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EDITORIAL 

 
 

First of all, it is a pleasure to briefly introduce this Annual / Jahresbericht of the 
Societas Ethica yearly conference in Lammi Biological Station, Finland (August 
20-24, 2008). 
 After some discussion at the General Assembly, the members present 
approved ad experimentum an on-line version of the proceedings, to be 
published on the website. The result is this rather concise volume, containing 
next to the programme, a list of participants and the proceedings of the general 
assembly etc., the texts of only seven short papers (in alphabetical order) 
delivered in the context of the call for papers. Unfortunately, none of the main 
papers were submitted for publication. 
 The papers made available here cover only to a limited extend the topic of the 
annual meeting but they do offer a fair idea of the range of topics for which 
Societas Ethica offers an opportunity for exchange and discussion. Some deal 
with the life sciences in a direct way (K.G. George and Lars Østnor), others 
touch on ethics and religion (Jan Jans and Wai-yan Law), one paper goes into a 
kind of meta-discussion (Bhaskarjit Neog) while finally two papers address 
issues of wider societal concern (Gitte Meyer and Karin Nordström). And, 
although the number of participants was rather small, most papers sparked a 
lively discussion and their authors benefited from the exchange of comments and 
ideas. 
 The innovative idea of having five topic related workshops of which the 
participants were meeting several times during the course of the annual meeting 
was only in part successful, not because of a lack of interest of those present but 
because the desired input from scholars actually working in the various fields of 
the life sciences was only minimal.  
 The somewhat more adventurous looking outing in Evo Nature Park (photo 
on page 97) turned out to be a splendid occasion to get acquainted with and 
admire the beauty of Finland’s forests and paddle across its lakes, including even 
for some lucky ones the occasion to spot a beaver. 
 Finlandia, a warm word of thanks to all who took good care of us during the 
meeting and especially to Jaana Hallamaa who next to her hospitality and 
scholarship also demonstrated the fine art of collecting and cooking wild 
mushrooms – kiitos. 
 

Jan Jans 
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PROGRAMME OF THE ANNUAL MEETING 2008 IN LAMMI 
 
 

Wednesday, August 20 
 
12:00 Arrival 
17:00 Dinner 
19:00 Opening session 

Lecture I 
Hanna Kokko (Helsinki): “The impatient Mother Nature: why 
modern science blames natural selection for shortsightedness”  
Chair: Jaana Hallamaa 

20:30 Evening meal/snack 
21:00 Board meeting 
 
 
Thursday, August 21 
 
07:45 Morning liturgy 
08:00 Breakfast 
09:00 Lecture II  

Hans Ulrich (Erlangen) and Walter Doerfler (Erlangen): “Under-
standing the conditio humana. New hermeneutical, theoretical and 
practical perspectives in the field of genome-research”   
Chair: Frans Brom 

10:30 Coffee break 
11:00 Call for papers I 

- Jes Harfeld (Aarhus): “Philosophical ethology and eudaimonia in 
agriculture”  Chair: Piotr Mazurkiewicz 
- Law, Wai Yan (Hong Kong): “Theological ethics of end-of-life 
care in Chinese community, with reference to Lisa Sowle Cahill”  
Chair: Gottlind Ulshöfer 
- Lars Klinnert (Iserlohn): “Die öffentliche Auseinandersetzung um 
die sog. Bioethik-Konvention in Deutschland seit 1994”  Chair: 
Werner Wolbert 
- Suvielise Nurmi (Helsinki) : “Relational re-conceptualisations for 
ethics”  Chair: Simone Romagnoli 
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-Channel 5: Lonneke Poort (Tilburg): “The role of consensus and 
communication in decisionmaking for moral problems”   
Chair: Hugues Poltier 

12:00 Lunch 
13:30 Workshops 1-5 

- 1: Human embrionic stem cells (Chair: Hanne-Maaria Rentola) 
- 2: Microbes in composting (Chair: Laura-Elina Koivisto) 
- 3: Metabolic pathways and their regulation in the degradation of 
endrocrine disruptors by funghi and their oxidative enzymes (Chair: 
Jaana Hallamaa) 
- 4: Developing in vitro diagnostic methods for infectious diseases: 
ethical concerns and challenges (Chair: Janne Nikkinen) 
- 5: ‘Radical-induced cell death1’: a protein at the crossroads of 
programmed cell death pathways in plants (Chair: Suvielise Nurmi) 

14:30 Coffee break 
15:00 Workshops 1-5 continued 
17:00 Dinner 
18:30 Call for papers II 

- Lars Østnor (Oslo): “Stem cells, human embryo and ethics”  
Chair: Ulla Schmidt 
- Simone Romagnoli (Lausanne) : “Neurosciences, identité perso-
nelle et ‘théorie du doubleaspect’”  Chair: Céline Ehrwein 
- Gitte Meyer (Valby): “The possible recombination of science and 
citizenship”  Chair: Frans Brom 
- Günther Barth (Buxheim): “Neu anfangen: Ansätze zu einer 
Grammatik der Vergebung”  Chair: Gottlind Ulshöfer 
- Rico Sneller (Leiden): “Extrasensory perception and the life 
frontier”  Chair: Hugues Poltier 
- Neil Messer (Lampeter): “Christian theological engagement with 
public bioethics: reflections on a recent British debate”  Chair: Piotr 
Mazurkiewcz 

19:30 Call for papers III 
- Jan Jans (Tilburg): “And God created Darwin? An ethical analysis 
of and reflection on semi-creationism”  Chair: Hugues Poltier 
- Mette Ebbesen (Aarhus) and Svend Andersen (Aarhus): 
“Beauchamp and Childress’ use of reflective equilibrium for 
justification in bioethical theory”  Chair: Werner Wolbert 
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- Karin Nordström (Höör): “Can autonomy legitimate moral 
education?” Chair: Céline Ehrwein 
- Elke Schwinger (München): “Zur Zukunft des Widerstreits von 
Biomacht und sozialer Interdependenz”  Chair: Simone Romagnoli 
- David J. Wellman (Chicago): “Resilience theory, social-ecological 
systems and ethics discourse”  Chair: Piotr Mazurkiewicz 

20:30 Evening meal / snack 
 
 
Friday, August 22 
 
07:45 Morning liturgy 
08:00 Lecture III 

Han Somsen (Tilburg): “Disciplining ethical discourse in regulatory 
arena’s: the case of PGD”   

  Chair: Ulla Schmidt 
10:30 Coffee break 
10:45 Workshops 1-5 continued 
12:00 Lunch 
13:45 Outing: Evo Nature Park 
18:00 Sauna 
  Evening meal 
  Social evening 
 
 
Saturday, August 23 
 
07:45 Morning liturgy 
08:00 Breakfast 
09:00 Lecture IV 
  Frans Brom (Den Haag) “Life sciences: a societal perspective” 
  Chair: Ulla Schmidt 
10:30 Coffee break 
10:45 Workshops 1-5 continued 
12:00 Lunch 
13:30 Call for papers IV 

- Ulf Görman (Lund) “Tailoring your diet to your genes”  Chair: 
Piotr Mazukiewicz 



 Programme  7 

 
Societas Ethica • Lammi 2008 

- Kees van Kooten Niekerk (Aarhus) “Christian bioethics”  Chair: 
Werner Wolbert 
- K.J. George (Kanpur) “Germline human genetic interventions and 
the problem of uncertainty”  Chair: Simone Romagnoli 
- Bhaskarjit Neog (Kanpur) “Collective intentionality and collective 
responsibility”  Chair: Céline Ehrwein 

14:30 Coffee break 
15:00 Closing session  
17:00 Banquet 
19:00 General assembly 
 
 
Sunday, August 24 
 
07:45 Morning liturgy 
08:00 Breakfast 
09:00 Departure 
09:00 Board meeting 
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GERMLINE HUMAN GENETIC INTERVENTIONS 
AND THE PROBLEM OF UNCERTAINTY: 

A Procedural Approach 
 
 

K.J. George 
 

 

Introduction 

Recent developments in the area of human genetic research have brought a 

number of promising results that contribute to human welfare. Introducing 

permanent curative measures to various ailments to which individuals are 

genetically predisposed, the new technology has manifested its potential to 

alleviate human suffering. However, genetic researches also present several 

ethical problems that invite immediate attention. A major issue in this regard is 

the following: How to resolve the problem of uncertainty associated with the 

outcomes of human genetic engineering, especially germline human genetic 

interventions? Although the problem of uncertainty is manifest both in somatic 

and germline genetic interventions, it is the latter one that involves more grave 

issues of uncertainty. Generally, two methods are being used to assess the 

acceptability of technological applications: 1) cost-benefit analysis, and 2) the 

appraisal in reference to different theories of right. The above methods are found 

helpful to assess the technological risks that are anticipated or partially certain. 

They are found insufficient to appraise the problems that are generated by 

possible uncertain outcomes associated with germline interventions. Addressing 

to this problem, it is argued that efforts are to be made to distinguish risks, as far 

as possible, from uncertainties. It is also found desirable to make an attempt to 

bring uncertainties closer to the domain of risks. Further, the relationship 

between genuine uncertainties and ignorance are to be properly explored. The 

paper discusses also the solutions offered by substantive ethical theories and 

pragmatic procedural approach. Such a deliberation has considerable 

implications on managing the uncertainties related to human genetic engineering 

in general, and germline manipulations in particular. 

 

Germline Human Genetic Modifications 
Human genetic modifications involve manipulation of genetic properties with the 

help of recombinant DNA technology. The possibility for recombining genetic 

properties facilitates human intervention into the genetic makeup of most of the 
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organisms, including human beings. Genetic intervention methods involve 

controlled alterations, insertion, or deletion of genetic properties. Human genetic 

engineering, in a very general sense, is the modification of specific biological 

properties of human beings by bringing changes to the genes that are linked to 

specific biological traits. These modifications might be employed at two levels: 

1) at the somatic level, and 2) at the germline. The first type of modifications is 

applied on somatic (bodily) cells, whereas the second one is made upon germline 

(reproductive) cells, and there are considerable differences in the amount of 

outcomes that are brought about by these modifications. While somatic line 

genetic modifications are confined to the bodily cells, hence limited to the body 

of an individual, germline genetic modifications are carried over to the future 

generations. The probability to bring enormous impacts upon many generations 

makes germline modifications more promising. 

 Genetic modifications, including germline techniques, bring a number of 

promising results. Several mysteries of human life are expected to be explained 

by the new technology, and it is helpful to ensure human control over genes that 

had been believed beyond our control. Quite a lot of inherited genetic diseases, 

such as Duchene Muscular Dystrophy, Huntington’s chorea, cystic fibrosis, 

haemophilia, and colour blindness, may be treated by genetic interventions.
1
 

While somatic line treatment offers cure only to an individual, germline measures 

are expected to bring permanent eradication of the ailments, because the 

undesirable traits may no more be carried over to the progeny. It is also an 

ambitious claim that germline modifications can create a better generation, 

offering greater chance for the survival of humanity. 

 There are equally strong arguments against the use of germline gene transfer 

technology. Since a large area of genetic science still remains hypothetical or 

unexplored, genetic modifications—especially at the germline—are often 

disputed. This opposition is well grounded in the scientific fact that the gene 

expressions take place in a random manner, which makes it almost impossible for 

us to claim perfect control over it. Since the results are confined to an individual, 

somatic line genetic interventions might be justified in certain cases when the 

quality of life is significantly improved. However, we are never sure of possible 

impacts of germline measures on future generations of which we are not yet 

certain. Certain genetic errors that appear to be the reason for a specific handicap 

can turn out to be norms for subsequent generations, because evolution proceeds 

                                                   
1
  David Bourgaize et. Al., Biotechnology: Demystifying the Concepts, San Francisco: 

Benjamin/Cummings, 2000, p. 103. 
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in such a fashion.
2
 Since the nature and interactions of genes are so complex, it is 

difficult to presume that germline interventions might bring a better generation, 

or they might add to the survival and evolution of mankind. Another major issue 

is that germline modifications might lead to biological determinism, which is an 

infringement on freedom and autonomy of future generations. However, I would 

like to pay attention to another serious objection concerning the problem of 

uncertainly associated with the outcomes of germline manipulations. 

 

Technological Assessment 
Two common ways to assess the acceptability of technologies are a cost-benefit 

analysis and a right-based approach. Employing quantitative correlation method, 

cost-benefit analysis justifies technologies that bring “maximum social benefit at 

minimum social cost”.
3
 Cost-benefit analysis is often used both for evaluation 

and prediction of technological impacts, and costs and benefits are compared in 

relation to the number of casualties and the totality of beneficiaries. In most cases 

this comparison is made in economic terms. Such a method is found scientific 

and precise, but its criterion, which is heavily relying upon quantitative and 

monetary terms, is found insensitive to other values that “never fit in a cost-

benefit framework”.
4
 Critics further argue that cost-benefit analysis leads to the 

“shoot-the-pensioners” paradox.
5
 The second one, a right-based approach, 

adjudicates technologies in reference to substantive rights of subjects that are 

affected by the outcomes of technological advancements. Individual rights, 

acting as the most fundamental concern, turn out to be the uncompromising 

criterion for technological assessment. The major problem with this approach is 

its possible extremism, which might place technologies in a bottle neck. 

 Both the above mentioned approaches are found helpful to assess risks that are 

associated with technological applications, but they appear insufficient to address 

the problem of uncertainty associated with the use of technologies. This failure, I 

would argue, can be explained in relation to a radical difference between 

uncertainties and risks. The former one, uncertainties, points to the 

                                                   
2
  Alan Holland, Genetically Based Handicap, in: Ruth Chadwick, Doris Schroeder 

(eds.), Applied Ethics, London: Routledge, 2002, p. 57.  
3
  Chauncey Starr, Social Benefit versus Technological Risk, in: Science 165, 19 (1969) 

1232-38; John Whittaker, Evaluation of Acceptable Risk, in: Journal of the 
Operational Research Society 37, 6 (1986) 541-47. 

4
  Andreas Teuber, Justifying Risk, in: Daedalus 119 (1990) 235-54. 

5
  Stuart Russell, Discussion, in: Proceedings of the Royal Society of London 376, 1764 

(1981) 190. 
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incomprehensibility of outcomes that might follow the applications of 

technologies. We are unable to foresee their impacts, nor able to enumerate the 

costs and benefits that might be linked with them. On the other hand, risks are 

probable, even if not certain, and statistically predictable.
6
  Applying this 

distinction to germline human genetic modification, it is found that the issues 

raised by germline gene transfer technology are closer to uncertainty than to 

risks. As mentioned earlier, we are never sure of the impacts of germline genetic 

manipulations on future generations. There is no explanation for, and control 

over, the random coding of genes; hence outcomes remain unpredictable. It is 

also not possible to make out a one-to-one correspondence between genes and 

their manifold expressions. Since the whole human organism functions as a 

unified system, any modification to a single gene can result in millions of 

combinations with other genes that might invoke totally unexpected results, 

perhaps devastating. I have no intention to explicate all these issues here in 

detail, and I shall pay more attention to suggest a few possible ways to address 

the problem of uncertainty. 

 

Addressing the Problem of Uncertainty 
As stated above, there is a radical difference between risks and uncertainties, and 

this difference makes the problem of uncertainty not viable to the methods that 

are usually employed in risk management. Taking this cue, I argue that our first 

concern in this regard shall be to demarcate between risks and uncertainties. 

While uncertainties fall under the veil of ignorance and unpredictability, risks 

are foreseeable, rather certain, and statistically predictable. It is easier to make 

normative judgements on issues that are known, or partially known, whereas it is 

hard to apprise those issues about which we know little. Accordingly, it seems 

helpful to locate the possible results of germline interventions by comparing 

them to similar somatic line genetic manipulations on individuals, or germline 

manipulations on other species. Here, I am aware of various ethical objections 

that might be raised against using other species for human interests. I would 

argue that a special treatment might be granted to human species, which is more 

advanced in evolutionary status, having higher sensory experience and highly 

developed mental faculties. However, the above mentioned blame might be 

avoided if reliable simulations are found serving the purpose. Once we have a 

better picture of the state of affairs by demarcating total uncertainty from 

probable risks, normative judgements become easier and sound.  

                                                   
6
  Sven Ove Hansson, Seven Myths of Risk, in: Risk Management 7 (2005) 7-17. 
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 Secondly, an ambitious claim in reference to the above mentioned endeavour 

is to bring uncertainties closer to risks that are at least foreseeable. As stated 

above, laboratory simulations and trials on other species would offer a better 

light into possible impacts of germline human genetic interventions. Once the 

possible risks are drawn out of the veil of uncertainty, it is easier to judge the 

intervention measures with the support of cost-benefit approach. It also helps us 

to verify if serious infringements are made upon the basic rights of human 

beings, or on the ethical principles that are widely accepted. The rationale for 

this suggestion is the following. It is not judicious to reject germline 

interventions at least on therapeutic grounds. As mentioned earlier, germline 

genetic intervention might be the only permanent remedy for genetic disorders, 

because somatic line manipulations can bring curative results only to a specific 

individual, and the defects are still carried over to the progeny. However, if the 

application of the technology involves enormous degree of uncertainties, it 

becomes necessary to reassess the intervention strategies. 

 Popular normative discussions on germline human genetic interventions, 

maintaining a soft spot for substantive ethical imperatives, introduce quite a lot 

of alarming claims that are disturbing to the scientific world. These discussions 

are considerably influenced by the fear towards uncertain outcomes of 

technological applications. For instance, such a fear was elucidated in Brave 

New World,
7
 which presents a negative utopian world of genetic engineering, 

and in Our Posthuman Future,
8
 which sketches the picture of genetic research as 

a tragedy upon human nature and human civilization. These fears play a 

significant role in value judgments that are greatly subjective and socially 

constructed.
9
 Further, it might be argued that “emotions of the public have to be 

taken seriously in order to arrive at well-grounded judgements”
10

 on 

technological applications. Indeed emotions and perceptions of the public have a 

major role in determining the acceptability of technologies. But I argue that 

acceptability of the public can happen to be in conflict with the factual state of 

affairs. Irrational fears, high publicity of less serious impairments,
11

 apocalyptic 

                                                   
7
  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World, New York: Harper & Brothers, 1932. 

8
  Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future, New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 

2002. 
9
  Paul Slovic, Perception of Risk, in: Science 236 (1987) 280-85. 

10
  Sabine Roeser, The Role of Emotions in Judging the Moral Acceptability of Risk, in: 
Safety Science 44 (2006) 689-700. 

11
  Paul Slovic, op. cit. 
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works mentioned above, and several vested interests including religious 

dispositions, can lead to serious objections against technological applications.  

 Taking the conflict between acceptability and factuality of technological 

applications into consideration, I propose a third guideline: uncertainties 

regarding the impacts of germline human genetic intervention are to be 

distinguished from ignorance. While uncertainty associated with germline 

human genetic manipulations is raison d'être for calling off its applications, 

ignorance is not a sufficient ground to declare an absolute moratorium over 

germline interventions. Such a crisis might be minimized by adopting two major 

measures that are found useful. First, advanced studies are to be made to uncover 

the possible expressions of genes at diverse contexts, and also to find out the 

interaction among genes. Simulations that employ the models of molecular 

biology and bio-informatics could be suggested in this regard. Since these 

simulations bring rather scientific and precise outputs, and require no trials on 

any organism, they might turn out to be ethically neutral. Another possibility is 

to make somatic line genetic manipulation trials that are confined to a single 

individual. Still another option is to make trials on other species to examine 

possible impacts of germline modifications. As stated earlier, genetic 

experimentations on animals might invite serious objections from animal 

ethicists, but such trials are found helpful to avoid more serious crises instigated 

by human experimentations. Applying a comparative method, both human and 

animal data can be used to draw tentative assumptions regarding possible 

outcomes of germline manipulations. Moreover, uncertainty might be a 

manifestation of the “lack of confidence about our knowledge”.
12

 The second 

proposal to minimize the conflict between uncertainty and ignorance is to 

encourage discourses between the public and geneticists.
13

 The facts concerning 

recent developments in the area of genetic technology must be available to the 

public, “in terms that an average citizen can comprehend”,
14

 and the public must 

be involved in formulating policies on genetic interventions.  

 The idea of public involvement mentioned here requires further attention. On 

germline genetic manipulation strategies, I believe, public decision process is 

indispensible, and public adjudication is more important than individual decision 

                                                   
12

  Lawrence Jauch & Kenneth Kraft, Strategic Management of Uncertainty, in: 
Academy of Management Review 11 (1986/4) 777-90. 

