
This article was downloaded by:[CDL Journals Account]
On: 5 May 2008
Access Details: [subscription number 789921171]
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954
Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

The American Journal of Bioethics
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713606739

Biotechnology and the New Right: Neoconservatism's
Red Menace
Jonathan D. Moreno a; Sam Berger a
a Center for American Progress,

First Published on: 01 October 2007

To cite this Article: Moreno, Jonathan D. and Berger, Sam (2007) 'Biotechnology
and the New Right: Neoconservatism's Red Menace', The American Journal of
Bioethics, 7:10, 7 — 13

To link to this article: DOI: 10.1080/15265160701587925
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15265160701587925

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf

This article maybe used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or systematic reproduction,
re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or distribution in any form to anyone is expressly
forbidden.

The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents will be
complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses should be
independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings,
demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with or
arising out of the use of this material.

http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713606739
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15265160701587925
http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf


D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [C
D

L 
Jo

ur
na

ls
 A

cc
ou

nt
] A

t: 
23

:3
9 

5 
M

ay
 2

00
8 

The American Journal of Bioethics, 7(10): 7–13, 2007
Copyright c© Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1526-5161 print / 1536-0075 online
DOI: 10.1080/15265160701587925

Target Article

Biotechnology and the New Right:
Neoconservatism’s Red Menace

Jonathan D. Moreno, Center for American Progress
Sam Berger, Center for American Progress

Although the neoconservative movement has come to dominate American conservatism, this movement has its origins in the old Marxist Left. Communists in their

younger days, as the founders of neoconservatism, inverted Marxist doctrine by arguing that moral values and not economic forces were the primary movers of history.

Yet the neoconservative critique of biotechnology still borrows heavily from Karl Marx and owes more to the German philosopher Martin Heidegger than to the Scottish

philosopher and political economist Adam Smith. Loath to identify these sources—or perhaps unaware of them—neoconservatives do not acknowledge these intellectual

underpinnings or their implications. Thus, in the final analysis, their critique is incoherent and even internally inconsistent. By not acknowledging and embracing their

intellectual roots, neoconservatives are left with a deeply ambivalent and often confused view of biotechnology and the society that gives rise to it.
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A specter is haunting the neoconservative critique of
biotechnology—the specter of Marxism.

Although the neoconservative movement has come to
dominate American conservatism, this movement has its
origins in the old Marxist Left. Communists in their younger
days, the founders of neoconservatism inverted Marxist
doctrine by arguing that moral values and not economic
forces were the primary movers of history. Yet the neo-
conservative critique of biotechnology still borrows heavily
from Karl Marx and owes more to the German philosopher
Martin Heidegger than to the Scottish philosopher and po-
litical economist Adam Smith.

The first generation of neoconservatives was acutely
aware of its heritage, but the current generation seems less
reflective concerning its intellectual roots. Although usually
considered to fit somewhere on the spectrum of American
conservatism, the current neoconservative conceptual cate-
gories are more radical and give greater primacy to moral
values. Rather than valorizing markets and the technologi-
cal innovation associated with them, neoconservative critics
of biotechnology remain unsure about market-driven in-
novation because they harbor deep reservations about its
moral consequences.

The neoconservative critique of technology is rooted
in Marxism and Heideggerian existentialism. Loath to
identify these sources—or perhaps unaware of them—
neoconservatives do not acknowledge these intellectual un-
derpinnings or their implications. Thus, in the final analy-
sis, their critique is incoherent and even internally inconsis-
tent. By not acknowledging and embracing their intellectual
roots, neoconservatives are left with a deeply ambivalent
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and often confused view of biotechnology and the society
that gives rise to it.

RISING FROM THE ASHES OF COMMUNISM

American neoconservatism traces its origins to a genera-
tion of disillusioned Marxists, including Irving Kristol and
Norman Podhoretz. At one time many neoconservatives ac-
cepted the Marx of Das Kapital, who argued that economic
forces are the substructure that dictates the superstructure
of culture: “[T]he mode of production of material life con-
ditions the social, political and intellectual life process in
general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines
their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that de-
termines their consciousness” (Marx 1859 [1977], 20–21). For
Marx, economic materialism determines moral values.

