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Abstract Our technologies have enabled us to change both the world and our
perceptions of the world, as well as to change ourselves and to find new ways to
fulfil the human desire for improvement and for having new capacities. The debate
around using technology for human enhancement has already raised many ethical
concerns, however little research has been done in how human enhancement can
affect human communication. The purpose of this paper is to explore whether some
human enhancements could change our shared lifeworld so radically that human
communication as we know it would not be possible any longer. After exploring the
kinds of communication problems we are concerned with as well as mentioning
some possible enhancement interventions that could bring about such problems, we
will address some of the ethical implications that follow from these potential
communication problems. We argue that because of the role that communication
plays in human society, this issue deserves attention.
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“The way we communicate with others and with ourselves ultimately determines the quality of our lives”.
Anthony Robbins
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Introduction: Why Human Communication Deserves Attention

Communication matters for meaningful human lives. Human communication, in its
different forms, matters because it sets a common ground for meeting common
basic human needs, such as the need to belong and the need to be recognized by
others (Maslow 1943). It also matters because humans have evolved as social
creatures, herd animals. We are gregarious and like to live in groups. Communi-
cation enables us to be social beings. Very few of us are rugged individualists who
put autonomy above most else. And for groups to be successful there must be
communication between the members and successful communication requires a
solid base of shared experiences and beliefs.

With the proliferation of emerging (National Research Council 2008)/converging
(Roco and Bainbridge 2003)/enabling (Nordmann 2004) and often disruptive (Council
2009) technologies (such as nanotechnology, neurotechnology and synthetic biology),
the scope for changing both the world and ourselves has expanded and the desire for
improving or changing particular human capacities and features has become
controversial (Coenen et al. 2009; Farah and Wolpe 2004; Turner and Sahakian 2006).

The debate around the use of technology for human enhancement has already raised
many ethical concerns, for instance, with respect to health and safety, coercion and
autonomy, fairness, dignity and human nature. With human enhancement becoming
an increasingly important topic, more research exploring whether human enhance-
ment might lead to communication problems is warranted. One communication
problem in the framework of the debate on ethical issues surrounding enhancement
technologies,' is that suggested by Parens (2005). Parens has argued in relation to the
ambivalence found in the debate about enhancement technologies that the ambiva-
lence is the result of different understandings and views about moral ideals held by the
critics and proponents of these technologies. While this can be regarded as a
communication problem, these differences in ethical frameworks are not the ones that
we aim to address in this paper. However, they clearly illustrate the consequences that
different understandings could have for meaningful human communication.

The purpose of this paper is to explore whether some human enhancements could
change our shared lifeworld so radically that human communication as we know it
would not be possible any longer. After exploring the kinds of communication
problems we are concerned with as well as mentioning some possible human
enhancement interventions that could bring about such problems, we will address
some of the ethical implications. We argue that because of the role that
communication plays in human society, this issue deserves attention.

Human Enhancement and Communication

Humans have different forms and degrees of interactions with technology and some
of these interactions have changed the nature of human communication and have

! Here and in what follows we will be referring to the tools, methods, or substances used for the purposes
of human enhancement as enhancement technologies (Coenen et al. 2009; Elliott 2003).
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done so for a very long time (e.g. smoke signals and computer networks). Our
argument here rests on the fact that certain forms of human communication depend
on a shared lifeworld which in turn depends on similar bodies, perceptual equipment
and socially embedded nature (Passer et al. 2005). In relation to human
enhancement, our argument is not that all human enhancements will lead to
communication problems nor even that those that do will lead to insurmountable
problems. Our aim is the more modest one of arguing that there is an issue here that
deserves serious consideration.

Before proceeding, it is important to spell out what we are referring to when
we say a shared lifeworld or common ground. Here we are not merely referring
to common knowledge or common ways of perceiving the world, instead we
have in mind the idea of a shared point of view” as used by Thomas Nagel, or a
‘shared lifeworld’® as used by Husserl (1970). In what follows, we will use the
term ‘shared lifeworld’, following Nagel’s and Husserl’s views, to refer to the
idea that it is through a set of shared values, abilities, beliefs, knowledge,
perceptions, and other social and psychological factors that current humans build
up meaning about the world and themselves and create and maintain meaningful
social relationships.

In spite of some differences in our shared lifeworlds we still can attain partial
understandings, in which the more subjective viewpoints of individuals play no
role in the apprehension of the shared lifeworld. For instance by sharing a
‘lifeworld’ you can grasp ‘what it is like to be on a roller coaster’, however, as
Nagel has argued a human ‘shared lifeworld” would not be useful when trying to
grasp ‘what is it like to be a bat” (Nagel 1974). We do not have a shared
lifeworld with bats. We, as human beings, cannot really know what it would be
like to be a bat, he claims (we will argue later that this claim is a little strong).*
This idea was also reflected in Ludwig Wittgenstein remark: “if a lion could
talk, we wouldn’t be able to understand it” (Wittgenstein 1953: 227). This claim
has been much criticised but makes sense in terms of his accounts of language
games and forms of life. A lion has a different form of life from a human and in
Wittgensteinian terms would not share enough with a human for them to
understand each other. Their languages would be incommensurable. This may be
a bit of an overstatement too, given that humans and lions are both mammals
and so do have quite a lot in common but the general point is not without some
force. They lead very different lives from humans, have a different body shape
and most likely have at least some different perceptions from us. Arguably, it is

2 According to Nagel (1974) points of view are shaped by values, beliefs, education, and other social and
psychological factors (Nagel 1974).

3 The term has been used widely by Habermas (1987) as the set of skills, competencies, knowledge and
perceptions used by humans in order to negotiate their way through everyday life, that is to say by
interacting with other people, understanding and manipulating their environments (physical and social)
and themselves, differentiating distinct entities and events in the world, and ultimately creating and
maintaining meaningful social relationships (Habermas 1987).

