseph Fletcher, one of the fathers of bioethics, was ahead of his time when, in the 1950s, he advocated the right to contraception and the right to artificial insemination.
  An Episcopalian pastor who later turned atheist in the 70s, Fletcher was unfailingly optimistic about technology, which led him to justify cloning, genetic engineering, bio-engineering or bio-designing of para-humans and the creation of chimeras (human-animal hybrids) or cyborg-androids (machine-human combinations).
  In this scheme of things, even the last liberal hurdle of individual autonomy and choice must be vaulted for the good of the society: “Testes and ovaries are social by nature and it would appear ethically that they should be controlled in the social interest.”

 

Apparently, when Fletcher wrote in the 1970s, his predictions about technology were imprecise.  Modern day transhumanists are more sophisticated and advocate employing the latest gizmos—artificial intelligence, cybernetics, nanotechnology, regenerative medicine, stem cells, cloning, hybrids and chimeras—to reengineer the human race.  James Hughes, director of the World Transhumanist Association, argues that these technologies will radically enhance human lives and expand the boundaries of humanness.
  In the words of Gregory Stock, “The next frontier is our own selves.”
 And Lee Silver in Remaking Eden proclaims:
Why not seize this power?  Why not control what has been left to chance in the past?  Indeed, we control all other aspects of our children’s lives and identities through powerful social and environmental influences and, in some cases, with the use of powerful drugs like Ritalin and Prozac.  On what basis can we reject positive genetic influences on a person’s essence when we accept the rights of parents to benefit their children in every other way?

 Conclusion


This paper has borrowed the Nietzschean concepts of nihilism and mirrored them in the tendencies seen in reproductive medicine: “death of God” with secularization; “will to power” with reproductive liberty and technological power; and the race of “supermen” with transhumanism.  These nihilistic tendencies are understandably disturbing. Several critiques have been offered by many thinkers and modern writers, secular and religious.  It is beyond the task of this paper to systematically offer a response.  However, some reflections of a theological flavor will be in order. 


First, there is a dire need to recuperate the beauty and sacredness of the conjugal act.  We live in a society where many see the sex act something banal, without a necessary link to long-term commitment, intimacy or generation.  Technical innovations have given us unprecedented power to manipulate the way we reproduce.  However, as Sydney Callahan complains, “The assumption seems to be that why and how one gets a baby makes no difference in what happens afterwards. They may be true of hens or cows, but it is hardly true of complex, thinking, emoting, imaginative human beings functioning within social systems.”
  Paraphrasing Hans Ur von Balthazar, perhaps a rediscovery of Beauty in human sexuality will save the world.  John Paul II wished to emphasize this point in the Letter to the Family where he says, “In the life of husband and wife together, fatherhood and motherhood represent such a sublime novelty and richness as can only be approached on one’s knees.”
  This philosopher pope was prolific in expounding this idea in the corpus of his audiences that became the Theology of the Body, an original outlook that seeks the truths concerning the human body and sexuality with an integral approach.  The work is full of profound insights.  To name one, it daringly relates God’s creativity with human procreativity, and compares the communion of persons in the Triune God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—with the communion of persons found in marital love between spouses that engenders progenies.

Second, there is a need to reappraise the role of technological prowess by accepting our frail human condition with humility. Against the hubris of a technological imperative to create a Brave New World, many secular writers are sending signals of caution against the indiscriminant use of these powers. They worry about the cost of human perfection and the effect of an unknown post-human future which is often coupled with profit-driven interests.
  German thinker Jürgen Habermas is most eloquent in his critique of liberal genetics and eugenics from the point of view of a liberal.  He argues that when we allow the manipulation and selection of embryos, we have introduced a new type of discrimination between adults and embryos, between parents and children.  He argues that this new inequality would effectively undermine the foundation of liberal democracies. 
  Leon Kass cautions about such possibility:

At long last, mankind has succeeded in eliminating disease, aggression, war, anxiety, suffering, guilt, envy, and grief. But this victory comes at the heavy price of homogenization, mediocrity, trivial pursuits, shallow attachments, debased tastes, spurious contentment, and souls without loves or longings. The Brave New World has achieved prosperity, community, stability, and nigh-universal contentment, only to be peopled by creatures of human shape but stunted humanity… Brave New Man is so dehumanized that he does not even recognize what has been lost.