But Kristol, Podhoretz and others were driven from their
early Marxist materialism by the crimes of the Communist
leaders Josef Stalin and Mao Zedong. These leaders’ murder
of millions of their own people convinced neoconservatives
of the non-negotiable importance of morality, causing them
to turn the Marxian analysis on its head. Neoconservatives
came to argue it was the so-called superstructure of moral
values that was the true driver of history, even of economic
arrangements.

Neoconservatives believed these moral values were
grounded in immutable human nature, which the failures
of Communism had shown could not be changed by so-
cial policies or government fiat. “What is absolutely clear,”
according to Kristol, “is that socialism turned out to be ut-
terly unsuited to the nature of modern man” (Kristol 1968,
516). Francis Fukayama, at that time a neoconservative and
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member of the President’s Council on Bioethics, seconds this
point, writing that, “Socialism foundered . . . on the shoals
of a human nature that wouldn’t let utopian planners do as
they wished” (Fukayama 2002a, 80). Instead, neoconserva-
tives admired the success of America’s World War II gener-
ation, which they saw as proof of the indispensable moral
superiority of America’s open society grounded in a static
conception of human nature and morality.

The neoconservatives’ inversion of Marxism, however,
actually owes much to Marx’s early writings. The founding
neoconservative generation, associated especially with jour-
nals such as the Partisan Review, were in effect identifying
themselves more with the concerns of the “young Marx” of
the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 than the
“old Marx” who wrote under the influence of the classical
economists such as David Ricardo. The young Marx wor-
ried about the corrosive powers of capitalism on human
nature and human relations, asserting “money external-
izes the mediation between people, thus alienating it from
them”(Marx 1844 [1967]). He was concerned with the prob-
lems of alienation and commodification that he associated
with capitalism, concepts that would prove influential, if in
a somewhat altered form, in the neoconservative critique of
biotechnology.

The influence of Marx’s ideas was felt among writers on
both the Right and the Left. A series of intellectual move-
ments including Frankfurt School critical theorists, struc-
turalists, post-structuralists, and socialist feminists have
made use of these concepts, as did the first generation of
neoconservatives. But the intellectual descendents of Kristol
and Podhoretz who address biotechnology exhibit a certain
amnesia regarding their indebtedness to the intellectual left.
By ignoring their philosophical foundations, neoconserva-
tive bioethicists remain incapable of fully embracing the im-
plications of their ideas for capitalism, for universal values
and, ultimately, for biotechnology.

A DARK BIOTECHNOLOGICAL FUTURE

We have become familiar with the influential idealism in
foreign affairs of the second generation of neoconservative
thinkers: a confidence in the need for America to use its
hard power to advance its democratic moral vision and a
universal right of humankind that knows no ethnic or na-
tional boundaries. Claims that we would be “greeted as lib-
erators” in Iraq reflect the neoconservative belief in funda-
mental human nature; neoconservatives assumed that once
they were freed from tyrannical government, people would
adopt Western notions of government and morality. Doubts
about the Bush administration’s war in Iraq have focused
the attention of the world on the limits of this moral idealism
in international affairs.

Less attention has been paid to neoconservatives’ cri-
tique of biotechnology, a far more pessimistic concern with a
distant dystopian future. Neoconservatives worry about the
corrosive effects of technology on human society, twisting
Marx’s arguments against capitalism into critiques of tech-
nology, a more Heideggerian concern. They exhibit a deep
ambivalence towards scientific innovation and sometimes

even about the implications of science itself for human well-
being. They fear that technology commodifies and alienates
man from himself and worry that the technological outlook
obscures more important values. Adam Wolfson captures
the neoconservative mindset towards biotechnology:

First, the continued development of biotechnology in certain
directions will require the violation of truly basic moral stric-
tures. Second, biotechnology will initiate a revolution in how
we think about family, parenthood, the relation between the
generations, work and achievement, and many other areas of
human life. And third, biotechnology could bring about a fun-
damental rupture in human history, leading us into a “posthu-
man” age (Wolfson 2003, 55).

