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INTRODUCTION 

 Do we really want a “Brave New World?” Is this type of world where we ought to go in 

consideration of ethics/virtue? Ray Kurzweil suggests a future world which conjures images of 

life imitating art, e.g. I, Robot, Terminator, Gattica, The Matrix, and/or The Gamer, relative to 

technological integration within human beings, biotechnology and the function of human society, 

especially prolonging life. While Kurzweil’s address to graduating students suggests various 

technologies, including enhancing “green” technology, I will focus on the full-blown integration 

that sends chills down my spine, and I will discuss various ethical objections suggesting that, 

perhaps, in moderation with scrutinizing oversight, the idea can be good for our future but that it 

is our ultimate responsibility to make sure it is good. 

THE ARGUMENT FOR THE INTEGRATED FUTURE 

 Ray Kurzweil’s commencement address to the 2005 graduating class at Worcester 

Polytechnic Institute seems like something straight out of a science fiction novel or movie designed 

to scare or cause paranoia; however, Kurzweil’s ideological dream of the future, given today’s 

rapid technological advances, is not all that farfetched and spawns new advances in genetics by 

enhancing “RNA interference” technology which can turn certain genes on or off. By doing this 

Kurzweil suggests we will be able to not only have babies to our specific desire (girl, boy, blue 

eyes, tall, smart, etc.), but we can also eliminate cancer and other diseases by “turning off” the 

genes they rely upon. We would be able to grow new organs from our own DNA and correct any 

dysfunctions that may have previously predisposed us to certain ailments from “natural” birth—

we would even have a technological fountain of youth with the ability to either “slow down, stop” 

or “even reverse aging processes,” as well as the ability to harness and utilize “green” energy much 

more efficiently. (Kurzweil, 2005) 
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 Kurzweil also suggests we will, nine years from now (15 at the time of his speech), be able 

to integrate artificial intelligence within our own bodies by creating nanobots to kill “pathogens, 

correct DNA errors, kill cancer cells,” and even move into our brains to “interact with our 

biological neurons” (i.e. potentially make decisions for us aside from keeping us healthy). 

Essentially, humans would be programmed like a computer with certain software implanted 

allowing us to “download new software to their neural implant from outside the patient” in effort 

to keep all technological software and/or hardware up-to-date, as well as “enhancing human 

intelligence.” While he does not outright say it, we can assume the enhancement of intelligence 

would come in the form of downloading information/knowledge quickly—like a computer—all in 

the name of “expand[ing] our opportunities,” and our “ability to create and appreciate knowledge.” 

(Kurzweil, 2005) 

Kurzweil justifies these evasive technological advancements by asserting that without 

expanding life expectancy humans would ultimately become bored with their existence if nothing 

further can be pursued. In other words, after hundreds of years we would have gained all the 

knowledge we could have gained within our life expectancies and with nothing new being learned 

life would be especially arid, but by prolonging lives we have more time to develop new ideas and 

technologies to pass down to younger generations. By prolonging life we create knowledge; as we 

create knowledge we prolong life. This, Kurzweil Suggests, is all completely up to us (i.e. 

individual humans)—we “determine [our] own success or failure.” (Kurzweil, 2005) 

ARGUMENT/ANALYSIS 

 Interestingly, Kurzweil’s commencement address’s conclusion seems to question the 

meaning of life without knowledge which is reminiscent of Socrates’ argument that the 

“unexamined life is not worth living for men,” (Plato, Apology, 2002), pg. 41, para 38, in that he 
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claims life would be boring (perhaps not worth living) if we did not have new ideas to explore. In 

other words, new ideas create longer lives and longer lives breed knowledge which is the epitome 

of existence and makes life exciting. Kurzweil also seems to agree with Jean-Paul Sartre in that he 

(Kurzweil) believes humans solely determine where their futures head and what they will 

ultimately become by our successes and failures in everything we attempt. These successes and 

failures (especially the failures) also lead to the expansion of human knowledge.  

