
Vol.: (0123456789)
1 3

Neuroethics           (2023) 16:21  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12152-023-09529-y

ORIGINAL PAPER

Should Moral Bioenhancement Be Covert? A Response 
to Crutchfield

Louis Austin‑Eames 

Received: 15 February 2023 / Accepted: 10 August 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Keywords Moral bioenhancement · Crutchfield · 
Autonomy · Authenticity · Public health intervention

Introduction

In the human enhancement literature, it has been 
argued that we have an imperative to undergo moral 
bioenhancement (MBE).1 There has been difficulty 
defining exactly what MBE is for a variety of rea-
sons. For example, some take it that moral enhance-
ment is aimed at humanity overall,2 whereas others 
define moral enhancement such that the target is the 
individual.3 Moreover, there is disagreement regard-
ing whether moral enhancement need be behaviour, 
or capacities oriented; and disagreement with respect 
to the means by which the enhancement must occur.4 
Thus, the definition provided here will likely not cap-
ture everyone’s understanding of MBE. However, 
for present purposes, a definition such as the follow-
ing should suffice: The moral bio enhancement of an 
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individual consists in the improvement of their moral 
attitudes, dispositions, and motivations, by means of a 
biological intervention.

Persson and Savulescu [2, 3] have argued that we 
have an imperative to undergo MBE in virtue of the 
fast-approaching possibility to cognitively enhance 
ourselves, in addition to recent technological devel-
opments, which in conjunction make it easier for 
a single bad actor to cause ‘ultimate harm’ (UH). 
Moreover, they have argued that it is necessary that 
humans undergo MBE in order to prevent the greater 
risk of ultimate harm (UH) ([2], p 101–135.) UH can 
be understood as an event that causes ‘high rates of 
death, and for those that survive, immense suffering’ 
([4], p1.). An example could include the engineering 
and spreading of a deadly infectious disease that kills 
millions.

Under the supposition that we ought to implement 
a compulsory MBE programme, to thwart UH, the 
following question has been the subject of recent dis-
cussion in the literature: Should such a compulsory 
MBE programme be covert or overt? In other words, 
assuming that humanity ought to undergo mandatory 
MBE, should we be aware of the MBE programme, 
or should it happen unbeknownst to us? Under the 
assumption that MBE can be implemented safely and 
is necessary to prevent UH, Crutchfield [4] has argued 
that a covert MBE programme is preferable to an 
overt one. Crutchfield does this in two stages. Firstly, 
they argue that MBE is a matter of public health, and 
as a result, that the permissibility of MBE ought to be 
governed by the ethics of public health interventions 
(henceforth referred to as public health intervention 
values, or PHVs). The second stage in Crutchfield’s 
argument is that a covert MBE programme does bet-
ter than an overt one at preserving or promoting the 
PHVs. Therefore, a covert MBE programme is prefer-
able [4], p1.). Zambrano [5] has responded to Crutch-
field, raising two broad issues. Firstly, they deny the 
first stage of Critchfield’s argument and argue that a 
MBE should not be evaluated relative to the PHVs, 
as MBE is not a public health intervention. Secondly, 
Zambrano [5] argues that there is an autonomy-
based reason to prefer an overt MBE to a covert one. 
Crutchfield [6] has since responded to both of Zam-
brano’s objections.

Given both: the possible imperative we may have 
to undergo MBE and the disagreement over how such 
an MBE programme ought to be implemented, it is 

of significant importance that we establish whether 
a covert or overt MBE programme is preferable. In 
this paper, I will argue, contrary to Crutchfield, that 
we have good reason to doubt that a covert MBE pro-
gramme is preferable to an overt one. Moreover, I 
will argue that to establish whether compulsory MBE 
ought to be covert or overt, we plausibly require addi-
tional empirical and conceptual work. I will do this in 
four stages. In Section  2, I grant that MBE is a public 
health intervention and hence that whether a covert 
or overt MBE programme is preferable, ought to be 
evaluated relative to the PHVs. In Section 3, by way 
of response to Crutchfield, I will provide novel con-
siderations which count against a compulsory MBE 
programme being covert, concluding that as things 
currently stand, it is unclear which kind of MBE pro-
gramme is preferable. In Section  4, I will provide a 
novel autonomy-based reason to prefer an overt MBE 
to a covert one, namely that we are able to dissent to 
MBE only if the programme is overt. Finally, in Sec-
tion  5, I will conclude with some recommendations 
as to how we might proceed in establishing whether 
a mandatory MBE ought to be covert, or overt. More 
precisely, I suggest that at least three things are 
required. Firstly, we require empirical research which 
investigates how people would respond to a manda-
tory MBE. Secondly, we must estimate how much 
more likely UH is to occur if the MBE programme 
is overt. Finally, we require a more plausible notion 
of authenticity, to that which is offered by Crutchfield 
[4], to act as a criterion by which to adjudicate the 
preferability of the different kinds of MBE. I then hint 
that such recommendations may have a broader scope 
in the bioethical literature, such that they would help 
settle other disagreements between bio conservatives 
and transhumanists.

MBE as a Public Health Intervention

It is worth starting by clarifying how the first stage of 
Crutchfield’s argument supports the second. That is, 
how Crutchfield’s view that MBE qualifies as a pub-
lic health intervention supports the proposition that a 
covert MBE programme is preferable to an overt one. 
Roughly speaking, Crutchfield argues that since the 
PHVs are better preserved or promoted by a covert 
MBE programme, covert MBE is preferable to overt 
MBE ([4], p 4–6). Put differently, the PHVs are the 
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criteria by which we determine which kind of MBE 
programme is preferable. I offer the following argu-
ment intended to illustrate the relationship between 
the first and second stage of Crutchfield’s argument:

P1) If mandatory MBE is a public health interven-
tion, then the PHVs will be salient when adjudicat-
ing whether a covert or overt MBE programme is 
preferable.
P2) Mandatory MBE is a public health interven-
tion.
C1) The PHVs will be salient when adjudicating 
whether a covert or overt MBE programme is pref-
erable.
P3) If the PHVs are better preserved or promoted 
by a covert MBE programme, rather than an overt 
one, then a covert MBE programme is preferable, 
all else equal.
P4) The PHVs are better preserved or promoted 
by a covert MBE programme, rather than an overt 
one.
C2) A covert MBE programme is preferable, all 
else equal.