Neoconservatives worry about the changes wrought by
biotechnology because they doubt the potential for progress.
Carrying their own scars from failed attempts to change
the world, neoconservatives such as Gertrude Himmelfarb
argue “progress is not always lovely,” but rather “is un-
predictable and undependable” (Himmelfarb 2002, 75–76).
Such neoconservatives believe that supporters of biotech-
nology are making the same mistakes as communists did 50
years ago in thinking that they can create a better society.
William Kristol and Eric Cohen, former editor of the neo-
conservative journal The New Atlantis, explicitly draw the
comparison to Marxists, arguing that supporters of biotech-
nology exhibit “altogether an odd mixture of the hubris of
the medical researcher seeking to lead his fellow men be-
yond nature, and the sentimentality of the post-Communist
romantic, who seeks in genetic science man’s new hope for
building a kind, just and liberated heaven on earth” (Cohen
and Kristol 2002, 300).

For neoconservatives, however, this hope is entirely mis-
placed. Progress is difficult because people are too imper-
fect. Neoconservatives see the failures of socialism as proof
that we could not live together fairly and equally without ex-
ternal coercive forces. As Irving Kristol laments in a passage
reminiscent of Sigmund Freud in Civilization and its Discon-
tents, “there is wealth enough for people to live fully and
contented lives in socialist equality and fraternity—if only
people wanted to. They do not. What they want is—more”
(Kristol 1968, 517).

Rather than try to use biotechnology to improve our
quality of life, therefore, neoconservatives advocate that we
simply limit our ability to make mistakes. We cannot trust
people to make certain important decisions because they
are too imperfect, immoral and weak. For neoconservatives,
even capitalism, generally associated with progress and in-
dividual ability, is grounded in human weakness; Cohen
argues that, “the moral defense of capitalism once rested
firmly on a belief in the limited wisdom and virtue of hu-
man beings” (Cohen 2002, 26). Neoconservatives believe we
must acknowledge these human weaknesses with biotech-
nology as well and limit the ability of people to use it to
change anything.

This pessimism towards progress and human abil-
ity pervades neoconservative concerns with biotechnology,
often focused on an apocalyptic future for which there is
little evidence that it will ever come to pass. In inverting
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Marxism, neoconservatives abandoned Marx’s confidence
in a better future and in human potential. Instead, they
use Marxist conceptions to analyze a world they see con-
stantly worsening as technology impinges on long-standing
human values. Perhaps Leon Kass, neoconservative and for-
mer head of the President’s Council on Bioethics, captured
the mood best when discussing the prospective lives of his
beloved grandchildren: “I hope they will find pockets where
they can enjoy what modernity has to offer without becom-
ing its slave. But I wouldn’t trade my life for theirs” (Kass
2006, 15).

ALIENATION AND OWNERSHIP

The neoconservative critique of biotechnology uses Marx’s
notion of alienation, but it is twisted almost to the point
of inversion. For Marx, alienation is the distancing of man
from his labor, from his product, and even from other men:
“the product of the laborer stands in no immediate relation-
ship to his need and to his status but is rather determined
in both directions through social combinations alien to the
laborer” (Marx 1844 [1967], 275). The worker’s product is ex-
ternalized as money or a good to be sold, reduced to a mere
thing as opposed to an expression of individual creativity
and desire. Alienation is the direct result of structural prob-
lems in capitalism, in which all products of human effort,
and even human beings themselves, are assessed in terms
of their market value.

Neoconservatives are also concerned with man becom-
ing distanced from his labor, from others, and from himself.
But where Marx saw the influence of capitalism, neoconser-
vatives argue that technology, not the economic structures
that dictate its use, causes alienation. Thus in vitro fertiliza-
tion and other assisted reproductive technologies are crit-
icized for distancing people from the procreative act and
the recognition of their child as a fellow human being—
these technologies make us “come to think of children as
mere products of our will” (Wolfson 2003, 59). The theme
is made explicit in Cohen’s citing of Christian ethicist Paul
Ramsey: “To soar so high above an eminently human parent-
hood is inevitably to fall far below—into a vast technological
alienation of man” (Cohen 2002, 24).

