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To fence or not to fence?
David Wider

What makes us human beings? The 21st century has been called the century of the
“anthropological return”. Humanoids appear in science fiction literature, machines
with a humanlike appearance, robots. There is a lot of interest in transhumanism
and genetic engineering. At the University of Tokyo the robot Kotaro has been
developped. He can walk and move, play the piano and do housework. At the
Kodaiji Temple in Kyoto, a robot is preaching the teachings of Buddha. The
humanoid’ s name is Mindar. Maybe one day a robot will play the church organ or
even do the preaching. As a Google director recently said: “Humans will be hybrids
by 2030.” - Well, I hope not.

What makes us human beings? A common answer is: The free will. Robots are
programmed, humans are free to choose their life style, their identity. That' s partly
true. We are certainly not only functioning machines, we can think about ourselves,
even shape ourselves. So, in a sense, man is his own creator. But on the other side,
human self-explication is always lead and even manipulated by some greater
powers and interests, even if we are not aware of it. So “being ourselves” is not
that simple. Genuine “free choice” may not even exist.

Now postmodernism promotes the magical talk of “being yourself” and at the same
time “having no borders, no fences”. Things and people should be “without
borders”: doctors without borders, managers without borders, translators, musicians
without borders +-*

The “open society foundation” of business magnate George Soros operates around
the world. Surely it is great and enriching to meet different people and experience
different cultures. A basic openness towards others is necessary for developing the
universal human nature. As the flyer of KG Rainbow week says, we should learn to
“respect diversity, nationality, ethnicity, and language”. But this would include the
respect for value systems that do not conform with the rainbow movement.

In fact, the postmodern talk of “no fences” often seems rather misleading.
Considered on a biological level, every cell has a cell membrane. The primary
function of the plasma membrane is to protect the cell from its surroundings. It is
selectively permeable and regulates the movement of substances in and out of cells.
It keeps toxic substances out and enables reproduction and growth by taking in
nutrients. So a cell membrane is not an impenetrable wall, but rather like a fence.
We may apply this to personal and social organisms. Certainly we all need
openness, but also self-protection and permeable fences. Stable societies require a
certain level of homogeneity and common values. Trying to be borderless is like
living without an immune system. What makes us develop personally is
communication, that is: the permeability of borders, not their abolition.

The French Enlightenment writer, historian and philosopher Voltaire once said: "I
may not agree with what you say, but I shall defend to my death your right to say
it." To protect the freedom of opinion and speech is a necessity also nowadays and
makes us human. It means to care for permeable fences that enable both freedom
and responsibility.
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