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‘Neuralink’, Transhumanism and Catholic Ethics
Elon Musk’s brain-chip company ‘Neuralink’ being approved for human trials by the FDA in May 2023 has increased interest in the future of humanity in the face of advancements in biotechnological enhancement.[footnoteRef:2] With Neuralink’s stated mission being to ‘expand how we experience the world,’[footnoteRef:3] the technology being developed has been proposed as being not only as a potential cure for disabilities but also a way to enhance the human mind and body. Considering these recent developments in brain-computer interface technology, the urgency of addressing the ethical complexities of biotechnological enhancements becomes evident. Catholic tradition was chosen for this assessment due to the significance placed on materiality and physicality within Catholicism, as opposed to other denominations like Protestantism. This essay will use the topical example of Elon Musk’s Neuralink research to examine Catholic ethical issues with the broader transhumanist ideology and will conclude that in Roman Catholicism, Neuralink and human biotechnological enhancements are strictly unethical. [2:  James Fitzgerald, ‘Neuralink: Elon Musk’s Brain Chip Firm Wins US Approval for Human Study’, BBC News, 26 May 2023 <https://www.bbc.com/news/health-65717487>.]  [3:  ‘Mission’, Neuralink, 2023 <https://neuralink.com/#mission>.] 

Neuralink and its link to transhumanism
Neuralink, the brainchild of billionaire Elon Musk, is a ‘neurotechnological company’[footnoteRef:4] that focuses exclusively on the creation of brain implants to ‘track brain activity’ and ‘stimulate it.’[footnoteRef:5] To be successful at recording and amending neuron activity, the Neuralink implant would consist of a chip around the size of a coin[footnoteRef:6] and tiny wires equipped with thousands of electrodes spanning the whole brain, both surgically implanted.[footnoteRef:7] Suggested uses include helping those suffering with paralysis access their smartphones using their brains, and facilitating the permanent storage of memories in a computer to avoid memory loss.[footnoteRef:8] [4:  Kamya Pandey, ‘What Is Neuralink? The Ethics of Elon Musk’s Brain Chip’, Jumpstart, 2022 <https://www.jumpstartmag.com/what-is-neuralink-the-ethics-of-elon-musks-brain-chip/> [accessed 19 August 2023].]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.] 

Advocation for human biotechnological enhancement is directly linked to the broader ideology of transhumanism due to the goal of fundamentally changing the way our bodies work. Transhumanism is a philosophical worldview that ‘advocates for the ethical use of technology and evidence-based science to expand human capabilities.’[footnoteRef:9] Transhumanist ideology is associated with several ethical dilemmas surrounding the sanctity of the human body, ideological priorities, and risks of increasing social disparities. Examining transhumanism alongside recent technological advancements reveals the multifaceted ethical challenges it presents. Transhumanist ideology embraces the use of various new biotechnologies to move us towards the emergence of the ‘posthuman.’[footnoteRef:10] Transhumanist proposals provoke debate on several ethical issues such as the potential commodification of human life and the possibility of increasing social inequalities.  [9:  Adrian Calderone, ‘Transhumanism’, Homiletic + Pastoral Review, June 2008, pp. 28–43, Ignatius Press, San Francisco CA.  
]  [10:  Jason T. Eberl, ‘Enhancing the Imago Dei: Can a Christian Be a Transhumanist?’, Christian Bioethics, 28.1 (2022), 76–93.  ] 

Relevant Catholic ethical principles
Given this essay’s focus on a Roman Catholic response, several Catholic ethical principles will be considered. At the heart of Catholic ethics lie principles such as sanctity of life, which provides a moral compass for addressing issues that impact human lives. One passage that has been particularly influential is from the second Genesis Creation account that describes God decreeing, ‘Let us make humans in our image, according to our likeness,’ (Gen. 1:26). This teaching affirmed human life as sacred; any threat to human dignity and life therefore violates God’s order for creation. Published in 1995, the papal encyclical Evangelium Vitae is a document detailing a definitive Catholic response to ethical issues concerning human life like abortion and euthanasia and illuminates the official Catholic perspective on the importance of maintaining the body’s physical integrity.[footnoteRef:11] Finally, scriptural references will be used throughout to ensure analysis remains grounded in the sacred texts of Catholicism. These sources can offer relevant insight due to the focus on the corporeality of Jesus in the Gospels, and the proclamations of God as the source of healing in the Hebrew Bible.  [11:  John Paul, Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995).] 