Writing in The New Atlantis, Paul Cella III makes an even
more expansive claim of the dangers of technological alien-
ation. In a capitalist society, prosperity born of technology
has a way of “spoiling” us, limiting our understanding of
the difficulty and sacrifice inherent in work. “[The danger
lies] in a diminution or impoverishment of the human things
behind technology . . . Modern men armed with the most so-
phisticated techniques and technologies, will lack any real
understanding of the dignity of human work . . . Part of this
alienation lies in our remoteness from the causes of things,
on the one hand, and from their consequences on the other”
(Cella 2005, 58). For Cella, the dignity of human work is not
destroyed by “social combinations alien to the worker” but
by the ease and remoteness of work due to technology.

Cella suggests these negative effects of technology are
pervasive, even affecting the physician–patient relationship:

A certain alienation lingers in both parties as the human touch
diminishes. The doctor’s vocation is transformed from personal
interaction and care to impersonal liaison between the enor-
mous technological institutions of modern medicine and the
patient. The doctor discovers one day that he is less a healer
than a bureaucratic middleman (Cella 2005, 59).

Cella’s words are remarkably similar to those of Friedrich
Engels and Marx in The Communist Manifesto, in which they
decry alienation so pervasive that it even affects the intellec-
tual classes: “The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every
occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with rev-
erent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the
priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage labour-
ers” (Engels and Marx 1848 [1978], 476). For 150 years, from
Friedrich Nietzsche, Emile Durkheim and Freud, to Bob
Dylan and The Sex Pistols, alienation has been a common
theme among observers of industrial and post-industrial
society as the relationship between work and its product is
subordinated to efficiency. Cella’s staff physician at a health
maintenance organization is as much at risk as the assembly-
line worker.

Perhaps more surprisingly, Cella and Marx also agree
that monopoly capitalism contributes to alienation. Grant-
ing “the importance of largeness in the free enterprise sys-
tem,” Cella nonetheless “cannot see how liberty is best
preserved in the implacable swallowing up of small, au-
tonomous firms into vast bureaucratic corporations” (Cella
2005, 61). Yet Cella cannot bring himself to focus on the
structural problems in the capitalist system that give rise to
these monopolies. Fully inverting Marx’s conclusion, he ar-
gues that private property is the key to combating alienation
because it is “something purchased on the credit of honest
labor, is a near constant reminder of the ultimate humanness
of all our achievements” (Cella 2005, 62). Ownership gives
life meaning.

The focus on technology rather than the economic and
political conditions in which that technology is used is a
typical problem in neoconservative writing. Such an analy-
sis would be awkward for neoconservatives who see eco-
nomics as just a function of morality. Cella’s own com-
ments on the matter are telling: “[I]t is precisely backwards
to let economics dictate our principles—for economics is
a tool”(Cella 2005, 61–62). It is human nature and moral-
ity that dictate the shape of one’s life, not impersonal
economics.

Consider this condemnation of technology-induced
alienation from Beyond Therapy, a report in 2003 by the Pres-
ident’s Council on Bioethics—generally considered to be
intellectually dominated by neoconservative members and
staff—which reads like a radical Marxist screed:

What matters is that we produce . . . in a human way as human
beings, not simply as inputs who produce outputs . . . If all that
matters is getting more out of [workers]—or more out of our-
selves, by any means possible—then improving performance
by biotechnical intervention makes perfect sense . . . What mat-
ters is that we do our work and treat our fellow workers in ways
that honor all of us as agents and makers, demanding our own
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D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [C
D

L 
Jo

ur
na

ls
 A

cc
ou

nt
] A

t: 
23

:3
9 

5 
M

ay
 2

00
8 

The American Journal of Bioethics

best possible performance, to be sure, but our best performance
as human beings, not animals or machines (President’s Council
on Bioethics 2003, 153).