In support of P2, i.e., that MBE is a public health 
intervention; Crutchfield argues roughly as follows: 
MBE is a health intervention which seeks to prevent 
UH. UH is a harm suffered by large groups of peo-
ple. Therefore, MBE is aimed at the public’s health. 
Hence, MBE is a public health intervention. In other 
words, MBE is a public health intervention insofar as 
it primarily seeks to prevent harm to a large number 
of people, and only secondarily to the individual ([4], 
p3.). Prior to offering my response to P2, it is worth 
noting that there is disagreement between Zambrano 
and Crutchfield on this matter, as Zambrano has 
argued that compulsory MBE would not qualify as 
a public health intervention as it fails to meet certain 
conditions inspired by the Siracusa principles – legal 
principles that provide conditions under which the 
government can restrict individual liberties.5 Crutch-
field has since responded arguing that the proposed 
conditions are too strong, and that compulsory MBE 

remains a public health intervention.6 For present 
purposes, I am going to grant that MBE is a public 
health intervention. Whilst I agree with Crutchfield, 
that the conditions proposed by Zambrano seem too 
strong, this is not my primary motivation for granting 
that we ought to evaluate MBE programmes relative 
to the PHVs. This is in part because there may well be 
other plausible objections to MBE’s status as a pub-
lic health intervention and/or objections to Crutch-
field’s construal of the different public health ethics 
frameworks. Ultimately, however, it seems crucial 
to understand the relationship between the different 
kinds of MBE programmes and the PHVs, regardless 
of whether MBE is strictly speaking, a public health 
intervention. This is because values such as utility, 
liberty, and equality, among other of the PHVs, will 
play a significant role when evaluating the compet-
ing kinds of compulsory MBE programmes. In other 
words, we will want to know how different kinds of 
MBE programmes affect utility, liberty, equality, etc. 
Thus, going forward, I will be granting that MBE is 
a public health intervention and hence that the differ-
ent kinds of MBE programmes ought to be evaluated 
relative to the PHVs.

With this in mind, we can now look at the PHVs 
themselves. Crutchfield [4] takes from various public 
health ethics frameworks, such as those proposed by 
[8–10], and provides a list of various values that must 
be considered when implementing a public health 
intervention. The primary values considered are util-
ity, liberty, equality, fairness, transparency, social 
trust, and solidarity [4]. For more detail on the rele-
vant public health ethics frameworks, see [4], p 3–4). 
Crutchfield [4] then proceeds to argue that a covert 
MBE programme does better than an overt one at bal-
ancing the PHVs. That is, a covert MBE programme 
better preserves or promotes the PHVs overall, all 
else equal. Therefore, Crutchfield concludes, a covert 
MBE programme is preferable to an overt one [4].

Is a Covert MBE Programme Preferable?

Having granted that the permissibility of mandatory 
MBE ought to be evaluated relative to the PHVs, we 
can now look at the reasoning Crutchfield provides as 
to why a covert MBE programme is preferable to an 
overt one. That is, we can examine the considerations 
Crutchfield provides in support of P4 i.e., that the 

5 Siracusa Principles on the Limitation and Derogation Pro-
visions in the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, United Nations. Doc E/CN.4/1985/4, Annex (1985) 
[7]. For more on this, see: Zambrano ([5], p2).
6 See Crutchfield ([6], p2).
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PHVs are better preserved of promoted by a covert 
MBE programme. Firstly, Crutchfield concedes that 
certain values, namely transparency, social trust, and 
perhaps solidarity, are not better preserved or pro-
moted in a covert MBE programme. That is, Crutch-
field concedes that with respect to the preservation or 
promotion of some of the PHVs, an overt MBE may 
be preferable. However, Crutchfield holds that utility, 
liberty, equality, and fairness, are better preserved or 
promoted in a covert MBE programme. Crutchfield 
offers no way to rank the competing values. However, 
he proceeds to argue that the latter values, which are 
better preserved or promoted by covert MBE, have 
played a more significant role in moral and politi-
cal philosophy, and therefore, that those who wish 
to show that an overt MBE programme is preferable, 
have the burden of showing that the former values are 
more valuable than the latter ([4] p 4 – 6.).

Before providing an exposition of, and responding 
to, Crutchfield’s support of P4, I will make my posi-
tion on the matter clear. I am agnostic about whether 
a compulsory MBE programme ought to be covert, 
or overt. However, as I will argue, I believe that we 
have good reason to doubt Crutchfield’s view that the 
PHVs are better preserved or promoted by a covert 
MBE programme.

In responding to Crutchfield, I want to start by 
pointing out that in order to establish that an overt 
MBE programme is preferable to a covert one, one 
need not establish that the former values, which are 
better promoted by overt MBE, are more valuable 
than the latter values, which are better promoted by 
covert MBE. Rather, one could just show that the lat-
ter values are actually better preserved or promoted 
by an overt MBE, not a covert one. Alternatively, as 
I will attempt here, one could argue that we have rea-
son to doubt that a covert MBE better promotes the 
PHVs overall.