Consequently, however, if we are to “boldly go, where no man has gone before” (Star Trek) 

by examining, creating and eventually fully integrating various pieces of technology, we must 

examine the following: (1) at what point do we draw a line between being human or machine if 

we are to integrate Artificial Intelligence (hereinafter “AI”) into our neurological and biological 

systems, (2) would full AI integration really breed further knowledge or would someone of power 

determine who obtains the thirst for knowledge and/or who gets what specific knowledge, (3) 

would we lose out on empirical knowing without successes learned and achieved from initial 

failure, (4) who would choose for humanity, and (5) what would we do with all the genetic 

mistakes in the beginning (because humans make frequent mistakes)—do we do as in Sparta and 

throw genetic blunders to the pit for extermination? There are countless ethical issues in humans 

interacting with their own species, but has it been considered that if we teach a piece of machinery 

to think for itself that we may owe a duty to it or that it could determine, while we were trying to 

prolong the lives of human beings, we are parasites that must be exterminated thereby regressing 

the progress of human longevity achieved thus far? Or, perhaps the AI decides it must protect us 

from ourselves and ultimately determines our quest for knowledge is detrimental to our health—

what then, if knowledge is the only thing that makes life worth living? If we allow the AI to make 

even routine decisions on a regular basis would we lose our capacities to function on our own? 
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And, if we do become completely reliant upon technology would we know how to survive 

individually or even as a civilization should the technology malfunction or be destroyed in a natural 

disaster? 

I.   Man vs. Machine—Can a Machine have Virtue? 

A key component that makes humans different from all other animals is in the way we treat 

each other and conduct ourselves with (for the most part) rational behavior in the world. This 

would also set us apart from the machines man creates. We may be able to create them to think 

like we do or perform routine complex tasks more quickly and efficiently; however, without 

human emotion a machine would not be able to make certain ethical decisions which would 

require compassion or empathy when dealing with the good or happiness of mankind in 

general.  

Aristotle believes we have two kinds of virtues—that of thought and that of character 

whereas virtue of thought is enhanced over great lengths of time and conducted through 

teaching and virtue of character comes from habit which requires the right sort of habits to be 

taught at an early age and must “accord with the correct reason.” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 19(33). 

Virtue is, as Aristotle claims, “…about pleasures and pains; the actions that are its sources also 

increase it or, if they are done badly, ruin it; and its activity is about the same actions as those 

that are its sources.” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 21(15). In order to be a virtuous person one must 

have habituated the proper actions well and by doing so makes a person excellent. An excellent 

person will perform virtuous (and right) actions by invoking the “mean.” The mean is the 

epitome of virtue because it strives for feelings, decisions and actions somewhere in the middle 

of extremes on either end of the spectrum. By meeting in the middle, “…relative to us the 

intermediate is what is neither superfluous nor deficient…” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 24(33).  
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If, for instance, ten are many and two are few, we take six as 
intermediate in the object, since it exceeds [two] and is exceeded [by 
ten] by an equal amount, [four]. This is what is intermediate by 
numerical proportion. But that is not how we must take the 
intermediate that is relative to us. For if ten pounds [of food], for 
instance, are a lot for someone to eat, and two pounds a little, it does 
not follow that the trainer will prescribe six, since this might also be 
either a little or a lot for the person who is to take it—for Milo [the 
athlete] a little, but for the beginner in gymnastics a lot…In this way 
every scientific expert avoids excess and deficiency and seeks and 
chooses what is intermediate—but intermediate relative to us, not in 
the object. 

(Aritotle, 1999), pg. 24(§6-8). Thus, it is the proper intermediate action taken in consideration 

of human need that makes something virtuous or not.  

Mankind may be able to teach a computer or AI to learn, to provide beneficial services to us 

and even enhance our pleasures for overall happiness, but it will always fall back on mankind as 

to how he/she programmed the computer, whether the programming came from the right reason 

and right action. If it is done from wrong action, the AI would then emulate the vice of its teacher. 