4 We can imagine what would be like for me to behave as a bat, but not what it is like for a bat to be a bat
(Nagel 1974). In that sense we are restricted to our biological and historical resources, and as such it is
beyond our ability to conceive what it is like to be a bat.
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because of this same reason that if we manage to create strong artificial
intelligence embedded in robots, this might still not be sufficient to attain the
type of shared lifeworld with those robots that would be needed to establish
meaningful human communication.

These examples highlight the importance of having a particular kind of body,
perceptual equipment and social nature to establish meaning and understanding
in communication. It is not only that “our own experience provides the basic
material for our imagination, whose range is therefore limited” (Nagel 1974,
n.a.), but also that certain kinds of experiences are not accessible to us by the
limits of our own human condition.” The problem is not confined to exotic cases,
the subjective character of experience of a blind person from birth is not
accessible to me, nor presumably is mine to him or her.® In this regard we are
not so worried about the differences in perception arising from individual
differences. There will always be a private component of experience, which is
not only that each one of us possesses a particular view, but that nobody really
knows whether other people also have the same internal experiences as we do.
Thus, it might be reasonable to think that some people have one sensation of red
and another group of individuals a different one (Wittgenstein 1953).” I might
see the colour of this wall as being red, while you might think is more close to
orange. But the idea is that this kind of subjective difference (in this case of
colour perception) still allows for understanding and is not particularly important.
Our claim is that the more alike our shared lifeworlds are the easier it is to
understand and establish meaningful communication, and the less alike they are
the harder it is to communicate. If this is true, one could imagine some future
human enhancement interventions which could change so drastically the
lifeworld of the enhanced individuals that they could no longer reach
understanding and establish meaningful communication with unenhanced indi-
viduals. While we still do not have empirical evidence of the kind of human
enhancement interventions needed for such a dramatic lifeworld shift, there are
some parallels that can be made in relation to communication problems arising
from enhancement. In the next section we will point out three forms of human
enhancement that could challenge aspects of our shared lifeworld and could
potentially affect communication.

5 There would be of course still be private experiences that are accessible to only a particular individual,
but we are concerned with the type of facts that we gqua humans can have access to in general terms, and
which are as such not limited to one’s own individual private experiences of the world.

6 We might have partial understanding of certain facts, but not the kind of understanding that would be
needed for meaningful human communication. However, up to certain level of meaning we could try to
develop concepts that could be used to explain the objective facts of the world we live in.

7 Wittgeinstein also uses the case of feeling pain as an experience in which in principle we can imagine
someone else’s pain on the model of our own experience of pain. Although he also pointed out that this is
already not an easy thing to do since “I have to imagine pain which I do not feel on the model of the pain
which I do feel” (1953: 101). So even though one can empathize with someone else’s pain one still would
not be able to experience that person’s pain (we can think for instance that they might be more sensitive to
pain than I am or a difference like that).
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Three Kinds of Enhancement: Body, Senses, Cognition

We already have examples where communication seems to be limited by not
sharing a lifeworld and cases where it is difficult to reach understanding. The natural
world is a good example of the different forms and channels of communication
which are not fully accessible to human understanding. We might claim to have
some understanding of animals that show certain high cognitive capacities (for
instance when they are suffering or in pain) but these are not sufficient conditions to
reach higher levels of communication. The same would probably be true if we were
to establish communication in an efficient and meaningful way with an alien form of
life. Some forms of human enhancement, as briefly described above, may be so
radical that enhanced individuals could be unable to fully communicate with
unenhanced individuals. Here we explore three kinds of modifications that could
lead to such communication problems.

Body

Children’s storybooks abound with stories of animals and humans talking happily
with each other and, apparently, understanding without any problems what each
other is talking about. Carroll was aware that the real situation might not be so
unproblematic. Consider the following two extracts of Alice’s conversation with the
Caterpillar (Carroll 1998: Ch 5):

‘T can’t explain myself, I'm afraid, sir’ said Alice, ‘because I’'m not myself,
you see.’

‘I don’t see,” said the Caterpillar.

‘I’'m afraid I can’t put it more clearly,” Alice replied very politely, ‘for I can’t
understand it myself to begin with; and being so many different sizes in a day
is very confusing.’

‘It isn’t,” said the Caterpillar.

‘What size do you want to be?’ it asked.

‘Oh, I’'m not particular as to size,” Alice hastily replied; ‘only one doesn’t like
changing so often, you know.’

‘I don’t know,’ said the Caterpillar.

In the first, Alice’s problem of not knowing who she is stems at least partly from
the fact that she has frequently changed size, something that she finds confusing.
Little girls do not normally change size quickly. For the Caterpillar, changing size,
in the sense of length, is a common affair; it happens every time that he moves. For
him it is not confusing. In the second the theme is continued with the Caterpillar
asserting that he does not know that one does not like changing size frequently. He
almost certainly likes it. So while Alice and the Caterpillar communicate fairly well,
Carroll points out one area where they cannot understand each other. Their
experiences are just too different and they are different because of their bodily
characteristics. The main point of this example, that bodies are important in
communication, should come as no surprise. We experience the world through our
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bodies so obviously they shape our lifeworld. That creatures with radically different
bodies should experience the world differently and therefore have some difficulties
communicating seems self-evident. The caterpillar regularly experiences rapid
changes in its length so finds it commonplace and cannot understand Alice’s
confusion. Alice, on the other hand, never before having experienced rapid changes
in the length of her body, is quite perturbed. Size, for humans, is a relatively
important part of one’s self-identity. That is why Alice says “I’m not myself, you
see.” The caterpillar of course “can’t see” because rapid changes in length of his
body cause no self-identity problems. The point here for our discussion of human
enhancement is that some bodily enhancements could lead to the sorts of
communication difficulties that arose for Alice and the caterpillar. Modifications to
our bodies and to the pace of changes in our bodies could have a significant impact
on our lifeworld.

