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“Beauty is truth, and truth beauty — that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” 

— John Keats 

The Allure of Transcendence 

In an age of rapid technological advancement, the allure of transcendence is stronger than ever. 

Artificial intelligence writes essays and paints portraits. Brain-computer interfaces promise the 

ability to meld one's mind with a machine. Visionaries like Elon Musk, Ray Kurzweil, and Nick 

Bostrom speak of a coming technological singularity — a moment when humanity and 

technology converge, and biological limitations dissolve into digital perfection. 

But should we want this future? 

Beyond Enhancement: Two Interpretations of Transhumanism 

The idea of transhumanism was initially popularized in the 1950’s and represents a complex 

philosophical position emphasizing humanity’s long-term enhancement and ultimate 

transcendence from the human condition. In some interpretations, transhumanism promotes the 

use of technology to radically change what it means to be human. 

In the book, Truly Human Enhancement, Nicholas Agar defines what he calls “radically 

enhancing effects,” or human improvements that go far beyond what is currently humanly 

possible. This would include hypothetical technologies enabling augmentations like radical life 

extension or consciousness uploading.  

Considering the notion of radically enhancing effects, we can differentiate between weak and 

strong transhumanism. Strong transhumanism embraces radical transformation — indefinite life 

extension, consciousness uploading, and postbiological existence. In contrast, weak 

transhumanism favors a cautious path: allowing for moderate enhancements like disease 

prevention and other interventions that improve our lives, without displacing us from what it 

means to be human. 

Kantian Aesthetics and the Human Condition 

How do we justify caution when it comes to radical enhancement, and thus come to endorse 

weak transhumanism? To support this position, there must be something essential about 

humanity in its current state that is inherently valuable and thus worth preserving. Immanuel 

Kant’s philosophy of aesthetic judgement and the sublime provide a compelling framework for 

understanding what is at stake. 
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Drawing from Kant’s philosophy of beauty and the sublime, we can argue that fragility, finitude, 

and imperfection are not flaws to be erased but the very features that imbue life with meaning. 

In Kant’s view, aesthetic value does not emerge from mere function but from an appreciation of 

purposefulness without purpose. Beauty is appreciated disinterestedly — not because it serves 

an external function, but because it evokes a unique cognitive and emotional response. The 

same can be said of human existence: we do not value humanity only for its capabilities, but for 

its very condition – its fragility, impermanence, and aspirations. Human life is not a tool to be 

optimized, but is intrinsically meaningful in its imperfect form. 

Kant’s concept of the sublime further reinforces this argument. Unlike beauty, which arises from 

harmony and balance, the sublime is experienced in the face of vastness, awe, or even fear. It 

arises when we are confronted with something overwhelming – like the grandeur of a storm or 

the infinite expanse of the cosmos – but rather than succumbing to it, we find a paradoxical 

sense of pleasure in our ability to contemplate and transcend it intellectually. Human finitude 

can be understood in this way: our awareness of mortality, rather than being a limitation to be 

eliminated, elevates our existence. The quest for digital immortality risks severing us from this 

very experience, flattening the richness of human life into a deterministic, engineered state. 

A Call for Humility 

Radical enhancement threatens this aesthetic foundation of humanity’s intrinsic value. Imagine 

a world where we never age, never die, and every desire is instantly fulfilled. Such a world could 

strip away the joys of our success and the fortitude borne of our adversity. If we never feared 

death, would we cherish life? If we never struggled, could we savor success? A fully 

engineered, post-human future may resemble a “digital hell,” where perfection precludes 

introspection, where eternity dulls experience, and where meaning evaporates in the absence of 

imperfection. 

It’s important to understand that we can come to endorse Weak Transhumanism without 

adopting a Luddite view of technology. Moderate enhancements that improve life without 

changing its nature should be welcome. We can work toward building technology to improve our 

lives, but any enhancement that could sever us from our humanity demands deep philosophical 

reflection. 

Thus, I will end with a call for epistemic humility. We ought to move forward cautiously and build 

a relationship with our technology that improves our lives through moderate enhancement, 

avoiding technological progress simply for the sake of progress. We can venture toward 

transhumanist ideals while rejecting strong transhumanist tendencies. Perhaps embracing the 

gift of our imperfect humanity – and the beauty that it entails — is where we will find true 

meaning. 

Adapted from An Aesthetic Argument for Weak Transhumanism. Read the full article here: 

https://philarchive.org/rec/BAIAAA-10 
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