13
  Roger Kasperson, Acceptability of Human Risk, in: Environmental Health 
Perspectives 52 (1983) 15-20. 

14
  William Ruckelshaus, Science, Risk, and Public Policy, in: Science, New Series 211, 
4615 (1983) 1026-28. 
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and consent. This is a fourth guideline I propose. I am not overlooking the role 

of individual consent in assessing the acceptability of risks or resolving 

problems concerning rights of persons, for it may be argued that “only consent 

can turn a potential violation of a right to a permissible act”.
15

 Right-based 

approach mentioned earlier justifies violation of individual rights if and only if 

subjects have forfeited their rights by expressing their explicit consent. But it is 

not possible to gather informed consent of the subjects for germline genetic 

interventions, because, the individuals who supply the germ cells to be 

manipulated are not the real subjects competent to express the consent. On the 

contrary, the possible persons who might develop from these germ cells are the 

real subjects and the possible sources of consent for germline interventions. It is 

neither possible to draw the consent of the future people, nor can we make valid 

decisions on their behalf on issues that are uncertain. Since individual consent is 

not a sufficient justification for germline genetic interventions, and the outcomes 

of genetic manipulations can affect the whole mankind, public consent is 

desirable in this regard. This argument is in defence to the UNESCO’s 

declaration,
16

 which affirms that genes are the heritage of humanity. 

Accordingly, neither the consent of an individual, nor the decision of the 

scientist would suffice, but decisions on germline interventions are to be 

subjected to the public adjudication procedure. 

 Considering the insufficiency of individual consent, and also the necessity of 

public adjudication process in reference to germline human genetic 

interventions, I propose a fifth guideline: procedural approaches are found more 

useful than substantive ones to assess the acceptability of germline human 

genetic technology.  The greater possibility of “unknown unknowns”
17

 in the 

area of germline genetic researches would make it difficult to apply substantive 

ethical theories that need “necessary information for making judgements”.
18

 

Since we do not have the necessary information demanded by substantive ethical 

theories, procedural ethical approach is a better alternative to deal with 

                                                   
15

  Andreas Teuber, op. cit, p. 246 
16

  UNESCO, Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights, 
http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=13177, 1997 (Accessed on 5 Feb. 2008). 
Article 1 says:  “the human genome underlies the fundamental unity of all members 
of the human family, as well as the recognition of their inherent dignity and diversity. 
In a symbolic sense, it is the heritage of humanity.”  

17
  Paul Sollie, Ethics, Technology Development, and Uncertainty: An Outline for any 
Future Ethics of Technology, in: Journal of Information, Communication, and Ethics 
in Society (2007/4) 293-306. 

18
  Ibid. 
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uncertainties associated with germline genetic intervention strategies. Such an 

approach might pay greater attention to the structure and validity of decision-

making debates when substance of the subject matter is not available.
19

 

Maintaining procedural legitimacy, public discourses and decision procedures 

might bring a better management strategy for the problem of uncertainty. 

 Finally, proper management is a possible way out of this crisis even if an 

absolute solution is found unavailable. There are no clear answers to the ethical 

issues raised by germline manipulations, because it is impossible to judge the 

unknown. No valid normative judgment is possible in the absence of proper 

knowledge of the state of affairs. However, unavailability of absolute solutions 

to the problem of uncertainty is not a valid reason to reject every use of germline 

genetic interventions. On the contrary, the use of germline genetic technology 

may be justified if it brings beneficent results. However, these results might be 

probable. Once probability—positive or negative—is identified, it becomes 

easier to appraise genetic intervention measures employing either cost-benefit 

analysis or right-based approach. When it is absolutely uncertain, we can only 

turn to the procedural method of adjudication. 

 

Conclusion 
Both cost-benefit analysis and the assessment in reference to different theories of 

right are found insufficient to judge the permissibility of germline genetic 

interventions. A procedural approach is found more helpful to address the 

problem of uncertainty with regard to germline human genetic technology. To 

address the problem of uncertainty, sufficient attention is to be given 1) to 

demarcate between risks and uncertainties, 2) to bring uncertainties closer to the 

domain of risks, 3) to distinguish uncertainties from ignorance, 4) to encourage 

public adjudication procedure, and 5) to look for a better management of the 

problem even if an absolute solution is found unavailable.  Since we are dealing 

with the unknown, formulation of a better management strategy shall be of great 

help. 
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AND GOD CREATED DARWIN? 
An Ethical Analysis of and Reflection on Semi-Creationism 

 

 

Jan Jans 

 

 

“Faster, Higher, Stronger” 

What you see is what you get. Well: not always. We saw Lin Miaoke at the 

‘opening ceremony’ of the 2008 Olympics in Bejing, and were made to believe 

that she was singing the hymn of praise for China. But it wasn’t her voice. Yang 

Peiyi, the real singer, was not visible, because her face was judged not pretty 

enough for the world to represent China. Or better: it was not perfect, and maybe 

the Olympic motto of “Faster, Higher, Stronger” inspired the organisers to go for 

perfection: a crystal clear voice should be matched with the face of a pretty doll. 

Intolerable to show the world this little china girl with her slant teeth. Luckily, 

the attempt wasn’t made to ‘enhance’ the appearance of Yang Peiyi and ‘correct’ 

this mistake of nature; she was just replaced by a stand-in. The boundary that the 

organisers encountered here was overcome in a rather simple way, but I think 

that in many cases, the experience of a boundary or a limit triggers the attempt to 

push those limits and looking for ways to go beyond. This is obvious in sports: 

although some may repeat the famous Olympian motto that to participate is 

more important than to win, in practice the focus is not just on winning, which 

means being the best at that particular moment and in competition with the 

others, but also on doing better than before by setting a new record. But at the 

same time, there is also an awareness that winning and breaking records is not 

without some rules and regulations. In general, sports abide by the rules of fair 

play at the actual event. More in particular, the competitors are going through all 

kinds of preparation to push their limits and enhance their capacities. The limit, 

however, is found in some notion of what is ‘natural’: training is seen as being 

within this limit (even if muscles are strengthened by such a degree that the 

power they generate literally tears them from the bone), but drugs are clearly 

ruled out. The presupposition seems to be that to develop and expand what is 

‘given’ and therefore natural is legitimate, but to go beyond this by what is 

labelled ‘unnatural’ is forbidden. Consequently, if it turns out that a winner is 
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guilty of the use of such doping, he or she is stripped of the victory and removed 

from the list of records. Of course, there are not just a few attempts to blur this 

boundary and the best know example is probably the use of epo (erythropoietin), 

a hormone controlling the production of red blood cells.  

 

Ethical boundaries for the life sciences? 

Something similar, I would suggest, is happening in the area of the life sciences. 

In the current and ongoing debate on possible or necessary ‘ethical boundaries’ 

with regard to research and/or applications of the various life sciences, a 

recurrent topic is the overt or hidden reference to criteria and, given that the 

stakes are high, preferably an ultimate criterion. In the secular version, such 

ultimate criterion is presented as “nature”; in the religious version, the ultimate 

criterion is presented as “creation”. And in popular pseudo-scientific tales such 

as ‘intelligent design’ the two are combined by the claim that nature and the 

natural laws are really the result of God’s creation and that therefore science in 

general and the life sciences in particular should be understood and practiced as 

participation in this creation, being both an inspiration but especially a limiting 

criterion. This becomes clear from some of the language employed such as that 

one should not go against the order and wisdom of nature, for example by 

genetic modification of plants, in combination with the warning that ‘mother 

nature’ might strike back. Or in the religious language that creation reflects the 

eternal law laid down by the Creator who commands respect and prohibits 

humans trespassing into a realm reserved for God. 

 However, to the degree humans acquire knowledge and skills by which they 

are able to modify what appears to be given, the question is reframed which of 

such modifications are allowed, especially since they come with the expectation 

of making things better. Obviously, what counts as ‘better’ is itself the subject of 

debate, but I would at least suggest that the awareness of ambiguity does not 

exclude considerations of benefits and disadvantages. And, in the case in which 

the expected benefit is clear – or, at least the promise of an expected benefit – a 

simple ‘no’ based on nature and/or creation does not seem to be very plausible 

anymore. And, in what I would describe as semi-creationism, arguments are 

even found in favour of both ongoing research and applications.  
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Two illustrations 

A recent example is the debate in the United Kingdom on the ethical valuation 

of human cytoplasmic hybrid embryos (cybrids) for use in research. As reported 

by The Tablet,
1
 this problem is conceptualised by a geneticist who is also a priest 

in the terminology of ‘playing God’: the complexities of genes are according to 

her secrets until now known only by God but the discoveries and the medical use 

of them contribute to the dynamics of creation and should therefore be 

continued. One can also conceptualize this in the terminology of co-creation: 

thanks to their God-given intelligence, humans are called to contribute to the 

completion of creation. In this perspective, research and modification are not 

themselves deemed to be problematic and the questioning is concentrated on the 

demonstration that changes are indeed for the better.  

 Another illustration of how this theme of ‘playing God’ is holding sway 

beyond the realm of science and is present in the much wider field of culture and 

religion, is the impact of a 2005 novel by the Flemish author Stefan Brijs, called 

De engelenmaker.
2
 In just over two years, this 429 pages book was reprinted 18 

times and won various prestigious literary awards. Translations have already 

appeared in German, Turkish, Greek and English and are announced in Spanish, 

Hungarian, Italian, Russian, French and Hebrew. The underlying topic of the 

book is again ‘playing God’, but not in the mode of reverence and obedient co-

creation but as the grand project of improving on God’s creation and thereby 

correct and emend the many obvious mistakes clear to any scientific mind.  

 

The underlying ethical questions 

In the second part of this paper, I will look into two sets of underlying ethical 

questions in these and similar approaches by asking for the implicit images / 

presuppositions with regard to creation and science and their normative 

corollaries. A first set of questions deals with the notion of ethical boundaries, 

both in the form of the claim that faith leads to a ‘Christian advantage’ in dealing 

with the ethics of the life sciences and also in the form of the claims that the 

vocation of science is to overthrow the frontiers of nature and do away with the 

                                                   
1
 Mary Seller, Slippery slope of progress, in: The Tablet 5 April 2008. 

[http://www.thetablet.co.uk/article/11258] 
2
  Stefan Brijs, De engelenmaker, Amsterdam/Antwerpen: Atlas, 2005; The Angel 

Maker, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2008. 
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bugs. In this paper, I will limit myself to this claim about a ‘Christian advantage’ 

and take as example part of the reasoning found in the encyclical Humanae 

vitae. Published 40 years ago by pope Paul VI, the aim was to settle the question 

of appropriate methods to regulate fertility in the context of responsible 

parenthood. The discovery that the female fertility cycle is directed by hormones 

lead to the production of a substance – universally known as ‘the pill’ – which 

mimics the situation of pregnancy, meaning that the ovaries are not preparing 

and releasing eggs and that therefore intercourse is possible without the chance 

of conception. In preparing its moral interdiction, the encyclical equals the 

normal biological cycle of fertility with the will and the design of the Creator: 

“God has wisely ordered laws of nature and the incidence of fertility in such a 

way that successive births are already naturally spaced through the inherent 

operation of these laws”(HV 11). Just before this, the encyclical holds that “With 

regard to the biological processes, responsible parenthood means an awareness 

of, and respect for, their proper functions. In the procreative faculty the human 

mind discerns biological laws that apply to the human person” (HV 10). This 

looks to me as a text-book example of equating natural biological processes with 

moral demands by claiming that these are not just processes but expressive of 

the will of the Creator. Why these processes are claimed to carry this special 

status remains unsaid, and therefore this claim does not escape from the 

naturalistic fallacy, unless one is prepared to accept divine creation as the 

bringing about of specific biological functions and possibilities which therefore 

need to be observed. And by the same token, the plausibility of this claim is 

limited to those who share this kind of bio-theology and its associated semi-

creationism. In this context, the role of science is to provide as accurate as 

possible knowledge about these processes in order to facilitate human obedience.  

 A second set of questions focuses on the problem of knowledge and evil: if it 

is conceivable that a Creator knows about the very stuff which is being 

researched by the life sciences, how could it be justifiable to leave the 

knowledge with regard to treatment and maybe cure of cancer, dementia, tb, 

malaria, hiv/aids, etc… to the discoveries of scientific enquiry? Especially 

intriguing is the language of ‘secrets to be discovered’: it seems to presuppose 

that the biological setup of whatever one finds in nature is carefully crafted and 

designed (hence, also the language of ‘intelligent design’) and that by patient 

and careful research, this setup can be unpacked and decoded. However, this 
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approach brings back in a new disguise the perennial problems of theodicy. The 

classical dilemma was very well captured by David Hume in his Dialogues 

Concerning Natural Religion (1777): “Epicures’ old questions are yet 

unanswered. Is he [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? – then he is 

impotent. Is he able but not willing? – then he is malevolent. Is he both willing 

and able? – whence then is evil?” The new dilemma results from our increase 

not just to understand nature and its biological mechanisms and laws in a better 

way but especially from the also increasing possibilities to intervene, change and 

‘make it better’. A simple version of the underlying semi-creationism will 

wrestle with the problem how a good Creator could have made so many 

mistakes – and then leave it to part of creation to do away with the bugs. My 

interest is in the more sophisticated versions, as in the one I referred to with 

regard to the discussion on cybrids. If indeed research and its applications can be 

seen as part and parcel of the dynamics of creation itself by making ongoing 

discoveries of the secrets known until now only by the Creator, this seems to 

imply a lack of essential communication of such a Creator by which the 

suspicion surfaces that maybe he is willing to share this knowledge, but is not 

able and therefore impotent, or that he is able but not willing and therefore 

malevolent. My own suggestion to get over this dilemma is by looking at the 

validity of the presupposed notion of ‘creation’, which in my reading is again 

some kind of bio-theology. At its core lies a category mistake: the equation of 

‘creating’ and ‘making’ in which the analogy of being is glossed over and the 

Creator becomes a kind of super-engineer.
3
 Once this step is taken, any kind of 

creationism can be imagined, ranging from the claims of Old Earth Creationism 

– including Progressive Creationism in which God is also the source of the 

natural laws and evolution itself – to New Earth Creationism.  

 

                                                   
3
  In the discussion following the paper, the question was raised what the contours might 

be of a different understanding of divine creation. My position would be that what 

(Christian) theology needs is a radical reconceptualisation of the notion of creation by 

differentiating between creation and any kind of ‘making’. This would mean in the 

first place that ‘creation’ is like a kind of horizon, reminding us that reality is more 

than nature. And, next, that in line with the content of the good news proclaimed by 

Jesus the Christ, I would venture to say that his message of God’s kindom of justice 

and peace is indeed ‘the new creation’. Or, more inclusive, that creation emanates 

continuously when and where-ever justice and peace are intended and practiced. 
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Conclusion 

The thesis of this short paper is that any kind of (semi-)creationism in its various 

forms leads to the short-circuit of ethics as a critical approach dealing with 

ambiguity and conflicts of values. The first version of this short-circuit results 

from what I described as ‘the Christian advantage’: ethical reasoning is 

superseded by ‘faith’ and has to accept imposed limits. In the example I gave, 

this is very clear in the difference between the way Humanae vitae first coins the 

role of married people in terms of responsible freedom only to leave that 

language completely behind as the argumentation unfolds and responsibility is 

replaced by obedience to a divine order of nature. One could add that pope Paul 

VI was himself not so sure about the plausibility of this kind of reasoning and 

therefore, near the end of the encyclical, he adds another ‘Christian advantage’ 

by invoking a special light of the Holy Spirit in order to substantiate the 

obedience he is requesting.
4
 But also, in the other version in which co-creation is 

invoked to justify ‘science’, a similar overruling of ethics happens: unravelling 

the so-called secrets of creation, ethics is called here to accept any knowledge as 

progress. In both cases, the proper subjects of ethics, namely human persons in 

their real endeavour to exercise responsible freedom – aka human dignity - are 

neglected and therefore harmed. 
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4
  “And now, beloved sons, you who are priests, you who in virtue of your sacred office 

act as counsellors and spiritual leaders both of individual men and women and of 
families - We turn to you filled with great confidence. For it is your principal duty - 
We are speaking especially to you who teach moral theology - to spell out clearly and 
completely the Church’s teaching on marriage. In the performance of your ministry 
you must be the first to give an example of that sincere obedience, inward as well as 
outward, which is due to the Magisterium of the Church. For, as you know, the 
pastors of the Church enjoy a special light of the Holy Spirit in teaching the truth. 
And this, rather than the arguments they put forward, is why you are bound to such 
obedience. Nor will it escape you that if men’s peace of soul and the unity of the 
Christian people are to be preserved, then it is of the utmost importance that in moral 
as well as in dogmatic theology all should obey the Magisterium of the Church and 
should speak as with one voice” (Humanae vitae 28). 
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ENGAGED IN THE END-OF-LIFE CARE IN HONG KONG 

With Reference to Lisa Sowle Cahill 
 
 

Wai-yan Law 
 
 
Introduction 

In Hong Kong, increasing attention has been drawn to the issue of ‘end-of-life 
care’ by both the public1 and the academics2 from the end of the twentieth 
century on. Different disciplines such as medical professionals, social policy 

scholars and philosophers attempt to contribute to the end-of-life care.3 
Significantly, the end-of-life care issue is a new research direction for the last 
decade in Hong Kong. Besides, the first Medical Ethics Unit in Hong Kong was 

established in June 2004 by the University of Hong Kong. The Medical Ethics 
Unit mainly conducts four empirical culturally-oriented biomedical ethics 
researches which related to end-of-life care issues.4 However, these issues have 
                                                   
1  The public debate on assisted dying/euthanasia is triggered by Siu-pun Tang who is a 

tetraplegia from 1991. His plight attracted considerable public attention in 2004 after 
he has written an open letter to the Chief Executive of Hong Kong for asking his right 
to die and legalization of euthanasia. With reference to Tang Siu Pun, Wo yao an le si, 

Xianggang: San lian shu dian (Xianggang) you xian gong si, 2007 (in Chinese). 
2  Hui E, Ho S.C., Tsang J, Lee S.H. & Woo J., Attitudes toward life-sustaining 

treatment of older person in Hong Kong, in: Journal of American Geriatric Society 
45, no 10 (1997) 1232-1236 and Leung M.C., Final Life Choices: Who decides?, in: 
Journal of the Hong Kong Geriatrics Society 10, 2 (2000) 78-83. 

3  Lo Ping Cheung, Confucian Values of Life and Death & Euthanasia, in: Chinese and 

International Philosophy of Medicine (Feb 1998) 35-73; Medical and Philosophical 

Issues in Determining Death, in: Chinese & International Philosophy of Medicine II: 
3 (Aug 1999) 1-28; Tao Lai Po Wah Julia & Kwok TCY ed., Cross-cultural 

perspectives on the (im)possibility of global bioethics, Dordrecht/Boston: Kluwer, 
2002; Qiu Ren Zong, ed., Bioethics: Asian perspectives: a quest for moral diversity, 
Dordrecht/Boston: Kluwer, 2004; Law Kit Cho ed., Chaplaincy Service & Holistic 

Healing: An Anthology, Hong Kong: Association of Hong Kong Hospital Christian 
Chaplaincy Ministry Ltd, 2005 (in Chinese); Leung Mei yee & Cheung Chan Fai, ed., 
Grazing into death: Multi-disciplinary perspective, Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University Press, 2005 (in Chinese); Chan Lai Wan Cecilia & Chow Yin Man Amy, 
ed., Death, dying and bereavement: a Hong Kong Chinese experience, Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong University Press, 2006. 

4  The Medical Ethics Unit of the Faculty of Medicine, University of Hong Kong, 
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only been incompletely explored.5 Clearly there is still an urgent need to explore 
end-of-life issues from different perspectives. 
 There is little doubt that the multifaceted nature of the problems with which 

bioethics deals calls for contributions from many disciplines.6 From the religious 
perspective, the studies related to end-of-life care issues in Hong Kong were 
mainly sprouted from the Confucian tradition, which also focus on the individual 

perspective.7 On the other hand, the Christianity traditions also engage in the 
end-of-life care by providing the chaplaincy spiritual care services in the 
hospitals.8 Actually, debates on these issues can be framed from the perspectives 

of an individual involved in the care, from a religious or cultural community that 
would provide guidance for such an individual or from a broader social or policy 
perspective.9 Therefore, I attempt to reframe the end-of-life care debate in Hong 

Kong to a broader perspective, with reference to Lisa Sowle Cahill. In this 

                                                                                                                              
http://www.hku.hk/ bioeth/. 