Senses

Frogs only see movement. Saying to a frog ‘that moved’ wouldn’t make much sense
to the frog, and your pet fly would be bored if you took it to the movies because it
would see it as a slide show, and bats use echolocation, something for which we do
not have adequate perceptual apparatus. In all of these cases, if we could talk with
the frog, fly and bat, our communication would be limited, or so it seems.

In the human case too there are several examples where different levels of or
complete lack of certain senses raise questions whether or not meaningful
communication can be achieved. Consider the case of colour blindness (CB). Most
CB people can make most of the distinctions that non-CB people can. Thus, in most
cases it probably does not present much of a communication problem. However, if
we think about how poets evoke emotions when talking about the intense red colour
of a rose or the changing tones of a sunset then it is plausible to think that some
human enhancement in relation to adding or enhancing a sense could open a gap of
understanding between enhanced and unenhanced individuals. Even though not all
sense enhancements might lead to communication problems, the possibility should
not be overlooked.

Another example to help us understand if human enhancement would cause
communication problems is to consider communication between the sighted and the
blind. If the enhancement is enhancement of a sense or of enabling a new sense,
then the difference between the enhanced and the unenhanced, at first glance looks
similar to that between the sighted and the non-sighted but it is not quite so
straightforward. To make this point clearer we will first look at a discussion between
Bryan Magee, a sighted philosopher and Martin Milligan, a blind philosopher
(Magee and Milligan 1998). This example suggests that communication problems
between the sighted and the non-sighted might not be great. We will then consider a
short story by H. G. Wells that suggests differently. This will enable us to give a
qualified defence of the claim that the difference between the enhanced and the
unenhanced is similar to that between the sighted and the non-sighted.

Milligan believes that the blind can do just about everything that the sighted can,
though not always as quickly. Both can, for example talk about the external world and
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the blind can understand this in a similar way to the sighted. Magee doubts this. The
difference between them can be demonstrated by considering the two Frank Jacksons
(1982).8 Jackson, believed that the Mary of the black and white room would know
more about colour etc. when she emerged into the outside world than she did while still
in the room. Jackson, believes that she would not. Jackson, held that the phenomenal
aspect of vision provided extra knowledge to the purely scientific, materialist aspect
while Jackson, believes that if we know and understand all of the physics then we
know all that is to be known. The phenomenal adds nothing. Magee seems to hold
Jackson;’s view and Milligan, Jackson,’s. On Milligan’s view, blindness would not be
much of a barrier to communication with a sighted person. Both can have access to the
same knowledge. For Magee however, there is an insurmountable problem. The blind
do not have access to all of the knowledge that the sighted do. It is not obvious
however, that serious communication problems arise even if Magee is right. He and
Milligan can discuss the external world meaningfully even if their phenomenal
experiences are different. Those differences seem little more significant than me
seeing what you call green when I see red. The phenomenal differences may be there
but they have little impact on communication between us.

Now to the second case, the short story by H.G. Wells The Country of the Blind
(Wells 2006). In this story a young man, Nunez, fell into a valley in the Andes that
had been cut off from the outside world for many generations. The inhabitants had
gradually lost their sight and eventually all were blind and nobody remembered
anything about sight. In this valley Nunez was not well understood and could
communicate nothing about sight to the inhabitants in the way that Magee could
communicate something about it to Milligan. The relevant difference is that
Milligan lived in a sighted community, could use that community’s language and
was well aware that the majority of people could do various things faster and easier
than he could. The valley inhabitants however had no reason to believe that Nunez
had a way of experiencing the world that they lacked. Anything that he could do,
they could do and many things they could do much better.” When he did talk of
seeing colours and so on they had no reason to believe him. Here the lack of
communication was significant, at least for Nunez.'?

What follows for human enhancement and communication? The claim was that
the sighted versus non-sighted case was similar to the enhanced versus non-
enhanced one. In the first example, the communication between Magee and Milligan
did not seem great while in the second, the sighted Nunez had insurmountable
communication difficulties. We suggested that the relevant difference was that
Milligan had always lived in a sighted community and understood its use of
language. Nunez on the other hand, could not make his sightedness understood
because the community into which he fell, had no concept at all of what it was to

8 In this paper Jackson uses the case of Mary who knows everything about the science of colour but has
never actually ‘experienced’ seeing colours because she is forced to investigate the world from a black
and white room via a black and white television monitor.

° For instance these people could lead nocturnal lifestyles without having to depend on special
infrastructure.

19 1f a few humans were enhanced with a new sense perhaps the situation would be more like this than
like the blind in our society.
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see. A reasonable claim is that lacking a sense in a community in which the vast
majority have it, does not raise insurmountable problems for communication,
providing that one is part of that language community. Having a sense that all or
most others lack, creates greater difficulties and this would be the more common
case with enhancements. The possibilities seem to be that the enhanced in this
situation would either be ostracised in the way that Nunez was or perhaps more
likely, would form an elite. We will now look a little more at what it might be like to
have a new sense.