With this in mind, I do grant that it seems plausi-
ble that preserving or promoting utility, liberty, equal-
ity, and fairness, is more important than preserving 
or promoting transparency and social trust, all else 
equal. However, surely it depends upon the degree 
to which the different PHVs are preserved/promoted 
or undermined by each kind of MBE. To illustrate, 
if a given public health intervention resulted in the 
promotion of transparency, on a societal level, but 
simultaneously generated a negligible amount of 
disutility, say that which is equivalent to a dust spec 

in one’s eye, it seems that we ought to nevertheless 
implement the public health intervention. I assume 
Crutchfield would agree with this. After all, in estab-
lishing which kind of MBE programme is preferable, 
we must establish which kind does a better job of 
balancing the PHVs. Surely this balancing must take 
into account the degree to which the different PHVs 
are preserved/promoted or undermined. Given this, 
I will proceed to argue that we have reason to doubt 
that covert MBE better preserves or promotes util-
ity and liberty to a degree that warrants undermining 
social trust and transparency, if at all. And secondly, 
that when it comes to social trust and transparency, it 
is clear that they are significantly better preserved or 
promoted by an overt MBE programme.

Utility

Crutchfield offers two considerations as to why a 
covert MBE is preferable with respect to promoting 
or preserving utility. Firstly, in the case of an overt 
MBE programme, there would be a greater risk of 
UH occurring, and therefore a greater risk of a vast 
amount of disutility being generated. The reason 
there would be a greater risk of UH occurring if the 
MBE programme is overt, is because there would 
likely be certain individuals who evade, or dissent to 
the MBE. The more individuals who remain unen-
hanced, the more likely UH will occur (at the hands 
of those unenhanced individuals). Conversely, if the 
MBE were covert, the individuals who desire not to 
be enhanced would have much more difficulty avoid-
ing the enhancement, as they would not be aware it 
was happening in the first place. Thus, there would be 
fewer unenhanced individuals who could cause UH, 
and therefore a significant amount of disutility, if the 
MBE were covert [4].

The second consideration is roughly as follows. In 
an overt MBE programme, the individuals who do not 
want to be enhanced would suffer from knowing that 
their desire, not to undergo MBE, is being frustrated. 
Conversely, if the MBE were covert, no one would 
know about the MBE and hence no one would suffer 
from knowing their desire is being frustrated. There-
fore, with respect to promoting or preserving utility, 
a covert MBE programme is preferable (Critchfield 
2018, p 5.).

In response to the first consideration, I want to 
start by granting that Crutchfield is plausibly correct 
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that overt MBE would increase the risk of UH occur-
ring, and thereby increase the risk of a significant 
amount of disutility being generated. This is because 
I agree that if MBE were overt, it is plausible that 
more people would remain unenhanced, and that this 
would increase the risk of UH occurring (at the hands 
of those unenhanced individuals). However, it seems 
crucial to establish, at least roughly, how much more 
at risk we would be of suffering UH in the case of an 
overt MBE programme, to then be able to establish 
which kind of MBE programme is preferable.

For clarity, I agree that when we weigh up the dif-
ferent values that govern public health interventions, 
the disutility caused by UH would plausibly warrant 
undermining transparency and social trust. However, 
this is distinct to the question of whether an increased 
risk of UH warrants undermining transparency and 
social trust. Importantly, it is this latter question that 
we must answer in order to establish which kind of 
MBE programme is preferable. After all, it is not 
guaranteed that UH will occur if the MBE programme 
is overt, it is merely more likely to occur. It could be 
the case that the increase in risk of UH occurring is 
negligible and thus does not warrant undermining 
the competing values. That is, the best way to bal-
ance the PHVs may well be to preserve social trust 
and transparency, while accepting the increase in risk 
of UH occurring. Given the importance of transpar-
ency and social trust, and the consequences of under-
mining them, it is impermissible that we undermine 
such values without good reason. A mere increase in 
risk of UH is not sufficient. It must be a large enough 
increase in risk. Until we have reason to believe that 
the increase in risk would be large enough, we ought 
not undermine transparency, social trust (and as I will 
later argue, autonomy).

By way of analogy, consider a hypothetical cov-
ert Covid-19 vaccination programme, which dis-
guises Covid-19 vaccinations as flu vaccinations. 
Let’s assume that this would have decreased the risk 
of a great amount of disutility ensuing from Covid-
19 by making the vaccine compliance rate in the UK 
100%. Whether such a programme is permissible 
seems to heavily depend upon the answer to the fol-
lowing question: How much would the risk of disutil-
ity decrease if this programme were implemented? In 

the case of Covid 19, given that only 3% of people in 
the UK refused vaccination in the summer of 2021,7 
it seems plausible that it would have been impermis-
sible to implement the covert vaccination programme 
given how severely it would have undermined trans-
parency and social trust, and given how catastrophic 
the consequences could have been if the programme 
were discovered. The 3% increase in compliance, and 
the associated decrease in risk of disutility, would 
likely not warrant undermining transparency and 
social trust.

In response to the second consideration, i.e., 
that individuals would suffer from knowing about 
the MBE programme, I grant that for those who do 
not wish to be enhanced, there plausibly would be 
some disutility generated from an overt MBE pro-
gramme, which would not be generated from a cov-
ert MBE programme. The disutility would of course 
result from the individuals knowing they are going 
to be forced to undergo a MBE programme that they 
wish to avoid. However, this is not the entire picture. 
Crutchfield has not established that there would be a 
net disutility as a consequence of an overt MBE pro-
gramme. It may well be the case that the majority of 
people would experience wellbeing when they come 
to know of the compulsory MBE. That is, there may 
be an increase in overall utility in the form of indi-
viduals rejoicing at the thought of becoming better 
(in the moral sense) friends, mothers, fathers, sons, 
daughters, etc. Moreover, it seems plausible that we 
would experience a great deal of wellbeing when we 
come to know that fewer crimes will be committed, 
that society will become less racist, less sexist, etc., as 
a result of the MBE programme.