Despite these strong words, the report fails to consider the
structural causes of this alienation. As Brandon Keirn said
in his review of Beyond Therapy, “that the political and eco-
nomic environment in which biotechnologies will emerge
deserves to be critiqued as thoroughly as the biotechnolo-
gies themselves seems only logical, but the recommenda-
tion is never made” (Keirn 2004, n.p.). Neoconservatives
are obsessed by the depersonalizing consequences of alien-
ation, but their focus on proximate causes instead of under-
lying social and economic dynamics renders their analysis
incomplete. This absence of attention to the human conse-
quences of a market-driven economy is understandable in
light of the tension within the neoconservative critique of
biotechnology.

COMMODIFYING THE BODY

Neoconservative bioethicists also use the Marxist notion of
commodification in their attack on biotechnology. Marx be-
lieved that capitalism inevitably turns all human relation-
ships, even our relation to our own bodies and those of
others, into monetary ones. The Communist Manifesto ar-
gues that capitalism has replaced the earlier idea of “nat-
ural superiority”—which kept people in their place—with
the brutal exploitation of cash payment. No sector of human
life, even the “holy family,” is immune: “The bourgeoisie
has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has
reduced the family relation into a mere money relation”
(Engels and Marx 1848 [1978], 476). Everyone is viewed as
sources of further capital.

Neoconservatives express equally dire fears about the
effects of commodification on human society. The root cause
for neoconservatives, however, is once again new biotech-
nologies, particularly reproductive ones. Cohen warns that,
“the most striking dimension of the modern economy is the
commerce of the body, including an impressive array of new
biotechnologies and biological procedures that promise to
improve, control, or manipulate our native biology” (Cohen
2006a, 9). Kass argues that, “[with cloning] the commodifi-
cation of human life will be unstoppable” (Kass 2002, 230).
Neoconservatives fear that an increased power over repro-
duction, not just by laboratory scientists but by individuals,
will make “human reproduction take on the semblance of
manufacture, and parents would come to think of them-
selves as ‘smart shoppers”’ (Wolfson 2003, 59), the ultimate
form of commodification.

Similarly, it is almost impossible to find a liberal so-
cial science analysis of the body or of the way that human
beings relate to human bodies that does not presuppose
the idea of commodification. Writing in an anthropology
journal, Lesley Sharp draws on Marx and other Leftist theo-
rists to assess biotechnologies, “whose application in clini-
cal and other related scientific arenas marks a paradigmatic
shift in anthropological understandings of the commodi-
fied, fragmented body” (Sharp 2000, 287). Examples include

“reproductive technologies; organ transplantation; cosmetic
and transsexual surgeries; genetics and immunology; and,
finally, the category of the cyborg” (Sharp 2000, 287).

Yet while the neoconservative and radical Left concerns
about biotechnology are at first blush identical, they finally
diverge because of the apparent reluctance of neoconserva-
tives to address underlying socioeconomic forces. Neocon-
servatives focus on the technology, not the context in which
it is used. Consider for example Cohen’s discussion of “the
new commerce of the body (Cohen 2006a, 10).” He addresses
commodification by examining, among other cases, paid
egg “donation,” the market in medications for erectile dys-
function, and a future in which human embryos are “valu-
able medical commodities—harvested routinely as a source
[of] stem cells . . . And no doubt such embryos will trade
in the market like any other commodity—perhaps even on
the ‘commodities exchange”’ (Cohen 2006a, 22). One would
think the blame for these problems lies partly with an eco-
nomic system that allows everything to be priced and sold.
Cohen, hesitant to blame capitalism, instead argues that this
rampant commodification is the result of a belief, shared
by the 1960s counterculture and biotechnology supporters,
“that human limits should be overcome, taboos are anath-
ema, and human shame is an illusion” (Cohen 2006a, 15).
Capitalism allows things to be done that should not be done,
but humility keeps such problems in check. For Cohen, as
for neoconservative thinkers generally, the true driver of the
problem is morality, not economics.

In comparison, a bioethicist who might be thought to
proceed from a very different philosophical framework has
recently argued that:

One effect of late capitalism—the commodification of practi-
cally everything—is to knock down the Chinese walls between
the natural and productive realms, to use a Marxist framework.
Women’s labour in egg extraction and ’surrogate’ motherhood
might then be seen as what it is, labour which produces some-
thing of value. But this does not necessarily mean that women
will benefit from the commodification of practically everything,
in either North or South. In the newly developing biotechnolo-
gies involving stem cells, the reverse is more likely, particular
given the shortage in the North of the egg donors who will
be increasingly necessary to therapeutic cloning (Dickenson
2002, 55).