5  Chiu W.W.C and Woo J., Attitudes of Chinese Elders towards Advance Planning on 

End-of-Life issues: A qualitative study in a nursing home in Hong Kong, in: Journal 

of the Hong Kong Geriatrics Society 12, no.2 (2004) 18-23 and Au K.S. Derrick, 
Euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide: ongoing controversies, in: Hong Kong 

Med J 13 no.6 (Dec 2007) 419-420. 
6  Edmund D. Pellegrino, Bioethics as an Interdisciplinary Enterprise: Where Does 

Ethics Fit in the Mosaic of Disciplines?, in: Ronald A. Carson and Chester R. Burns, 
ed., Philosophy of medicine and bioethics: a twenty-year retrospective and critical 

appraisal, Dordrecht/Boston: Kluwer, 1997, 19. 
7  Yin Jing, Death from the Buddhist View: Knowing the Unknown, in: Death, dying and 

bereavement: a Hong Kong Chinese experience, 93-103, Lo Ping Cheung, Agape, 

Ren, and Altruistic Suicide, in: Ching Feng: A Journal on Christianity and Chinese 

Religion and Culture. New Series, 2, no. 1-2 (Fall 2001) 89-112; Between Mount Tai 

and Swan’s Down – Confucian Values on Life and Death, in: Chinese & International 

Philosophy of Medicine. III: 2 (May 2001) 5-50; Confucian Values of Life and Death 

& Euthanasia and Confucian Ethic of Death with Dignity and Its Contemporary 

Relevance, in: The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics, 19 (Nov 1999) 35-73 
and 313-33 and Tao Julia, Confucian Care-Based Philosophical Foundation of Health 

Care, in: Leung M. Gabriel and John Bacon-Shone, ed., Hong Kong's health system: 

reflections, perspectives and visions, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2006, 
41-60. 

8  Lo K.Y. Marcella and Leung C.T. Anthony, Spiritual Care at the End of Life: A brief 

review of the literature and cases sharing from a Christian perspective, in: 
Chaplaincy Service & Holistic Healing: An Anthology, 89-96. 

9  Forgoing treatment, in: Stephen G. Post, ed., Encyclopedia of bioethics 3rd edition, 
New York: Macmillan Reference USA: Thomson/Gale, 2004. 
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article, Cahill’s frameworks have been used to analyse the conditions related to 
end-of-life care in Hong Kong. Besides, the contributions of the theological 
approach are also being focused upon. 

 
Cahill: Participatory Theological Bioethics and End-of-Life Care 

Catholic moral theology  

Cahill reaffirms the Catholic moral theological position that euthanasia and 
physician-assisted suicide are not acceptable.10 She finds that there is pluralism 
in theological bioethics about artificial nutrition and hydration compared with 

direct killing.11 The controversy is around artificial nutrition and hydration for 
those who are in a comatose state and are not likely to recover.12 In the nutshell, 
behind all these analyses lies the principle of double effect.13 

 The principle of double effect holds that acts with both good and bad effects 
may be justified under certain conditions, especially when good outweighs the 
bad and the bad is not directly intended or caused.14 However, she criticizes that 

end-of-life care is discussed without reference to social contexts such as access 
to life-prolonging resources.15 Therefore, Cahill proposes that the ethics of 
health care is more a matter of just resource distribution than of individual 

choices to use or not use the hi-tech interventions.16  
 Cahill finds that questions of justice are below the surface of debates about 
the issue of end-of-life care. An inadequately restrained market environment 

poses new challenges for Catholic ethics, since it undermines the nature of 
critical care as care, and subjects both consideration of the welfare of individual 
patients and distributive justice to corporate cost-benefit analysis.17 The task of 

theological bioethics is not simply to make the abstract case that direct killing of 
the innocent is always wrong or that the principle of double effect precludes 

                                                   
10  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Bioethics, in: Theological Studies 67 (2006) 132. 
11  Ibid. 
12  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Catholic Consensus on Critical Care, Patient Welfare and the 

Common Good, in: Christian Bioethics, 7 no2 (2001) 187. 
13  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Theological bioethics: participation, justice, and change, 

Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2005, 112. 
14  Ibid. 
15  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Bioethics and the Common Good, Marquette University Press, 

2004, 43. 
16  Ibid, 76. 
17  Cahill, Catholic Consensus on Critical Care, Patient Welfare and the Common Good, 

191. 
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directly intending their death.18 That’s why Cahill is disappointed to pinpoint 
that medical practice generally and religious discussion still concentrate 
attention on individual decisions and guarantees of ‘autonomy’.19 To what extent 

does Cahill expand the scope of discussion to the social perspectives? What are 
the significances? 

 

Common good  

Cahill suggests the good of individuals cannot be considered only in terms of 
physiological survival, [n]or in isolation from the good of other human 

persons.20 She believes relationality is a basic dimension of being human, of 
which response is the moral heart and responsibility is the moral call.21 The ideal 
of responsibility also gives Christian theological bioethics a language of 

discourse that is grounded in experience and can be shared with other faith 
traditions, other cultures and philosophical ethics.22 Defining justice and 
responsibility as the meanings of relationality is the common good.23 

 The concept of the common good has been designated as the universal 
common good and it has grounded a universalizing and ameliorative view of 
human relationships and social structures.24 She upholds that the common good 

is being redefined and implemented along a spectrum of networks for social 
change under the guidance of (Catholic) moral values like dignity, equality and 
solidarity.25 In these networks, Catholics are cooperating with other religious and 

cultural traditions to seek the common good locally and globally.26 In the 
globalization era, the common good demands a ‘preferential option for the poor’ 

                                                   
18  Cahill, Bioethics, 135. 
19  Cahill, Theological bioethics, 8. 
20  Cahill, Catholic Consensus on Critical Care, Patient Welfare and the Common Good, 

192. 
21  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Bioethics, Relationships and Participation in the Common Good 

in: Carol Taylor and Roberto dell'Oro, ed., Health and human flourishing: religion, 

medicine, and moral anthropology, Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 
2006, 219. 

22  Ibid, 210. 
23  Ibid, 213. 
24  Lisa Sowle Cahill, Globalization and the common good in: John A. Coleman and 

William F. Ryan, ed., Globalization and Catholic social thought: present crisis, future 

hope, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2005, 42. 
25  Cahill, Globalization and the common good, 45. 
26  Ibid. 
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and structural justice that ensures access for all in health care.27 
 Accordingly, she suggests theological bioethics should focus on social 
conditions and health care that promotes an environment where the very ill and 

dying can live out their remaining days with appropriate medical attention, 
without pain and with dignity and companionship, and without excessive 
financial burdens on themselves or families.28 However, does Cahill only outline 

a utopian?  
 

Participatory theological ethics 

In the US, secular bioethicists and policymakers seem anxious to keep explicitly 
religious views off the table and assume that religion leads in a socially 
conservative direction.29 Thus, she advises that theological bioethics must renew 

its efforts toward involvement in social and political processes rather than 
resting content with seeking the moral high ground, forming countercultural 
communities ‘apart’ from society or inveighing against national and 

international policy setters.30 She finds that the challenge for theologians is to 
use narrative, prophetic and especially participatory modes of discourse to put 
social justice—defined as distributive justice and common good—back on the 

policy table.31 Cahill sees public sphere as a space in which power is exercised 
and mediated resulting both in conflict and in shifting equilibria.32 James 
Gustafson has identified four varieties of moral discourse in which theology 

engages in the public: ethical, policy, prophetic and narrative.33 In addition to the 
four discourses, Cahill proposes the fifth discourse: participatory.34 
 Participatory theological ethics is a solidarity active and empowering 

response to social sin that conveys the reality and promise of change and that 
overcomes alienation.35 She highlights that the work in theological bioethics 
endorses and promotes health care reform guided by the priority of the 

                                                   
27  Cahill, Bioethics, Relationships and Participation in the Common Good, 215. 
28  Cahill, Bioethics, 135. 
29  Cahill, Theological bioethics, 1. 
30  Ibid, 4. 
31  Ibid, 44. 
32  Ibid, 26. 
33  James M. Gustafson, Varieties of Moral Discourse: Prophetic, Narrative, Ethical and 

Policy, Grand Rapids, MI: Calvin College, 1988. 
34  Cahill, Theological bioethics, 35-40. 
35  Cahill, Theological bioethics, 56. 
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preferential option for the poor, within an ethics of common good.36 In the book 
Theological Bioethics: Participation, Justice and Change, Cahill attempts to 
shape the contemporary practices of end-of-life care in US by using the principle 

of double effect for analysis to show the unjust distribution of health care 
resource.37 Participatory theological bioethics constitutes a ‘counterargument in 
practice’ to euthanasia and an ‘argument in practice’ for the possibility of 

meeting illness, suffering and death virtuously and humanely.38 Despite Cahill 
successfully expands the scope of debate to the social perspective: can a 
‘bioethics of the common good’ make any difference in the real world? 

 Cahill argues that theological ethics is not only that its practice stimulates 
theoretical reflection and shapes its direction and content but also that it engages 
with practices, approaches practices critically and constructively and is validated 

in its context and truth by the sort of practices it inspires.39 She offers two 
examples of participatory theological bioethics with social presence and effect: 
the hospice movement and the efforts of the Catholic Health Association and 

international networks of care for those dying of AIDS.40 Therefore, she 
suggests theological bioethics does operate in tandem with institutional practices 
that are challenging these structures and serving catalysts for change.41 

Nevertheless, is it applicable to our context? 
 
End-of-Life Care in Hong Kong  

The clinical practice  

The Hospital Authority is a statutory body established in 1990 in Hong Kong, 
which provides public hospital and related services. As medical technology 

advances and the list of life-sustaining treatment rolls on, it is ever more 
important to strike a balance between the humane care and active intervention at 
the end of life.42 In Hong Kong, high-tech end-of-life care seems to be the 

                                                   
36  Ibid, 252. 
37  Ibid, 102-130. 
38  Ibid, 120. 
39  Cahill, Bioethics, Relationships and Participation in the Common Good, 216. 
40  Cahill, Theological bioethics, 120-130. 
41  Cahill, Bioethics, Relationships and Participation in the Common Good, 216. 
42 Hospital Authority Working Group on Clinical Ethics, HA guidelines on life-

sustaining treatment in the terminally ill (Hong Kong: Hospital Authority, 2002), 
http://www.ha.org.hk /visitor /ha _index.asp?Lang=ENG (Accessed on July 16, 2008) 
3-6. 
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routine for those who have access to such care.43 Advances in medical 
technology not only have greatly increased the possibilities to treat the seriously-
ill and to prolong life but also can lead to a rise in medical costs.44 In fact, 

decisions on withholding or withdrawing life sustaining treatments are amongst 
the most difficult decision in clinical medicine.45 And, the health care 
practitioners together with patient’s relatives have to face difficult end-of-life 

decisions of whether to withdraw life-sustaining treatments, often without 
knowing the wishes of the patient.46 
 Ethical principles are fundamental values which provide the basis for 

reasoned analysis of and justification for making a decision or taking an action. 
The four classic ethical principles, commonly considered in worldwide clinical 
decision making, are introduced by Tom L. Beauchamp and James F. Childress 

in 1979.47 However, it is not without criticism such as the insufficiency to 
capture the full range of complex issues involved in end-of-life care decision 
making in the globalization era.48 The Hong Kong clinicians also challenge these 

principles which could not help them to clarify the moral issues involved in any 
particular moral problem nor in providing guidance towards a solution.49 In fact, 
Principlism has been a popular and helpful approach in clinical settings. 

 

                                                   
43  Hui, Tsang, Lee & Woo, Attitudes toward life-sustaining treatment of older person in 

Hong Kong, 1232-1236. 
44  Hong Kong (China) Food and Health Bureau, Healthcare reform consultation 

document: Your Health Your Life, Hong Kong: Food and Health Bureau, 2008, 4. 
45  HA guidelines on life-sustaining treatment, 7. 
46  Chiu F.K. Helen & Li S.W., Advance directive: A case for Hong Kong, in: Journal of 

the Hong Kong Geriatrics Society 10, no.2 (2000) 99-100. 
47  Principlism, in: Encyclopedia of bioethics, 3rd ed., 2099-2103, and Tom L. 

Beauchamp & James F. Childress, Principles of biomedical ethics, 5th ed., New York, 
N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 2001.  

48  Su Hyun Kim, Confucian Bioethics and Cross-Cultural Considerations in Health Care 
Decision Making, in: Journal of Nursing Law, 10, Iss. 3, (2005) 161-167 and Holm 
S., Not just autonomy: the principles of American biomedical ethics, in: Journal of 

medical ethics, 21 (1995) 332-338. 
49  Leung, Final Life Choices: Who decides?, 78-83. 
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Legislation  

Euthanasia is illegal in Hong Kong.50 On the other hand, withholding or 
withdrawing of life-sustaining treatment is ethical and legally acceptable when 

treatment is futile.51 The Law Reform Commission released a report on 
Substitute decision-making and advance directives in relation to medical 
treatment in 2006.52 This report is concerned with how decisions as to medical 

treatment can be made for patients who are unable to make those decisions 
themselves because they are comatose or in a vegetative condition.53 In relation 
to the advance directive, the Commission has rejected to provide a statutory 

form but has put forward a model form of advance directive which could be used 
by those wishing to make decisions as to their future health care.54 It is well 
recognized that such advance directive in a model form rather than a statutory 

one is a small step towards a more open environment for such sensitive 
discussion to the public in Hong Kong.55 
 In short, the central feature and accomplishment of the great public and 

professional attention to death and dying in recent decades, has been securing 
the rights of patients or their surrogates, to decide on care near the end of life.56 
 

Participatory Theological Bioethics:  

Engaged in End-of-Life Care in Hong Kong 

Medical paternalism 

Medical paternalism commands much wider acceptance in Hong Kong. There is 
a common saying in Chinese: ‘physicians have the heart of parents’, indicating 
that people expect physicians to act lovingly as parents do, and accord them a 

level of respect commensurate with elders and parents.57 In particular, in the 

                                                   
50  HA guidelines on life-sustaining treatment, 3 and The Medical Council of Hong 

Kong, The Professional Code and Conduct. Issue No. 4, Section 26. (November 
2000), http://www.mchk.org.hk/code.htm (Accessed on November 20, 2008), 35-36. 

51  HA guidelines on life-sustaining treatment, 3. 
52  Source: The Law Reform Commission of Hong Kong: http://www.hkreform.gov.hk. 
53  Ibid. 
54  Ibid. 
55  Kwok T.C.Y., Advance directives in relation to medical treatment, in: Asian Journal 

of Gerontology and Geriatrics 1, no 2 (2006) 65. 
56  Death and Dying: Euthanasia and Sustaining Life: II, in: Warren Thomas Reich, ed., 

Encyclopedia of bioethics, New York: Macmillan Pub. Co.: Simon & Schuster 
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Choices: Who decides?, 78-83. 
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issue of end-of-life decision regarding patients who may or may not be 
competent, code of practice unambiguously indicate that decisions are the 
responsibilities of physician.58  

 It is not uncommon for physicians to have a paternalistic attitude in their 
dealings with patients in Hong Kong as Chinese patients are generally quite 
modest and compliant.59 Actually, there is no ambiguity that physicians are the 

principal decision-makers and that life-and-death treatment decisions are to be 
made by physicians who are required to seek support and acceptance rather than 
consent from the patient and/or her family.60 On the one hand, this has put a 

heavy burden on physicians. On the other hand, when asked, most patients prefer 
to be both kept informed and participate in decision-making.61 In fact, there was 
allocative inefficiency with patients unable to make informed choice on 

hospitals, physicians, treatments and drug due to insufficient medical 
knowledge.62 Then, do they have competence to make their own choice? 
 Sadly, despite years of advocacy in Hong Kong, the quality of communication 

with patients remains lamentably poor in many public sector care facilities.63 
Indeed, in keeping with their professional status, doctors in Hong Kong have 
come to be regarded as authority figures, while patients have tended to be both 

uninformed of theirs rights and have paid little attention to their own health.64 
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Although the patients or relatives may be incompetent and unable to exercise 
their right in making decision, we have to know that the physicians may not be 
able to make an optimal choice for them. 

 It has been generally acknowledged that the medical profession’s role is 
critical in shaping and constraining health policy in Hong Kong.65 When a 
professional in the community has the privilege, he or she is bound to be 

tempted by power and wealth.66 For instance, the long waiting time can be used 
as a bargaining tool for more resources in the Hospital Authority.67 Besides, it is 
found that the public doctors might over-prescribe antibiotics “in order to save 

time” to explain to patients, whereas the private doctors might do so in order “to 
keep patients in their practice”.68 In other words, to a certain extent the patients 
can be the bargaining power for resources or power. Although the medical 

profession’s good intentions were never in doubt, the maturing social and 
political development in Hong Kong called for transparency and accountability 
to the community.69 

 In short, the secular bioethicists and policymakers seem anxious to keep 
explicitly religious views off the table in US, whereas in Hong Kong, it seems 
that the medical paternalism keeps the non-medical views off the table. 

 
Free choices, forced choices or no choice? 
Based on the principle of respect for autonomy, the model form advance 

directive is well accepted by the medical and societal professions in Hong Kong 
as they agree that it provides the patients an alternative to choose death with 
dignity and minimizes the legal conflicts. However, the notion of respect for an 

individual’s right to self-determination is a weak notion in Chinese culture.70 
Does it really provide an alternative for patients, relatives or the medical 
professions? 
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 Firstly, hospital policies may also promote conflicts in end-of-life decision. 
For example, it is well known that the duration of clinical encounter is short (5 
minutes or less) and the queuing time excessively long (the follow-up interval 

was 16 weeks in 2006 for oncology specialty)  in the public hospitals.71 Often, 
even when “Do not resuscitate” orders are attached to case notes, they are 
ignored by doctors or overridden by relatives demanding the doctor to do 

everything to ‘save’ the patient. Under these circumstances, do the medical 
professions have enough time or support in making decision with the patients or 
relatives?  

  Secondly, the palliative care clinicians point to the great inequality as 
palliative care cannot be delivered to those with the greatest need.72 The service 
model in the best delivery of palliative care to the wide spectrum of patients will 

depend on the local health care system and set up.73 The public health care 
system in Hong Kong is well developed to take care of majority of acute or 
seriously ill patients.74 However, the services available for the dying persons and 

their family members remain lamentably poor.75 The non-cancer deaths account 
for two third of the mortality in Hong Kong but the limited palliative care is 
available for the children or non-cancer terminal illness.76 Besides, there are total 

27633 beds at the public hospitals but only 1234 beds for infirmary, 360 for 
clinical oncology, 198 for hospice.77 At the private hospitals, 7 out of 2122 beds 
are for clinical oncology and there are no infirmary or hospice beds.78 In fact, 

most people fail to gain access to appropriate medical and palliative care at the 
end of life in Hong Kong.  

                                                   
71  Cheng Grace, Review of the Health System, 780 and Healthcare reform consultation 

document: Your Health Your Life, 15. 
72  Lo S.K. Raymond, Palliative Care from Age to Age, in: Hong Kong Society of 

Palliative Medicine Newsletter Issue 1 (Apr 2008) 10. 
73  Ibid. 
74  Lau K.S. & Chow W.C., Stay awhile? Discharge planning in palliative care, in: Hong 

Kong Society of Palliative Medicine Newsletter Issue 1 & 2 (Apr 2007) 32. 
75  Chan Lai-wan Cecilia, Death Awareness and Palliative Care in: Psychosocial 

oncology & palliative care in Hong Kong, 230. 
76  Lau K.S., Tse M.W. Doris, Chen W.T. Tracy, Lam P.T., Lam W.M. and Chan K.S., 

How non-cancer patients die in Hong Kong – A comparative study on cancer and 

non-cancer deaths, a retrospective review, presented at ENABLE International 
Symposium 2008 & 5th Hong Kong Palliative Care Symposium and Chan, Death 

Awareness and Palliative Care, 230. 
77  Source: Department of Health, http://www.dh.gov.hk/eindex.html . 
78  Ibid. 