And, the programming would have limited understanding of intermediate. For example, if a 

situation arose that has never arisen before, the machinery’s programming would not understand 

how to make a decision or perform an action of intermediate proportion relative to humans, but 

rather to a set of rules or code which would be relative to objects and therefore not virtuous 

regardless of the teacher’s/programmer’s virtue or vice. Thus, in this case, because AI could not 

be ethical relative to human proportion Kurzweil’s future is not a good idea. 

Another consideration here would be that mankind would ultimately lose his/her own virtue if 

we have virtue of thought and virtue of character. By implanting technological devices of AI inside 

our bodies to perform tasks such as routine thoughts and decisions we are no longer doing the 

thinking and without individual (and independent) thought we have no virtue of thought. If we 

lose out on virtue of thought we cannot teach habitual acts of virtue to others and therefore would 
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also lose our virtue of character. If we lose these virtues then mankind becomes unethical itself 

and therefore also renders Kurzweil’s future a bad idea if we value virtue. 

II.   Nature vs. Choice. 

When thinking about the eradication of cancer most would be ecstatic to have new 

technology of this caliber and would not necessarily think that perhaps the alleged gene cancer 

relies upon, and would therefore be turned off by this advanced technology, would be needed 

for other “conditions” that would regulate other functions or in the general scheme of life 

would be good in the long run. Take Klüver-Bucy syndrome for example—a condition that 

impairs behavioral function associated with a specific section of the brain; while rare, it is 

typically brought on by injury to, or surgical removal of a part of, the anterior temporal lobe 

and causes people to become hyper-sexual, among other varying symptoms. In other words, 

they lose their choice (or free will) to deny their sexual impulses. Kurzweil would rebut by 

claiming we would not only have technology to remove the undesirable genes, but also replace 

them with “good” genes; however, we still do not know what possible devastating effects this 

may have. After all, it wasn’t until an epileptic patient underwent brain surgery to remove the 

lobes in effort to treat the seizures that the negative side effect of the missing lobe (Klüver-

Bucy syndrome) was discovered. (Bering, 2010). Not only could we potentially take the free 

will (or choice) from other humans, as in the case of Klüver-Bucy syndrome, but we would 

also potentially put people at risk of becoming subjectively and relatively unvirtuous against 

their will.  

If we begin manipulating the brain in such a way (and in some aspects we have already 

begun to do so with advancements in brain surgery and chronic prescription drug consumption) 

we would have to reevaluate what human nature is and just how much free will and/or choice 



 
 

Page 7 of 13 
  

we really have. If Jean-Paul Sartre is correct, there is no such thing as human nature and man 

makes his nature as he wants it1 and “…what is not possible is not to choose. I can always 

choose, but I ought to know that if I do not choose, I am still choosing.”2 (Sartre, 1957, 1985), 

pg. 41. If humans can manipulate the brain, with whatever machinery or technological 

advancement, whether intentional or not, then the person manipulated, as with Klüver-Bucy 

syndrome, would have little to no control over certain actions being affected by said 

manipulation. If they have little to no control over those particular actions they are being driven 

by something other than their free will and compelled outside of choice having lost their 

freedom; thus we are not living life authentically because we have denied some else their 

freedom. If we follow Sartre we should want others to be free just as we want to be free for 

“…man being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; 

he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being.” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), pg. 52. 

Further, if we consider the argument of St. Thomas Aquinas—humans are really driven by 

nature, sexual activity being a “natural appetite,” then the confines society pressures citizens 

to adhere to would be unnatural and the surgical manipulation of the brain in the Klüver-Bucy 

case would therefore merely remove those confines and return a human to its natural sexual 

state.  

“When someone uses his intellect to act, he always chooses an end 
that he thinks is good because the object of his intellect only moves 
him when it appears to be a good—and good is the object of the will. 
Everything in nature moves and acts for an end that is a good since 

                                                
1 But then again, if man makes his nature as he wants it, is the manipulation of brain function, whether through 
surgery or prescribing drugs, man’s way of controlling his/her nature essentially making it the way he/she wants it 
with mishaps like Klüver-Bucy syndrome being just that—a mistake? 

2 Also, the immortal words of the band Rush, but I digress. 
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the end of something acting in nature is the result of a natural 
appetite. Therefore everything that acts acts for a good.”  