Arguments contributing to the Catholic response:

Beginning this assessment of a Catholic response, a key Catholic moral objection to technologies like Neuralink is the misunderstanding of transhumanists that old age and sickness are to be avoided, unlike Catholics who view them as part of God’s plan.[footnoteRef:12] Pope John Paul II described old age as ‘characterised by dignity and surrounded with reverence.’[footnoteRef:13] and reminds Catholics that ‘the just man does not seek to be delivered from old age and its burden.’[footnoteRef:14] Furthermore, he teaches that unwell and suffering believers will be sustained by God’s unshakable ‘life-giving power.’[footnoteRef:15] The encouragement of believers to not ‘despair’, but instead ‘cry out in hope’ to God is linked to the miracles of Jesus which included many healings. These healings included the curing of the paralysed (e.g., Mark 2:1-12), a condition which Neuralink is being specifically marketed to cure.[footnoteRef:16] Jesus’ miracle healings are seen in the Catholic perspective as evidence that Jesus is ‘the physician of the body and of the spirit.’[footnoteRef:17] Catholics should therefore focus on God as the source of their healing, as only God can truly transform the body and mind.  [12:  John Paul, Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995), p. 39.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 39. ]  [14:  Ibid., p. 39.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 39.]  [16:  ‘Mission’, Neuralink, 2023 <https://neuralink.com/#mission>.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 39. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_WK5nBvWU]Furthermore, the transhumanist viewpoint that bodily weakness is something to transcend or overcome is not compatible with the scriptural evidence showing the value of lives even when unhealthy. Catholic faith is put in God as the one who ‘heals all […] diseases’ (Ps. 103.3), and the Old Testament contains many examples of God healing believers, particularly in the Psalms, where it is proclaimed, ‘O Lord my God, I cried to you for help, and you have healed me,’ (Ps. 116:10). Faith in God for healing is praised in Scripture, and so Catholics could argue that attempts to ‘play God’ by altering the human form to reach a state considered ‘healed’ is sinful. In a nutshell, the Catholic view on the technological manipulation of life and death is to instead place the control completely in the hands of God; ‘man is not the master of life, nor is he the master of death. In life and in death, he has to entrust himself completely [to God].’[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Ibid., p. 39.] 

A further issue with Neuralink is the focus on curing conditions that may be seen as integral to a person’s identity. Biotechnological enhancements, particularly neuro-implants, have been promoted as potentially correcting neurological structural issues or conditions. ‘Correcting’ disorders like autism, as Elon Musk claimed Neuralink has the potential to do,[footnoteRef:19] comes with several ethical issues. Among the neurodivergent community, many with neurodevelopmental disorders like autism, ADHD and Down’s Syndrome oppose the idea of finding a cure for their conditions, viewing their neurotype as a difference rather than a disability.[footnoteRef:20] In addition, Catholic ethicists have argued that Jesus’ healing of and ministry to the sick, suffering and disabled was specifically included to counteract the traditional belief in Judaism that disability was the fault of the sufferer due to lack of faith and a sinful nature.[footnoteRef:21]  Jesus’ inclusion of these previously shunned individuals highlights that these people are not left out of God’s kingdom, or God’s plan for humanity.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  Hilary Brueck, ‘Elon Musk Said His Brain Chips Might “Solve” Autism and Schizophrenia. A Neuroscientist Who Implants Brain Chips Has Doubts.’, Insider Health (Insider, 2019) <https://www.insider.com/elon-musk-neuralink-wont-solve-autism-schizophrenia-2019]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Andrew Pinsent and Sean Biggins, ‘Catholic Perspectives on Human Biotechnological Enhancement’, Studies in Christian Ethics, 32.2 (2019), p. 192.]  [22:  Ibid., p. 192.] 