Neoconservatives, however, cannot address systemic prob-
lems with capitalism. They deeply admire capitalism, detest
the moral consequences of socialism, and loathe the prospect
of an overt split with more market-oriented traditional con-
servatives. Thus for the New Right bioethicists, their reser-
vations about the way that capitalism stimulates and sup-
ports biotechnologies that debase human nature create a
deep ambivalence that frequently surfaces in their writings.
According to Cella, “prosperity paradoxically enervates the
human virtues that gave rise to it in the first place” (Cella
2005, 58). “Of course,” Cohen reminds us (and perhaps him-
self), “most biotechnology is admirable; it is a continuation
of bourgeois progress as we have long known it . . . .” (Cohen
2006a, 18). “At the same, however,” Cohen adds later,” we
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must face up to the fact that modern commerce is often a
moral problem, the capitalism of the body most especially”
(Cohen 2006a, 23).

THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF ALIENATION

Neoconservative worries that alienation and commodifica-
tion are caused by technology, not capitalism, stem from
a worldview that mixes Marxism with the philosophy of
Heidegger. Heidegger argued that there are many different
ways of finding meaning in the world, be they science, art,
or religion. But none of these ways reveal the entire truth.
Quite the contrary: By revealing some aspects of the world
these human activities conceal others.

The technological worldview was particularly problem-
atic for Heidegger because in manipulating the world it ob-
scures the fact that it is only one among many ways to view
things. Science and technology seek to explain everything,
leaving no room for other means of explanation: “technol-
ogy threatens revealing, threatens it with the possibility that
all revealing will be consumed in ordering” according to the
dictates of science (Heidegger 1954 [1977], 33). Man comes to
believe science is the only means of expressing truth, thereby
excluding other methods.

Heidegger believed technology and science create a fur-
ther problem in that they approach the world in an artifi-
cial way. Objects in the world are viewed as things to be
used for specific purposes; all human use of nature, no
matter how seemingly benign, treats the world as a mere
“standing-reserve” for use at human discretion. As David
Tabachnick explains: “Rather than accepting that plants, hu-
man beings, cultures, or even war have a given nature or
essence, technology treats all things as ‘stuff’ to be manipu-
lated” (Tabachnick 2005, 36).

Heidegger saw the technological worldview as one in
which nature is to be mastered and used for human ends.
He believed this worldview would therefore lead to fur-
ther attempts at mastery, culminating in violations of hu-
man dignity. In perhaps his most explicate condemnation
of technology, Heidegger claimed that, “agriculture is now
a motorized food industry—in essence the same thing as the
manufacture of corpses in the gas chambers and extermina-
tion camps, the same thing as the blockading and starvation
of nations, the same thing as the manufacture of hydrogen
bombs” (Tabachnick 2005, 36).

The Heideggerean critique of technology as a danger-
ous worldview is central to neoconservatives’ critique of
biotechnology. Kass, who has long expressed reservations
about fertility treatment, (Kass 1971) organ transplants,
(Kass 1992) and, of course, human cloning (Kass 1993) was
heavily influenced by Hans Jonas, who was in turn influ-
enced by Heidegger. Kass’s writings are characterized by
worries about the threats that technological interventions
pose for human dignity, but are also informed by the still
deeper notion that technology in general tends to alienate us
from the very core of our being. Hearkening back to Cella’s
concerns about alienation, Kass argues that, “the so-called
empirical science of nature is, as actually experienced, the

highly contrived encounter with apparatus, measuring de-
vices, pointer readings, and numbers; nature in its ordinary
course is virtually never encountered directly” (Kass 1993,
7). Worse yet for Kass, “modern science rejects, as mean-
ingless or useless, questions that cannot be answered by
the application of method” (Kass 1993, 8). Science excludes
the very moral questions that neoconservatives view as the
driver of history.