By way of analogy, consider our acceptance of 
laws, rules and regulations in the workplace/aca-
demia, and general social norms, many of which are 
aimed at achieving morally improved ends. Ends such 
as less discrimination and harassment, an increase 
in equality of opportunity, and the limitation of the 
freedom of those who harm others. Given our efforts 
to morally improve society with the implementa-
tion of such rules and regulations, it may well be the 
case that this sentiment of endorsing moral progress 

7 See:https:// www. ons. gov. uk/ about us/ trans paren cyand gover 
nance/ freed omofi nform ation foi/ numbe rofin divid ualsw hohav 
erefu sedde cline dacov id19v accine

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/numberofindividualswhohaverefuseddeclinedacovid19vaccine
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/numberofindividualswhohaverefuseddeclinedacovid19vaccine
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/numberofindividualswhohaverefuseddeclinedacovid19vaccine
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carries over to compulsory MBE in the following 
sense: Given that a compulsory MBE would achieve 
our desired ends – a morally improved society—many 
of us would likely be in favour of the programme 
assuming it were safe and effective.

In the case of a covert MBE programme, no one 
would know about the MBE, and therefore would not 
experience the wellbeing that comes from knowing 
MBE is taking place. They would of course experi-
ence the wellbeing of being in a less racist and less 
sexist society, and of being better friends, etc. What I 
am drawing attention to is the utility that could result 
from knowing that a MBE programme will take place. 
Ultimately, it has yet to be established, by means of 
empirical research, whether there would in fact be a 
net disutility that would result from people knowing 
about the compulsory MBE programme. We cannot 
just assume that there would be a net disutility.

Finally, a covert MBE programme carries with it 
a risk of significant disutility in the following sense. 
If the covert MBE were to be discovered, this could 
result in the destabilization of society, as the gen-
eral public would no longer trust the authorities who 
implemented the MBE to be truthful. This could 
result in, among other things, protests, riots, and acts 
or terrorism. This would, in turn, result in significant 
disutility. Thus, as far as utility is concerned, we have 
reason to doubt that it is in fact better preserved if the 
MBE programme is covert.

Liberty

With respect to liberty, Crutchfield offers a few con-
siderations in support of covert MBE being prefer-
able. Firstly, the consequences of UH, such as harsh 
conditions and death, would significantly reduce lib-
erties, as ‘dead people have no liberties’ ([4], p5). 
Since UH is more likely to occur in an overt MBE 
programme, for the reasons stated above, an overt 
MBE programme increases the chances of a signifi-
cant reduction of liberty. Secondly, Crutchfield argues 
that liberty would be restricted for those who dissent 
to a mandatory overt MBE programme, as they would 
be imprisoned, taxed, or isolated. This is a unique 
problem for an overt MBE programme, as people 
would not be able to dissent if the MBE were covert, 
as they would be unaware of the enhancement. Thus, 
they would not have their liberty restricted in this 
way [4]. Moreover, in Crutchfield’s [11] book ‘Moral 

Enhancement and the Public Good’, he later argues 
that a covert MBE programme is more compatible 
with libertarianism than an overt one.

With respect to the first liberty consideration, I 
offer the following response. I concede that there 
would be a reduction in liberty if UH occurred, due 
to the dire circumstances we would be in. Moreover, I 
have granted that there would be a greater risk of UH 
in the case the MBE were overt. However, it seems 
that the degree to which the risk is increased is once 
again a crucial factor, for it may be the case that the 
increase in risk is small enough that it does not war-
rant undermining transparency and social trust. Put 
differently, if left with a choice between either: under-
mining transparency and social trust, or preventing 
the liberty reducing consequences of UH, it may well 
be that choosing the latter is a better means of balanc-
ing the PHVs. However, choosing between increasing 
the risk of a substantial reduction in liberty occurring, 
or undermining transparency and social trust, is a dif-
ferent matter. It seems that in order to know which 
of the latter two choices achieves a better balancing 
of the PHVs, we need to know, at least roughly, how 
much more at risk we would be of UH in the case 
the MBE were overt. Thus, with respect to the first 
liberty consideration, until we establish how much 
more at risk of UH we are in the event of an overt 
MBE programme, it is not clear that a covert MBE is 
preferable.

The second consideration Crutchfield offers, 
namely that those who dissent to a mandatory overt 
MBE would be imprisoned, taxed, or isolated, and 
that this would result in a reduction of liberty, seems 
correct. However, it seems that although a covert 
MBE programme would preserve liberty in this way, 
it would also undermine autonomy. More precisely, 
covert MBE would remove people’s ability to self-
govern and dissent to the MBE programme, if they 
so desire.8 On the other hand, if the MBE were overt, 
individuals would be in a position to self-govern and 
act in accord with their desires, choosing to either 
undergo the MBE, or to suffer the liberty restricting 
consequences of dissenting. Thus, although covert 
MBE preserves liberty insofar as there would be no 
dissenters, and therefore fewer people being taxed or 

8 I will discuss this autonomy-based consideration further in 
the autonomy section.
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imprisoned, we have reason to doubt that such liberty 
considerations count in favour of an MBE programme 
being covert, all things considered. It is worth noting 
that I am using a notion of autonomy that Crutchfield 
seems to accept, i.e., ‘to be in a position to self-gov-
ern in accordance with one’s desires, values, or other 
attitudes’ ([4], p. 9).

In addition to the above considerations, Crutch-
field [11] provides various arguments in support of 
the claim that a covert MBE is more compatible with 
libertarianism.9 I will not be addressing all such argu-
ments here, as the primary point I want to make is 
that even if it is true that covert MBE is more com-
patible with libertarianism, it is nevertheless the case 
that covert MBE either merely decreases the risk of 
liberty being undermined (to an unknown degree) 
and/or it preserves liberty in such a way that also 
undermines autonomy, social trust, and transparency. 
Such liberty considerations do not seem to render 
covert MBE preferable all things considered. That 
being said, given that I find Crutchfield’s reasoning 
dubious, I do want to draw attention to one of Crutch-
field’s arguments that a covert MBE is more compat-
ible with libertarianism.

