Co-Impuls: Artificial life

Artificial life — a topic that, as you can guess, can hardly be summed up in a short statement. After all,
the impact of the associated technologies is limitless, and their future potential is hard to grasp. It
interfuses almost all areas of our lives and will also significantly affect our future life. The only question
is: How? How far do we want to go? What do we want to enable? Where do we set limits? Where are
ethical boundaries? These questions already indicate that the possibilities of artificial life go hand in
hand with a mandate that we not only determine but also have to take responsibility for. Let me

substantiate these considerations with three examples:

The first example is genome editing: The CRISPR-Cas9 method in particular shows us that genetic
engineering interventions via somatic gene therapy or germline intervention could aim to correct
certain genetic defects to cure or prevent diseases. But what are the risks of such interventions in
human DNA, in particular interventions in the human germ line? Because of the irreversibility of such
interventions, certain questions must be addressed. After all, which genotypes are desirable, and
which are not? And don't such decisions have a selective character that might influence our ideas about
the quality of life or even the value of life? In addition, with a view to possible modifications in the
germ line, shouldn't the question of whose dignity be threatened by those modifications be asked
anew and differently? After all, such modifications have not only a consequence for a single person,
but also for all their descendants. In terms of social policy, the question arises, who has the right to

obtain such medical attendance. Does everyone have access?

In addition to the prevention or cure of human diseases, genetic engineering methods could also be
used for genetic enhancement. Such a fixing up would then no longer only correct genetic information
that can lead to diseases, but also improve human characteristics and abilities. Basically, the topic of
human enhancement is about the artificial improvement of humans through pharmaceuticals,
implants, prostheses or bio- and nanotechnologies. Cyborgs, the hybrid of man and machine, can
certainly be discussed in this context; also transhumanistic ideas. Probably the most radical vision of
transformation includes a transition from man to the new man through the complete digitization of
human consciousness, the so-called "uploading” or "whole brain emulation". At least digital
immortality seems to come true with this method. However, fundamental ethical issues have to be
discussed here as well - not only questions about life’s ,natural” borders. After all, what is nature?
What is technology? And to what extent does human self-understanding change in the face of such

scientific and technical progress?

Finally, | would like to mention another topic that does not sound like a vision, as we encounter it in
our everyday life: autonomous driving. Here, the question always arises how artificial intelligence deals

with morally relevant decisions. How does an autonomously driving vehicle decide in a dilemma



situation? Does it hurt or Kill the 80-year-old grandma instead of the playing child? The well known
Trolley case. And who will takes responsibility for such a decision, which at the same time includes a
value judgment about the value of life? Can artificial intelligence take responsibility at all? In this
context, Capurro warns against the trap of anthropomorphism: we cannot simply metaphorically apply
concepts from the human realm, such as action, autonomy, person, ambitions, values, choice or

responsibility, to robots.

By the way, all of these technological innovations have in common that they collect an almost
inconceivable amount of data. But how to deal with this amount of data and its analysis options -
keyword: big data? Questions of informational self-determination and the right to privacy arise here.
Certainly, it is also important to consider the relation between freedom, security and surveillance,
which is followed by a discussion as to whether all this data not create an infrastructure for prevision.

And what does it do to us when our actions suddenly become predictable?

These examples already show that all the technologies of artificial life are accompanied by ethical
challenges. Basic ethical concepts, freedom, decision or responsibility must be reinterpreted in this
context. And what does being human mean in the face of these technological innovations? Are these
ideas of being human and the associated ideas of a successful life free of thoughts of discrimination,
selection or instrumentalization? And what does nature mean, what does technology mean? Are there

still clearly definable boundaries?

In this discussion, such ethical considerations are not only fundamental but, in my opinion, have
priority. Based on this, certain basic conditions are required: From our governments, we need clear,
unambiguous and, above all, binding guidelines for research and science. Limits must also be set to
curb an ethically unacceptable delusion of feasibility. This implies a fundamental debate about the
scientific ethos. Of course, (self) controlling systems are also needed; more attention needs to be paid
to the topic of technology assessment. In addition, because of big data, questions of data acquisition,
data storage and data utilization must always be considered. And maybe new ideals are also needed.

Does it always have to be “higher”, “faster” and “further”?

However, the greatest challenge here seems to balance the ambivalence: Since every technical
progress also creates new risks, critical considerations of the “dialectics of progress and risk” are
required. For the local context, it means, not fundamentally refusing the technical progress of artificial
life, but also perceiving it as an easing and enrichment, and consistently asking about its contribution
to a fairer and better world, both for the individual and our togetherness. Thus, the basic question is:

How do we manage to stay human with all these technological innovations?
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