God is shown through stories of the Catholic saints and to value the disabled, for example in the story of Blessed Margaret of Metola, who is considered a ‘spiritual success’ in the Catholic church.[footnoteRef:23] Born blind with dwarfism and a severe curvature of the spine, she was abandoned by her wealthy parents and was expelled from a convent for being too devout. Despite this, she made a deep spiritual impact on the village she lived in, where she cared for village children. Margaret died aged 33, and her body is said to have been found in a remarkable state of preservation over 200 years after her death.[footnoteRef:24] As the patron saint of the disabled, Margaret of Metola’s story is key in the development of attitudes to the disabled; her body was seen as important enough to God to preserve, despite her disability and rejection by her family and peers. Therefore, attempts to correct these disabilities, which are often considered as integral to a person’s sense of identity, would be changing people who are loved equally by God.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Andrew Pinsent and Sean Biggins, ‘Catholic Perspectives on Human Biotechnological Enhancement’, Studies in Christian Ethics, 32.2 (2019), p. 192.]  [24:  Ibid., p. 192. ]  [25:  Ibid., p. 192.] 

[bookmark: _Int_hQ2id2Cy]Within the medical community, many have argued that some forms of cognitive enhancement may assist the intellectually disabled to contribute more to society.[footnoteRef:26] However, Catholic thinkers have argued that this is harmful as it reduces people to ‘mere instruments of gain.’[footnoteRef:27] A logical fallacy then occurs as an individual’s value is understood extrinsically, as what they have, do and produce, instead of being viewed as valuable intrinsically due to their creation in the ‘image and likeness’ of God (Gen. 1:26). The act of seeking cures to disabilities motivated by want for efficiency and societal benefits therefore would be considered immoral in the Catholic tradition due to focus changing to ‘fix’ those who struggle with conditions that may need more care. John Paul II sums up the problem with viewing disabilities as a problem to be fixed, describing the transhumanist attitude as seeing ‘a life which would require greater acceptance, love and care is considered useless, or […] an intolerable burden.’[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Jason T. Eberl, ‘Enhancing the Imago Dei: Can a Christian Be a Transhumanist?’, Christian Bioethics, 28.1 (2022), 76–93.  ]  [27:  John Paul, Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995), p. 3.]  [28:  Ibid., p. 10.] 

The devaluation of those who are sick or disabled is a chronic problem in human society, with people’s value based on their efficiency. Modern society is excessively concerned with productivity, which has had a damaging effect on beliefs in what constitutes a ‘good’ person. Instead of trying to fix or enhance people, we should accommodate them. Reduction of people to their functionality is arguably an act of judgement; it relies on the underlying belief that differences or deviation from the human norm are issues requiring correction and decides human value based on this. Therefore, brain implants like Musk’s Neuralink are unethical in the Catholic tradition. Catholic ethicists would argue that the focus on curing the perceived problem is misplaced; society should adapt to offer improved support to those who need it, instead of pressuring those who need said help to go through risky, invasive procedures to correct themselves. 
Another key issue with human enhancement technologies more broadly is the likelihood of these technologies perpetuating existing disparities.[footnoteRef:29]  The differing priorities of Catholic morality and transhumanism causes concern from Catholic ethicists on the necessity of enhancement research in the face of already existing inequalities in healthcare access.[footnoteRef:30] Keenan cites the issue of justice when it comes to this technology being diffused into society.[footnoteRef:31] The existence of ‘already erect barriers’ in social and healthcare systems marginalise oppressed or underrepresented groups,[footnoteRef:32] and widespread use of technology like Neuralink would exacerbate this inequality as it would likely not be accessible to the people it was supposed to help. Despite the original goal of aiding the paralysed in operating technology, the sheer expense for the surgical procedure as well as medical care, repairs, upkeep and maintenance, would make the Neuralink technology (along with other therapeutic or enhancement procedures) available exclusively to the wealthy.  [29:  J.F. Keenan, ‘Embodiment and Relationality: Roman Catholic Concerns about Transhumanist Proposals’, in Transhumanism and the Body: The World Religions Speak, ed. by C. Mercer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 166.]  [30:  Brian Patrick Green, ‘Transhumanism and Roman Catholicism: Imagined and Real Tensions’, Theology and Science, 13.2 (2015), 187–201, p. 192.]  [31:  J.F. Keenan, ‘Embodiment and Relationality: Roman Catholic Concerns about Transhumanist Proposals’, in Transhumanism and the Body: The World Religions Speak, ed. by C. Mercer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 165.]  [32:  Ibid., p. 165.] 