Very broadly, Crutchfield argues that it is prefer-
able that MBE be covert because it is less of an intru-
sion on peoples’ liberty than if the programme were 
overt. That is, having one’s liberty intruded upon (by 
the MBE programme) and knowing about it, is worse 
than being intruded upon and not knowing about it. 
The knowledge of the intrusion makes the overt MBE 
programme more of an intrusion ([11], p 147). In 
response, I see no reason to accept this claim. Hav-
ing your liberty intruded upon seems orthogonal to 
knowing whether your liberty is being intruded upon. 
Insofar as liberty denotes the absence of obstacles 
which prevent you from doing what you desire, or the 
presence of control on the part of the agent,10 it seems 
that not knowing about the MBE merely deludes peo-
ple into thinking they have more liberty. Not know-
ing about the intrusion does not increase the public’s 

control, nor does it remove obstacles which prevent 
people from doing what they desire.

Finally, as is the case with utility, the risk of peo-
ple becoming aware of a covert MBE programme car-
ries with it the risk of a significant reduction in lib-
erty. As discussed above, if the general public were 
to become aware of the covert MBE, rioting, protests, 
and terrorism may well ensue. The consequences of 
such riots, etc., would be the reduction in liberty in 
the form of the imprisonment, taxation, etc., of those 
who rioted. Thus, as far as liberty is concerned, we 
have some reason to doubt that it is in fact better pre-
served or promoted by a covert MBE programme, or 
insofar as it is better preserved, it seems that covert 
MBE merely reduces the risk of undermining liberty 
at the expense of transparency, social trust, and as I 
will later argue, autonomy.

Social Trust and Transparency

Whilst Crutchfield [4] concedes that an overt MBE 
programme is likely preferable when it comes to pro-
moting social trust and transparency, he later argues 
that transparency is not necessary for public health 
interventions to be permissible [11], p.111–131). In 
large part, Crutchfield does this by way of response 
to Childress et al., who believes that it is necessary.11 
The aim here, seems to be to mitigate the unpalat-
ability of covert MBE undermining transparency. To 
this end, Churchfield provides various arguments in 
support of his claim, some of which address whether 
transparency is required to have respect for persons, 
others of which address whether transparency engen-
ders trust.12 I will not be providing an exposition of 
all of Crutchfield’s reasoning here. Instead, I will be 
considering what I take to be his strongest arguments 
to the conclusion that transparency is not required for 
a public health intervention to be permissible.

Broadly speaking, Crutchfield argues that we 
should be sceptical of the notion that being transpar-
ent to the public is more valuable than promoting the 
values which are brought about by a given public 

9 See: Crutchfield, P. (2021) Moral enhancement and the pub-
lic good. New York, NY: Routledge, p 131 – 154.
10 See: Carter, Ian, "Positive and Negative Liberty", The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2022 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =  < https:// plato. stanf ord. edu/ archi 
ves/ spr20 22/ entri es/ liber ty- posit ive- negat ive/ > [12] .

11 See: Childress, J., Faden, R. R., Gaare, R. D., Gostin, L. O., 
Kahn, J., Bonnie, R. J., … Nieburg, P. (2002). Public health 
ethics: mapping the terrain. The Journal of Law, Medicine & 
Ethics, 30(2).
12 See: Crutchfield, P. (2021) Moral enhancement and the pub-
lic good. New York, NY: Routledge, p 111 – 130.

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/liberty-positive-negative/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/liberty-positive-negative/
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health intervention – in this case a covert MBE pro-
gramme. More precisely, since values such as utility 
and liberty are ostensibly better preserved in a cov-
ert MBE programme, then the morally correct action 
is to implement covert MBE, even though such a 
programme would undermine transparency, as it is 
more important to promote the former values ([11], 
p.113). In response, whilst I am generally on board 
that transparency is not a necessary condition for the 
permissibility of a given public health intervention, 
as it may be outweighed by other competing values, 
we do not have sufficient reason to accept that this is 
the case with covert MBE. This is because a covert 
MBE programme merely decreases the risk of the 
other values being undermined. As argued above, this 
decrease in risk could be negligible and thus not war-
rant undermining transparency, much like in the cov-
ert Covid-19 vaccination analogy. Empirical research 
is required to establish whether the relative differ-
ence in risk between two kinds of MBE programmes 
warrants undermining transparency (social trust and 
autonomy), in addition to accepting the risk of the 
consequences of undermining such values, such as 
those that would ensue from the public finding out 
about covert MBE.

Crutchfield [11] offers an additional two consid-
erations which support the claim that transparency is 
not necessary nor important for the permissibility of 
public health interventions. The first is that it is not 
necessary for social trust. Crutchfield provides some 
empirical evidence which suggests that an increase 
in transparency, with respect to governmental deci-
sion-making processes, for example, decreased trust 
in the governments’ competence and benevolence.13 
Crutchfield ([11], p.117) argues that at best, transpar-
ency does not seem to increase social trust, and at 
worst, that it may weaken it. Secondly, in an attempt 
to show that not only is transparency unnecessary, but 
that it is also not particularly valuable all things con-
sidered, Crutchfield cites further empirical evidence. 
The evidence he cites purports to show that people 
generally desire their policies to be made in the dark, 
so long as they have the opportunity to shed light 
upon them if they so desire. Crutchfield stipulates: 
‘The ideal situation for many people is one in which 

they are not involved in the decision-making process, 
a process that doesn’t even occur out in the open.’ 
(2021, p.123). He continues by arguing that although 
we would be unable to shed light on the covert MBE, 
as we would not know about it, this research shows 
that transparency is not as valuable as we might have 
thought ([11], p. 123).