It is a bit difficult to imagine what it would be like to have a new sense, so
considering the example of echolocation may help. Echolocation, as mentioned
previously, is used by bats to perceive the external world. By determining how long
it takes the reflections of their high-frequency shrieks to return from objects within
range, bats determine how far away an object is. A bat can also determine through
echolocation where an object is, how big it is and in what direction it is moving. In
order for bats to perceive using echolocation, their brains need to be designed to
make sense of the inputs received by it. In his paper ‘What it is like to be a bat’,
Nagel (1974) argues that echolocation, though clearly a form of perception has no
equivalent in its operation to any human sense. However, most humans can tell a bit
about location and distance through hearing already (Blauert 1997; Rosenblum et al.
2000) so we can partly imagine what having echolocation would be like."!
Moreover, there is evidence that humans have or can develop a ‘natural’
echolocation ability, in particular research has shown the potential of this ability
in a segment of the blind population that “has learned to sense silent objects in the
environment simply by generating clicks with their tongues and mouths and then
listening to the returning echoes” (Thaler et al. 2011: 1).'? This ability can now be
enhanced by the use of devices for sending the sounds (Hughes 2001). Thus,
communication problems arise not necessarily because humans lack this ability,
rather it could be argued that communication problems arise given that humans use
a different range of frequencies and/or use external devices to their inherent
biological make-up, which might not enable us to perceive the same aspects of the
world as bats do. Thus, even if this suggests that communication with a bat may be
possible, albeit within certain limits of understanding, this partial understanding'?
might be possible only because echolocation is based on a sense that we do share
with bats, namely hearing (Stroffregen and Pittenger 1995). However, if we were
given a totally new sense about which those lacking it knew nothing, as in the H.
G. Wells story then, it is less clear just how much understanding would be possible.
In other words, certain human enhancements might lead to a situation where the
enhanced individual and the unenhanced may not share much of their lifeworld.
Thus, while having a new sense might not necessarily lead to communication
problems between the enhanced and the unenhanced, some types of these sense

"' Humans have also external devices that enable them to processes sound information in an analogous
form to bat’s echolocation (e.g. sonar technology).

'2 Interestingly, Thaler and colleagues note that in early blind echolocation experts, the visual cortex is
activated in response to auditory stimuli.

'3 In addition, partial understanding might be necessary but not sufficient for the type of meaningful
communication that is needed in certain spheres of human communication.
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enhancements might. There is at least a case to me made further examination is
warranted.

Cognition (Including Memory)

Our cognitive capabilities, including the ways in which we acquire, select, represent
and retain information and later use it to guide behaviour, have been seen in the past
as superior to those from other living organisms (Dennet 1978; Savulescu 2009).
Moreover a great many of these features that we use to define our human condition
(such as analytical and conceptual thought, different degrees of communication,
awareness of ourselves across time and space and the capability of feeling and
emotions) are dependent on the particular ways our brains are connected and
functioning (Farah and Heberlein 2007). In addition to this our cognitive processes
are seen as constitutive of our being and life (Sacks 1985).

Our thesis here is that some forms of cognitive enhancement could pose
communication problems between the enhanced and the unenhanced. Some support
from this thesis is that the different cognition abilities humans have in comparison
with other living organisms already pose communication limitations between
humans and other non-human animals. Moreover, there are cases in which even
among humans differences in brain chemistry, anatomy or similar bring significant
differences in the way certain humans know the world. Brain damage and neuro
degenerative diseases have also changed the way people experience the world
(Sacks 1985), for instance there are cases of people who after accidents have lost the
capacity to recognize faces, objects, movement, and music (without being deaf); or
cases in which certain neuronal disturbances (such as those caused by epilepsy)
have made people experience enhanced feelings of spirituality and beauty.'* Some
of these differences already make us question our understanding of the world they
see and know.

Some good examples can be found in Oliver Sacks’s book The man who mistook
his wife for a hat and other clinical tales (1985). An interesting case is the one he
describes in his story of the twins who happened to have an almost limitless memory
and with this the way in which memories are retrieved. The twins, when asked how
they managed to hold so much in their minds (e.g. a three hundred figure digit),
answered that they ‘see it’.

A box of matches on their table fell, and discharged its contents on the floor:
‘111, they both cried simultaneously; and then, in a murmur, John [one of the
twins] said ‘37’. Michael [the other twin] repeated this, John said it a third
time and stopped. I counted the matches—it took me some time—and there
were 111.

‘How could you count the matches so quickly?’ I asked. ‘We didn’t count,’
they said. “We saw the 111.

‘And why did you murmur “37,” and repeat it three times?’ I asked the twins.
They said in unison, ‘37, 37, 37, 111.” (Sacks 1985: Ch 23)

4 Some researchers have argued that epilectic individuals with seizures in certain areas of the brain can
have intense, spiritual experiences and bursts of creativity (Ramachandran and Blakeslee 1999).
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Sacks’s tells us in his book that he founded puzzling not only the fact that they
could see the ‘111-ness’ in such a flash, but that they factored the number 111
without having any method or ‘knowing’ (in the ordinary way) what a factor

15
means.

The second anecdote he narrates about the twins was a time when while sitting in
a corner together locked in what seemed to be a singular, purely numerical
conversation.

John would say a number—a six-figure number. Michael would catch the
number, nod, smile and seem to savor it. Then he, in turn, would say another
six-figure number, and now it was John who received, and appreciated it
richly. They looked, at first, like two connoisseurs wine-tasting, sharing rare
tastes, rare appreciations. I sat still, unseen by them, mesmerized, bewildered.
What were they doing? What on earth was going on? I could make nothing of
it. It was perhaps a sort of game, but it had a gravity and an intensity, a sort of
serene and meditative and almost holy intensity, which I had never seen in any
ordinary game before, and which I certainly had never seen before in the
usually agitated and distracted twins. I contented myself with noting down the
numbers they uttered—the numbers that manifestly gave them such delight,
and which they ‘contemplated’, savored, shared, in communion (Sacks 1985:
Ch 23).

Sacks invites us to ask ourselves whether the numbers had any meaning or
universal sense, or (if any at all) a merely whimsical or private sense, like the secret
and silly ‘languages’ brothers and sisters sometimes work out for themselves. Kurt
Godel, has discussed how “mathematical objects are as concrete, as stable, and as
well-behaved as physical objects, and that the axioms do indeed govern their
behaviour. In this respect, mathematical objects are neither illusory, nor ephemeral;
neither figment, nor allegory. They are real “(Ravitch 1968: Ch 2). If this does
occur, it is possible that only those who can understand this being in the world as
numbers can experience a “strange and precise communication too” (Sacks 1985:
Ch 23). However, such a world does not seem to be the world most of us know and
as such not a world we can easily grasp.