 Engaged in the End-of-Life Care in Hong Kong 35 

 
Societas Ethica • Lammi 2008 

 In addition, when we discuss the issues of end-of-life care, the healthcare 
financing is also being considered at the same time. Hong Kong’s Gini 
coefficient rose from 0.483 in 1996 to 0.500 in 2006, and this indicates a rising 

income disparity between the rich and the poor. By estimation, around one fifth 
of the population are among the poor in 2006.79 In fact, almost all medical 
treatment of cancer remains fixated on improving survival rates much more than 

on quality of life, quality of death and cost effectiveness, though these criteria 
are now being increasingly advocated and accepted.80 Sadly, many patients 
under the oncological treatments are burdened by its costs.81 Can the poor pay 

for the expensive treatment costs? In this regard, do they have a free choice or 
only the forced choice? Or, actually, there is no choice? 
 

Participatory theological bioethics in context 

Unlike the USA, where strong health care related advocacy movements have 
created powerful pressure groups, these are not found in Hong Kong.82 The 

Hong Kong community tends to see things differently from health providers: 
health care matters especially for those who are often involved in life and death 
situations, since these matters often involve psychological stress, value judgment 

and community expectations.83 Hong Kong has relied on informal negotiations 
and communication between patient groups and the Hospital Authority.84 
Nevertheless, it was commented by community leaders that stakeholders’ 

opinions are largely ignored.85 And, it is being criticized that the weaknesses in 
the Hong Kong health system were partly due to the traditional privilege enjoyed 
by the elitist and medical profession to self-regulate without strong check and 

balances from an external organization.86 
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 In the context of Hong Kong, the participatory theological ethics should 
encourage and facilitate the participation of all stakeholders (health care 
professionals from multiple disciplines, policy makers, patients and their 

families, the public) in discussion. As discussed, the community has little active 
participation in the end-of-life care issues. How can one mobilize the 
stakeholders to join the discussion or participation? Does ‘the participatory 

theological ethics’ work in Hong Kong? 
 Firstly, the hospitals with a religious background can serve as a platform to 
gather the other patients groups and non-government organizations. This could 

be a powerful resource to impact on the end-of-life care health policy in Hong 
Kong. The Protestant community and the Roman Catholic Church are the most 
active religious communities in providing medical and related services. The 

Protestant community runs seven hospitals and eighteen clinics while at least six 
hospitals, thirteen clinics and twenty rehabilitation service centers are run by the 
Catholic diocese of Hong Kong.87 Besides, there are forty hospitals providing 

chaplaincy service. Although the hospitals are not under the churches 
administration, the churches still have the ‘ethical’ power through the boards of 
directors and the chaplaincy services.   

 Secondly, education plays an important role. Rome wasn’t built in a day. It is 
a long way to make a change in the society. The educators and the community 
should treasure the precious moment to facilitate the students to explore the ‘life 

and death’ issues, questions of meaning, value and purpose in life. In Hong 
Kong, the diocese has 297 Catholic schools and kindergartens catering to about 
240 000 pupils.88 And the Protestant community runs more than 630 schools.89 

Although education takes time, it is important to facilitate the next generation in 
preparing to face the ‘life and death’ issue. 

  

Conclusion 
Death is a taboo subject in Hong Kong. However, ‘birth, aging, sickness and 
death’ are integral part of life and no one can avoid them. In the midst of 

advancement of medical technology, the human beings seem to control the 
‘dying process’ and thus end-of-life care is a debated issue recently. It is not 
only the individual issues but also the public issues. Cahill suggests that a 

theological bioethics must renew efforts toward involvement in social and 
political processes. Given the differences of cultures, socio-political structure, 
                                                   
87  Hong Kong yearbook 2007, Hong Kong: Information Services Dept, 363. 
88  Ibid, 363. 
89  Ibid, 362. 
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health care systems, and economic environments, the participatory ways are 
different from USA and Hong Kong. Therefore, in facing medical paternalism, 
inadequate and inequal medical resources distribution, all the stakeholders 

should be engaged in the discussion and determining the consensus, within an 
ethics of common good.  
 In fact, it is not the key issue to answer whether the ‘participatory theological 

ethics’ works or not. In the end-of-life care issue, ‘participatory theological 
ethics’ maybe a small step towards a more open environment for such sensitive 
discussion to the public but it must be the catalyst to mobilize social 

participation and change in Hong Kong.  
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THE POSSIBLE RECOMBINATION OF SCIENCE AND CITIZENSHIP 
 

 

Gitte Meyer 
  

 

European democratic traditions, circling the informal institution of public 

discussion – Öffentlichkeit – may offer a way out of the polarized and hostile 

climate that have characterized exchanges on ethical issues relating to bioscience 

and biotechnology during the recent decades. 

 Those traditions of democracy have, without granting any institution a 
monopoly on the understanding of reality, evolved around a commitment to the 

continuous opening-up of issues for public discussions between substantially 
different points of view in a public of assumed equals. These features may serve 

to counteract, firstly, that discussions evolve along pro-science versus anti-

science lines and, secondly, that the public disintegrates into knowers versus 

non-knowers, isolating scientists from the public at large. By allowing scientists 

to transcend the role of the expert, they may be conducive to the integration of 

science into society, and to the combination of the roles of the scientist and the 

citizen. However, the seemingly widespread assumption that science represents 

the epitome of realism, is likely to substantially weaken the above features and 

traditions. That is the main argument of this paper. 

 The argumentation will proceed in three steps. The first step is a schematic 

enquiry – relating to the above features – into different understandings of what 

‘realism’ should be taken to mean, comparing a worldly, political and a 

universal, scientific understanding. The second step, drawing on qualitative 

interviews with European bio-scientists, illustrates how  the actual presence of 

substantially different points of view among modern scientists may co-exist with 

the assumption – tending to blind the scientists to their disagreements – that 

scientists constitute a distinct group of knowers, separated from a public of non-

knowers. The third step is a critique of recent theoretical developments in the 

field of science communication, developments that may serve to increase rather 

than decrease the isolation of scientists. The concluding remarks deal briefly 

with the possible contributions of the field of science-related ethics to the 

maintenance or the erosion of the institution of public discussion. 
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Varieties of realism: a worldly, political understanding 
The political institution of public discussion, as characterised in the above, 

makes sense only on certain assumptions about reality. Crucial among these is 

the assumption of reality as plural or multi-facetted. Thus, Öffentlichkeit – which 

cannot be adequately translated into English – is a worldly notion, as distinct 

from a universal one. It does not deal with universal and monistic Truth, but 

with exchanges between different, valid and truthful perspectives on and within 

a shared reality.
1
 It belongs to the world of human affairs as defined, not 

according to an assumed dichotomy of the-material-versus-the-spiritual, but as a 

specifically human sphere of speech and action. 

 Plurality (of human beings and, consequently, of points of view) and 

uncertainty (with regard to the consequences of action) are main features of the 

world as the human space – the human world of limits, diversity and 

uncertainty,
2
 captured in the classical notion of praxis. The world in this sense, 

should be distinguished, at the same time, from nature as purely biological and 

from the universe or cosmos as absolute and, thus, unlimited in time and space. 

To this understanding of the human world, therefore, science (focusing on 

mechanisms and universal truths) and religion (as concerned with universal 

truth) may provide input to reflection, but neither will do as guidance for action 

in the world.  Public and political life, essential activities of the world, depend 

on the exercise of practical reason, phronesis; that is, the art of reasoning and 

judging on the conditions for proper and rightful action on a case-to-case basis. 

The exercise of practical reason may be facilitated by discussion between 

substantially different points of view. This is crucial also to the classical 

Aristotelian understanding of politics as tied to the human world of uncertainty 

and limits, and has to some extent been preserved in the Weberian distinction 

between two varieties of ethics: an ethics of ultimate ends, typical of and 

suitable to religion, and an ethics of responsibility for future action, fitting in 

political life.
3
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2
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 Öffentlichkeit, the modern institution of public discussion, makes sense on 

those assumed conditions. If human reality is taken to be many-sided and open-

ended, then human action must be guided by the continuous exchange between 

different persons and different points of view, and nobody should be granted a 

monopoly of the understanding of reality. Against this background, what is 

considered genuinely public and shared in the world is no more and no less than 

the responsibility to continuously consider and discuss the possibilities for 

proper and rightful action. Pluralism is, at the same time, an idea about reality 

and an ideal concerning the living together of human beings. 

 The absence of a monopoly of the understanding of reality, and the 

continuous discussion between substantially different points of view are clearly 

interconnected features of the institution of public discussion, linked to a 

worldly, pluralistic understanding of reality. In order to work, they need the 

assumption that the discussions take place in a public of equals; that is, firstly, 

among human beings who share a capacity for reason and thought; secondly, 

among citizens who share responsbility for public affairs and, consequently, 

have accorded each other equal political rights. Again, this may be connected to 

classical, Aristotelian understandings of the world and of human beings as 

distinct from animals and gods. The classical citizen was expected to take part in 

public affairs by giving practical judgement – a specific human capacity – and 

holding office
4
 on equal footing, in or out of office as it happened, with other 

citizens, neither being ruled nor a ruler. Within this framework of thought, 

public discussions are neither top-down nor bottom-up, but are, precisely, 

discussions among equals. 

 Against this background, notions of universal truth, when entering the world 

of human affairs, would be likely to disturb the exchange and, thereby, the 

exercise of practial reason; and attempts to achieve strong unity of perspective, 

judgement and opinion would be considered harmful to public and political life.
5
 

 

Varieties of realism: a universal, scientific understanding 
Whereas the institution of public discussion is based on the assumption that 

exactly discussion between different points of view (scientific perspectives 

included) constitute the crux of public life, another framework of thought takes it 
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that for something to be genuinely public – real and shared – it has to be beyond 

discussion.
6
 This framework of thought may be linked to modern science. 

 The advent of modern science, as it was founded in the troubled British isles 

of the mid-seventeenth century, marred by civil war and religious strife, may be 

seen as an attempt to escape altogether from the worldly conditions of diversity 

and uncertainty. The Royal Society presented itself to the world in the 1660s 

with a solemn promise that it would not “meddle with politicks, rhetoric, 

divinity”.
7
 At about the same time, the notion of objectivity was introduced – 

first recorded in English in the 1640s
8
 – assuming that for something to be real, 

it had to exist outside the mind and, thus, to be independent of the various 

human understandings and judgements. The founding fathers of the Royal 

Society, in the 1660s, made this understanding of reality and objectivity the 

foundation for the development of modern science as a search for universal 

truth, to be based on direct observation from the outside and without 

contaminating interference from thought, imagery and words.
9
 

 Is this still with us? Today, it is deeply controversial to make general 

statements about science. Nevertheless, the claim seems warranted that the 

relationship to politics in the classical sense has not been subjected to 

fundamental changes. A clue to this is the seemingly widespread assumption of a 

dichotomy of science, taken to represent reason as rationality, versus politics, 

taken to represent a social sphere of power relations and irrationality. 

 The centuries old ideal of proper scientific endeavours as being “on the world, 

but not of the world” was celebrated by the (American) student movement of the 

1960s.
10

 The main concern of the following decades of science critique, 

including critique of the above understanding of objectivity, does not appear to 

have been to integrate science into a human world of diversity, disagreement and 

uncertainty, but rather, in a (social)-science-on-(natural)-science move, to 

‘expose’ (natural) science as a social phenomenon, arriving at the universal truth 
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that there is no universal truth. The significance ascribed to scientific methods, 

aimed at impersonal observation and description of things as they really are – 

nothing to discuss, then – appears to have been strengthened, rather than 

weakened. Whatever changes have occurred in the scientific world, they seem to 

have maintained, at a fundamental level, the understanding of reality that 

informed the founding of modern science more than three centuries ago: 

knowledge about how things really are must be obtained by way of impersonal 

observation from the outside. 

 As a consequence, the understanding of reality has to be limited to those who 

study reality in that way. With regard to science-related issues, thus, an 

assumption of a public of equals does not make sense. As knowers, possessing a 

de facto monopoly of the understanding of reality, scientists cannot be assumed 

to be on a par with other citizens. Equal political responsibility and rights, taken 

to belong to another sphere, appear to be irrelevant to knowledge questions, that 

is, to questions about how things really are. To this understanding, thus, the 

inequality of the public is  presupposed. Thereby equality, rather than being an 

assumed basic condition, may become a concern – the concern, that is, of 

securing equal access to scientific knowledge about reality. 

 

The task of integration 
How is it at all possible for these two approaches to reality – a worldly, practical, 

political approach and a universal, technical and scientific approach – to 

function together in one society at the same time? 

 Writing in 1972, Hans-Georg Gadamer proposed ‘integration’ as a key word. 

Science, he argued, represented a particular perspective on reality, but this 

particular perspective tended to marginalize common, practical, political reason: 

 “Denn seit Wissenschaft in der isolierenden Analyse der Kausalfaktoren des 

Geschehens – in Natur und Geschichte – ihr Ziel sieht, kennt sie Praxis nur noch 

als Anwendung der Wissenschaft. Das aber ist eine ‘Praxis’, die keiner 

Rechenschaftsgabe bedürftig ist. So hat der Begriff der Technik den der Praxis, 

anders gesagt: die Kompetenz des Experten hat die politische Vernunft an den 

Rand gedrängt”.
11

 

 Against this background, Gadamer pointed to a task of integrating scientific 

knowledge into the societal world of human affairs – the messy world, that is, of 

diversity, disagreement and uncertainty:  

                                                   
11

  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Nachwort, in: Wahrheit und Methode, Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr 
(Paul Siebbeck), 1975, p. 518.  
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“[D]ie Wissenschaftskultur unserer Epoche [...] hat der Praxis menschlicher 

Verständigung die immer mehr wachsende Riesenaufgabe gestellt, den jeweils 

partikularen Bereich wissenschaftlicher Sachbeherrschung in die Praxis 

gesellschaftlicher Vernunft zu integrieren”.
12

 

 This may smoothly be connected to the institution of public discussion. In 

order for the integration to take place, scientific findings, claims, visions and 

proposals must be reinterpreted, delimited and subjected, by way of discussion, 

to the human conditions of plurality and uncertainty. In such a process of 

integration, scientists may acquire the role of informed citizens, sharing 

responsibility for collective action with other citizens and representing, at the 

same time, specialized and specific knowledge about natural mechanisms and, 

like other citizens, personal points of view and a capacity for reason which 

includes a capacity for ethical judgement. Rather than being isolated from the 

public at large, scientists may – on the condition of not being granted a 

monopoly of the understanding of reality – be included as members of the 

public. The granting of a monopoly of that kind may, in other words, be seen as 

an obstacle to the integration of science into society by way of the institution of 

public discussion, serving the mutual delimitation of different points of view. 

 Science has expanded rapidly since 1972, and it may be argued that the rise of 

the so-called knowledge society has created a correspondingly expanding need 

for the integration of scientific knowledge into society. Actually, however, 

current mainstream thinking on the science-society relationship seems not to 

facilitate the conditions of the institution of public discussion.   

 

Illustration: Knowers versus non-knowers 
A series of seven interviews, conducted in 2005, with nine European scientists 

from the field of animal cloning may serve as an illustration – a snapshot, if you 

like – of spontaneous understandings of the science-society relationship, present 

in a random group of bio-scientists. On the one hand, the interviews demonstrate 

the existence of different and conflicting judgements on a variety of knowledge 

questions; on the other hand the interviews may also be read as an indication of a 

continued commitment to the idea of scientists as a uniform, distinct group of 

impersonal knowers – knowing how things really are – confronting a public of 

non-knowers. The latter assumption of uniformity tends to veil the former fact of 

actual disagreement.  
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 The existence of plurality and uncertainty with respect to modern bio-science 

was clearly displayed in the interviews. The interviewees disagreed on a whole 

host of crucial technical and ethical issues relating to their shared field of 

scientific expertise and concerning specific applications as well as purposes. 

 This can be exemplified by two statements on the possble future use of 

cloning techniques in human reproduction. 

 One inteviewee stated: “[A]s a scientist you cannot say no to a possibility. As 

a priest or a nun you can say no, but not as a scientist. I must try to keep an open 

mind ... Human reproductive cloning might become possible in ten years, 

perhaps.” 

 Another interviewee argued in a completely different way: “To produce 

children simply for one’s own sake – that is the most offensive thing I can think 

of. Will they develop cancer at 30? Will they be affected by high blood pressure 

at 20? Our calves [produced by way of an assortment of artificial, reproductive 

techniques] develop diabetes. It is extremely unnatural in ruminants. It is almost 

impossible, under normal conditions, to provoke diabetes in ruminants ... To use 

cloning techniques on humans, one would have to be raving mad”.
13

  

 The diversity among the interviewees with respect to motives, expectations 

and concerns regarding the use of cloning techniques on farm animals does not 

support the framing of the scientists as a separate, distinct and uniform group. 

The discussions on farm animal cloning does not appear as a science-versus-the-

public discussion, but rather as a discussion between substantially different 

points of view. 

 The interviewees seemed, however, not to be aware of their own 

disagreements and tended to agree that they did constitute exactly such a 

separate group of knowers. There was an apparent consensus that the public at 

large would be incapable of discussing questions regarding the research. When 

asked to point to questions, relating to animal cloning, to be taken to the public 

for discussion, the interviewees typically pointed, not to questions for 

discussion, but to information to be taken to the lay public. Similar observations 

were made in a series of nine interviews with European scientists from the field 

of animal genomics.
14

 In these randomly selected groups of modern bio-
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  Gitte Meyer, Why clone farm animals? Goals, motives, assumptions, values and 
concerns among European scientists working with cloning of farm animals, Project 
Report 8, Danish Centre for Bioethics and Risk Assessment, 2005. 
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scientists, thus, the assumption of a scientists-versus-the-public divide appeared 

to be widely present and to be connected to the rejection of the institution of 

public discussion as suited to exchanges on questions relating to science and 

technology. 

 On the one hand, thus, the interviews demonstrate a large potential for 

scientists participating as informed citizens, representing substantially different 

points of view, in public discussions on ethical issues relating to science and 

technology. On the other hand, the interviews also seem to illustrate the 

existence of a deeply rooted belief in the capacity of scientific methods to grasp 

the truth about reality simply as it is, impersonally and without interference from 

thought, imagery, words. That belief, in turn, tends to unite scientists in an 

assumed community of knowers, and may blind them even to their own actual 

disagreements. 

 

Science communication and the institution of public discussion 
The current wave of science popularization seems to originate in – and may be 

invigorating – a similiar belief in the capacity and authority of science as the 

epitome of realism and, consequently, a similiar assumption of a knowers-

versus-non-knowers divide. 

 This is not a new development. The history of science communication has 

unfolded within a framework that radically separates scientists as knowers from 

a lay public of non-knowers. Thus, the raison d’être of science communication 

has been taken to be one of bridging those two separate spheres by a one-way 

operation aimed at increasing the public understanding of science. 

 Correspondingly, science journalism has operated within a convention of 

science transmission that differs from journalistic conventions in general by 

annulling the demand for scepticism towards sources, assuming scientific 

sources to be untouched by those social aspects that demand scepticism towards 

other sources. By convention, the science journalist has been defined as a carrier, 

a disseminator, and members of the public have been defined as consumers of 

scientific information.
15

 

 Efforts to increase the public understanding of science stretch back almost 

three centuries in time, to the early days of the enlightenment.
16

 Today, such 

educational efforts form the basis of a distinct movement with its own acronym, 

PUS, and professorships. 
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  S.M. Friedman, S. Dunwoody and C. L. Rogers, ed., Scientists and Journalists. 
Reporting Science as News, New York & London: The Free Press, 1986, p. xvii. 

16
  Roy Porter, note 9, p. 142. 
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 In recent years, however, some discussions about science communication 

have been informed by science and technology studies mirroring the general 

recognition of science as a social phenomenon.
17

 A new approach to science 

communication has materialized, linked to the social constructivist turn in social 

science and using a notion of scientific citizenship as a key concept, indicating 

an attempt to combine science and citizenship. Is this a possible remedy to the 

isolation of scientists from other citizens and, thus, to the polarization that have 

characterized exchanges on ethical issues relating to bioscience and 

biotechnology during the recent decades? A brief enquiry into the term social is 

required in order to understand the implications of this approach. 

 Social is widely and vaguely used to signify anything societal or inter-human. 

