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Discussion plan to accompany the (fictional) stimulus  
Virtumax: an embryo-based moral enhancement technology 

We will soon begin our discussion of what we think about the ideas in this brochure. But just for a 
minute or two, let’s refrain from making judgements. Who would like to give a summary of the main 
points in the brochure? 

Some points to listen for: 
- Enhancing the moral character of humanity will significantly improve our chances of surviving 

as a species and saving life on Earth. 

- If we are given the technological means to enhance humanity’s moral character, we should use it. 

- Altruism and fairness are the two specific moral traits we need to enhance. (For the sake of 
brevity, we did not spell out why these traits are targeted. You may need to flesh this point out, 
using the material from “The Perils of Cognitive Enhancement…”) 

- The international push to introduce moral enhancement is being treated similarly to an 
international effort to eradicate smallpox or measles. Governments are prepared to cover the 
costs of the treatment, but are not enforcing treatment for individuals with ideological objections. 

Is there an ethical problem with altering the genetic make-up of embryos (and therefore newborn 
babies) in this way? 

Is it comparable to vaccinations?  

If we could alter the genetic structure of newborns to inoculate them against cancer, would that 
pose a similar ethical problem? 

If we undergo Virtumax™ treatment, are we denying our children the freedom to choose for 
themselves how to act in the world?  

Keep in mind that we are not constraining children’s ability to act in any way they choose. The only ways our 
children will be changed are that: 

- they will feel more compassion and empathy towards others, and  

- they will be more sensitive to “tit-for-tat” social exchanges. 

Assuming the scientific claims in the report are accurate, would prospective parents have a moral 
responsibility to undergo Virtumax™ embryo treatment? 
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Currently, we send our children to school for 12 or more years, and we set rules and standards in 
our homes, in the hope of training our children to become morally upstanding people. If we could 
achieve the same (or better) result biochemically, have we lost something?  

Would a new generation of more altruistic and fair-minded people actually create a better world, as 
the report promises? 

Is this the right set of virtues? 

Are there other virtues that we would need to enhance in order to create a better world? 

Is it possible for a better world to be created by enhancing the moral inclinations of individuals? 

This work is intended as an educational stimulus. It has been inspired by “The Perils of Cognitive 
Enhancement and the urgent Imperative to Enhance the Moral Character of Humanity” by Ingmar Persson 
and Julian Savulescu in Journal of Applied Philosophy, Volume 25, Issue 3, pages 162–177, August 2008. 
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