Suttering Technology

Joseph Tham, L.C.

(Part 1)

Suffering, in the ideology of contemporary medicine,
is an evil, a fate worse than death; and it is perhaps
an unmitigated evil, whose presence in human expe-
rience is a symbol of failure, and thus is not to be tol-
erated but conguered throngh technology'.

Introduction

hree-year old Mallory Zuidema was

suffering from a rare kidney cancer

called Wilms’ nephroblastoma. Her
distraught parents sought to understand how
this could happen to their innocent child.
While people in the past would have raised
their fists to God, this couple pointed their
fingers at the mass of power lines hanging a
few meters from their home. After extensive
research, they concluded that the electromag-
netic field generated by the high voltage wires
can increase the incidence of certain types of
cancer, including the one that afflicted the
girl. Ted and Michelle Zuidema eventually
sued the electric company but lost the case*
Even though the relationship between elec-
tromagnetic field exposure and carcinogenic
effects remain highly controversial, this inci-
dent illustrates an irony that we face today.
Science and technology has eliminated many
miseries and discomforts, but at a cost.
Thanks to technical advances, we now live
longer, healthier lives, travel with relative ease,
and communicate with family or friends on
the other side of the globe touching a few
buttons. Most of us cannot live without these
modern comforts—just imagine living with-
out electricity or hot showers. At the same
time, we are plagued by the fact that technol-
ogy can sometimes harm us, especially when

we hear about the plane crashes and cancers
caused by the modern lifestyle.

The binomial of suffering and technology is
the key to deciphering many current cultural
debates. In our globalized world of high-
speed internet, stem cell research, space shut-
tles and instant text messaging, we are at once
dazzled by these technical possibilities and
terrorized by their harmful potentials. This
paper will examine the reasons for this am-
bivalence, tracing the historical development
of thoughts regarding the subject. Technol-
ogy and science has replaced religion in pro-
viding the answer to human suffering. Yet
secular answers seem woefully inadequate to
satisfy our deepest needs. It is therefore nec-
essary to reconsider the theological perspec-
tives on hope, false expectations, suffering
and mortality that are constant themes on the
roles and limits of technical progress.

Transcendent and immanent responses to suffering

Suffering is a ubiquitous human experience.
From the moment we are born to the mo-
ment of our death, we learn to live with it—
some minor, others grave, some physical and
mental, others spiritual and emotional. It
touches our profoundest sensibilities and
provokes in us a yearning for answers about
our origin, purpose and end. Death is the ul-
timate affliction, where there will be annihi-
lation of all fond memories of our earthly
existence—pleasures, friendship, and love—
especially poignant in a world which has lost
its faith in the afterlife.

Humans are the only species aware of life’s
fleeting passage. Literary, religious, philo-
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sophical and historical works of every race
and culture have recorded the tragedy of our
ephemeral existence. In his Pensées, Blaise Pas-
cal eloquently captures this enigma of human
greatness and misery:

Man is only a reed, the weakest in nature, but
he is a thinking reed. There is no need for the
whole universe to take up arms to crush him:
a vapor, a drop of water is enough to kill him.
But even if the universe were to crush him,
man would still be nobler than his slayer, be-
cause he is able to know that he is dying and
the advantage the universe has over him. The
universe, however, knows nothing of this...
The greatness of man is great in that he
knows himself to be miserable. A tree does
not know itself to be miserable. It is then
being miserable to know oneself to be mis-
erable; but it is also being great to know that
one is miserable’.

The struggle to understand and defeat suf-
fering is the golden thread that runs through
history. The attempts can be grouped into
two categories—one religious and the other
technological. Different religions have of-
fered solace to distressed humanity with tran-
scendence. Buddhism, for instance, explains
human woes in terms of unfulfilled desires
ot the need for enlightenment. In the Jewish
Bible, the Book of Job stands out as a classic
religious response to the mystery of suffer-
ing. Interestingly, the biblical author did not
seek to explain it away; God’s presence and
omnipotence are sufficiently eloquent. Chris-
tian revelation understands suffering through
the lens of the economy of salvation; it is no
longer solitary and purposeless, but a sharing
with Christ’s passion. “In my flesh I complete
what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the
sake of his body, that is, the Church” (Col.
1:24). Beginning with this quote, Pope John
Paul II offers the Christian believers a deep
reflection in the apostolic letter Salvifici Do-
loris*.