(Aquinas, 1988), pg. 6, Ch. 3. However, if the person manipulated is not compelled to act upon 

such desires by their intellect then he/she is not acting for the good, according to Aquinas, 

despite them acting upon a drive outside of their control. If the action is not good because they 

are not using their intellect, then perhaps the use of machinery to correct diseases (some of 

which are brought on by our poor choices—unprotected sex or continuously overeating for 

example), or other undesirable conditions would be a bad idea because it removes the 

intellectual aspect of willing (or choosing) right or good actions.  

 Further still, if we utilize technology to wipe out a gene that causes obesity, for example, 

thereby allowing ourselves to over-indulge as often as we want with no consequences (gaining 

weight) we remove ourselves from taking responsibility for our actions which could potentially 

open up new or different ethical problems. But, perhaps ethics will never be able to give us the 

ultimate answer: “No general ethics can show you what is to be done; there are no omens in 

the world.” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), pg. 28. In other words, “If God didn’t exist, everything would 

be possible.” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), quoting Dostoyevsky, pg. 22. And, if God doesn’t exist 

there are no “omens” in that you won’t burn in hell or end up in eternal purgatory for choices 

made; but ultimately, if God doesn’t exist mankind has no other choice but to choose every 

decision made because he is not predisposed to anything and must take full responsibility for 

those choices. “He must assume the situation with the proud consciousness of being the author 

of it…” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), pg. 53. So, if we want to live a good or virtuous life of pleasure, 

we better make damn sure our actions do just that because we are ultimately responsible for 

everything—including the bad, the evil or abominations we may create. 
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 Regardless of whether or not we are driven by human nature, we have choices. If we believe 

in God then we have free will; if we do not believe in God we still have choice—we just won’t 

fear the supernatural suffering; our suffering will come in the form of the consequences of our 

actions.  

III.   Would We Owe a Duty of Care and/or Ethics to AI? 

“The intellectual principle that is called the mind or the intellect has an operation of its own 

that the body does not share….the human soul which is called intellect or mind is something 

incorporeal and subsistent.” (Aquinas, 1988), pg. 34. If “incorporeal” means having no body, 

and “subsistent” means an independent existence, this would mean that the soul is intelligent 

and exists independent of a body. If we create programs to perform many daily human 

functions, make quick decisions on our behalf, create robots in the likeness of us to perform 

various duties we cannot or no longer care to do and create them to anticipate proper responses 

for various sets of scenarios we have created artificial intelligence. Despite whether it is merely 

emulating intelligence it is intelligence these machines exude. These machines would also be 

without a living body, even if we provide a mechanical one for them. If a soul is considered to 

be intelligence independent of a living body would the AI be a soul? If so, would we have to 

treat them different because of the soul factor?  

“In things that have knowledge, desire follows knowledge….everything that has an 

intellect naturally desires to exist forever.” (Aquinas, 1988), pg. 35. If it is natural for 

something intelligent to want to exist forever, would the AI then realize it must protect itself 

from us? If that is the case we could then potentially have war between mankind and machine 

should mankind decide the AI no longer serves its purpose or that a “ghost in the machine” has 
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corrupted the meaning of the program’s data and the AI decides to protect itself from our 

decommissioning (killing) it. If intelligence and the ability to learn is what makes humans 

aware and therefore not inanimate objects then the objects we create that are intelligent would 

become subjects upon the awareness and therefore must be treated with the same care, freedom 

and ethics of a human. Otherwise, we would be complete hypocrites once we fully integrate 

AI within our bodies. What I mean is that with full integration we will require more and more 

enhancements, upgrades and knowledge whereby we would become less of a living flesh kind 

of human and more of a machine. If we become more of a mechanical-type human the very 

fact we are more machine would not make us less than human—would it? Either way, we 

would still have the desire to exist regardless of whether or not our parts were obsolete and 

would fight to survive. We could not say a full AI, we created, is less worthy of “life” than we 

would be with mechanical integration. 