In response, whilst it is an empirical question whether 
covert MBE could be successful, in that it could occur 
completely unbeknownst to us, it nevertheless seems 
plausible that someone would discover the covert MBE 
programme. This is because implementing such a pro-
gramme would presumably be a complicated logistical 
task involving the cooperation of many individuals and 
organisations. It seems implausible to assume that all 
involved would successfully keep the MBE programme 
a secret. Moreover, if the MBE programme were discov-
ered, the public would become aware that they are being 
deceived (by omission), in that their values and desires 
are being altered unbeknownst to them. It seems reason-
able to assume that this level of deception would signifi-
cantly undermine social trust.14 That is, it seems plausi-
ble to assume that the public would fear that many other 
covert programmes are being implemented unbeknownst 
to them or that other mandatory programmes, such as 
vaccinations, are not what they seem.

Moreover, we have reason to be sceptical that 
the evidence Crutchfield provides, which purport-
edly shows that we want policies to be make in the 
dark so long as we have the ability to shine a light 
on them, provides us with any information regarding 
whether the public would be in favour of covert MBE. 
Firstly, it seems misguided to extrapolate from the 
answers to the questions the participants were asked, 
to their support of opaque policy making generally.15 

14 A somewhat analogous example is ‘fake news’. After find-
ing out about fake news, 58% of individuals reported less trust 
in social media news stories. See: Reuters. 2017. Editorial. 
Oct. 31. “Fake News Hurts Trust in Media, Mainstream Out-
lets Fare Better”. New York: Thomson Reuters.
15 Participants were asked the following 3 questions accord-
ing to Crutchfield: ‘(1) elected officials would help the country 
more if they would stop talking and just take action on impor-
tant problems; (2) what people call compromise in politics is 
really just selling out on one’s principles; (3) our government 
would run better if decisions were left up to nonelected, inde-
pendent experts rather than politicians or the people, or that 
our government would run better if decisions were left up to 
successful business people.’ See Crutchfield [11]

13 See: Crutchfield, P. (2021) Moral enhancement and the pub-
lic good. New York, NY: Routledge, p 117.
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Secondly, and more importantly, this evidence does 
not provide support for people being in favour of cov-
ert MBE. This is because, as Crutchfield acknowl-
edges, the public would not be able to shed light on 
the MBE programme if they so desired, as they would 
be unaware of it occurring. That the public would 
be in favour of their policies being made in the dark 
without the ability to shed light on them, is something 
Crutchfield has not provided support for. Hence, it 
is not something we should grant. Ultimately, if the 
MBE programme were covert, billions of people 
would not be informed that their desires and values 
are being altered by the enhancement. The scale of 
the covert MBE programme would constitute an egre-
gious undermining of transparency.

If I am correct, then many of Crutchfield’s consid-
erations in favour of a covert MBE programme being 
preferable to an overt one, seem implausible. Thus, as 
things currently stand, we have good reason to doubt 
that covert MBE fares better.

Autonomy

In this section, I will provide a novel autonomy-based 
reason that counts in favour of the MBE programme 
being overt, rather than covert, which I believe fares 
better than the considerations on offer from Crutch-
field and Zambrano. Beforehand, I will layout an 
exposition of the current disagreement between 
Crutchfield and Zambrano regarding autonomy and 
compulsory MBE and argue why I do not think either 
or their accounts works.

In addition to the broad notion of autonomy above, 
i.e., ‘to be in a position to self-govern in accordance 
with one’s desires, values, or other attitudes’, Crutch-
field [4] takes the following two conditions to be 
constitutive of autonomy. Firstly, there is the ‘inde-
pendence condition’, which stipulates that one must 
have the ability to reason and choose independently 
of external manipulation. The second condition is the 
‘authenticity condition’, which stipulates that one’s 
desires, values, attitudes, etc., must be authentic ([4], 
p 9.).

With respect to the independence condition, 
Crutchfield [4] argues that if mandatory MBE does 
undermine autonomy in this way, covert and overt 
MBE do so equally, as it is the mandatory nature of 
MBE that results in external manipulation, not the 

covertness ([4], p 9). As a result, there is no auton-
omy-based reason (in the independence from external 
manipulation sense), to prefer one kind of MBE pro-
gramme over another. Zambrano [5] disagrees. They 
take it to be the case that overt MBE better preserves 
autonomy, as it undermines self-governance and inde-
pendence from external manipulation less than cov-
ert MBE. More specifically, Zambrano argues that 
in an overt MBE programme alone, people would be 
in an epistemic position such that they could decide 
to either reject or embrace the new values and atti-
tudes brought about by MBE ([5], p 4.). This epis-
temic position promotes autonomy as people can 
decide whether to accept the values brought about 
by the MBE programme. Hence, they can decide to 
reject the external influence of MBE if they so desire. 
If the MBE were covert, on the other hand, people 
would be unaware that they are being manipulated 
and thus could not decide to reject the new desires 
brought about by MBE, rather they would accept 
the new desires and values as their own [5]. Crutch-
field has since responded to Zambrano, arguing that 
such a strong epistemic position, which enables peo-
ple to reject the values and desires brought about by 
the MBE, would render the MBE ineffective. This is 
because people could simply decide not to embrace 
any of the values and desires brought about by the 
MBE. Consequently, if the compulsory MBE is inef-
fective, then it would not be permissible [6].

In response to this back and forth, although I agree 
with Zambrano’s conclusion, namely that an overt 
MBE better preserves autonomy insofar as it enables 
independence from external manipulation, I think 
their reasoning is problematic. More specifically, I 
take it to be unclear that we would in fact be in such 
an epistemic position, such that we could reject the 
values and desires brought about by the MBE. In 
other words, it seems dubious that we would be able 
to ‘reject’ the desires and values brought about by the 
MBE, whatever that would mean. Presumably ‘reject-
ing’ a desire denotes no longer having the desire and/
or not acting in accord with it. I do not think it is at 
all clear that we would be able to do this. To illus-
trate why, take, for example, the widely shared desire 
to help loved ones. Assume that we discover that 
such a desire is in some meaningful way the result of 
external manipulation. It is not clear to me that being 
aware that our desire to help loved ones was brought 
about by the external manipulation of others would 
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enable us to reject such a desire. Alternatively, take 
the valuing of wellbeing. If I were to become aware 
that others had manipulated me in such a way to make 
me value wellbeing, it does not follow that I would be 
able to reject this value. Broadly speaking, it may be 
the case that we are no more able to reject our deeply 
held desires and values, than we are able to ‘reject’ 
our eye colour. Our deeply held desires may be such 
that we are unable to simply will them away and no 
longer act in accord with them. At minimum, it seems 
that more has to be done to establish that we could 
in fact reject the desires and values brought about by 
the MBE. Moreover, it is worth mentioning that the 
kinds of desires that would result from a MBE pro-
gramme would not be frivolous or superficial desires; 
they would be our deeply held moral commitments.

