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In this issue …  

PROBING THE CONSEQUENCES OF BIOTECHNOLOGY: 
A CONVERSATION WITH FRANCIS FUKUYAMA 
 
What is the “posthuman future”?  What are the longer-term 
societal implications of the current parade of biotech discoveries 
and achievements?  Have we entered a Ritalin society that 
suppresses basic human nature?   What will the looming 
explosion in human longevity signify for political and economic 
trends?  Or inter-generational relations?  And how close are we 
to the prospect of germ-line genetic engineering—the capacity 
that we engineer the make-up of our progeny?  
 
These are representative of the big questions that FRANCIS 
FUKUYAMA has consistently addressed over the course of his 
government and academic careers.  Frank’s name, of course, is 
synonymous with the bold “end of history” thesis he advanced in 
a seminal article that appeared in The National Interest more than a decade ago.   
 
More recently, he has shifted his attention to bioethics.  His most recent book, Our Posthuman Future: 
Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution1, appeared last year.  Currently, Frank is Dean of Faculty and 
Bernard L. Schwartz Professor of International Political Economy at the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced 
International Studies of Johns Hopkins University.  He is also a member of the President’s Council on Bioethics.   
 
Frank kindly agreed to speak before the inaugural session of the SEVEN REVOLUTIONS FORUM, a monthly 
luncheon series designed to spotlight the thinking of leading strategic thinkers.  What follows here is a summary of 
the main points of our conversation with him: 
 

q The “end of history” thesis—the exhaustion of the major alternatives to liberal democracy—must also take 
into account the significant changes implicit in the acceleration of science, especially the remarkable 
advances in the life sciences.  In short, history has not ended because science has not ended.   

 
In scanning the horizon, three big issues loom large: the impact of neuro-pharmacology, the implications 
of life extension, and the potential for germ-line therapy (genetic engineering).   

 
q Recent advances in neuro-pharmacology present significant challenges to bioethics.  With the production 

of neuro-pharmacological drugs such as Ritalin and Prozac, humans now have the ability to change the 
nature of their personal characters.  The power to regulate an individual’s behavior becomes an ethical 
question--especially when it comes to enforcing societal values and social responsibility.  Due to the 

                                                 
1 New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002. 
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power and nature of such drugs, government authorities monitor their distribution.  But the extent to which 
behavior modification should be accomplished through neuro-pharmacologicals is an open and significant 
question. 

 
q While neuro-pharmacology is altering individual behavior, increasing human longevity  resulting from 

constantly emerging medical advances—driven by biotechnology--has drastically changed the make-up of 
society.  Gerontologists are currently debating the fundamental causes of death and ageing.  Much of 
their inquiry focuses on the question: Is there one, basic trigger in all molecules that initiates biological 
demise, or are the series of systems failures that lead us into old age independent of each other?  If the 
former is in fact true and scientists could find and disable the trigger, then humans could, theoretically, live 
much longer.   

 
With or without these kinds of breakthroughs, humans are living longer 
and longer, changing the structure and character of societies.  Of 
greatest concern is the capacity of societies around the world to adapt 
to change as older generations become increasingly prevalent. 

 
q Finally, germ-line technology—the prospect that we can engineer the 

genetic make-up of our progeny--holds the most potential for altering 
society if--and it is a big “if”--scientists are able to succeed in 
developing it.  Frank stressed how in an age during which plants are 
being engineered genetically on a daily basis, there are profound 
questions on the extent to which those technologies can apply to 
humans. 

 
The social externalities of germ-line technology could follow those of 
other well-established technologies, such as the use of sonograms in 
China, Korea, and in other countries to “control” the gender of 
children.  As sonograms became more prevalent in these societies where boys are highly prized, the ratio 
of boys to girls has become highly skewed.  Regulation is the most obvious answer to these challenges, 
but, as Frank stressed, history suggests that a serious event will need to occur before effective regulation 
will be developed. 

 
Frank’s bottom line is that the drumbeat of biotech advances to alter human nature suggests the possibility that 
we are moving into a “posthuman” world in which the continuity of prior generations—in social norms, modes of 
behavior, even value systems—might be irrevocably changed.  Are we prepared to weather the consequences? 
 
 

ERIK R. PETERSON2 
CSIS Senior Vice President and Director of Studies 

Director, SEVEN REVOLUTIONS Initiative 

                                                 
2 CSIS Seven Revolution Project researchers Laura Keating and Daniel Kim contributed to the development of 
this summary. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: Today the SEVEN REVOLUTIONS Initiative launched its website, which contains 
descriptions of the various revolutionary trends, summaries of interesting facts, quizzes for educational 
development, and detailed bibliographies for each of the Revolutions.  In addition, the site offers general 
information on the Initiative and the individuals who make up its Advisory Board.  Please visit the site at 
http://www.7revs.org, and please let us have your reactions and comments. 