The self-sufficient and self-centered super society is ultimately unsatisfying and miserable.   As Pope John Paul II in Veritatis Splendor emphasizes repeatedly, true freedom means responsibility.  A correct philosophy would therefore remedy the Sartrian excess of defining man solely in terms of existential liberty.  Recovering the theological insights on human origin based on imago Dei would also reaffirm our dignity as children of God.
  This vision of creation would also foster a greater appreciation and gratitude toward the giftedness and givenness of life, thereby countering the obsessive claim to the rights of having children at all costs, at the risk of considering them as products.
  The children born are therefore no longer seen as products or commodities, but are loved unconditionally for who they are, not because of their desired traits or abilities.  As Protestant theologian Gilbert Meilaender notes:
A child who is thus begotten, not made, embodies the union of his father and mother. They have not simply reproduced themselves, nor are they merely a cause of which the child is an effect. Rather, the power of their mutual love has given rise to another who, though different from them and equal in dignity to them, manifests in his person the love that unites them. Their love-giving has been life-giving; it is truly procreation.

Perhaps what is needed is greater humility to see and accept our human condition in the face of technological modernity.  It means accepting our contingency and fallibility when events may escape our efficient programming. This might require fortitude and courage to make amends while trusting in providence.  For the believers, the temptation to technical prepotency can be offset by God’s example of humility.  The Book of Genesis speaks of powers given to humanity over the rest of creation.  Yielding to the temptation of hubris, the fall consisted in the attempt to usurp greater power and become like gods.  As a corrective response, Christ entered the world not with power but with humility.  “Who, being in the form of God did not count equality with God something to be grasped.” (Phil. 2:6)  Oddly enough, giving up his power and becoming a slave showed God’s greatness and reversed humanity’s arrogance and tendency of domination.

Third, in place of an unrealistic reliance on technology, we need to recognize that our ultimate hope cannot be based on the flimsy nature of created matter.  Heidegger was ambiguous about the dilemma of technology.  In an interview on the same question before his death, the German philosopher uttered the now famous refrain, “Only a God can save us.” 
   Since Heidegger was an agnostic, he probably meant to remind us the need to recover a sense of wonder and admiration toward nature, rather than callously exploiting it.  There are elements of truth in Heidegger’s intuition that we cannot escape the Gestell which has become the very structure of our relations.  The ambiguity of technology is all the more frightening because of the sense of impersonality and irresponsibility that came with it.  Technology seems to offer hope to a suffering humanity, but technology itself can be a cause of harm. 

The two recent encyclicals by Pope Benedict XVI offer other examples of theological critiques of the modern culture.  Caritas in Veritate recalls the fact that true human development is not just technical, but primarily and integrally, human.
  Spe Salvi states that the question of technology is ultimately a question on hope for a better future.  The pontiff’s discourse points to the vanity of this enterprise without God:  

Francis Bacon and those who followed in the intellectual current of modernity that he inspired were wrong to believe that man would be redeemed through science. Such an expectation asks too much of science; this kind of hope is deceptive. Science can contribute greatly to making the world and mankind more human. Yet it can also destroy mankind and the world unless it is steered by forces that lie outside it.

Finally, against a pessimistic view that everything is relativistic and that ethical truth is too idealistic, we nonetheless need to make an effort to strive for this ideal.  The future of humanity depends on it.  The catastrophic events of World War II greatly influenced the German Jewish philosopher Hans Jonas, who called for responsible ethics in this era of high technology.
   Traditional ethics is no longer sufficient.  We need to consider the accumulative effects of human impact on the world. Jonas proposes an “imaginative heuristic of fear” as the guiding principle which anticipates the issues in the balance and their attendant perils.  This precautionary ethical approach that aims foresee all possible ill-effects on future generations and humanity is urgent since the velocity of technological advances makes it difficult to exercise restraint. Against the temptation of “Promethean immodesty,” Jonas calls for a “power over power” by seeking political and structural responsibility to safeguard the future of humanity.  How this is possible in today’s globalized world remains a great challenge.  

These are just some modest reflections on the thorny questions raised in this paper.  Since the debate on contraception in the 1960s, there have been tensions between bioethics and theology.  Fortunately, the mysterium tremendum et fascinans of religion has not been totally eclipsed by technology in the postmodern age. Theological and religious traditions have long meditated on the themes of suffering and hope, dominion and stewardship, control and providence, the ambivalence of existence and the certainty of salvation.  It is hoped that the multidisciplinary approach of bioethics with contributions from science, politics, culture, philosophy will also be willing to re-engage theology—especially dogmatic and systematic theology—and draw helpful insights from this conversation. 
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