Furthermore, most Catholics would likely argue that for most of the world’s people, reliable access to any kind of healthcare is a much more pressing concern.[footnoteRef:33] Keenan highlighted a significant ethical quandary with projects like Musk’s Neuralink, which is that money invested in risky and potentially unhelpful experimentation ‘may mean further neglect of the poor and the marginalised.’[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Brian Patrick Green, ‘Transhumanism and Roman Catholicism: Imagined and Real Tensions’, Theology and Science, 13.2 (2015), 187–201, p. 192.]  [34:  J.F. Keenan, ‘Embodiment and Relationality: Roman Catholic Concerns about Transhumanist Proposals’, in Transhumanism and the Body: The World Religions Speak, ed. by C. Mercer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 5.] 

Another key Catholic moral issue concerning Neuralink specifically are the unfulfillable promises proposed by Elon Misk, the figurehead of the business. Along with the perceived waste of the $5 billion invested into the company,[footnoteRef:35] statements by neuroscientists have cast doubt on Musk’s claims. Musk has said that his technology would allow anyone to go into neighbourhood facilities for implantation to treat ‘obesity, autism, depression and schizophrenia.’[footnoteRef:36] He even stated Neuralink could be used in future for ‘web-surfing and telepathy.’[footnoteRef:37]  [35:  Rachael Levy, Krystal Hu, and Marisa Taylor, ‘Exclusive: Musk’s Neuralink Valued at about $5 Billion despite Long Road to Market’, Reuters, 5 June 2023, section Technology <https://www.reuters.com/technology/musks-neuralink-valued-about-5-bln-despite-long-road-market-2023-06-05/> [accessed 21 August 2023].]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Ibid.] 

Neuroscientist Randy Bruno is one expert who has debunked Musk’s claims, underlining the reality that conditions such as autism are caused by integral differences in brain structure and could not be solved by a machine.[footnoteRef:38] The moral objections from Catholicism would be twofold; firstly, the Bible is clear that the act of lying is sinful in the eyes of God, as ‘the Lord detests lying lips,’ (Prov. 12:22). 
Secondly, Catholicism holds that God alone can create or shape humanity. Catholic views on the creation of humanity are taken from scripture: ‘you shaped me first inside, then out; you formed me in my mother’s womb.’ (Ps. 139:13) Therefore, any attempt on humanity’s part to edit the human bodily structure is inherently sinful.  [38:  Hilary Brueck, ‘Elon Musk Said His Brain Chips Might “Solve” Autism and Schizophrenia. A Neuroscientist Who Implants Brain Chips Has Doubts.’, Insider Health (Insider, 2019) <https://www.insider.com/elon-musk-neuralink-wont-solve-autism-schizophrenia-2019] 