Another famous case is the one presented by Alexander Luria (1987), in his book
The Mind of a Mnemonist: a Little Book About a Vast Memory. Luria describes in
this book the case of a mnemonist patient, that is to say someone with a remarkable
capacity and durability of memory, he calls S. S’s incredible memory capacity
prevented him not only from reading, abstracting and understanding simple stories
(as details would create more details until his mind was a complete chaos), but more
importantly it prevented him from establishing meaningful communication with
other human beings. Presumably, this was because others could not grasp what it
was like to be saturated by so many details even in engaging in simple tasks.

15 Sacks’s has already put them to the test about their understanding of simple calculations such as
multiplication or division of which they seem to have none. However, they had divided spontaneously “a
compound number into three equal parts”.
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These examples aim to highlight the possible communication problems that we
could encounter when human enhancement comes in the form of enhanced
cognition (such as memory enhancement).

These three different aspects —body, senses, cognition—suggest that certain
neurological and bodily differences between humans inhibit at least some
meaningful communication. In the next section we will outline some examples of
human enhancement interventions that are aimed at changing our bodies, our senses
and our brains.

Enhancement Technologies and Interventions

It could be argued that all forms of technology-human interaction have the potential
to change the way we perceive and understand the world (Haggard 2010), but only a
few cases seem to really have the potential to disrupt meaningful communication.
Technological interventions that tinker directly with our brains, for instance, do
seem to bring something new compared with other kinds of human-technology
interactions. This is because the human brain is considered the human organ with
the highest level of complexity and is the most dynamic and sensitive organ that we
have (Society for Neuroscience 2008a). It is the organ that most of us would
consider makes us unique, not only because we associate it with our identity and our
conscious perception of the world, others and ourselves (Glannon 2007; Hayles
1999; National Research Council 2008; Varela et al. 1991),16 but also because it
orchestrates all our body activities, functions and capabilities, including memories,
emotions, affective and cognitive capacities of reasoning and decision-making
(Society for Neuroscience 2008a, b; Berger et al. 2005). As such, interventions of
the brain will probably have more far reaching consequences for human interaction
(Berger et al. 2008) and for human self-perception and understanding (Farah 2010),
than any other intervention in our body.

The following are some examples of human enhancement interventions that
could potentially disrupt our communication processes:

e Pharmaceutical interventions: generally speaking pharmaceutical interventions
alter the chemistry of our brains. They do so by mimicking neurotransmitters,
the chemical messengers neurons use to communicate with each other (Society
for Neuroscience 2008a). Let us use the example of stimulants drugs which
affect norepinephrine and dopamine receptors. Dopamine, for instance, carries
messages in the brain about feeling good. When used for human enhancement,
some stimulant drugs have psychological effects that range from temporal
altered thinking process, synaesthesia and altered sense of time and sense of self,
to long-term psycho-emotional effects. Some other drugs have shown some
improvements for episodic and working memory, as well as concentration.

16 For instance, generally we believe that human beings see with their eyes; however, it does not matter
which sense someone is using to gather data, rather it is how the brain interprets it what counts (“you
don’t see with your eyes, you see with your brain” (Bach-y-Rita and Kercel 2003).
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e Brain stimulation techniques such as transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS),
and brain deep stimulation (DBS)'”: When used for human enhancement, certain
brain stimulation techniques have the potential to stimulate areas of the brain
activating certain emotions or behaviours that are not characteristic of the person
in question and that in some cases could produce feelings that go beyond what
we as humans have been so far able to relate to (Heinrichs 2012; Klaming and
Haselager (2010); Baylis 2011). For instance, Helmut Dubiel, a philosopher and
author of Deep in the brain: Living with Parkinson’s disease (Dubiel 2006), at a
conference on deep brain stimulation in 2010 mentioned that with the
stimulation he has experienced happiness as never before, and that it was so
suddenly that he described as not human. This highlights the possibility that
certain interventions to our nervous systems could enable us to experience things
that we generally do not categorize as human. Brain stimulations techniques can
also be used for enhancement of human sensing capabilities and cognition
(Farah and Wolpe 2004; Benali et al. 2011; Hamani et al. 2008).

e Genetic interventions: The way the human brain is wired up and constituted has
a great genetic component (Society for Neuroscience 2008a). If in the future
genetic interventions could selectively turn off or on certain genes related to our
neuro-traits or we could engineer to include certain non-human traits in our
genomes it is likely that the set of capacities current humans experience could
drastically change (like being able to see a wider selection of the light spectrum
or hearing different frequencies). Genetic interventions could also be used to
change our bodily features, for instance by genetically engineering different
features or numbers of limbs. One futuristic example would be to genetically
engineer a human-animal chimera. If such intervention were to change so much
our phonic and auditory system, how can we be certain that we would have the
same capabilities to speak and listen to sounds the way we do nowadays?

¢ Brain computer/machine interfaces and cognitive/body prostheses: here we are
referring to those that do not only improve or rehabilitate function or cognition
(Donoghue 2002, 2008; National Research Council 2008), but about the sort of
implants used for human enhancement, such as those that could enable new
senses as well as new modes of perception (Coenen et al. 2009; Berger et al.
2005).'® Or implants that affect our bodies such as those providing us with an
extra pair of hands, or a tail. Arguably, people using a cane already experience
an extended body. Similarly modern day prosthetics, including implants,
embedded devices (like pacemakers) and wearable devices cannot be seen just
as inanimate and separate objects from our bodies.'® Now if we have prostheses
that enable us to basically change our whole body, our exploration and

17 Neurostimulation have already been used beyond just improving mood and mental function in patients
with neuropsychiatric disorders, into enhancing certain features in normal people (Snyder et al. 2003).

'8 The computer game industry, for example funds many brain-computer interfaces designed to enable
users to directly control their avatars in “virtual worlds” (Waters 2008). Other relevant non-medical
arenas for the use of BCI are the automotive, telecommunication and robotics industries (F. Berger et al.
2008).