Prominent thinkers of antiquity, from
Socrates and the Stoics up to Thomas of
Aquinas, have tackled the mystery of pain,
often with nuanced responses. However, the
problem of evil became acute in the modern
era, which concurrently challenged the Me-

dieval belief of the existence of an all-pow-
erful and all-loving God. Kant, Hume, Hegel
and Marx proposed some variegated re-
sponses to the purpose of suffering, Feuer-
bach and Durkheim reduced the problem to
material and Freud posited it in psychology.
The nihilism of Nietzsche and existentialism
of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre were
more recent attempts. In the last century, cel-
ebrated classics such as Dostoevsky’s The
Brothers Karamazov, Dickens’ A Tales of Two
Cites, Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and Camus’
The Plagne etched in ink their poignant cry
against the injustices of suffering, and not a
few of them grumbled against God. Two
writings of the Christian apologist C.S. Lewis
displayed the enormity of this task. The Prob-
lem of Pain was a philosophical endeavor to
provide a classic answer for his contempo-
raries. But with the death of his dear wife, he
recognized the futility of intellectual solu-
tions in A Grief Observed.

Unsatisfied with finding abstract responses in
God, others have sought to defeat the woes
of suffering with immanent and practical
remedies. Technical advances allow humanity
to construct such an earthly kingdom. I have
chosen two accounts, one ancient and one
contemporary, to illustrate this enterprise.
Greek mythology hails Prometheus as the
savior of humankind because he stole the se-
cret of fire from the gods. The deities en-
trusted Epimetheus, whose name means
afterthought, the task of bestowing different
gifts on the creatures. He handed out
strength, swiftness, fur, wings, and shells to
different animals but when he came to
human beings, he had exhausted all the gifts.
So he asked his brother for help and
Prometheus lit a torch of fire from the sun
and gave it to the mortals, “And now, though
feeble and short-lived, Mankind has flaming
fire and therefrom learns many crafts”. Un-
luckily,  the gods  punished
Prometheus for this theft. Fire is an apt sym-
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bol of technology which humans with their
intelligence can use to tap into the forces of
nature, transforming it for their benefit. The
ire of the gods is a premonition that this gift
can be a blessing and a curse.



Many centuries later, the science fiction film
GATTACA portrays a futuristic struggle with
biotechnology. The initial letters of the four
DNA bases (Adenine, Cytosine, Guanine,
and Thymine) forms the title of this cine-
matographic drama. In this society driven by
liberal eugenics, there was a lot of pressure
for parents to use preimplantation genetic di-
agnosis (PGD) to create children selectively
with the best hereditary traits. In this way, so-
ciety differentiated its members according to
their genetic makeup which predicts their
personality traits, physical prowess, disease
risks and lifespan. Thus, only those who have
superior genomes and enhanced traits quali-
fied for the best jobs, whereas the disease-
prone and mentally inferior members were
consigned to menial
jobs. The plot re-
volves around one of
these inferiors who
managed to beat the
system by his ingenu-
ity, hard work, sacri-
fice, courage, and
indomitable spirit that
were ironically missing in his genetically su-
perior counterparts. The last scene is evoca-
tively religious. The genetically defective
protagonist managed to reach the heavens in
a space shuttle. As the fire of the rocket
blasted, the scene shifted to the fire of the
furnace where his genetically perfect alias in-
cinerated himself for failing to live up to his
destiny’.

These two accounts illustrate the ambiguities
of technological solution(s) to human suffer-
ing. As a protest against the gods, we have
managed to minimize human misery with our
talents and determination. Technical progress
has certainly brought many advantages and
eliminated many ravages. We seem to fare
quite well in escaping pain and death, or delay
them as much as possible. Nevertheless, have
we purchased this at the high price of our hu-
manity? Leon Kass notes, as:

Aldous Huxley prophetically warned us, in
his dystopian novel Brave New World, the un-
bridled yet well-meaning pursuit of the mas-
tery of human nature and human troubles

The great divide between
the transcendent and the
immanent solution in resolving
suffering is the main cause of
cultural debates on many
life issues today

through technology can issue in a world peo-
pled by creatures of human shape but of
shrunken humanity—engaged in trivial pur-
suits; lacking science, art, religion, and self-
government; missing love, friendship, or any
true human attachments; and getting their
jollies from high-tech amusements and a bot-
tle of soma®.

The great divide between the transcendent
and the immanent solution in resolving suf-
fering is the main cause of cultural debates
on many life issues today. Sociologist John
Evans surveyed how religious and secular co-
horts differ in their opinions regarding the
use of genetic reproductive technologies to
relieve suffering. Those with very loose or no
religious affiliations view suffering as totally
meaningless, to be elim-
inated with all available
means. At one point in
the survey, when asked
why it is necessary to
eliminate suffering, they
were flabbergasted by
the question itself be-
cause it appeared self-
evident to their secular mindset. On the other
hand, those with religious sensibilities do not
see suffering as necessarily negative. They be-
lieve that there are important values we can
learn from it and (that) technical solutions are
not absolute’. In spite of the mind-boggling
development of modern technology, there is
a palpable unease.