That convention of usage has had the effect of veiling the more specific meaning 

of the term as denoting rank and position, referring to animals living in groups. 

The example given in a dictionary is a telling one: “man is a social animal”.
18

 

This is not just a modernized version of the Aristotelian characterization of man 

as a political animal. The latter statement, when compared to Aristotle’s 

understanding of politics, makes sense only when read as a pun: while allowing 

for a perspective on men as animals, the point is made, that precisely the ability 

to speak and act distinguishes human beings from (other) animals.
19

 The idea of 

man as a social animal, on the other hand, appears to be a straightforward idea of 

men as animals, implying a focus on the presence or absence of hierarchies, 

ranks and power relations. Correspondingly, the characterization of phenomena 

– like politics or science – as social phenomena implies a focus on status and 

power relations. 

The introduction of the notion of scientific citizenship should be seen in 

that light. Equating scientific knowledge with power, scientists are seen as 

holders of knowledge power. On behalf of the general public the demand is 

made that citizens in general should be recognized as stakeholders in scientific 

endeavours: scientists should provide access, letting or assimilating others into 

that area of power. The notion does not signify the citizenship of scientists, but 

rather – the other way  around – an ideal of citizens at large as potential semi-

scientists.  
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  Michael Gibbons, Science’s New Social Contract With Society, in: Nature 402 
(1999/Supp) C81-C84. 
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  A.S. Hornby, Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, fifth 
edition, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995. 
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 Argumentation along this line was presented in the keynote speech to the third 

World Conference of Science Journalists, taking place in Brazil in 2002. 

Characterizing scientific knowledge as power, the keynote speaker introduced 

the notion of scientific citizenship, defining it as “the obligation to accept the 

public as a major stakeholder in the scientific process; ordinary people receiving 

a voice and being granted power”.
20

 

 In a recent social scientific study scientific citizenship has been presented in 

the following way: 

“The new figure that enters the stage is the ‘scientific citizen’. Living in/with 

knowledge societies/economy creates not only new rights, but above all new 

needs expressed towards those who live in these societies. Thus the scientific 

citizen can claim voice in taking decisions on technoscientific issues, can claim 

that his/her know-how, experiences and values are considered, but is at the same 

time also requested to engage in a new intensity with science and technology”.
21

 

 Paradoxically, or so it may be seen, citizens at large appear to be requested – 

to the purpose of breaking an assumed power position of scientists – to adopt a 

scientific perspective on reality so that non-scientific know-how, experiences 

and values may be fitted in. Having made science the baseline, no demand 

appears to be made that scientists should engage in a new intensity with the 

practical, political life of diversity, disagreement and uncertainty. The aim 

remains one of “optimising public understanding of science and technology”.
22

 

Thus, the scientific monopoly of the understanding of reality, and the 

assumption of a knowers-versus-non-knowers divide, may not only be 

maintained, but actually strengthened. And scientists appear now to be isolated 

twice: as knowers and as holders of (knowledge) power. The strong belief in 

science as the means to understanding reality that have formed the foundation of 

the convention of science transmission seems to be maintained, but transformed, 

science being admired (and distrusted) as power, rather than being admired (and 

trusted) as the epitome of purity. 
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The new isolation of scientists 
Prior to the social-constructivist turn, the isolation of scientists as knowers was 

based on the (philosophical) assumption that knowledge questions could and 

should be radically separated from social aspects and, thus, from power 

relations. Scientific knowledge was taken to be valuable to society exactly 

because of those assumed qualities. 

 The new isolation of scientists seems to be informed, first and foremost, by 

the (sociological and journalistic) assumptions that the people can and should be 

radically separated from the powerful; that society or the social sphere can and 

should be understood in terms of a dichotomy of the elites-versus-the-masses;
23

 

and that scientists (as holders of knowledge power) represent an elite and are 

outsiders to the public. Power – power relations and power positions – remains 

the dividing feature. 

 The equation of society and political life with a social sphere of power 

relations and conflicts was the assumption that informed the endeavour to 

separate science from politics in the first place. It has been the key assumption of 

the science-versus-politics dichotomy. It has served as the foundation of the 

ideal of science as belonging to a separate, non-social sphere, not worldly, but 

universal. It may, however, also serve as a starting point for depicting science 

itself as a social phenomenon of power relations. Within social science, the latter 

seems to be one current trend, informed by equality concerns and aimed at 

facilitating the combination of the roles of citizen and scientist, and at allowing 

discussions on equal footing to develop. Haunted, however, by its own 

assumption of a fundamental divide and inequality between scientists and other 

citizens, the trend is unlikely to further those aims. 

 Rather than supporting the integration of the particular perspective of science 

into the practice of political reason, it appears as an attempt to assimilate the 

practice of political reason into the particular perspective of science. 

 

Preventing the division into opposing camps 
The merits of the institution of public discussion with respect to science-related 

ethical issues originate in the worldly knowledge pluralism of that institution. 

This is highly unlikely to result in consensus and harmony, but it may prevent a 

division of the public in opposing camps of scientists and lay citizens. Thereby, 

polarized discussions may be prevented and scientists allowed to take part in 
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discussions as informed citizens, representing specialized knowledge and 

personal points of view.  However, as science expands into ever more areas of 

society, the particularity of the scientific perspective is likely to become 

invisible as such to an increasing part of the population. This, in turn, may pave 

the way for actual – although not recognized – knowledge monism, providing 

the scientific perspective with a de facto monopoly of the understanding of 

reality, and eroding the wider framework of the institution of public discussion 

as a possible pathway for integrating science into society. 

 To a purpose of preventing the above division of the public in opposing 

camps, a concerted effort to increase the awareness of substantial disagreement 

among scientists would probably be helpful. In bioethics, in other science-

related specialities of ethics, and in the education of scientists, attention to and 

enquiry into differences among scientists might prove a useful challenge to 

approaches – currently widespread – using the assumption of a scientists-versus-

the-lay-public divide as their starting point and, thus, tending to ascribe 

uniformity to the scientific community.   

 The crucial questions to the field of science-related ethics concern its own 

possible contributions to maintaining or eroding conditions for public 

discussions between substantially different points of view.
24

 Is the field 

dominated by a division of labour, granting science a monopoly of the 

understanding of reality, separated from questions of morality as the territory of 

ethicists? How widespread is the assumption of a knowers-versus-non-knowers 

divide? To which extent is politics assumed to be little more than a social 

phenomenon of mere power relations? Self-critical appraisals within the field 

might not be a bad idea. 
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COLLECTIVE INTENTION AND COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY 
 

 

Bhaskarjit Neog 
 

 

I   
Ascribing responsibility to groups or collectives is a philosophically loaded 

issue. Although it looks quite ordinary given the fact that in everyday life we 

often blame or praise groups or collectives for their actions, the issue strikes us 

as problematic when we consider it in moral-philosophical terms. It demands 

enormous clarification of a range of interrelated issues. The basic problem of 

attributing responsibility to collectives is that they are not individual human 

beings, and the fact of attributing responsibility is seemingly an individual-

centric matter. Agents can be brought under the purview of moral evaluation 

especially when they act intentionally. Moral agents must be agents who intend 

to do something. But collectives cannot be said to fulfill this condition because 

they cannot, in any straightforward sense, form any intention to perform an 

action. Besides, collectives are not agents in the true sense of the term, since 

collectives perform action only through the agencies of their constituent 

individuals. Thus, one might conclude that collectives should not be blamed, nor 

should they be brought under any moral consideration for the actions of their 

constituent individuals. 

 The above argument can, however, be controverted. After all, it seems 

reasonable to attach moral-agential status to collectives in as much as they do 

form ‘collective intentions’ for the execution of ‘collective actions’. And, 

interestingly, the idea of ‘collective intention’ has become a topic of much 

discussion in recent philosophy of mind and philosophy of action. The basic 

focus of these discussions has been primarily the notion of collective intention 

and beliefs. One’s individual intention shapes his or her individual actions. My 

individual intentions guide my own activities, figure out my desires in a variety 

of ways, and facilitate coordination with both my future self and others around 

me. But we do not always act alone; we also act socially. These social, or, 

technically speaking, ‘collective actions’, are performed with the coordination of 

two or more people. Any interpretation in terms of individual intentions would 

not help explain these actions. Explanation of collective action requires 

reference to a different level of intention; and it is ‘collective intention’. The 

basic question before the philosophers who have been engaged with this issue is: 
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Given the capacity of individual human beings to form individual intentions; 

how does a collective, which consists of several individuals, form one single 

intention for the execution of a particular action? Several answers have been 

advanced to this question in contemporary philosophy, of which the accounts of 

Searle, Tuomela, Gilbert and Bratman are prominent. Most of these accounts 

concur on one interesting point, namely that collective intention is not a 

summation of the individual token intentions of the same type. It is not an 

aggregation of individual intentions. Rather, it is a set of intentions which is 

different from individual intentions, and results from the participation of 

individuals in specific conditions and atmospheres.   

 Notwithstanding these meticulous efforts of construing collective intention in 

non-summative framework, there has been hardly any attempt to understand its 

immediate impacts on the issue of collective moral responsibility and its relation 

with individual moral responsibility. Most of the discussions fail to note one 

important point that a comprehensive account of collective intention can offer an 

adequate explanation of a substantive notion of collective moral responsibility. 

This paper makes an effort to show how the contemporary accounts of collective 

intention could provide a theoretical base for understanding the idea of collective 

moral responsibility, especially a form of substantive, and its relation with the 

notion individual moral responsibility. The paper proceeds with two 

fundamental observations first, both the notions —collective moral 

responsibility and collective intention— are believed to be appropriately 

constituted by collective phenomenon. They are not just the summation or 

collection of several individual entities. Second, the notion of collective 

intention and collective responsibility are both deeply entangled with the same 

set of the collective notions, for instance collective action and collective agency, 

collective belief, collective knowledge and so on. So, any explanation that deals 

with the issue of moral responsibility of collectives should invariably deal with 

the issue of collective intention and vice versa. 

 

II 
Claims against the possibility of collective responsibility are generally 

predicated on the argument that the attribution of responsibility is always to 

individuals, not collectives.
1
 Contemporary critics, however, do not reject 
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outright the notion of collective responsibility. Instead they try to support and 

defend a modest form of collective responsibility within the traditional 

individualist framework. For them, group or collective responsibility is a 

metaphorical idea. Groups or collectives, literally speaking, cannot bear any 

responsibility. They say that the term ‘collective responsibility’ at its best 

denotes the idea of shared responsibility, which implies that the members of the 

collective distributively share the responsibility among themselves. In the 

distributive sense, collective responsibility refers to the responsibility of the 

constituent group members. For those who defend it, ascribing responsibility to a 

group of people implies holding each one of them individually morally 

responsible for their actions. Collective responsibility, for them, is a shorthand 

way of apportioning responsibilities to the constituent members of a group. 

There is, however, a more robust sense of collective responsibility which defines 

it in non-distributive terms. In this sense, it refers to the responsibility of a 

collective taken as a whole. In this robust, non-distributive sense, the collective 

is regarded to be ontologically irreducible to the members constituting it. 

 The account of collective moral responsibility I defend resembles the later 

sense mentioned above. Collective responsibility, according to this account, is 

non-distributive and of substantive character. It is non-distributive in the sense 

that the responsibility of a collective action, according to it, should not be 

individually distributed amongst constituent member. Rather, it should be 

attributed to the entire group because collective or groups as such can own 

moral responsibility. It is substantive and irreducible in the sense that it cannot 

be analyzed in terms of individual moral responsibility, and most importantly, it 

is more so because it clearly differs from the aggregation of the individuals’ 

moral responsibility.  

 However, I should make it clear that even though my account argues for a 

substantive form of collective responsibility, it does not contend that collective 

moral responsibility can exist in the absence of personal moral responsibility on 

                                                                                                                              
unlike the individuals who belong to them, cannot think as groups or formulate 
intentions of the kind normally thought to be necessary to actions.  Similarly David 
Lewis, Collective Responsibility, in: Philosophy (1948/24) 3-18 contends that “value 
belongs to the individuals and it is the individual who is the sole bearer of moral 
responsibility”, and “collective responsibility is barbarous” (pp. 3-6). In the same vein 
R.S. Downie, Collective Responsibility, in: Philosophy (1967/44) 66-69 believes that 
“…collectives do not have moral faults, since they do not make moral choice, and 
hence they cannot properly be ascribed moral responsibility… For there to be moral 
responsibility there must be blameworthiness involving a morally fault decision, and 
this can only occur in the individual level” (p. 67).  
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the part of the members of the collective in question. That is to say, I do not 

maintain that collective moral responsibility is altogether different and quite cut 

off from the issue of individual moral responsibility of the constituent members. 

My account therefore differs from the substantivist account of an extreme sort, 

according to which, the question of collective moral responsibility can be 

discussed and analyzed without making any reference to the question of 

individual moral responsibility of the constituent members. This form of 

collective moral responsibility can be found in the writings of David Copp and 

Russell Hardin. Copp maintains that there are cases where collectives are 

morally accountable even if none of the constituent members of the collectives 

can be held individually morally responsible.
2
 Hardin on the other hand, gives an 

explanation of the fact that a group can be morally responsible for the 

consequences of its inaction, even if none of the members is individually 

morally responsible.
3
  

 Since the very notion of moral responsibility is rooted in an individualist 

understanding, there seems a usual tendency in most of us to understand all sorts 

of moral judgments in individualistic terms. This tendency often leads us to 

break the judgments of collectives into judgments of individuals. Individualists 

who accept the reality of collective responsibility seem to be driven by this 

tendency. In contemporary times, Seumas Miller and Pekka Makela
4
 offer an 

account of collective responsibility which is purely based on this individualistic 

reading.  Seumas Miller, particularly, has developed an account of collective 

responsibility as joint responsibility.
5
 In his view, one of the basic senses of 

‘collective responsibility’ is the responsibility that arises from joint action. A 

joint action is an action when two or more individual performs something if each 

of them intentionally acts an individual action but does so with the belief that in 

so doing they will jointly realize an end that each of them has. On this view, 

each member of the collective is individually morally responsible for the 

                                                   
2
  See David Copp, On the Agency of Certain Collective Entities: An Argument from 

Normative Autonomy, in: Midwest Studies in Philosophy (2006) 194-221.   
3
  See Russell Hardin, Morality within the Limits of Reason, Chicago: Chicago 

University Press, 1988.   
4
  See Seumas Miller and Pekka Makela, The Collectivist Approach to Collective Moral 

Responsibility, in: Metaphilosophy (2005/5) 634-651. 
5
  Seumas Miller has developed this individualist account in a number of papers. The 

most succinct account may be found in his 2006 paper Collective Moral 
Responsibility: An Individualist Account, in: Midwest Studies in Philosophy (2006) 
176-193.   
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outcome of the joint action, but each is individually responsible jointly with the 

others.  

 My account of collective responsibility however differs from a pure 

individualistic approach. Although the account I defend does not strictly follow 

a purely collectivistic ideology as that of Copp and Hardin, and keeps space for 

the individualist, it does not exactly fall under the category of individualism 

found in the theory of Miller. In fact in this paper, I argue against the tendency 

of looking at collective responsibility purely in individualistic terms, and 

maintain that the judgments of collectives do have an independent status 

different from, and not analyzable into the judgments of individuals. In other 

words, here one of my main aims is to show the significance of warranting moral 

judgments to collectives and holding them equally morally responsible as of 

their constituent members.  

 

III 
An interesting way to defend the significance of collective responsibility is to 

consider a situation where an individual’s moral agential status cannot be fully 

captured without taking into consideration the collective context of the 

individual agent and his/her action. Individual actions in such situations must be 

viewed in the context of the collective to which the individual belongs. We 

cannot give a complete explanation as to why and how he or she is blameworthy 

for what he or she does unless we have an adequate understanding of the 

collective to which he or she belongs. For instance, a person of a particular 

community heinously murdered someone from a different community when his 

or her community was fighting against the community of that person over a 

particular land dispute. Now, if we are to evaluate the act of that crime, we must 

make reference to the fact that the perpetrator belongs to a particular community 

who is fighting with the other. In such situation it may so happen that the 

community, to which the perpetrator belongs, is justified in fighting against the 

other, who had unfairly captured their land. So, an adequate explanation of the 

individual act of murder must refer to the collective disputation of the 

community towards the community of the victim. It is as though the individual’s 

action is representative of the action desired by the whole community. It might 

even be said that the individual’s action is a concrete expression of the collective 

disposition of the community.  

 Another way of explicating this point is to consider certain other sorts of 

collective contexts in which the moral significance of an individual’s action is 

properly appreciated only when we consider his or her action together with 
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others.
6
 These individual actions are no actions if they do not reside in the fact 

that they are performed in concert with a particular group or collective. For 

instance, if I, as an individual citizen, ought to cast a vote in an election, my 

individual act of casting the vote has its meaning and value only in the context of 

other fellow citizen belonging to a particular collective also casting a vote for a 

democratic candidate. Even though my act of casting the vote is independent and 

sufficiently an individual affair, it does not hold any meaning if I have to cast it 

alone. There must be a group of people who also should simultaneously vote for 

or against the candidate in order to make ‘my casting a vote for the candidate’ 

meaningful.   

 Moreover, there are situations where individual actions and their 

corresponding responsibilities may look rather negligible if we take them in 

purely individualistic perspective. But their significance and peculiarity is 

unveiled once they are perceived in a broader collective context. For instance, as 

car exhaust emissions strain the environment and energy consumption depletes 

nonrenewable resources, the choice of vehicle that one uses is increasingly 

becoming a matter of moral concern. If we consider only the matter in terms of 

individual choice and freedom, the actions of a single person may appear 

morally insignificant. But when we take the entire matter holistically the 

situation appears quite differently.
7
 The point here is that there are certain 

situations where a complete picture of individual human actions cannot be 

captured unless we consider them in proper collective perspective. A pure 

individualistic approach cannot give us an adequate understanding of such 

individual actions. To understand the significance of individual actions we must 

need to make reference to a larger collective context. This suggests that 

ascribing responsibility to an individual individualistically irrespective of the 

moral liability of his or her collective gives only a partial picture of what one’s 

moral status is. A complete or accurate picture must need to take into account 

the broader context on which one’s moral status is embedded. And this refers to 

one’s group or collective responsibility.           

 The examples of actions discussed above reinforces the point that collective 

moral responsibility is an undeniably fact of social and moral reality. It is not a 

kind of responsibility which can be a mere outcome of the aggregation of moral 

                                                   
6
  Keith Graham, The Moral Significance of Collective Entities, in: Inquiry (2001/44) 

21-42 has made a similar point while explicating the significance of collective 
entities.   

7
  See Tracy Isaacs, Collective Moral Responsibility and Collective Intention, in: 

Midwest Studies in Philosophy (2006) 59-73.  
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responsibilities of individual members constituting the collective. Hence 

collective moral responsibility is not an abstract notion that can be reducibly 

explained by reference to individual moral responsibilities. This means that the 

collective has its own ‘being’ in the space of social reality, and it can 

legitimately be held responsible for its action.   

Granted the irreducibility of collective moral responsibility, it is not quite 

clear how this concept is to be analyzed. The reason for unclarity has to do with 

the notion of collective action. Since any action is analyzed by reference to the 

intention of the agent, the analysis of collective action must also refer to an 

appropriate intention. But the difficulty in making clear what the notion of 

‘intention of a collective’ exactly means is that a state of intention is 

fundamentally understood to be the state of an individual agent. The 

‘individuality’ of an intentional state strikes us as a defining feature of the 

intention. The task therefore is to examine whether this individuality of an 

intention is preserved even when the state in question is that of a collective 

intention. Alternatively, it may be wondered whether a collective intentional 

state a non-individual, plural content, which lends a sui generis character and 

identity to collective intention.  

 

IV 
Contemporary philosophical discussion on the theory of collective action and 

intention has probed this problem from various angels and generated a number 

of interesting accounts on it.
8
 These accounts have their ultimate aim of 

theorizing the reality of society. In the following discussion I shall take up three 

accounts that have gained prominence in recent times.     