Kass is not the only leading neoconservative critic of
biotechnology whose thought is in some substantial mea-
sure Heideggerian. Fukuyama quotes Heidegger in the epi-
gram of the first chapter of his book, Our Posthuman Future:

The threat to man does not come in the first instance from the
potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology. The
actual threat has always afflicted man in his essence. The rule
of enframing (Gestell) threatens man with the possibility that
it could be denied to him to enter into a more original reveal-
ing and hence to experience the call of a more primal truth
(Fukuyama 2002b, 3).

Cohen also betrays a Heideggerian streak, lamenting
that “one of the great shortcomings of modern society is
that seeking remedies (or ’technology therapy’) becomes our
overriding aim, crowding out the search for wisdom, love,
excellence, and holiness that is central to living a full human
life” (Cohen 2003, 4). Neoconservatives are not merely con-
cerned with particular technological innovations, but the
nature of technological advance in toto.

Embracing a philosophical proposition that links indus-
trialized agriculture to gas chambers, however provocative,
places a heavy burden on those who endorse it. Neither
Kass nor the younger writers so clearly influenced by him—
dutiful references to Kass’s views are common in the pages
of The New Atlantis—have fully articulated their view on
the matter. Is their account of the baleful consequences of
technology as thoroughgoing as that of Heidegger, so that it
embraces literally everything a human being purposefully
crafts?

Neoconservatives complain about the dangers of tech-
nology, yet provide no criteria for distinguishing the de-
structive technologies from those that do not threaten
human dignity. The technological attitude does not end
with stem cell research, but is also present in automo-
biles, vaccines and virtually the entirety of modern life. An
anti-technological posture, while at first seductive, is thus
extreme.

This tension between their anti-technological stance and
the undeniable benefits of technology permeate neoconser-
vative writings. Cohen attempts to refocus the problem on
the excesses of technology: “Our mission and our moment
is [sic] inseparable from facing up to our technological con-
dition: savoring it, defending it, and improving it, but also
coping with it, transcending it, and reining it in” (Cohen
2003, 7). Yet this position is in tension with his view that it
is the technological attitude as a whole, and not simply cer-
tain aspects of technology, that is the problem. Kass seems to
more fully accept the implications of his underlying philoso-
phy when he writes that “there are no more deep unfulfilled
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human wishes for which technology of the future is going
to provide the answer . . . we already have more than what
we need to live well” (Kass 2006, 15).

The Heideggerian critique also poses problems for the
larger neoconservative project. For Heidegger, no system of
thought lays claim to the whole truth. The neoconservative
belief in transcendent moral truths stemming from a fixed
human nature is no more fully true than the technological
worldview. In fact, many postmodernists have appropriated
Heidegger to argue against absolute values or meaning, par-
ticularly focusing on the subjectivity of cultural and moral
norms.

As a further irony, University of Chicago (Chicago, IL)
Professor Leo Strauss, a major intellectual influence on Kass
and the neoconservative movement (Vogel 2006), blamed
Heidegger for giving rise to the postmodern sentiment that
there is no absolute morality, which Kass cites as the cause
of many of the problems in modern society. Yet neocon-
servatives never turn Heidegger’s critical eye on their own
comprehensive morality and question whether they should
consider it as dangerous as technology for similar reasons.

PROGRESSIVES, HEAL THYSELVES

By not accepting or understanding their intellectual her-
itage, neoconservatives are left with a confused attitude to-
ward biotechnology. They express deep concern about com-
modification and alienation, but do not discuss the capitalist
structures that result in its misuse. At times they are strident
supporters of capitalism, and at other times they may assert
that “those conservatives who care most about civic moral-
ity are often piercing critics of the deficiencies of modern
capitalism” (Cohen 2006b, 45).

For neoconservatives the potent social and economic
forces that capitalism unleashes are to be constrained by
certain traditional moral standards. Yet one senses a deep
sadness in much neoconservative commentary, as though
there is an awareness that, at the end of the day, economic
pressures encourage people to act contrary to what they re-
gard as the most human of values. An often morose sense
of what lies ahead seems unavoidable, presenting a stark
contrast with the hopeful ambition of the true capitalist.