Ambivalence of Technology

The man of today seems ever to be under
threat from what he produces, that is to say
from the result of the work of his hands and,
even more so, of the work of his intellect and
the tendencies of his will... Man therefore
lives increasingly in fear. He is afraid that
what he produces—not all of it, of course,
or even most of it, but part of it and precisely
that part that contains a special share of his
genius and initiative—can radically turn
against himself; he is afraid that it can be-
come the means and instrument for an
unimaginable self-destruction, compared
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with which all the cataclysms and catastro-
phes of history known to us seem to fade
away'’.

We can see this ambivalence toward technol-
ogy from this passage of John Paul II in Re-
demptor Hominis. A cursory examination of
the impact of technology in the areas of
ecology, information and communication,
military and medicine could be helpful.
Industrialization has undoubtedly improved
the quality of life, but we are just beginning
to recognize many ecological disasters that
came with it. The nightmare of Chernobyl,
acid rain from electric plants, air pollution
from automobiles, oil spillage and water pol-
lution, ozone depletion, animal extinction,
the problem with waste disposal and climate
change are examples of damages done to the
environment''. While genetically modified
foods promise to alleviate world hunger,
there are those who are worried of “Franken-
food” and the seeds that will destroy the nat-
ural food chain'?. Unfortunately, some
ecological extremists have so exalted the
value of the environment that they tended to
diminish human dignity. For instance, Alan
Gregg exclaims, “The world has cancer and
the cancer is man”",

Information technology, abbreviated and bet-
ter known as I'T, has undergone a real revo-
lution in the last thirty years. I have fond
memories of the day when my father took
me to his company to show me the huge
computers with flickering lights and switches
that occupied several rooms, yet the laptop
with which I am typing now probably has
more memory than those colossal machines.
I still remember my first computer science
class in high school when I had to enter pro-
grams by feeding in punched cards. I recall
the days, not so long ago, when floppy disks
were actually floppy. Today, IT has blos-
somed in other areas, affecting not only
telecommunication but invading the spheres
of social relationships, education and re-
search, commerce and politics, religion and
culture. The digital world has considerably
shrunk our planet. We can access and share
information, images and music, chat with
strangers, shop, get a degree, find a spouse,

perform virtual surgery, and tour places thou-
sand of miles away without leaving our
rooms. However, the negative impact of cy-
bernetics is just around the corner—online
gambling, pornography not to speak of child
porn, plagiarism and illegal trading, invasion
of privacy, spam and virus attacks are promi-
nent examples.

I notice this paradox in two pieces of news
that automatically arrived in my inbox. A cou-
ple of years ago, the Vatican launched a Face-
book portal called “pope2you” with
applications for iPhone and iPod Touch and
connected to YouTube channel that allows
Web surfers to send virtual postcards of
Pope Benedict XVI or the latest papal mes-
sages to their social network. In the same
week, a Scottish bishop sent a letter to be
read at 500 Catholic parishes warning against
cyberbullying and the danger of “inane chat-
ter”” with social networking websites such as
Facebook and Twitter'*.

One must not forget that many innovations,
including internet, GPS and certain surgical
techniques were ironically spin-offs from mil-
itary technology. Like it or not, war has sped
up discoveries of nuclear power and peni-
cillin, while Nazi experiments provided
knowledge on basic human physiology.
Enormous military budgets today continue
to stimulate research that may one day be
available for civilian use. Experiments on the
human body and improvement of solders’
performance with drugs or bionic devices
may contribute to medical advances. Like-
wise, the continual search for perfection in
espionage, satellites, ballistics, antimissile de-
fense, biosecurity, fighter jets and submarines
will have definite impact on the advancement
of communication, energy supply, electron-
ics, robotics, architecture, pharmaceutics and
transportation.

The ambivalent attitude toward technology is
most acute in medicine because it affects the
person more deeply than other advances,
providing cures and extending lives. Some au-
thors situate the origin of the bioethics
movement in America precisely in the con-
text of diffidence toward medical advances.
Many early bioethicists share this hesitancy,



and bioethics becomes a discipline that acts
as a buffer between the physicians and scien-
tists who push for unrestricted research and
a public that is fearful of abuses'.