                                                   
 
8
  Four major accounts have dominated the contemporary literature of 

collective intentionality. They are: John Searle's internalist account, 
Michael Bratman's interrelational account, Margaret Gilbert's plural 
subject account, and Raimo Tuomela's we-mood account. Tuomela has developed his 
account in a number of interesting papers and books [Tuomela with Kaarlo 
Miller, We Intention, in: Philosophical Studies (1988/53) 367-389; 
Corporate Intention and Corporate Action, in: Analyse und Kritik 
(1993/15) 11-2; The Importance of Us, Standford: Standford University 
Press, 1995; The Philosophy of Social Practices, Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003]. In this paper, however, I am not going 
to discuss Tuomela. Here I am particularly concerned with the first three 
authors. I exclude Tuomela especially because his position is quite closer 
to the position of Margaret Gilbert. 
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 In his internalist framework, John Searle defines collective intention as a 

species of individual intention which can be had only by individual human 

beings. For him, the essence of a collective intention lies in its reference to the 

existence of others intentional states. I can have a collective intention, separated 

from my individual intention, only when I intend to do something, or refrain 

from doing something, in a collective context. With an intention-with-individual 

content an individual intends something which is his or her personal state of 

affairs. It refers only to the individual attitudes directed at certain deliberative 

questions which one has within oneself. But in the case of collective intention 

one’s intentional state involves one’s participatory attitudes which settle those 

deliberative questions held up by the collective one belongs to. Searle thinks 

that, like any other animal species, human beings also have a special capacity to 

form collective intention in order to execute certain collective action. This 

capacity is biologically innate and it presupposes certain other background 

capacities which help us to sense others as the candidate of cooperative action.
9
  

 Collective intentions, which are to be linguistically represented as ‘We-

intentions’, are believed to be irreducible. We-intentional states cannot be 

broken down to a collection of ‘I-intentions’, nor can these states be shown as 

the outcome of the addition of separate I-intentional states. Searle spells out this 

distinction by citing the example of a hypothetical situation that admits of two 

different interpretations of a common pattern of physical behavior. The example 

he cites is that of group of people sitting on the grass in various places in a park. 

Suddenly it starts raining and they all get up and run for shelter.  The intention 

that all the members of the group have in performing the collective action of 

running for shelter is the individual intention which can be linguistically 

expressed as ‘I intend to run for shelter’. Contrary to this, there is another case in 

which every member of the group performs the same action, i.e. running for the 

shelter, but unlike the former case, their individual actions are parts of their 

collective performance of a drama. In the latter case, as every member of the 

group performs the action as a part of their greater goal, i.e. acting in a drama, 

the individual intentions of each, individually intending to run for his or her own 

shelter, are constitutively We-intentional in their mental content. Each individual 

intentional state has We-intentional content in an original and natural sense, just 

as my personal intentional state naturally has I-intentional content when I intend 

to run for shelter in a situation I am all by myself. Thus, though the two cases 

                                                   
9
  See John Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, London: Penguin Books, 1996, 

p. 37. 
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involve one and the same type of intentional bodily movement or action, their 

individuation as intentional actions differ in respect of different mental contents.  

 The basic element of collective intention, for Searle, is the sense of 

togetherness or ‘doing something together’. In elucidating the nature of 

collective intention Searle further stresses two ‘conditions of adequacy’:  

(1) it should be kept in mind that society is not over and above the individuals 

that comprises it and intentional states are in the minds of individuals, and  

(2) all intentional states could be had by a brain in a vat.
10

  

 This means individuals are the ultimate bearer of intentions. One can have 

collective mental states, like of individual intention, even if the conditions of 

satisfaction of the intention - ‘We intend to do P’- remains unfulfilled. Thus, the 

subject referred by the intentional states as we, while having collective intention, 

may not be a real we in the external world.    

 The second account, which is of Margaret Gilbert, offers a pluralist account of 

collective intention in discerning the significance of social groups.
11

 Gilbert 

believes that collective intentions and attitudes are the properties of social 

groups. For her, our everyday concept of a social group is the concept of ‘plural 

subject’ of belief and action. This ‘plural subject’ is an entity of special kind —a 

‘synthesis sui generis’— to which intentional action and psychological attitudes 

are attributed. We can formulate the necessary and sufficient conditions of this 

idea of ‘plural subject’ in a conceptual scheme: where individual persons 

P1….Pn and others form a single subject of X-ing if and only if they form a joint 

commitment to X-ing as group or a body.   

 A joint commitment, for Gilbert, is a commitment made by a collection of 

individual human persons (two or more) to perform a certain action as a single 

agent. A joint commitment is joint because it cannot be reduced to a collection 

of individual commitments and it is “not a set of personal commitments, one for 

each of the parties”.
12

 According to her, it applies to each of the parties and can 

only be rescinded by their concerted action. While it stands, each has reason to 

                                                   
10

  See John Searle, Collective Intentions and Actions, in: P. Cohen, J. Morgan, and M.E. 
Pollack, Eds., Intentions in Communication Cambridge, MA: Bradford Books, MIT 
press, 1990, pp. 401-415.  

11
  See Margaret Gilbert, On Social Facts, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989. 
Gilbert is one of the major figures who have been looking at the issue of collective 
responsibility through the lens of collective intentionality. She develops a pluralist 
theory in a series of papers. A comprehensive account of the theory is found in her 
2006 paper, Who’s to Blame? Collective Moral Responsibility and Its Implication for 
Group Members, in: Midwest Studies in Philosophy (2006) 94-114. 

12
  See Gilbert, 1989.  
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conform to it. It is a formation of a pool of wills. It is formed when a group of 

people expresses their willingness to be committed to a particular plan or policy. 

Once the group of people is entangled with a commitment, each one of them is 

supposedly obliged to do his or her part of action to make it the case that they all 

act as a group. Consider a case where a group of people wants to perform an 

action A collectively, even though none of them individually wants to take the 

credit of performing it because of certain unpredictable risks. However, they all 

collectively believe that they should get the action done, as it is necessary for all 

of them. And, thus, they come to a position to express their willingness to 

proceed ahead under the condition that all of them are ready for the action 

provided that each of them contribute to the action. The pool of will they 

constitute for the action thus pushes them further to join in a commitment that 

they will do the action A.  

 When the individual members of a group express their willingness to take part 

in a joint action by assuring one another their ‘part-action’, they believe that they 

act as a body of agents. Their separate individual intentions are integrated with 

one another so as to form a joint commitment to execute their desired action. 

This is a kind of integrated agential commitment to a common goal sustained by 

a ‘joint belief’ of the group. The individual members acting upon a joint belief 

and commitment do not act as if they personally believe that he or she, as a 

member of the group, is committed to the common goal. There may even be 

disbelief about and hence no commitment to, the common goal at the personal 

level, and yet the member can participate in the joint action by forming a belief 

in his or her group identity and purpose. Participating in such a joint action 

requires that the member agent impersonally believes in the goal that group-

action is directed at. The individual member is needed to uplift herself to the 

status of a ‘social agent’ who can enjoy the fruits of her action both individually 

and collectively. 

 The third important account is that of Michael Bratman who proposes an 

analysis of collective intention with an illuminating question: “What is it to 

share an intentional state, or what is it for two persons to intend to do something 

together?” We need to note that Bratman uses the phrase ‘shared intention’ 

rather than ‘collective intention’. Although his ‘shared intention’ is none other 

than ‘collective intention’, his own phrase highlights a different dimension of the 

problem, namely, the interconnections between the intentions apart from the 

relevant individual intentions. 

 As mentioned before, a useful way of construing collective intention is to 

understand it as the formation of intentional states directed at certain specific 
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goals of a collective. But mere reference to collective goals, according to 

Bratman, is not always sufficient for collective intention or collective action. 

Individual intentions need to be related to one another in a specific way if they 

are to form any collective intention that results in shared intention. For Bratman 

‘shared intentions’ are the complexes of appropriately constrained individual 

intentions interrelated in appropriate ways.
13

 Individual intentions together form 

a peculiar kind of web, and that web is a collective intention. It is a complex 

consisting basically of the individuals’ relevant attitudes and the interrelations 

between those attitudes. The content of each individual’s intention is essentially 

collective in the sense that all the participants are committed to the same goal. 

The goal to which each individual intention is directed is a joint goal. Bratman’s 

two person case of collective intention, expressed as ‘We-intend to do X’ is 

analyzed: 

 

(1) (i) I intend that we do X and (ii) You intend that we do X,  

(2) I intend that we do X in accordance with because of (i) and (ii), and meshing 

sub plans of (i) and (ii); you intend that we do X in accordance with and because 

of (i) and (ii) and meshing subplans of (i) and (ii), and  

(3) 1 and 2 are common knowledge between us.
14

 

 

Unlike Searle’s, Bratman’s, collective intention is not a singular attitude. It is a 

formation of a special web of related and interlocking attitudes of individual 

participants. Let us illustrate the point with a two-person case.  Suppose, you and 

I are intending to go to the cinema together. For this, both of us need to intend 

that ‘we go to the cinema together’ in addition to our idea of how to realize our 

intentions of going to the cinema together. The emphasis on the phase ‘meshing 

sub plans’ (not to be confused with matching) avoids cases in which, for 

instance, I want to see a French movie, and you want to go for a Hollywood 

movie. Such a difference would disallow the meshing of our individual sub-

plans, and thereby block the possibility of shared intention. The possibility of 

shared intention between you and I requires that we both confirm to and support 

each other’s intention through mental adjustment.   

 

                                                   
13

  See Michael Bratman, Faces of Intention, Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999, pp. 109-129.   

14
  Bratman, p. 121. 
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V  
Having expounded the three accounts on collective intention, I would like to 

examine these accounts critically. I shall begin with a discussion of Searle’s 

account from the point of view of its relevance to the explanation of collective 

moral responsibility. A satisfactory explanation of collective moral 

responsibility is predicated on a substantive notion of collective intention. Even 

though Searle argues for a non-summative strategy, his account has little to offer 

to the substantive sense of collective intention. Collective intentions, according 

to Searle, are a species of individual intentions and they can be had only by 

individuals. Besides, there cannot be anything called ‘group mind’ or ‘super 

agent’ to which the existence of collective mental states can be attributed. For 

Searle, “society is not over and above of individuals” and “any account we give 

of collective intentionality, and therefore of collective behavior, must be 

consistent with our overall ontology and metaphysics of the world, an ontology 

and metaphysics based on the existence of individual human beings as the 

repositories of all intentionality, whether individual or collective”.
15

 So, in 

Searle we do not find a substantive notion of collective intention which could 

explain the concept of collective moral responsibility.   

 On Searle’s own account, the question of accountability that arises in one’s 

individual intentional action differs from the question of the accountability of 

collective intentional action. Individual intentional actions are the matters of 

one’s own personal choice and selection and hence their moral accountability is 

to be owned only by the concerned individual. But in the case of collective 

intentional action the onus cannot be singly borne by the individual because of 

the ‘collective content’ of the intentional state. This is exactly where the problem 

lies in Searle’s account. Since individuals are the sole subjects of all intentional 

states—whether it is of individual or collective nature, responsibility has to be 

borne only by individuals. There does not seem to be any room for collective 

responsibility in the direct sense of the phrase. Searle’s arch-individualist 

position therefore does not come closer to the true spirit of collective moral 

responsibility. Given the uncompromisingly individualist interpretation of 

collective intention, it appears that Searle believes collective responsibility is 

just another form of individual moral responsibility borne by human 

individuals.
16

 This consequence seems counterintuitive to me. Collective 

responsibility, as mentioned before, has it own identity different from, and is 

                                                   
15

  See Searle, 1990.   
16

  See Miller & Makella, 2005. 
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substantially different from individual moral responsibility. A proper account of 

collective moral responsibility must show how the relevant individual intentions 

and their interrelation actually amount to a complex intentional context which is 

constitutively collective.  

 Indeed, such an alternative account seems to be promised by Gilbert’s 

position. Perhaps Gilbert rightly senses that a substantive notion of collective 

intention must directly invoke the notion of ‘collective subject’ analogous to that 

of which collective intentional states be attributed. However, Gilbert’s notion of 

a collective subject must be understood in relation to, but distinguished from, 

any kind of ‘super agent’ putatively harboring a collective attitude or a group-

mental intention. Both Bratman and Searle have dismissed such an idea in their 

own ways on individualist grounds. For Searle any talk of group mind is at best 

mysterious and at worst incoherent. Bratman disclaims the possibility of 

construing shared intention as an attitude in the mind of some super-agent.    

 Gilbert’s notion of a ‘plural subject’ will be explanatorily viable only if it is 

free from mystifying super-agential connotation. Apparently her idea of a group-

subject as a plural subject need not smack of any super-agential reification. A 

plural subject is constituted as soon as a group of (two or more) people with 

common knowledge or belief sincerely express their commitment to a particular 

collective goal. Plural subject is not a ‘plurality’ of separate subjects but a single 

subject without being a singular subject, the plurality of minds is unified 

plurality in that the individual member-subjects are dispositionally and 

motivationally unified by being unanimously committed to a single purpose or 

aim.  

 Gilbert’s construal of collective intention in non-individualist terms is at once 

innovative and directly relevant to a satisfactory explanation of collective moral 

responsibility. What is innovative about it is that she seems to toy with the idea 

of a real persona of the collective. Surely a collective or group has a persona that 

incorporates and integrates the beliefs and attitudes of the individual members of 

the group, in much the same way as a person incorporates and integrates various 

attitudes in a single, unified mind.  

 But the special feature of Gilbert’s theory of a ‘collective persona’ is that of 

unsatisfactory. Collective intention is inherently normative in the sense that the 

unity and uniformity of the collective attitude is essentially governed by the 

norms of obligation, entitlement and rights. The sense of belongingness to the 

collective voluntarily obliges its members who are individually entitled to voice 

their critical ideas and suggestions if anything is felt no to be going on properly. 
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Members of the collective are thus mutually obliged to ensure the proper pursuit 

of the common goal.  

 Critics of Gilbert react by saying that the alleged connection between 

collective intention and mutual obligation is too strong a condition. Tracy Isaacs, 

remarks that “…the conditions of release from the obligation to participate [is] 

too stringent” and this suggests something troubling about the over all account.
17

 

Bratman, likewise, thinks that even though the normal etiology of a collective 

intention does bring with it relevant obligation and entitlements when the 

collective activity is itself permissible, this etiology is not essential to collective 

intention itself.
18

 Furthermore, the notion of mutual obligation in the structure of 

collective intention might lead to coercion and oppression among the collective 

members. Although each individual member in the group must be willing to be 

jointly committed, making this ‘must’ obligatory might open the possibility of 

coercing a member to remain committed to the collective goal. However, this 

criticism would be quite misplaced if it is used to advocate in favor of 

dismissing normativity altogether from the structure of collective intention. 

Normativity may really be an implicit feature of collective intention. After all, 

the idea of collective intention is being examined as part of a theory of collective 

moral responsibility.       

 The concept of ‘plural subject’ in Gilbert’s account is undoubtedly an 

interesting tool for the explanation of collective intention. It definitely fills up 

certain explanatory gaps that are otherwise not filled. Two significant questions 

particularly demand explanatory answers and these are as follows: (1) since 

individual members individually cannot own collective intentions who do we 

think to be the owner of them, and (2) how do the individual members of a 

collective collectively own something if they cannot own anything individually? 

It seems that answers to these questions must allude to Gilbert’s notion of the 

plural agency of a ‘plural subject’. But than there are other problems, especially 

regarding the metaphysical status of ‘plural subjects’. Is the plural subject of a 

particular social group metaphysically independent and agentially self-

sufficient?  

 Gilbert is unwilling to accord agential interdependence to the plural subject. 

She rather thinks that plural subjects act indirectly, i.e. they act via the agency of 

the individuals members. Direct agency is possible only for individual subjects. 

Perhaps the apprehension is that attributing direct agency to plural subjects 
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  Isaacs, 2006, p. 71.  
18

  Bratman, 1999, p. 132. 
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would entail mysterious metaphysical commitment to super-agential power over 

and above commitment to ordinary agency.  

 It is understandable that this sort of apprehension will dissuade any theorist 

from granting fully substantive status to plural agency. The question then is 

whether the notion of plural subject is really playing any role in the explanation 

of collective intention and action. One would wonder why an individualist 

theory of collective intention is not ultimately compelling, however complex the 

theory might be. The desired explanation may not require reference to anything 

other than an appropriate kind of interpretation of individual intentions directed 

at a particular collective goal.  

 Thus considered, Bratman’s idea of ‘shared intention’ seems to be a more 

viable concept needed to explain collective intention. A collective intention, for 

Bratman, is a web or complex of interrelated individual intentions directed at a 

collective goal. A collective intentional attitude is not an attitude in any 

individual mind, nor is it an intentional mental state located in the fusion of a 

plurality of minds. It rather is an attitudinal state located in the interlocking 

individual intentions of the participant members of the group. What is important 

here is that the intentional content of this interlocking attitudinal web or complex 

is not reducible to the aggregate of the constituent individual intentional states of 

the web. It is this irreducibility that accounts for the collective character of 

collective intention.        

 If Bratman’s position is compared with that of Searle, a crucial difference 

comes to light in their views despite their common individualist persuasion. 

Unlike Searle, Bratman does not regard collective intention as states of 

consciousness that can be ascribed only to individual subjects. Instead, shared 

intentions are said to be “[states] of affairs consisting primarily of attitudes of 

each individual’s participation and their interrelations”.
19

 Thus the idea of a 

‘collective attitudinal space’ as the locus of shared intentions allows Bratman to 

concede the collective character if group intentions without having to stray 

beyond individualist ontology.  

 Bratman is traversing a middle path between Searliean individualism and 

Gilbertian pluralism. His moderate individualism has the advantage of doing 

justice to the collectivist quality of intermeshing intentions without having to 

postulate any super-mental agency as the locus of that quality. On the other 

hand, the locus of collective intention is not as narrow as the individual subject, 

                                                   
19

  Bratman, 1999, p. 123.  
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the only bearer of any conscious intentional state, whether I-intentional or We-

intentional.   

 The account of collective intention must of course be attuned to the idea of 

collective moral responsibility, which is what motivates us to analyze the notion 

of collective intention. A strongly collectivist view of collective moral 

responsibility would attach moral priority to the collective, and thereby leave no 

room for any independent moral evaluation of the position of its constituent 

individual agents. The question of individual moral responsibility would then be 

entirely subordinated to that of collective moral responsibility.  

 Two immediate practical consequences of the strong view need to be 

highlighted. First, a constituent individual member of a collective might be held 

morally responsible for something merely because the collective to which he or 

she belongs is in fact held morally responsible for something. This member 

might not even be aware of the reason for which he or she, as part of the 

collective, is held responsible. Second, such an individual member might be held 

morally accountable for a collective action even if he or she individually never 

made any free decision to participate in the collective action in question. Both 

these consequences would amount to a gross violation of individual rights and 

freedom, and hence would justify David Lewis’ vehement contention that “the 

idea of a collective’s being responsible is at best dangerous and at worst 

barbarous”.  

 

VI 
If any account of collective moral responsibility must safeguard the rights and 

freedom of the constituted members of the collective then the analysis of 

collective intention must roughly be along individualist lines. If moderate 

individualist analysis is what seems best, it remains to be seen in what way this 

sort of analysis of collective intention is consistent with an account of collective 

moral responsibility that safeguards individual rights and freedom. However, 

this paper does not address itself to this specific dimension of collective moral 

responsibility. But my suggestion is that a tenable theory of collective moral 

responsibility must interpret the notion of ‘collective’ in a judiciously 

substantive sense, so that the sense in which a collective is held morally 

responsible is sui generis. But the primacy of responsibility accorded to the 

collective must not be at the cost of neutralizing the question of moral 

responsibility of its constituent members. It now should be obvious what 

theoretical trajectory is to be laid out by my suggestion. The trajectory is to be 

laid out between Searlian individualism and Gilbertian collectivism. However, 
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the new path is not an alternative to individualism and collectivism. It rather 

reflects attempts to integrate aspects and insights of the two alternatives already 

available us.  
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CAN AUTONOMY LEGITIMATE MORAL EDUCATION? 