Although I disagree with Zambrano’s reasoning, I 
believe that there is nevertheless an autonomy-based 
reason to prefer an overt MBE programme to a covert 
one. More precisely, if the MBE is overt, we gain the 
ability to dissent. In being able to dissent to the MBE 
programme, we are able to self-govern and avoid the 
external manipulation of our desires and values. This 
constitutes a preservation of autonomy that is only 
possible if the MBE programme is overt, as individ-
uals must first be aware of the MBE programme in 
order to then be able to dissent to it. It is worth men-
tioning that Crutchfield could object that although an 
overt MBE programme would preserve autonomy by 
enabling us to dissent, it would do so at the expense 
of undermining other competing values and is thus 
impermissible. More precisely, since overt MBE 
preserves autonomy in virtue of allowing for our dis-
sent to MBE, it thereby also increases the risk of UH 
occurring (at the hands of the dissenters), which in 
turn increases the risk of values such as utility and 
liberty being undermined (for reasons discussed in 
Sect. 3).

In response to this objection, there is indeed 
tension between autonomy and liberty in that by 
preserving our autonomy by dissenting, we would 
reduce our liberty. However, by making the pro-
gramme overt, we can decide for ourselves whether 
the trade-off is worth it. If the programme is covert, 
the decision has been made for us. Moreover, whilst 
it could be the case that the autonomy-based reason 
is outweighed by the risk of the competing values 
being undermined, we do not know the relative 
difference in risk. Thus, we do not currently have 

sufficient reason to undermine autonomy (transpar-
ency and social trust) by making the programme 
covert. Importantly, we have an autonomy-based 
reason to prefer an overt MBE programme. Whether 
such a reason will be overridden by competing rea-
sons is something that will have to be established 
by empirical means. Until such research has been 
carried out and demonstrates that the likelihood 
of undermining values such as utility and liberty 
is high enough to warrant undermining autonomy 
(social trust, and transparency), Crutchfield’s pos-
sible objection is not successful.

Having responded to the ‘independence condi-
tion’, we can now move on to the ‘authenticity con-
dition’. Crutchfield argues that insofar as authenticity 
is concerned, a covert MBE programme is prefer-
able to an overt one. Put briefly, this is because in a 
covert MBE programme, the enhanced individuals 
would have an easier time accepting the new values 
and desires (brought about by the MBE), as their 
own. The enhanced individuals would have an easier 
time embracing the new values and desires as their 
own because they would be unaware of the MBE 
programme. The changes in their desires and values 
would appear to have occurred naturally and hence 
appear to be their own. Conversely, in the case of an 
overt MBE programme, it would be apparent, to the 
enhanced individuals, that their new desires and val-
ues are not their own, but rather the result of external 
manipulation. This would make it more difficult for 
the enhanced individuals to accept the new values and 
desires as their own [4]. In other words, Crutchfield 
[4] takes it to be the case that the authenticity condi-
tion is satisfied if the enhanced individuals are able 
to embrace the new values as their own. Thus, in a 
covert MBE programme, the new values and desires 
would be authentic, whereas in an overt MBE pro-
gramme, they plausibly would not be ([4], p9.).

Zambrano [5] has since objected, taking issue 
with Crutchfield’s notion of authenticity. That is, 
Zambrano argues that it is not sufficient for authen-
ticity, that the desires brought about by the MBE 
programme be easier for the enhanced individuals 
to accept as their own. Rather, the desires and values 
brought about by the MBE must actually be one’s 
own [5]. Moreover, in an attempt to illustrate why 
Crutchfield’s notion of authenticity seems implausi-
ble, Zambrano asks us to consider something like the 
following case:
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Suppose an evil genius manipulated us such that 
we developed ‘immoral desires’. Moreover, suppose 
that this was done covertly and in such a way that we 
accepted the new immoral desires as our own. Zam-
brano argues that on Crutchfield’s view, the desires 
would be authentic, as we would accept them as our 
own. However, this seems extremely implausible as 
the desires are the result of external manipulation. 
Given that the new desires are the result of external 
manipulation, they are not our own, and hence far 
from authentic ([5], p 4.).

Crutchfield [6] has since responded to Zambrano, 
biting the bullet and granting that the new immoral 
desires brought about in the evil genius case would 
in fact be authentic, even though they merely appear 
to be one’s own [6]. Crutchfield then proceeds to 
argue that Zambrano’s understanding of authenticity, 
i.e., that the new values and attitudes brought about 
by the MBE must actually be one’s own, is surely 
mistaken.16 However, even if we assume that Crutch-
field’s objection is plausible, and hence that Zam-
brano’s conception of authenticity is mistaken, it does 
not follow that we should adopt Crutchfield’s notion 
of authenticity. In other words, in drawing our atten-
tion to the possibility that Zambrano’s conception of 
authenticity is problematic, nothing has been done 
to address Zambrano’s objection that desires that 
merely appear to be one’s own, is not sufficient for 
said desires to be authentic. Crutchfield [6] just seems 
to bite the bullet and agree that in cases such as that 
of the evil genius, our new desires would in fact be 
authentic, which seems extremely implausible.