IV.   All Things in Moderation 

A society which incorporates such technology would be a good direction to go if, and only 

if, it is done ethically for the right reasons; if we are merely trying to live forever and/or enable 

our ravenous vanity by prolonging our lives and maintaining our youthful beauty then we are 

seeking excess thereby making Kurzweil’s future an ethical nightmare and a very bad or unjust 

idea. But, if we are truly seeking to learn about our natural surroundings, how we can 

manipulate it to generate health and wellbeing for humans so that a child or young adult can 

have quality of life rather than doomed to perpetual sickness or even early (by our standards) 

death, then perhaps some technological advancements are ethically good and Kurzweil’s future 

would be successful in moderation. We cannot now deny the technological advancement of 

certain antibiotics because it changes things within the body—without them many of us would 
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have died long ago from ailments we don’t bat an eye at now (e.g. urinary infections, sinus 

infections, strep throat, etc.). However, just as these prescriptions cure us from common 

infections they can also harm us if they are utilized too often when the body and/or the bacteria 

become immune to said antibiotic which is then rendered useless, “for both excessive and 

deficient exercise ruin bodily strength, and similarly, too much or too little eating or drinking 

ruins health, whereas the proportionate amount produces, increases and preserves it.” (Aritotle, 

1999), pg. 20(15). 

In order to be virtuous people we must abstain from the vices of “excess, [and] one of 

deficiency,” but pursue “one, the mean, [which] is virtue.” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 27. The mean is 

what we are to strive for and is moderation. Humans strive for happiness in their lives and, “the 

happy life seems to be a life in accord with virtue which is a life involving serious actions, and not 

consisting in amusement.” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 163. Therefore, the quest for knowledge is serious 

work, the quest for general health and well being are also serious work; hence, when applying 

advanced technologies in moderation, so long as the humans do the deciding, we have the 

possibility to achieve success and virtue in Kurzweil’s future. However, we cannot be so trusting, 

“For each state [of character] has its own distinctive [view of] what is fine and pleasant...the 

excellent person is far superior because he sees what is true in each case, being himself a sort of 

standard of measure.” (Aritotle, 1999), pg. 37, §5. Thus, man makes his own nature and the 

excellent person, by being superior, would simultaneously “create an image of man as we think he 

ought to be.” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), pg. 17, emphasis added. 

We make who we are because we have been defying “God’s laws” and realizing our natural 

world or laws of nature are not nearly as narrow as previously thought. We have also performed 

certain functions of natural manipulation believing we were doing so for the greater good, in the 



 
 

Page 12 of 13 
 

name of science (i.e. knowledge), or the benefit of others to find out later that we have conducted 

ourselves unethically, performed the wrong actions for entirely the wrong reasons (Hitler or 

condemning homosexuality to mental illness for example), misjudged, misguided and mislead 

others all while thinking we were doing the right thing, for “Every theory which takes man out of 

the moment in which he becomes aware of himself is, at its very beginning, a theory which 

confounds truth, for outside of Cartesian cogito, all probability which is not bound to a truth 

dissolves into thin air.” (Sartre, 1957, 1985), pg. 36, emphasis added.  

CONCLUSION 

 If we follow Aquinas, we would not believe Kurzweil’s future reached the balance between 

human nature and divine nature and therefore believe this kind of future is not God’s designer plan 

for humans. If we follow Aristotle, we would believe technological advancements and/or 

enhancements could be achieved so long as we raised our children properly so as to carry forward 

the knowledge of how to conduct these achievements as virtuous and excellent people and would 

therefore be able to trust their judgment for continuity of a happy and virtuous life in moderation; 

however, we must approach this future, which is already on its way, with caution for, if we begin 

to replace our parts with AI, in the extreme, we run the risk of losing the ability to think for 

ourselves and if we lose that ability we lose our intelligence and our ability to reason. If we lose 

the skills of reasoning we will (1) not know how to survive when the machines malfunction or stop 

working all together, (2) lose our ability to effectively socially interact with others, and, (3) have 

failed at Kurzweil’s quest for knowledge to make life worth living, which is the ultimate goal here, 

because we aren’t doing the thinking for ourselves.  
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