Ethical Perspectives on Autonomy  

as a Goal for Moral Education1
 

 
 

Karin Nordström 
 
 
1  Introduction 
Within the debate about the understanding and legitimacy of moral education, an 
important role is played by autonomy as a philosophical ideal and a pedagogical 
goal. This paper discusses the function of autonomy as a goal of moral education 
within the search for legitimacy of moral education. Its departing point is the 
pedagogical paradox, which articulates the tension arising from the pedagogical 
assumption that autonomy is facilitated as an aspect of moral maturity or 
competence through freedom restraining pedagogical actions. Ethically, the 
pedagogical paradox is expressed by the understanding of temporal restrictions 
of freedom as justified by an overarching goal of autonomy. Hence, beyond the 
assumption of a causal pedagogical connection, there is also a postulate of a 
normative connection between autonomy and moral education. The latter 
implies a justification of moral education by autonomy as a goal and is labelled 
as the modern legitimacy paradigm of moral education. Moral education is 
accordingly legitimate as far as it is conceptualized and practised as aiming 
towards autonomy of the person to be educated. Autonomy is accordingly 
ascribed a legitimating function. 
 Due to extensive critique against a modern concept of autonomy during the 
twentieth century, the value of autonomy for a late modern context has been 
questioned. Autonomy as linked to a detached, critically thinking agent has 
become problematic. The aim of this paper is to investigate the normative 
connection between moral education and autonomy as it is established within the 
modern legitimacy paradigm of moral education. 
 My argument departs from the assumption that autonomy is indispensable as 
an ideal in a democratic and pluralistic society. At the same time, in the context 
of moral education, the function of autonomy is challenged when an 

                                                   
1  This paper is a short presentation of my forthcoming doctoral thesis Erziehung zu 

Autonomie? Eine ethische Studie zur moralpädagogischen Bestimmung von 
Autonomie, which will be completed in 2009. 
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understanding of autonomy as opposed to dependency is replaced by concepts 
understanding autonomy within dependency. As will be elaborated in section 
two of the paper, the legitimating function of autonomy within a legitimacy 
paradigm of moral education has to be revised. I argue, not for a new paradigm, 
but for a modified understanding of the way autonomy is normatively related to 
moral education. A discussion of the premises of the modern legitimacy 
paradigm of moral education shows that it is based on an idea of compensating 
opposition. Following a characterisation of autonomy as an extensive and 
therefore blurred pedagogical goal and a description of moral education as a 
generational encounter with mutual dependencies, a coherence oriented 
justification model is suggested. It regards moral education to be legitimate, 
insofar as coherence is strived for between its pedagogically practised claims 
and its philosophically articulated goals. 
 Moral education is in sections three and four described from an ethical 
perspective in terms of two constituting claims: a claim of asymmetry and a 
claim of direction. These two claims are further defined as adequate claims, 
when understood, in turn, as dialectic and risky. As adequate claims of moral 
education, dialectic asymmetry and risky direction are then, in the sections five 
to seven, related to several concepts of autonomy, which in different ways 
attempt to conceptualise autonomy within dependency. The goal is then, in 
sections five to seven, to point out some structural likenesses between adequate 
claims of moral education and aspects within these concepts of autonomy in 
order to contribute to a constructive discussion about autonomy within 
dependency and functioning as legitimizing moral education. A 
conceptualisation of autonomy as a competent way of dealing with different 
expressions of dependency is suggested. Aspects such as mutual respect and 
cooperation, search for meaning within cultural and relational contexts, or a 
balance between punctuality and slowness, are identified as essential for a 
concept of autonomy coherent with adequate claims of moral education.  
 
2  Education for autonomy 
To educate children seems to be inevitable. The way adults live, relate to each 
other and to children, inevitably expresses and communicates values, a sense of 
what is socially acceptable and morally rewarding. Most people would also 
agree that moral education not only is inevitable, but also necessary. The 
question of its goals and its legitimacy has nevertheless occupied both 
pedagogues and philosophers for a long time. In a pluralistic situation these 
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questions have received renewed significance. What kind of moral education is 
needed today? 
 In recent years, moral education, its possibilities, its limits and its legitimacy 
have been increasingly discussed in schools, in media, as well as in politics. 
Large numbers of books are being published on the subject, TV programs such 
as ‘super nanny’ witness of a broad interest, but also, noticeably, of uncertainty 
about what moral education is, what it should be like and what it is supposed to 
achieve. The modern ideal of autonomy brought about decisive changes 
concerning the view on moral development and moral education. Moral 
education was no longer seen as an authoritarian control of children with the 
goal of obedience and conformity. Growing up now means to develop from a 
dependent being to an autonomous adult. As a philosophical ideal, autonomy, 
rendered moral education legitimate, as it was understood as sustaining a process 
of detachment aiming at the evolvement of critically thinking, responsible 
ethical subjects.2 

 As young people today are faced by a Zwang zur Wahl,3 moral education is 
often understood as equipping for plurality.4 Autonomy as a capacity to make 
‘good’ choices seems to be a crucial pedagogical goal. But different concepts of 
autonomy emphasize different ways of understanding the notion of ‘good’ 
choice. Some think of good choice as reasonable choice, others define it as just, 
still others as respectful, wise, or intuitive choice. According to the highly 
influential theory of moral development of Lawrence Kohlberg, growing up, 
means to develop from a dependent being to an autonomous adult.5 The task of 

                                                   
2  Dietrich Benner, Allgemeine Pädagogik. Eine systematisch-problem-geschichtliche 

Einführung in die Grundstruktur pädagogischen Denkens und Handelns, Weinheim 
und München: Juventa Verlag, 2005 (5., korrigierte Auflage); Alexander Von 
Oettingen, Det paedagogiske paradoks – et grundstudie i almen pedagogik. Århus: 
Klim, 2003; Markus Rieger-Ladich, Mündigkeit als Pathosformel, Beobachtungen zur 
pädagogischen Semantik, Konstanz: UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 2002. Rieger-Ladich’s 
work on the German term ‘Mündigkeit’ points out its significant role for the 
pedagogical but demonstrates a rigid understanding of ‘Mündigkeit’, much in the 
same way as is the case with the term autonomy.  

3  Werner Tzscheetsch, Identität durch Kommunikation. Kirchliche Jugendarbeit als Ort 
interkultureller Wertekommunikation, in: Thomas Schreijäck, ed.,  Religion im 
Dialog der Kulturen, Münster/Hamburg/London: LIT, 2000, 151. 

4  See for example Ian MacMullen, Faith in Schools? Autonomy, Citizenship, and 
Religious Education in the Liberal State, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2007. 

5  Lawrence Kohlberg, Charles Levine, Alexandra Hewer, Moral Stages: A Current 
Formulation and a Response to Critics, Basel: Karger, 1983, 20-22; for an overview 
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moral education is accordingly understood as sustaining a process of 
detachment, aiming at the evolvement of critically thinking, ethical subjects. The 
ideal of autonomy in Kohlberg’s theory, but also his view on moral 
development, as well as the relationship between children and adults have been 
exposed to heavy criticism from different directions. Relevant for this context is 
the circumstance that Kohlberg’s theory illustrates a concept of autonomy which 
understands autonomy as opposed to heteronomy or dependence. As the child 
becomes more autonomous, he (!) becomes at the same time less dependent. 
Increasing autonomy means decreasing dependence. Moral development is a 
process of gradual detachment and its goal is a state of post-conventional 
detachment.  
 My aim is to demonstrate that philosophical reasons to conceptualize 
autonomy not in opposition to dependence, but within dependence, are 
supported by moral pedagogical perspectives. The functional value of autonomy 
as a criterion for legitimate moral education depends on a conceptualisation of 
autonomy within dependence, or as a competent way of relating to 
dependencies. An argument for legitimacy of moral education based on 
autonomy opposed to dependence is marked by several weaknesses. These can 
be met by concepts understanding autonomy within dependence.  
 
3  Autonomy as legitimating moral education 
Autonomy as a goal for moral education has had the double function of both 
shaping moral education and being a legitimating criterion for moral education 
within what I call the modern legitimacy paradigm of moral education. 
Connected to this paradigm is what has been widely discussed as the 
pedagogical paradox. Whereas moral education in a pre-modern society was 
aiming at ‘affirming’ a certain way of being adult, it now is replaced by a non-
affirmative moral education with the goal of a plurality of potential ways of 
’being an adult’.6 Where choices are available, the one to be educated has to be 
                                                                                                                              

of Kohlberg’s theory, see also Monika Keller, Moralentwicklung und moralische 
Sozialisation, in: Detlef Horster and Jürgen Oelkers, eds., Pädagogik und Ethik. 
Wiesbaden: VS Verlag, 2005, pp. 149-172. 

6  Von Oettingen, 2003, 166. Michael Walzer discusses in a similar manner the 
implications of toleration as a philosophical and political ideal, contained in the idea 
of the value and necessity of ‘the reproduction of the regime of toleration’. This 
creates, within a political perspective a paradox which is connected with the 
pedagogical paradox: “Doesn’t the regime have to teach all of its children, whatever 
their group memberships, the value of its own constitutional arrangements and the 
virtues of its founders, heroes and current leaders? And won’t that teaching, which is 
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enabled to make these choices in a free or reasonable or autonomous way. The 
pedagogical paradox designates the pedagogical assumption that through 
freedom restraining pedagogical actions, autonomy (as a competent way of 
dealing with freedom) is facilitated. Ethically, the pedagogical paradox is 
expressed by the understanding of temporal restrictions on freedom as justified 
by the overarching goal of autonomy.7 
  The pedagogical and the ethical aspects of the pedagogical paradox are 
interrelated, since the pedagogical principle is often used as a legitimating 
principle for the normative assumption attached to it. As Feinberg put it: 
“Respect for the child’s future autonomy, as an adult, often requires preventing 
his free choice now”.8 Hence, beyond the assumption of a causal pedagogical 
connection, there is also a postulate of a normative connection between 

                                                                                                                              
more or less unitary in character, interfere with or at least compete with the 
socialization of children into the various cultural communities?” Walzer answers both 
these questions in an affirmative way. He regards the problem as being expressed not 
so much in a conflict as in a situation marked by competition of two values. He 
emphasizes thereby (without specifically explaining the pedagogical aspects of the 
issue) a positive effect resulting from the conflict of the clashing values at stake. This 
allows a similar conclusion for the value of toleration as is made with regard to 
autonomy in this paper, e.g. a positive effect of an inclusive way of looking at 
seemingly clashing values. Cf. Michael Walzer, On Toleration, New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1997, 71-72. 

7  In Kant’s perspective, the paradox is articulated as follows: „Eines der grössesten 
Probleme der Erziehung ist, wie man die Unterwerfung unter den gesetzlichen Zwang 
mit der Fähigkeit, sich seiner Freyheit zu bedienen, vereinigen könne. Denn Zwang ist 
nöthig! Wie kultiviere ich die Freyheit bey dem Zwang? Ich soll meinen Zögling 
gewöhnen, einen Zwang seiner Freyheit zu dulden, und soll ihn selbst zugleich 
anführen, seine Freyheit gut zu gebrauchen“. Immanuel Kant [Friedrich Theodor 
Rink, Hrsg.], Über Pädagogik, Mainz 1803, 33. At the same time, Kant seems to be 
assuming that being human presupposes moral education. „Der Mensch kann nur 
Mensch werden durch Erziehung. Er ist nichts, als was die Erziehung aus ihm macht.“ 
Kant, 1803, 7. This latter sentence would render the pedagogical paradox articulated 
in the former quotation irrelevant, because moral education would have to be 
understood much more as a necessary act to enable humans to be free beings than an 
act that determines them. (It has to be kept in mind though, that the authenticity of 
this text has been questioned. Über Pädagogik is supposedly a collection of Kant’s 
lectures, edited by his pupil Rink. For further comments on the authenticity, see 
Robert B. Louden, Kant’s Impure Ethics. From Rational Beings to Human Beings, 
Oxford/New York: University Press, 2000). 

8  Joel Feinberg, The Child’s Right to an Open Future, in: Randall Curren, ed., 
Philosophy of Education. An Anthology, Malden/Oxford/Carlton: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2007, pp. 112 – 123. 
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autonomy and moral education. The latter implies a justification of moral 
education by autonomy as a goal. Moral education is accordingly regarded to be 
legitimate as far as it is conceptualized and practised as aiming towards 
autonomy of the one to be educated. 
 Practice and theory of moral education presuppose actions, systems or 
institutions restraining freedom. Moral education, as far as it is striving for 
autonomy, inevitably creates circumstances where children and young people 
have to learn what is important to know according to the will of others. Yet, it is 
important to stress, that the pedagogical paradox - as the outline of some of the 
aspects of the paradox above show - is not itself to be confused with a 
contradiction in a strict sense;9 it is not treated as an ethical problem here, to be 
solved or overcome. Rather, I treat the pedagogical paradox as an expression of 
a complexity of the normative aspects of moral education, which has to be 
integrated in an attempt to understand autonomy as a legitimate goal of moral 
education. As the pedagogical paradox contains a normative assumption of 
legitimacy, it is ethically interesting to look at premises and argumentation 
structures contained within it. The object of this study are the implications of the 
understanding of legitimate moral education, when autonomy is conceptualized 
not in opposition to, but rather within dependency.  
 The problem at stake here is therefore constituted by the post-modern 
criticism of the modern concept of autonomy. So, the question raised may also 
be understood as an investigation into the functional value of autonomy after this 
criticism. Relevant are therefore concepts of autonomy, which in one way or 
another try to understand autonomy not as opposed to heteronomy or 
dependency, but as a competent way of dealing with dependencies.  
 The modern legitimacy paradigm is in a traditional sense based on an idea of 
compensating opposition, according to which autonomy as opposed to 
dependence compensates as a goal of moral education for its means. Moral 
education, as freedom limiting action towards persons to be educated, is 
                                                   
9  Only if autonomy is referred to in a strict millian sense, the pedagogical paradox 

would constitute a contradictive problem. The ideal of autonomy in Mill (he uses 
mostly the term liberty) is confined to an understanding of autonomy as an individual 
right. As Juth correctly points out, its purpose is “to stake out the limits of a private 
sphere, within which no one may interfere, which ideally gives us the possibility to 
realize our plans.” John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Suffolk: Penguin Books, 1974 
[1859], 68; Onora O’Neill, Autonomy and Trust in Bioethics, Cambridge: University 
Press, 2002; Niklas Juth, Genetic Information. Values and Rights: The Morality of 
Presymptomatic Genetic Testing, Göteborg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 2005, 
393-395. 
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regarded as legitimate, because it facilitates autonomy. This is problematic for 
two reasons: the first reason is related to autonomy as a goal of moral education. 
A characterisation of autonomy as a pedagogical goal discloses autonomy as an 
extensive goal. Autonomy is not easily measurable and there are only vague 
possibilities to discern, when the goal can be regarded as ‘reached’.10 The second 
reason is related to autonomy as a parameter of moral development and affects 
the relationship between children and adults in the pedagogical situation. When 
autonomy is understood as opposed to heteronomy, this is often connected with 
a trivialized understanding of the moral pedagogical situation as an encounter 
between the dependent child and the independent adult. But the moral pedagogic 
situation is characterized by complex, mutual dependencies within an encounter 
of generations. Leena Alanen points out with her term ‘generationing’ that the 
identities of being a child or an adult are inter-subjectively constituted in being a 
‘non-adult’ or a ‘non-child’. By constituting each other mutually, both children 
and adults contribute to the other’s identity and to the relationship between them. 
The way they relate to each other is thereby more dynamic and more complex 
than a dependent child meeting an autonomous adult.11  
 Autonomy as an extensive moral pedagogical goal on the one hand and the 
inter-subjective relationship between generations, on the other hand, render a 
legitimacy based on compensating opposition questionable. Instead, a coherence 
oriented legitimacy model is suggested. It regards moral education to be 
legitimate, insofar as coherence is strived for between its pedagogically 
established, adequate claims and its philosophically articulated goals. A 
coherence oriented model suggests a procedure in three steps. Firstly, 
constitutive claims in moral education are identified. Secondly, ethical criteria 
for adequate claims (based on empirical evidence of experience of the moral 
pedagogical situation) are established. Thirdly, these adequate claims of moral 
education are applied as ethical criteria in a critical and evaluative discussion of 
concepts of autonomy. The following argumentation will line out some aspects 
of this model.  
 

 
 

                                                   
10  Jürgen Oelkers, Einführung in die Theorie der Erziehung, Weinheim und Basel: Beltz 

Verlag, 2001. 
11  Leena Alanen, Explorations in Generational Analysis, in: Leena Alanen, Berry 

Mayall, ed., Conceptualizing Child-Adult Relations, London and New York: 
Routledge Falmer, 2001, 129; 14-19. 
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4  Dialectic asymmetry and risky direction 
The focus is on the normative aspects of moral education. These are articulated 
in the pedagogical situation as claims, articulated by the educating person to the 
person ‘to be educated’.  I discern two main, constituting claims: asymmetry and 
direction. Within a pedagogical perspective education is marked with an 
experienced or knowledgeable difference. It is expressed as an experience of: ‘I 
know something which you don’t know.’ Or: ‘I have skills which you don’t 
have.’ The term asymmetry is used to designate the normative claim associated 
with that experienced difference, turning it into a difference of level. It 
expresses, as a normative judgement, the claim: ‘You should know what I know’ 
or ‘You should have the skill I have.’ The experienced difference is thereby 
interpreted as a deficit on behalf of the person ‘to be educated’. It contains the 
claim that an equalization of the difference should be strived for. With regard to 
the characterization of the moral pedagogical situation as sketched above, 
especially its inter-subjective premises with mutual interdependencies, 
asymmetry as an adequate claim is suggested to be understood as dialectic. The 
term dialectical asymmetry designates a claim trying to integrate both an 
experienced difference and mutual dependencies in the pedagogical situation.  
 The second constitutive claim of moral education, e.g. direction, is associated 
with its more dynamic aspects. Moral education is intended change over time, is 
movement away from something and towards something, thereby transcending 
the status quo. From a pedagogical perspective, moral education is intended 
influence on somebody’s development.12 It is important to stress that I adopt a 
view on moral education as to a high degree missing causality between the 
intention of the educator and the ‘outcome’. Moral education is instead marked 
by uncertain outcomes, by a lack of controllable effects; it is in this sense not to 
be understood as a process (with a linear development from a starting point and 
with a measurable goal), but as loosely connected, atomistic situations, the 
relationship of which to the overall goal is seldom experienced as transparent.13 
Intended influence is therefore marked by unsteadiness. In an ethical 
perspective, there is, in analogy to the relationship between the terms difference 
and asymmetry a claim of direction as improvement, associated with intended 
influence.14 This normatively claimed intention to take influence, or set 
‘direction’, may be articulated by the sentence: ‘My intention to take influence 

                                                   
12  Oelkers, 2001, 9; 261. 
13  Oelkers, 2001; Michael Winkler, Kritik der Pädagogik. Der Sinn der Erziehung, 

Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer Verlag, 2006.  
14  Oelkers, 2001, 216. 
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on you is an attempt to improve your moral competence.’ While the intended 
influence is marked by unsteadiness, due to the lacking causality and 
controllability of the pedagogical situations, the claim of improvement, as a 
claim, has to be steady, if moral education is to be credible. Therefore, there is a 
tension between the pedagogical and the ethical perspective with regard to 
direction. While intended influence is unsteady, the associated claim is steady. 
As an adequate claim with regard to the claim of direction, risky direction is 
suggested, expressing a claim of intended influence, which takes into account 
the fact that the outcome of moral education may be (and in fact should be) 
imagined in terms of ideals or goals, but they can not be controlled.  
 The above introduced coherence oriented argumentation model, leads me now 
on to a very brief sketch of a selected number of concepts of autonomy, in order 
to outline some aspects of autonomy as understood within aspects of 
dependency. The conclusions regarding adequate claims in moral education set 
the frame, within which concepts of autonomy are discussed. Autonomy is, due 
to the moral pedagogic setting, generally treated as an aspect of moral maturity, 
as a positively valued capacity or competence. This renders those concepts 
interesting, which treat autonomy normatively, in one way or another, as an 
ideal. Furthermore, dialectic asymmetry and risky direction as notions of 
adequate claims are pointing at a need to understand autonomy within 
dependency.  
 
5  Autonomy in interaction 
Kant’s concept of autonomy is with regard to its relation to dependency 
(heteronomy) marked by ambiguity. While Kant very strongly and rigidly 
defines autonomy as opposed to negatively valued heteronomy,15 he also 
encompasses aspects, which allow for an interpretation of autonomy as attached 
to aspects of dependency. This is due to his way of tying autonomy to morality. 
Autonomy may therefore in Kant – using O’Neill – be understood as principled 
autonomy.16 As Kant approaches autonomy as a moral matter, he attaches 

                                                   
15  Especially within the notion of ‘Sinnenwelt’, expressed by inclinations, heteronomy is 

defined trivially negative. Immanuel Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten, 
Stuttgart: Reclam, 1984 [1785], 33-40, 104-112; 49-50; 96; Immanuel Kant, Kritik 
der praktischen Vernunft, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1961 [1788], 210; 251-252. 