19 For a case portraying this view see http:/www.washingtonpost.com/national/on-innovation/ethics-in-
the-age-of-acceleration/2012/07/13/gJQAzVDUiIW_story.html.
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knowledge of the world might also be altered. These ‘enhanced’ bodies could
potentially pose communication problems inasmuch as they enable the enhanced
individuals to explore and being in the world in ways that might be significantly
different to those of unenhanced individuals. How much can I really grasp the
lifeworld of a human that has three pairs of hands? A less fictional case, could be
that of soldiers using exoskeletons, how much the perceptions enabled by their
new bodies (i.e. being stronger or faster) affect their interaction with others and
their environments? At this point in time we might not be able to assess the
degree and scope of the communication problems these human enhancements
might bring along, but that does not make less important that we start discussing
the possibility that such changes might bring.

These are some possible examples of the kind of human enhancement
interventions that could alter our brains and bodies in unprecedented ways and
with it disrupt the ways in which we perceive, sense, and know our environment and
ourselves, thereby challenging the possibility of meaningful communication. Maybe
human enhancements that add one new capability, such as echolocation would still
leave room for reaching partial understanding, but imagine what would happen if
we keep adding different kinds of new perceptions to the ones known by humans.
We might reach a stage in which the lifeworld of techno-enhanced beings (i.e.
posthumans) would be so different to the human lifeworld that it would seem absurd
to speak of such a thing as a common world. The same could occur if we engineered
babies with different non-human new ways to explore the world.

Some Ethical Considerations

We certainly do not need to think of exotic implants to see the difficulties that
certain enhancement technologies could pose for reaching meaning and shared
understanding.”® How much these different ways in which we can live in the world
(body), perceive it (senses) and know about it (cognition) change our lifeworlds and
whether it elicits or not a communication divide might be empirical questions.
However, what is hard to deny is that certain uses of enhancement technologies
could indeed challenge meaningful human communication, as they are likely to
significantly change our bodily features, senses and cognitive capabilities, in
addition to the changes to our social and cultural lifeworlds.

Here we want to establish the importance of taking seriously the possibility of a
communication disruption by highlighting the ethical importance of communication
as such. The communication difficulties we have highlighted are of considerable
moral importance because of the role human communication has for humans as
relational individuals.

20 presumably we can try to come up with ways to translate different experiences in order to
communicate to others experiences that otherwise they cannot experience. But this takes us to Nagels
point in which I might reach a partial understanding that is good enough to reach certain level of
communication, but the more ones share lifeworld diverge from others the more likely meaningful
communication would be impaired.
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One ethical concern is that such a divide could bring a kind of hermeneutic crisis
(Edgar 2009; Habermas 2003). One of the main reasons for a shared lifeworld being
crucial in human communication, is that it enables us to secure a horizon “within
which [we as humans] can refer to one and the same objective world” (Habermas
2000: 315). That is why communication is not only easier between people with
similar experiences; but it might be the case that meaningful communication is only
possible between those who share a minimal reference lifeworld (what this minimal
reference entails is outside the scope of this paper). A hermeneutic crisis then would
imply the possibility of meaningful communication being eroded. This would
include an erosion of the possibility for discussing and deliberating about the
implications and applications of new technological interventions as well as the
legitimate uses of them. Furthermore, when meaningful communication is not
possible anymore, the basis for social interaction, social engagement and
cooperation, would not be possible to sustain or even try to sustain.

Another related ethical concern deals with empathy. The epistemic form of
subjectivity deals with the limits on the understandability or knowability of various
facts about conscious experience (Nagel 1974). That is why only creatures capable
of having similar experiences can understand their ‘what-it-is-likeness’ in the
empathetic sense. Generally speaking, empathy is regarded as the ability to take the
perspective of another individual; that is, imaginatively assuming one or more of the
other individual‘s mental states (Goldman 1993). In common language empathy is
seen as the ability to put oneself in another‘s shoes, in order to understand the
emotions and feelings of the other. Empathy is important because it can play a
significant role in motivation and in people‘s ability to show moral concern for
others. Having different and diverging lifeworlds, as implied by the kind of
communication divide described here, might shift our perception and moral concern
towards those who do not share our particular lifeworld. Thus, it can be argued that
sharing a lifeworld is not only needed for meaningful communication, but also to
come to agreement and understanding of moral propositions (Haidt 2001) as well as
to help us decide whom and what to include within our circle of moral concern. An
example of this is the way we more readily emphatise with the suffering of other
humans in comparison with the suffering of other non-human animals. However,
before we can expand our circle of moral concern beyond the human, as suggested
by many ethicists, it seems we still need to work harder in empathising with those
individuals who do not share our beliefs, cultures, socio-economic status (i.e. gays,
immigrants, addicts, and people living below the poverty line). Imagine then
introducing even more radically different ways of experiencing the world. That is
why we argue that a communication divide as the one suggested here could bring
even more worrisome consequences.

One more ethical concern has to do with the idea that for the first time certain
neurotechnologies are enabling a third party to, in principle, bypass the peripheral
nervous system—the usual way in which we communicate information—gaining
then, direct access to the center of our thoughts, intentions, feelings and knowledge
(Wolpe et al. 2005). How could this become a threat to communication? We
communicate because we let others to know about our mental life, which is not the
same than others having direct access to it. If others can access the world of our
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thoughts without us being able to control what we want to communicate to others,
can we still call that human communication?

The last ethical consideration we want to mention here is the transcending power
we encounter through communication, particularly when we reach an understanding
with one another about ourselves and the world (Habermas 2003). Reaching
understanding can be conceived as a mechanism that socializes and individuates in
one act. Communication contains “the possibility of universal understanding within
the shell of the most individual expression” (Habermas 2000: 187). This is one of
the most interesting paradoxes of human communication; it bridges and awakes a
feeling of unity, while at the same time it also inherently divides, as it entails a
process of individuation.