Medicine has undertaken breathtaking strides
in the past century. The end of the 19™ cen-
tury sees the beginning of anesthesia, anti-
septic practices and X-Rays. We tend to
forget that scientists discovered the first ef-
fective antibiotics during the Second World
War. After that, medical science exploded
with an armamentarium of life-saving proce-
dures—blood grouping, open heart surgery,
mechanical ventilation, dialysis, organ trans-
plants, and chemotherapy to name a handful.
Unprecedented choices have fostered false
hopes that medicine can do the impossible,
not only radically reduce human suffering,
but enhance human performance and make
allowance for new and better lifestyles'.
The undesired effects
of these advances are
apparent
Contraception

becoming
now.
and assisted reproduc-
tive technology have
promised couples con-
trol over their fertility
potential, but they can also affect the marital
bond with grave societal consequences'”. In-
terestingly, even secularists are attributing the
rapid deterioration of the Western societies
in the last thirty years—increasing crime rate,
decreasing trust, changes in family structure,
and the triumph of individualism over com-
munity—with the advance of fertility con-
trol'®. The demographic winter is an all too
evident a byproduct of the contraceptive
mentality, with significant social, economic
and political impact”. The identity crises of
children conceived by procreative technolo-
gies are increasingly raising concerns. While
prenatal diagnosis or PGD can eliminate the
supposed “burden” of unhealthy offspring,
they open the way to manufacture of “de-
signer babies” and gender discrimination, a
slippery slope toward the eugenic discrimina-
tion of GATTACA?.

In vitro fertilization provides the “raw mate-
rial” of a large quantity of human embryos

Either as elixir of immortality
or potion of death, medical
science is offering an
everlasting kingdom here
on earth

for commercialization, experimentation and
destruction. Stem cells and cloning jumped
on to this bandwagon of regenerative medi-
cine, which together with nanotechnology,
cybernetics, and genetic engineering promise
to cure the incurable and indefinitely prolong
life. Modern day transhumanists advocate the
employment of the latest gizmos to reengi-
neer the human race. They argue that these
techniques will radically enhance human life
and expand the boundaries of humanness.
As an inevitable coda to evolution and scien-
tific progress, modern democracies must
make these technologies available to every-
one®'. In this vein, geneticist Lee Silver writes:
Why not seize this power? Why not control
what has been left to chance in the past? In-
deed, we control all other aspects of our chil-
dren’s lives and identities through powerful
social and environmental influences and, in
some cases, with the
use of powerful drugs
like Ritalin and Prozac.
On what basis can we
reject positive genetic
influences on a pet-
son’s essence when we
accept the rights of
parents to benefit their children in every
other way?*

Transhumanism may seem extreme, but
closer is the optimism expressed by President
Obama as he recently signed an Executive
Order to lift a ban on federal funding for em-
bryonic stem cell research. Towards the end
of his speech he said, “There is no finish line
in the work of science. The race is always
with us—the urgent work of giving sub-
stance to hope and answering those many
bedside prayers, of secking a day when words
like ‘terminal’ and ‘incurable’ are finally re-
tired from our vocabulary.” Certainly, he has
banked his expectations on a utopian dream
of a world free of disease and suffering,

At the other end of the spectrum, lifesaving
techniques make it possible to resuscitate bi-
ological life, but at the expense of uncon-
scious existence sustained by inhuman
machines. Euthanasia and assisted suicide are
relatively recent issues that have arisen as pos-
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sible responses to the dread of projected suf-
fering in a meaningless existence, as we have
seen in the heated polemics surrounding
Terri Schiavo, Ramén Sanpedro, Piergiorgio
Welby and Eluana Englaro. Without entering
into the morality of these cases, these exam-
ples serve to point out the undesired effects
longer lives can bring;

The fear of death has become the common
value of liberal modern societies which turn
to medicine for salvation. Thus, healthcare
often becomes the most important issue, and
correspondingly trillions of dollars are in-
jected into the health care industry to pro-
duce new medications, hi-tech surgical and
medical treatments, and research to extend
the natural lifespan. As a result, most modern
societies are facing spiraling healthcare costs
without the political strength to begin a rea-
sonable discussion on healthcare budgets®.
Either as elixir of immortality or potion of
death, medical science is offering an everlast-
ing kingdom here on earth. In spite of great
promises, there are correspondingly great un-
certainties on the role of technology in alle-
viating the human condition. This power can
be misused, turn against us and deprive us of
our humanity. The paradise that science and
technology promise is not only fleeting, but
can be disastrous in the long run. Ultimately
the question is, can a technological kingdom
of man truly replace the eschatological king-
dom of God, where every tear will be wiped
away?

In the second part of this article, we will
make an attempt to look at the answers pro-
vided by philosophers and theologians on the
subject.
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