In the first edition of the neoconservative flagship mag-
azine The New Atlantis, Cohen set forth the neoconservative
challenge: “we will need to grapple with our dependence on
modernity, the failings of modernity, and the superiority of
modernity to past and present alternatives” (Cohen 2003,
8). Unfortunately, an amnesia concerning intellectual origins
has helped lead the neoconservative critique of biotechnol-
ogy down a philosophical blind alley.

Yet progressives are in no position to gloat. The ideologi-
cal Left’s critique of biotechnology suffers from its own diffi-
culties. For one, there are deep and largely unacknowledged
differences within the Left between: 1) those who are more
libertarian about scientific expression and would grant sci-
entists the presumption of self-governance; 2) those who are
more “Green” in their politics and would impose the precau-
tionary principle in advance of possibly risky science; and

3) those who identify themselves as transhumanists who
would deliberately apply biotechnological enhancements to
create radical changes in human beings, effectively allowing
human intervention in the evolutionary process (Garreau
2005). Of these three orientations, the second would impose
the most regulations on science and the third would impose
the least.

The first position is the mainstream progressive view
of biotechnology in the United States, often identified with
professional bioethics found in the academy. Fukuyama de-
scribes this group as a “mixed bag”—professional bioethi-
cists have raised useful questions, he says, but some are
“nothing more than sophisticated (and sophistic) justifiers
of whatever it is the scientific community wants to do . . . ”
(Fukuyama 2002b, 204). Whatever the merits of this assess-
ment, and Fukuyama is certainly not the only scholar of
note to make this judgment (Evans 2002), it must be admit-
ted that the bioethical “justifiers” of biotechnology on the
Left are heirs to a philosophical tradition that sees scientific
knowledge as in a basic sense privileged above all others.

That tradition of science-oriented philosophers includes
both the logical positivists and the American pragmatists,
especially John Dewey. These thinkers were liberal human-
ists who regarded metaphysics, including the existentialism
of Heidegger and his ilk, as at best hopeless obscurantism
and at worst bad poetry. Many were dissidents who fled one
of the European totalitarian regimes in the mid-twentieth
century, and regarded both Marxism and fascism as prod-
ucts of a tradition of philosophical obscurantism and anti-
scientific thinking from Hegel to Heidegger. They under-
stood science as a uniquely self-correcting way of knowing
the world, one that has repeatedly shown its epistemolog-
ical superiority over other forms of knowledge through its
sheer technological success.

Nonetheless, progressives are open to the criticism ar-
ticulated by Kass (1993) that they overestimate the ability of
technology assessment and regulation to manage any un-
wanted consequences of applied science. Some progressives
also adopt the positivist view that technology is merely in-
strumental and in itself value neutral, a position hard to
square with the hydrogen bomb. A progressive view of
biotechnology would do well to revisit Dewey’s empirical
naturalism, which understands technology assessment as
an experimental process in which the unintended conse-
quences of new technologies are discerned, and new means
are deployed to minimize the unwanted results (Hickman
1990). Technologies are not value neutral; our values emerge
and evolve through monitoring technological change. In
some cases, we may not even realize exactly what it is we
do value or how much we value it until it is threatened; the
ecology movement is one recent example.

Technology assessment and regulation are not static,
but rather are iterative processes of acquiring information
and responding accordingly. The depreciation of technol-
ogy assessment, exemplified in the politically motivated
elimination of the congressional Office of Technology As-
sessment in 1995, has left a void in intelligent public pol-
icymaking (Hickman 1998). Other entities, such as the
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non-governmental National Academies (Washington, DC),
have been able to take up some of the slack because they are
not so directly tied to the shifting winds of political parti-
sanship. In any event, short of a return to a pre-agricultural
society it is not obvious what the alternative to technology
assessment and regulation would be.

But all this presupposes what we have called the main-
stream progressive view of biotechnology, as against the
“Green” and transhumanist varieties. Just as the neoconser-
vatives have failed to acknowledge and defend their philo-
sophical roots in Marx’s political economy and Heidegger’s
mystical ontology, progressives need to speak more clearly
to one another about a revived, constructive response to
neoconservative critiques of biotechnology. �
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