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History, philosophy, politics and the changing sciences of life

History teaches that worrying overmuch about technological change rarely stops it. Those who seek to halt genetics in its tracks may soon learn that lesson anew, as rogue scientists perform experiments in defiance of well-intended bans. But, if society is concerned about the pace and ethics of scientific advance, it should at least form a clearer picture of what is worth worrying about, and why.  

Civilization promotes the illusion that, through continuous scientific and technological progress we will master life and death. As Marcuse suggested, this looks like the utopia of a final liberation from Thanatos and Ananke , through a reconciliation between Eros  and Civilization. Freud had been rather sceptic about this utopia when he stated that in modern societies man “has become almost a god, ‘a prosthetic god’ truly magnificent when equipped with all his accessory organs; but since these are not connected to him, at times they may give him problems”.

Are we going to see the appearance of new human subjects inspired by the Wille zur Macht,  the will of power? Will the subject, lost his dwelling place, become the Übermensch prophesised by Nietzsche: a super-man and a beyond-man at the same time? 

The field of bioethics should be considered more an inter-disciplinary field rather than a discipline in itself. It has entered its third decade as a self-conscious pursuit, related to but distinct from moral philosophy, theology and health law. But bioethics was and is more than an academic field.  Bioethics also manifests itself in clinical and public policy roles.  Due to widespread uncertainty about the ethics of certain medical and behavioral procedures and the vicissitudes of legal liability, ethics committees and clinical ethicists have become a part of the social landscape.

Bioethicists, wishing to apply ethical knowledge to biomedical matter by following discourse or contextual ethics, were coming to look much like the philosophical equivalent of psychotherapists, applying their conceptual schemes to actual problematic cases. Crucially, like psychotherapists, clinical bioethicists could draw on a theoretical framework of principles (autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice).  

Philosophy. During his well known lecture of September 9, 2000, in Zürich, Juergen Habermas (2001; 2003) was moving from Kant’s theory of justice and Kierkegaard’s theory of self-being to defend the right of abstention in crucial questions for the good or non-failed life, as imposed by post-metaphysical thinking. His main writing on the “Risks of liberal genetics” takes a firm position without renouncing to his post-metaphysical thinking.  

He reminds that Adorno’s Minima Moralia starts just citing the Gaia Scientia of Nietzsche, and admitting a failure: “the Gaia Scientia was considered for such a long time as the proper field of philosophy… the doctrine of the right way”. But this way, Adorno assumes, is somehow lost because in the meanwhile ethics has regressed to the stage of “sad science”: at best it can produce just dispersed and aphoristic “meditations on offended life”. As long as philosophy has been believing in its capacity to provide a general framework of right and good life for subjects and communities, this kind of life would have been a universal model. Universal in the sense that world religions see in their respective founder’s life an ideal path of rescue. 

Now ethics tends usually to circumscribe its normative action to justice, and when it is applied to rights and dues of community or individuals it changes. The questions on right and good become context dependent and intermingled with interrogations on the identity of the speaker, considered as object-and-subject. In the end, we tend to rely on situation ethics: a system of ethics by which acts are judged within their contexts instead of by categorical principles.

Politics. And the women? That’s the new human subject that the feminine research focuses as crucial in opposition to Uebermensch . Sometimes with relevant political consequences.    