In an attempt to add to Zambrano’s objection, 
it is worth pointing out that Crutchfield’s notion 
of authenticity seems to also entail that desires and 
beliefs brought about by brainwashing can be authen-
tic. That is, so long as the brainwashed individual 
accepts the new beliefs and desires as their own, then 
they are authentic beliefs and desires. It seems to me 
that entailments such as those highlighted by the evil 
genius case and cases of brainwashing, give us good 
reason to reject the authenticity condition proposed 
by Crutchfield, and as a corollary, suspend judgment 
regarding whether a covert MBE does a better job 
than an overt one, at preserving autonomy (as far as 
the authenticity condition is concerned).

In summary, I have argued that with respect to the 
independence condition of autonomy, there is a rea-
son to prefer an overt MBE to a covert one. Moreo-
ver, with respect to the authenticity condition, I have 
argued, contrary to Crutchfield, that we should not 
accept that covert MBE better preserves authenticity 
given that Crutchfield’s understanding of authentic-
ity entails that beliefs and desires brought about by 
brainwashing can be authentic so long as they are 
accepted as one’s own beliefs and desires.

Recommendations

Before concluding, I want to draw attention to the 
upshot of my critique of Crutchfield, by providing a 
few recommendations as to how we might proceed 
in establishing which kind of MBE programme is 
preferable. Firstly, we require empirical research that 
gauges the public’s response to a compulsory overt 
MBE programme. This research would inform the 
public of the goals achievable with the implementa-
tion of MBE – a morally improved society conducive 
to less prejudice, and more kindness and compassion, 
etc. This research will provide us with the informa-
tion necessary to determine whether people knowing 
about the overt MBE is likely to result in a net disutil-
ity. If people are in favour of the programme, then we 
have reason to believe that compulsory overt MBE 
would generate utility, not disutility, as the public 
would be aware that their desires to live in a morally 
improved society are going to be satisfied. A worry 
about this research, could be that it assumes that peo-
ple have reliable moral attitudes, when in fact they do 
not.

In response to such a worry, I am not claiming that 
if the public were to endorse compulsory overt MBE, 
that this entails that overt MBE is morally better than 
covert MBE. After all, it could be the case that the 
public is mistaken (or morally unreliable) regarding 
which kind of MBE ought to be implemented. My 
critique is directed at Crutchfield’s view that being 
aware of the MBE programme would cause disutil-
ity because people’s desires to remain unenhanced 
would be frustrated. I have argued that it may well 
be the case that many (perhaps the majority of) peo-
ple would in fact support MBE. If this is true, then 
we cannot grant (as Crutchfield does) that peoples’ 
awareness of the compulsory MBE programme would 16 See: [6] p.4 for the objection.
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result in disutility, as their desires would not be frus-
trated. To establish how the public would respond, 
this research is required.

Secondly, we require research which investigates 
how much more at risk we would be of UH occurring 
in the event of an overt MBE programme, relative 
to a covert one. Such research would, at minimum, 
attempt to estimate what percentage of the public 
would dissent to the MBE, in addition to the likeli-
hood of the dissenters causing UH. Whilst the details 
of this empirical work are out with the scope of this 
paper, the research may involve determining the prev-
alence of traits that correlate with causing UH, such 
as the ability to cause UH, sociopathy, low self-con-
trol, political ideology, etc. Importantly, as things cur-
rently stand, we are unaware of how greater the risk 
of UH would be if the programme were overt, and 
hence we do not know if the increase in risk is suf-
ficient to warrant undermining the competing values.

Finally, we require a plausible account of authen-
ticity to act as a criterion by which to adjudicate 
which kind of MBE is preferable insofar as the 
authenticity condition of autonomy is concerned. In 
allowing for the beliefs and desires of those who are 
brainwashed to be authentic, Crutchfield’s definition 
of authenticity seems implausible.

The above recommendations point to a broader 
problem with much of the human enhancement litera-
ture. Firstly, authenticity has been defined in a myriad 
of different ways. To illustrate, some have argued that 
an individual’s authenticity can be undermined if 
characteristics that are fundamental to their identity 
are changed [13]. Others have argued that we are most 
authentic when we are unaltered and “natural” [14]. 
Others again, have argued that the following condi-
tions must be met for a belief to be authentic: respon-
siveness, non-exclusivity, proportionality, and lack of 
alienation [15]. Given the ambiguity regarding what 
is being referred to when we talk about authenticity, 
the conceptual work I recommend seems required to 
settle much of the debate between bio conservatives 
and transhumanists who disagree on the bases of 
authenticity concerns.

Secondly, it seems that the need for additional 
empirical work pertains to other areas of the moral 
enhancement literature, not merely to establish which 
kind on MBE programme is preferable. For example, 
such research is also plausibly required to establish 
whether we can in fact reject desires brought about by 

MBE—something Zambrano assumes we could do 
(2018, p 4.). Moreover, research that establishes the 
likelihood of UH resulting at the hands of the unen-
hanced could help settle the debate regarding whether 
a compulsory MBE ought to be implemented in the 
first place. This is something Persson and Savulescu 
[2, 3] argue we have an imperative to do, but some-
thing that may not be supported by the evidence. 

Conclusion

In this paper, I have addressed the recent dialectic 
between Crutchfield and Zambrano regarding whether 
a mandatory MBE programme ought to be covert or 
overt. After granting that the permissibility of MBE 
ought to be evaluated with respect to the PHVs, I have 
provided novel reasons to doubt that a covert MBE pro-
gramme is preferable to an overt one. Moreover, I have 
offered a novel autonomy-based reason which counts in 
favour of a compulsory MBE programme being overt. 
Subsequently, I offer three recommendations as to how 
we might proceed to establish which kind of MBE pro-
gramme is preferable. Firstly, we must carry out more 
empirical research to gauge the public’s response to 
compulsory MBE. Secondly, we must establish, at least 
roughly, how much more at risk of UH we would be if 
the MBE were overt. Thirdly, we must use a more plau-
sible notion of authenticity to act as a criterion by which 
we can adjudicate which kind of MBE fares better.
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