To summarise, the Catholic response to biotechnological enhancement is that it is unethical. The views on old age and sickness as something to be fixed by humanity, the goal of changing human bodies to fit our society instead of changing the society to support those who need it, the reduction of humanity to their productivity, the furthering of already existing disparities, lack of availability to those who the product would be designed to help, the unfulfillable promises of the founder Elon Musk, and the attempt to play God, all show how the ethical viewpoint of Neuralink and transhumanist ideologies come into sharp conflict with Catholic morality. 
Counterarguments and their flaws
This section of the essay will examine two potential counterarguments to this interpretation of a Catholic response and explain how they are flawed. Firstly, it could be argued that Catholics have historically supported and invented technologies to aid or improve human functions. For example, Braille was invented by a devout Catholic.[footnoteRef:39] This shows the Catholic support for technology used to help with functioning. However, Pinsent and Biggins, discussing Catholic ethics on this sort of technology, distinguished between external and internal human biotechnological enhancements (HBEs).[footnoteRef:40] External HBEs, defined as therapeutic or mild enhancement of existing abilities such as glasses or binoculars are generally accepted by Catholic believers. On the other hand, internal HBEs are technologies that modify or add to the body itself, by means of pharmacological treatments, surgeries, implants and/or genetic engineering.[footnoteRef:41] The movement from external to internal HBEs is where the Catholic position becomes less clear as it requires analysis of additional moral and theological factors surrounding the divinity and integrity of the human body. As Neuralink would be considered an internal HBE, the Catholic response becomes less permissive as it involves amendment to the integral structure of the human body, which was created by God.  [39:  Filip Mazurczak, ‘Ten Catholic Scientists and Inventors Everyone Should Know’, Catholic World Report, 2022 <https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2022/07/21/ten-catholic-scientists-and-inventors/>.]  [40:  Andrew Pinsent and Sean Biggins, ‘Catholic Perspectives on Human Biotechnological Enhancement’, Studies in Christian Ethics, 32.2 (2019), p. 189.]  [41:  Andrew Pinsent and Sean Biggins, ‘Catholic Perspectives on Human Biotechnological Enhancement’, Studies in Christian Ethics, 32.2 (2019), p. 189.] 

Secondly, it could be argued that humans were given dominion and stewardship over Creation by God, as taught in the Book of Genesis (1:26-28), and so have the right to change and alter nature, including themselves. The moral problem with this argument is that enhancement arguably ‘attempts to dominate nature’ negatively.[footnoteRef:42] The role of stewardship is about protecting and caring for God’s creation, respecting, and honouring it.[footnoteRef:43] This respect for God’s creative power therefore must include maintaining the goodness of his creation instead of trying to change it to better suit our human desires. Scripture even addresses God’s role in the creation of the disabled, with God asking, ‘Who gave man his mouth? Or who makes the mute or the deaf, the sighted or the blind? It is not I, the Lord?’ (Exod. 4:11) Therefore the argument that humans being given dominion gives them the right to radically alter God’s creation does not hold weight when examined more closely.  [42:  J.F. Keenan, ‘Embodiment and Relationality: Roman Catholic Concerns about Transhumanist Proposals’, in Transhumanism and the Body: The World Religions Speak, ed. by C. Mercer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 165.]  [43:  Salem Web Network, ‘What Are Stewards in the Bible? Meaning and Importance of Stewardship’, Christianity.com, 2020 <https://www.christianity.com/wiki/christian-terms/stewards-in-the-bible-meaning-of-stewardship.html> [accessed 21 August 2023].
] 

Conclusion 
Elon Musk’s Neuralink project, and the surrounding ideology, is riddled with ethical issues for Catholics. Its acceptance could lead to a slippery slope from the elimination of neurological issues to the rejection of natural differences and a push towards homogeneity in society, where deviation from the so-called ‘norm’ is considered unhealthy. Catholicism values the human body, with all its flaws and abnormalities, due to the goodness God attributes to humanity – humanity’s creation was ‘very good’ in God’s eyes (Gen. 1:31). This favour for humanity is shown in scripture, through Jesus’ healing of the sick and suffering, and in the Catholic church tradition as shown through papal encyclicals. Evangelium Vitae contains multitudes of evidence showing the official Catholic stance on the sanctity of life, integrity of the human body and the value placed on people no matter their level of functioning. Catholic moral problems with Neuralink include the giving of false hope and promises that cannot be fulfilled, and the issue of accessibility which would further inequality between the wealthy and the disadvantaged. 
A Catholic response to Neuralink, other similar technologies and the transhumanist ideology surrounding it, is very valuable in understanding religious reactions to human biotechnological enhancement. As technology continues to develop at a dizzying rate, humans are looking to use inventions to improve our bodies. However, the Catholic response reminds us to remember our value comes inherently - and is not something that we must be perfected to earn. 
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