Human communication as was mentioned before is important because it allows
us to engage with the world and share meaning with others. A shared human
lifeworld has enabled us to cooperate and communicate in more advanced and
adaptive ways. Certain technological interventions could threaten communication,
as we do not know the effects they could have on an individual’s life, inner world
and in the way he or she interacts and understands the world and other human
beings. If we acknowledge the pivotal role human communication plays for the
individual and society, then the ways in which human enhancement interventions
might impact communication calls for more seriously ethical deliberation.

Conclusion

The special status of human communication comes from the fact that it is more than
merely a passive flow of information within a system. Human communication
enables us to convey intentions and meaning, allowing us to express our inner states,
and establish relationships with others and our environment.

Given that our brain is the organ that allows us to understand and create
frameworks to engage with the world and this engagement comes, by and large,
through our bodies via our senses technological applications that directly tinker
and alter our brains and bodies call for more ethical discussion. While there are
positive outcomes that can be reached by using these neurotechnological and
other technological interventions, such as bridging communication gaps and
improve channels of communication between individuals with different biolog-
ical human realities, this does not necessarily mean that it will always enable us
to communicate in humane or meaningful ways. As such, we also need to be
cautious with the ways our shared human lifeworld is changed and challenged by
new uses of technology (e.g. human enhancement), as we could end up creating
a communication divide between ‘enhanced’ and ‘unenhanced’ individuals, in
which no meaningful human communication would be possible or would be very
difficult to attain. We need to think about technological interventions in terms of
the impacts they have on the brain and body, positive or negative, and
importantly providing a framework for thoughtfully engineering their direct as
well as their emergent effects.

@ Springer



1054 L. Cabrera, J. Weckert

Acknowledgments Earlier versions of this paper received constructive comments from Dr. Kiran
Donaghe and from participants attending the seminar in the Centre of Applied Ethics in Linkoping, as
well as those attending the Darmstadt 2010 S.NET conference. We also thank the two anonymous
reviewers for their valuable comments which helped to considerably improve the quality of the
manuscript.

References

Bach-y-Rita, P., & Kercel, S. (2003). Sensory substitution and the human-machine interface. Trends in
Cognitive Sciences, 7(12), 541-546.

Baylis, F. (2011). “I Am Who I Am”: On the perceived threats to personal identity from deep brain
stimulation. Neuroethics, 1-14, doi:10.1007/s12152-011-9137-1.

Benali, A., Trippe, J., Weiler, E., Mix, A., Petrasch-Parwez, E., Girzalsky, W., et al. (2011). Theta-burst
transcranial magnetic stimulation alters cortical inhibition. [Research Support, Non-U.S. Gov’t].
Journal of Neuroscience, 31(4), 1193-1203. doi:10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1379-10.2011.

Berger, T. W., Ahuja, A., Courellis, S. H., Deadwyler, S. A., Erinjippurath, G., Gerhardt, G. A., et al.
(2005). Restoring lost cognitive function. IEEE Engineering in Medicine and Biology Magazine,
24(5), 30-44.

Berger, F., Gevers, S., Siep, L., & Weltring, K.-M. (2008). Ethical, legal and social aspects of brain-
implants using nano-scale materials and techniques. Nanoethics, 2(3), 241-249. doi:10.1007/
s11569-008-0044-9.

Blauert, J. (1997). Spatial hearing: The psychophysics of human sound localization. Cambridge: MIT
Press.

Carroll, L. (1998). The annotated Alice: Alice’s adventures in wonderland and through the looking glass.
New York: Wings Books.

Coenen, C., Schuiff, M., Smits, M., Klaassen, P., Hennen, L., Rader, M., et al. (2009). Human
enhancement. Study commissioned by the Science and Technology Options Assessment and carried
out by the European Technology Assessment Group.

Council, N. R. (2009). Persistent forecasting of disruptive technologies. Washington, DC: The National
Academies Press.

Dennet, D. (1978). Brainstorms: Philosophical essays on mind and psychology. Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press.

Donoghue, J. P. (2002). Connecting cortex to machines: Recent advances in brain interfaces. Nature
Neuroscience, 5, 1085-1088. doi:10.1038/Nn947.

Donoghue, J. P. (2008). Bridging the brain to the world: A perspective on neural interface systems.
Research Support, N.I.H., Extramural.

Dubiel, H. (2006). Deep in the brain: Living with Parkinson’s disease. (Trans: Philip, Schmidtz). New
York: Europa Editions, 2009.

Edgar, A. (2009). The hermeneutic challenge of genetic engineering: Habermas and the transhumanists
[Review]. Medicine Health Care and Philosophy, 12(2), 157-167. doi:10.1007/s11019-009-9188-9.

Elliott, C. (2003). Better than well: American medicine meets the American dream. New York: W.W.
Norton.

Farah, M. J. (2010). Neuroethics : An introduction with readings (Basic bioethics). Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

Farah, M. J., & Heberlein, A. S. (2007). Personhood and neuroscience: naturalizing or nihilating?
[Research Support, N.LH., Extramural]. The American Journal of Bioethics, 7(1), 37-48. doi:
10.1080/15265160601064199.

Farah, M. J., & Wolpe, P. R. (2004). Monitoring and manipulating brain function: New neuroscience
technologies and their ethical implications [Research Support, U.S. Gov’t, Non-P.H.S.]. Hastings
Center Report, 34(3), 35-45.

Glannon, W. (2007). Bioethics and the brain. Oxford, NY: Oxford University Press.

Goldman, A. I. (1993). Ethics and cognitive science. Ethics, 103(2), 337-360.

Habermas, J. (1987). The theory of communicative action: Reason and the rationalization of society.
Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Habermas, J. (2000). On the pragmatics of communication (2nd ed.). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Habermas, J. (2003). The future of human nature. Cambridge, UK: Polity.

