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DESCRIZIONE GENERALE 

The course gives an overview of the most influential thinkers of the Oxford school of transhumanism, namely those 

bioethicists who have collaborated within the University of Oxford to provide a philosophical foundation for the 
transhumanist outlook. The course provides a historical background to contemporary thinkers and highlights those 

traditions of thought that converge in their work. It also proposes a methodology for constructive dialogue with the 

movement. In particular, the course contends that the Thomistic tradition of natural law virtue ethics can assimilate 

the positive aspects of the Oxford thinkers and offer a helpful corrective to some of their limitations. While the course 
will offer a primarily philosophical analysis, it will also introduce possible avenues of dialogue between the Oxford 

thinkers and the Catholic moral theological tradition.  

 

Objectives: 
 

• Understand the philosophical influences on leading bioethicists of the school (in particular, postmodernism, 

secularism, liberalism, and anthropological dualism). 

• Engage in critical readings of the chief literature of the school (especially the work of Nick Bostrom, Julian 
Savulescu, and their main collaborators). 

• Assess past engagements with the school, especially among leading secular bioethicists, the 

bioconservatives, and the Thomistic tradition. 

• Apply a tradition-constituted inquiry approach to develop fruitful dialogue that highlights the positive aspects 
of the movement and shows the limitations of the movement according to its own first principles, rules of 

evidence, and rules of argumentation. 

• Evaluate the main enhancement proposals of the school (cognitive, physical, emotional, moral, and life span 

extension). 
• Develop a philosophical assessment of the movement that considers the natural law virtue ethics heritage of 

the Thomistic tradition. 

• Propose points of dialogue between the Catholic moral theological tradition’s understanding of soteriology, 

divinization, and eschatology and the (quasi) religious elements of transhumanist thought. 
 

LEARNING OUTCOMES (LO)1 

1. Knowledge and Ability to Understand. Students should know and understand the intellectual 

development of the key concepts found in the outlook of the Oxford transhumanists presented in the readings 
and lectures. 
2. Applied Knowledge and Understanding Skills. Students should be able to interpret and use the sources 
of the Thomistic moral tradition for the purpose of providing a validly argued and nuanced response to the 
Oxford school. 
3. Autonomy of Judgment. Students must mature their autonomy of judgment through processes of 
constructive dialogue, based upon a sympathetic reading of positions contrary to their own, diligent 
documentation, discernment, and the gradual overcoming of interpretative bias so as to form a fair and balanced 
judgment of positive and negative elements of intellectual traditions distinct from their own. 
4. Communication Skills. Students should acquire fluency of the language proper to the intellectual traditions 
engaged and demonstrate good argumentative skills to communicate clearly and persuasively their judgments 
about the subject matter. 
5. Ability to learn. Students must be able to learn a methodology of research and dialogue that will serve 
them for future engagement with issues and controversies not addressed explicitly in the current course. 

 

 
1 Adapted from “risultati dell'apprendimento da Dalfollo Laura.” 
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DISTRIBUZIONE DELL’IMPEGNO PREVISTO PER LO STUDENTE 

ATTIVITA’ IN AULA STUDIO/LAVORO AUTONOMO 

7 hours of lecture and class discussion  - 8 hours of personal study of required readings 
- 10 hours of preparation for written exam 

MODALITÀ DI VERIFICA 

Participation in the class lectures and discussions (25%) 
Written exam based upon class lectures and 
required readings (75%) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

CONTENUTI/PROGRAMMA 

The pedagogical dynamic will include the following: presentation of the main themes and definition of the concepts, 

exposition of the philosophical and theological perspectives, anthological analysis, debate, critical comparison with 

other positions, both on the historical and on the theoretical level, analysis of the presuppositions of the traditions 

and development of their key thoughts. 

No. ARGOMENTO 

1 Part I. The philosophical background of transhumanism as a technocentric, postmodern, secular, liberal 
worldview in the context of contemporary bioethical discourse 

 
The influence of postmodernism, secularism, and political liberalism upon transhumanism 

2 Dialogue between Thomists and the Oxford transhumanists through tradition-constituted inquiry 

3 Society’s technocentricism as a propaedeutic for transhumanism: The quest for the inner self through 
technology and the application of the technological revolution to the body 

4 Part II. Thomistic natural moral law virtue ethics in philosophical 

dialogue with the Oxford Transhumanists 

 
Thomistic natural law virtue ethics as the path to the perfection the Oxford transhumanists seek through 

biotechnical enhancement 

5 Natural moral law virtue ethics assessments of the principal Oxford transhumanist enhancement projects 

(cognitive, physical, emotional, moral, life span extension)  

6 The relationship between the philosophical knowledge of God and the natural moral law in the Thomistic 
quest for perfection 

7 Part III. Open questions for further research 
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