@ Springer


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12152-011-9137-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1379-10.2011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11569-008-0044-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11569-008-0044-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/Nn947
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11019-009-9188-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15265160601064199

Human Enhancement and Communication 1055

Haggard, P., & Longo, M. (2010). You are what you touch: How tool use changes the brain’s
representations of the body. Scientific American online.

Haidt, J. (2001). The emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral judgment.
Psychological Review, 108(4), 814-834. doi:10.1037//0033-295x.108.4.814.

Hamani, C., McAndrews, M. P., Cohn, M., Oh, M., Zumsteg, D., Shapiro, C. M., et al. (2008). Memory
enhancement induced by hypothalamic/fornix deep brain stimulation [Case Reports]. Annals of
Neurology, 63(1), 119-123. doi:10.1002/ana.21295.

Hayles, N. K. (1999). How we became posthuman: Virtual bodies in cybernetics, literature, and
informatics. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Heinrichs, J.-H. (2012). The promises and perils of non-invasive brain stimulation. International Journal
of Law and Psychiatry, 35(2), 121-129. doi:10.1016/j.ijlp.2011.12.006.

Hughes, B. (2001). Active artificial echolocation and the nonvisual perception of aperture passability.
Human Movement Science, 20(4-5), 371-400.

Husserl, E. (1970). The crisis of the European sciences and transcendental phenomenology. Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press.

Jackson, F. (1982). Epiphenomenal Qualia. The Philosophical Quarterly, 32(127), 127-136.

Klaming, L., & Haselager, P. (2010). Did my brain implant make me do it? Questions raised by DBS
regarding psychological continuity, responsibility for action and mental competence. Neuroethics,
1-13. doi:10.1007/s12152-010-9093-1.

Luria, A. R. (1987). The mind of a mnemonist: A little book about a vast memory. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Magee, B., & Milligan, M. (1998). Sight unseen: Letters between Bryan Magee and Martin Milligan.
Phoenix.

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50, 370-396.

Nagel, T. (1974). What is it like to be a bat. Philosophical Review, 83(4), 435-450.

National Research Council. (2008). Emerging cognitive neuroscience and related technologies.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Nordmann, A. (2004). Converging technologies: Shaping the future of European societies. Report from
the High Level Expert Group on “Foresighting the New Technology Wave”. Luxemburg.

Parens, E. (2005). Authenticity and ambivalence: Toward understanding the enhancement debate. The
Hastings Center Report, 35(3), 34—41.

Passer, M., Smith, R., Atkinson, M., Mitchell, J., & Muir, D. (2005). Psychology: Frontiers and
applications (Second Canadian ed). Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson.

Ramachandran, V. S., & Blakeslee, S. (1999). Phantoms in the brain: Probing the mysteries of the human
mind. Fourth Estate.

Ravitch, H. (1968). On gddel’s philosophy of mathematics. Los Angeles: University of California.

Research Support, U.S. Gov’t, Non-P.H.S. Neuron, 60(3), 511-521. doi:10.1016/j.neuron.2008.10.037.

Roco, M. C., & Bainbridge, W. S. (2003). Converging Technologies for Improving Human Performance:
Nanotechnology, Biotechnology. Information Technology and Cognitive Science.

Rosenblum, L., Gordon, M., & Jarquin, L. (2000). Echolocating distance by moving and stationary
listeners. Ecological Psychology, 12(13), 181-206.

Sacks, O. (1985). The man who mistook his wife for a hat and other clinical tales. New York, NY:
Summit Books.

Savulescu, J. (2009). The human prejudice and the moral status of enhanced beings: What do we owe the
gods? In N. Bostrom & J. Savulescu (Eds.), Human enhancement (pp. 211-247). Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press.

Snyder, A. W., Mulcahy, E., Taylor, J. L., Mitchell, D. J., Sachdev, P., & Gandevia, S. C. (2003). Savant-
like skills exposed in normal people by suppressing the left fronto-temporal lobe. Journal of
Integrative Neuroscience, 2(2), 149-158.

Society for Neuroscience. (2008a). Brain facts: A primer on the brain and nervous system.

Society for Neuroscience. (2008b). Neuroscience core concepts.

Stroffregen, T., & Pittenger, J. (1995). Human echolocation as a basic form of perception and action.
Ecological Psychology, 7(3), 181-216.

Thaler, L., Arnott, S. R., & Goodale, M. A. (2011). Neural correlates of natural human echolocation in early
and late blind echolocation experts. PLoS ONE, 6(5), €20162. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0020162.

Turner, D. C., & Sahakian, B. J. (2006). Neuroethics of cognitive enhancement. Biosocieties, 1(01),
113-123. doi:10.1017/S1745855205040044.

@ Springer


http://dx.doi.org/10.1037//0033-295x.108.4.814
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ana.21295
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijlp.2011.12.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12152-010-9093-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2008.10.037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0020162
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1745855205040044

1056 L. Cabrera, J. Weckert

Varela, F. J., Thompson, E., & Rosch, E. (1991). The embodied mind: Cognitive science and human
experience. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Waters, D. (2008). Brain control headset for gamers. BBC News. Accessed 23 Oct 2009, from
http://news.bb.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-2/hi/technology/7254078.stm.

Wells, H. G. (2006). The country of the blind, and other stories. Fairfield, IA: 1st World Library.

Wittgenstein, L. (1953). Philosophical investigations: The English text of the third edition. NY:
Macmillan.

Wolpe, P. R., Foster, K. R., & Langleben, D. D. (2005). Emerging neurotechnologies for lie-detection:
promises and perils. The American Journal of Bioethics, 5(2), 39—49.

@ Springer


http://news.bb.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-2/hi/technology/7254078.stm

	Human Enhancement and Communication: On Meaning and Shared Understanding
	Abstract
	Introduction: Why Human Communication Deserves Attention
	Human Enhancement and Communication
	Three Kinds of Enhancement: Body, Senses, Cognition
	Body
	Senses
	Cognition (Including Memory)

	Enhancement Technologies and Interventions
	Some Ethical Considerations
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