16  “Kantian autonomy is manifested in a life in which duties are met, in which there is 
respect for others and their rights, rather than in a life liberated from all bonds. (…) It 
is a matter of acting on certain sorts of principles, and specifically on principles of 
obligation.” O’Neill, 2002, 83. 
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autonomy to the subject, who is morally related to other subjects. Autonomy is 
due to the Categorical Imperative depending on and expressed by the subject in 
interaction. By making respect (for other reasonable subjects) obligating, Kant 
defines autonomy from a perspective which partially relates autonomy to 
dependency. Rawls develops this obligating aspect of autonomy as he elaborates 
the moral ideal of co-operation as constitutive for autonomy.17 Habermas’s 
discourse ethics contains likewise an understanding of autonomy, which more 
explicitly integrates autonomy in dependence. He makes mutual respect 
(‘gegenseitige Gewährleistung’) in a communicative setting a constitutive aspect 
of autonomy.18 By tying autonomy to certain normative conditions of 
interaction, such as an ideal of cooperation or respect, structural likenesses may 
be pointed at between dialectic asymmetry and risky direction, which themselves 
both point at inter-subjective conditions of moral education.  
 
6  Autonomy in relationships 
Autonomy is here understood as a function of relationships. Some of the authors 
referred to here, do not themselves use the term autonomy, as there theoretical 
points of view are highly critical to the modern anthropology, connected with 
autonomy. Autonomy is not primarily tied to an individual, but to the 
relationships within which an individual lives. Insofar as an individual may be 
regarded autonomous, her autonomy is secondary in relation to its relational 
context. Viewpoints like these have been put forward by communitarian authors, 
such as Taylor, who focuses on the individual’s search for meaning within 
horizons of meaning supplied by the surrounding culture. In Taylor’s 
perspective, autonomy is partially understood in terms of the individual’s 
authenticity.19 More recently, Marina Oshana presented a concept of relational 
autonomy which in a radical way is critical towards autonomy as attached to 
‘inner’ conditions of the individual. She defines autonomy as conditioned by 

                                                   
17  John Rawls, A Theory of Justice. Revised Edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1999 [1971]; John Rawls, Political Liberalism, New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1993. 

18  Jürgen Habermas, Erläuterungen zur Diskursethik, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1991; Jürgen 
Habermas, Über Moral und Sittlichkeit – Was macht eine Lebensform ‚rational’?, in: 
H. Schnädelbach, ed., Rationalität. Philosophische Beiträge, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 
1984. 

19  Charles Taylor, Human Agency and Language. Philosophical Papers 1, Cambridge: 
University Press, 1985a; Charles Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences. 
Philosophical Papers 2, Cambridge: University Press, 1985b; Charles Taylor, Ethics 
of Authenticity, Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1991. 
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relations. An individual is autonomous, if and only if she is treated as an 
autonomous person by the persons relating to her.20 In Oshana’s account of 
autonomy, the will of the autonomous person is - counter intuitively it might be 
argued - not decisive for her own autonomy. Her view seems in this radical 
manner problematic. Nevertheless, she points out the importance of social 
context and of relationships for the individual’s possibility and limitations to be 
autonomous. With regard to structural likenesses to dialectic asymmetry and 
risky direction, relational concepts of autonomy contribute to an understanding 
of autonomy as integrated in dependency. By modelling autonomy as 
experienced in spite of lack of control or as reflected in the impact others have, 
concepts of relational autonomy are interesting as a goal for moral education, 
because they reflect mutual dependencies characterising the moral pedagogical 
situation itself.  
 
7  Autonomy in time 
By confronting two concepts of autonomy with each other, I point at the 
significance of an understanding of autonomy as situated in, and depending on a 
temporal dimension, understood as another aspect of dependence. Ekstrom’s 
concept of autonomy is depending on Harry Frankfurt’s idea of higher order 
desires or evaluative reasoning. Ekstrom replaces the hierarchical model by a 
coherence model, where authenticity (as the core of autonomy) is to be found 
within the coherent part of the Self, consisting of approved and therefore 
qualified preferences. Her coherence model presupposes rationality and 
consistency as constitutive parts of the authentic self and therefore of 
autonomy.21 Among others, Arpaly has rightly pointed out, that such a 
consistency of the authentic self is neither realistic not attractive.22 Nevertheless, 
an interesting consequence of Ekstrom’s coherent self as the autonomous self is 
that an aspect of slowness is built into the concept of autonomy. Since an action 
is autonomous only as far as it is experienced as evolving from a coherent, 
                                                   
20  Marina Oshana, Personal Autonomy in Society, Aldershot & Burlington: Ashgate, 

2006. For other approaches to relational autonomy, see Catriona Mackenzie and 
Natalie Stoljar, ed., Relational Autonomy. Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, 
Agency, and the Social Self, New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. 

21  Laura Waddell Ekstrom, Alienation, Autonomy, and the Self, in: Midwest Studies in 
Philosophy, (2005/29) 45-62; Laura Wadell Ekstrom, A Coherence Theory of 
Autonomy, in: Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (1993/53/3) 599-616. 

22  Nomy Arpaly, Responsibility, Applied Ethics, and Complex Autonomy Theories, in: 
James Stacey Taylor, ed., Personal Autonomy, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005. 
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authentic self, autonomy demands maturity. Pedagogically, this is interesting, 
because it can be seen as connected with dialectic asymmetry as an expression of 
experienced difference, observable, but neither categorical nor static, but rather 
in need for ongoing evaluation. In contrast, Seel’s theory of self-determination 
contradicts Ekstrom with regard to a temporal dimension, making self-
determination an expression of inconsistent, often a-rational decisions. By 
defining self-determination as a matter of allowing to be determined by the 
unknowable (as ‘sich bestimmen lassen’), an understanding of punctual 
autonomy, marked by discontinuity evolves. Autonomy in his view is often a 
question of opting for or against the unknown, the uncontrollable; autonomy is 
re-action.23 This indicates a structural likeness between Seel’s understanding of 
autonomy and risky direction as expressing a tension between a steady claim and 
unsteadiness. 
  
8  Conclusions 
The task of this paper is situated within the search for ethical criteria for 
legitimate moral education. Within this ethical question, the focus was on the 
relationship between autonomy and moral education in a late modern context. 
Can autonomy - as a moral-pedagogical goal - function as a criterion to discern 
legitimate moral education? The paper can also be seen as an investigation in a 
philosophical concept and ideal from the perspective of a specific issue of 
applied ethics. The ethical nature of this approach connects thereby the fields of 
philosophy and pedagogy by focusing on the normative aspects of moral 
education.  
 This short paper has only allowed pointing out very briefly some structural 
likenesses between some of the aspects of autonomy, as it is, from different 
perspectives, understood within dependency, as a competent way of relating to 
dependencies. I have pointed out three significant aspects of dependency: 
interaction, relationships, and time. A coherence oriented model for legitimacy 
of moral education, as described above, demands, due to identification of 
dialectic asymmetry and risky direction as adequate claims in the pedagogic 
situation, a concept of autonomy which integrates aspects of dependency as 
constitutive of autonomy. If moral development is not understood as a linear 
process from dependency to autonomy, and if moral education accordingly is not 

                                                   
23  Martin Seel, Sich bestimmen lassen. Studien zur theoretischen und praktischen 

Philosophie. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2002. This is also expressed in the fact that Seel 
regards both success and failure of self-determination as constitutive parts of self-
determination. 
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thought of as simply promoting such a linear process, asymmetry and direction 
should be claimed in a way that reflects the complexity of this situation. If moral 
education is understood as loosely connected situations, characterized not by 
control of the educating person over the person to be educated, but instead by 
mutual dependencies and inter-subjectively articulated identities, the legitimacy 
of education for autonomy relies on the extent to which autonomy as a goal 
reflects the conditions of moral education. This suggests an integrated view on 
autonomy and aspects of dependency, such as interactive, relational and 
temporal conditions.  
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STEM CELLS, HUMAN EMBRYOS AND ETHICS 
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Introduction 
European countries represent different public policies with regard to human 
embryonic stem cell (hESC) research. In some cases we find a restrictive option, 
which prohibits human embryo research (or does not explicitly permit research 
on existing hESC-lines). Other countries permit research on existing hESC-lines, 
but not the derivation of new stem cell lines through the destruction of human 
embryos (the compromise option). Still other countries have adopted the 
moderate option, which permits the derivation of new hESC-lines, but only 
through the use of remaining embryos from infertility clinics. And finally, some 
countries represent a permissive option and accept the production of human 
embryos for research purposes through in vitro fertilization and/or nuclear 
transfer (therapeutic cloning).1 
 The differences in policy options in Europe raise a fundamental ethical 
problem: what is the moral status of human embryos with regard to stem cell 
research and therapy? Stem cells are here understood as undifferentiated, self-
renewing cells with the potential to produce specialized, differentiated cells. The 
stem cell field consists of basic research on human biological development, the 
use of different sources for the derivation of stem cells, the possibilities for 
regenerative medicine by using stem cells, the role of the biotechnological 
industry, etc. The focus in this paper is the ethical perspectives on stem cell 
research and therapy and the use of human embryos in this context. 
 This main problem has been discussed in an international, interdisciplinary 
project for a number of years. The title of the project was “The moral status of 
human embryos with special regard to stem cell research and therapy”. 
Participants were scholars from biology, medicine, philosophy and theology 
(from Germany, Great Britain, the Netherlands, USA and the Nordic countries). 
In this paper I shall summarize the results of the ethical debates within the 

                                                   
1  See the overview of the differences in public policies in Europe on hESC research by 

LeRoy Walters, An Intercultural Perspective on Human Embryonic Stem Cell 
Research, in: Lars Østnor, ed., Stem Cells, Human Embryos and Ethics. 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives, Dordrecht: Springer Science + Business Media, 2008, 
91-109, 92f. 
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project as it is reflected by the steering group.2 However, I leave out the 
scientific introduction into the stem cell field.  
 I define ‘moral status’ here in the following way: that something (human, 
animal, plant, etc.) has some form of moral status implies that we as moral 
agents have ethical obligations towards it. ‘Moral status of human embryos’ than 
means that they have rights to the protection of life, body, health, etc. and that 
moral agents have obligations towards them in the form of preserving these 
goods. Human embryos can be defined in the light of early human development: 
fertilized ovum (zygote), morula, blastocyst and fetus. In the project and in this 
paper embryo is understood as human life from fertilization to the eighth week 
of life. Human, embryonic stem cells (hES cells) can be derived from the 
blastocyst about 5-8 days after fertilization. 
 The interests of science in using hES cells are a) better knowledge of the 
biological development at an early stage of human life, b) testing of new and 
existing compounds/drugs and c) cultivation of various types of cells, tissues and 
perhaps even organs.  
 Speaking about clinical treatment in this context means that there is a hope for 
new therapy for illnesses and injuries, for instance diabetes and Parkinson’s 
disease. But there is not yet any recognized therapy for the serious illnesses one 
hopes to be able to fight.  
 
1  Ethical elements from philosophical and theological traditions 
Certain concepts and perspectives have been common within the debates on the 
moral status of embryos.  
 ‘Person’, ‘personhood’ and ‘personality’ have often been used as criteria for 
deciding whether a human life has a right to special protection or not. However, 
the concepts have not been precise enough for a clarification: is ‘person’ 
understood as identical to or different from being human? What are the physical 
or psychological characteristics of a ‘person’? And when are these qualities 
present in human life? Finally, biological, psychological, ethical and legal 
terminology has been mixed in a confusing way in the debates concerning the 
concepts mentioned. The project group therefore does not find the distinction 
between person and non-person suited for the identification of the moral status 
of human embryos.  

                                                   
2  The complete text is published by the members of the group in Øyvind Baune, Ole 

Johan Borge, Steinar Funderud, Dagfinn Føllesdal, Gunnar Heiene and Lars Østnor, 
The Moral Status of Human Embryos with Special Regard to Stem Cell Research and 
Therapy, in: Lars Østnor, ed., Stem Cells, Human Embryos and Ethics,1-18. 
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 Another line of argument has been the reference to potentiality: Something 
that has the possibility of becoming a developed human being, has the right to 
have its life protected. All members of the group find that this argument is 
relevant. But there is a disagreement regarding the weight and the consequences 
of the argument: does potentiality imply a right to life, a right to care and to 
protection from harm, or do such rights emerge or increase through pregnancy? 
 A third argument has been the understanding of the embryo’s development as 
a biological continuity: there is a continuous development in the life of an 
embryo, without clear stages with variable right to life. However, some scholars 
point to the rise of the primitive streak and the first signs of brain activity as 
decisive events. There is an agreement in the project group that this argument 
has relevance. The group is divided, however, in its further evaluation of this 
argument. Some find it to be a strong argument for protection throughout life 
history without any morally relevant leap. Others oppose this and claim that the 
gradual biological development yields a gradual increase in the right to 
protection.  
 Graduality is also referred to as an independent argument. It may be seen as 
an alternative for answering the question: when does a human being obtain its 
full moral status? Some members of the group maintain that moral feelings and 
intuitions tell us that the moral status of an embryo is a growing process. A 
complete right to life and protection is obtained at some time during pregnancy. 
Others claim that our moral obligations towards embryos do not presuppose that 
the embryo has acquired certain organs or consciousness. Moral feelings and 
intuitions are not satisfactory sources for ethical insight. 
 Sometimes individuality is used as an argument: full protection of human life 
presupposes that ‘twinning’ is no longer possible, i.e. about 14 days after 
fertilization. The group jointly finds that individualization has no relevance to 
the moral status of human life before and after the 14-day limit. The only 
difference may be numeric.  
 Churches and theologians have pointed to God’s creation as a justification of 
the unique moral status of human embryos: they are brought into existence by a 
divine act and with the right to live and not to be harmed. The group agrees that 
humans have uniqueness and a special role in the created universe. Some 
members interpret this reference as a specific valuation of all members of the 
species homo sapiens. Others find that religious arguments are only valid as 
internal arguments among believers. 
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2  Ethical-normative basis 
The steering group maintains that the most adequate approaches to the question 
of the moral status of an embryo are an anthropological and a cultural approach. 
The ethical reflection therefore has its basis in part in ethical norms related to the 
human being’s biological life, and in part in ethical standards for research and 
clinical therapy. 
 The statement points out that the concept ‘human life’ can receive content 
from different professional perspectives. In this context it is used with a 
descriptive, biological meaning: the entity existing from fertilization and 
onwards. A human embryo is consequently human life.  
 According to the project group probably no one can deliver a complete and 
precise definition of what a human being is with regard to moral status. A human 
being is defined as “a creature that descends from a woman and a man” and “an 
entity who biologically belongs to the species homo sapiens”. However, there is 
disagreement among the members whether an embryo is a human being or not. 
The reason for the different views is the normative implications of stating that a 
human life is a human being.  
 Among several normative concepts valuing human life the document 
concentrates on three: dignity, value and respect. 
 Some anchor human dignity in empirical characteristics (rationality, sense of 
identity, etc.) and speak of a variable dignity according to stage of life. Such 
differentiation between life phases leads to variable human dignity. Others 
justify human dignity in the belonging to a specific biological species and/or in 
the relation of human beings to God as creator. According to the latter view, 
human dignity is stable through the whole life. There is agreement that dignity is 
a basis for normative standards, meaning the duty to protect human life. There is 
disagreement regarding the question of whether this duty is gradualistic (step by 
step) or unitary and stable.   
 The value of human life can be defined as the value of biological existence or 
as the value of a complete life history. In the first meaning, the value of human 
life is understood by the whole group as “a value in itself, an intrinsic value, 
arising from the existence of a human”. Such a value is not dependent on certain 
personal abilities or on the valuation of others. The value of human life is 
universal in the sense of common for all. 
 The group agrees that human embryos shall be shown respect in attitudes, 
words and actions. Cells, tissues and organs from embryos shall not be used for 
every kind of purpose (for example as animal food or cosmetics). Some 
members maintain that this does not exclude the use of hESC’s for superior 
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aims, such as biological insights and therapeutic progress. Others claim that 
eventual, new knowledge in research does not justify dispensation from the 
respect for human life and from the duty not to harm such life.  
 There are also some ethical norms linked to cultural activities such as research 
and clinical treatment. 
 Among the important, normative criteria of relevance for the ethical 
evaluation of the use of hESC’s is knowledge or medical insight. Generally, 
knowledge within sciences is evaluated as being of great importance. Medical 
insight is a primary ethical value for two reasons: a) because of its potential 
utility for a health care system and b) because of basic knowledge before any 
kind of application.  
 Another central ethical value is health, which is a worldwide accepted 
normative standard. It points to the responsibility of keeping and restoring one’s 
own and other people’s health. Combined with this care for physical well-being 
is the duty to eliminate or reduce illness, suffering and pain. Some additional 
ethical norms or principles may support the same concern for bodily health: 
mercy, beneficence, justice, etc.     
 Quality of life is often used in bioethics as an important ethical standard, 
sometimes descriptively and sometimes more normatively. It is, however, 
difficult to give the concept a precise content. There seem to be two main 
aspects of it. On the one hand it refers to some ‘objective’ requirements: bodily 
functions, fulfillment of needs, social care, etc. On the other hand it deals with 
how an individual subjectively experiences his or her own life situation. In any 
case, the concept should be understood as an expression of the purpose of a 
‘good life’, also including good life conditions beyond the physical life. 
 
3  The dilemma between medical progress and respect for embryos      
The overall dilemma in the field is defined as the conflict between on the one 
hand the value of the embryo’s human life and the respect related to this status 
and on the other hand the possibility of medical progress that can save lives and 
reduce suffering. 
 Some members of the group claim that there are boundaries that create a 
framework for the solution regarding what kind of stem cell research can be 
ethically justified. The inviolability of human life is a fundamental, ethical 
demand. The requirement for hES cells is not an exceptional case giving 
sufficient reason for exemption from this duty. They therefore support the use of 
alternative sources. Others maintain that the respect for embryos does not 
exclude the use of stem cells from embryos for research purposes. A 
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breakthrough in research for medical purposes is more likely with the use of hES 
cells. They are pluripotent and differentiate easily and are useful for gaining new 
insights. Using them in research is acceptable as a kind of balancing between 
different aspects.  
 The group agrees in welcoming knowledge from stem cell research in general 
that has health and quality of life as essential values and clinical therapy as 
purpose. But there are also other purposes motivating researchers and research 
milieus, such as honour, career, economic profit, etc. And some prospects are 
examples of overselling the possible outcomes. However, the raison d’être for 
all health systems are care for life, health and non-suffering. 
 The group members agree that it is necessary to evaluate the means in each 
specific research project. In addition the document refers to international, ethical 
standards and codes that express the need for respect for the integrity and 
vulnerability of human beings. Some members extend such restrictions and 
claim that they have relevance also in relation to unborn human beings. These 
members fear the danger of an instrumentalization of early human life. Others 
accept that research on embryos is not ethically unproblematic. But they do not 
find that the reasons for avoiding the use of hESC’s are sufficiently weighty.  
 The group jointly points to some perspectives from a social and a political 

context: there are great possibilities for new insights and new therapies. But the 
priority given to stem cell research must be critically evaluated against the 
background of its use of money and personnel in relation to remaining medical 
research, education, health system, development aid and other fields of the 
society. Other sectors of social and political engagement would easily save 
human lives if given resources. Finally, the therapeutic use of stem cell research 
may be expensive and in conflict with a global responsibility for justice and 
equality in medical care. 
 
4  Alternative sources3 
During the last years several alternative sources of human pluripotent stem cells 
have been proposed for the purpose of avoiding the destruction of viable human 
embryos.4 The group as a whole evaluates the intention of these alternatives 
positively.    

                                                   
3  This part of my text was not included in my presentation at the Annual Conference of 

the Societas Ethica in Lammi, Finland in August 2008. 
4  See the overview of that kind of alternative sources by Ole Johan Borge, Alternative 

Means to Obtain Pluripotent Stem Cells, in: Lars Østnor, ed., Stem Cells, Human 
Embryos and Ethics, 31–39. 
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4.1 Viable embryonic stem cell lines derived from ‘dead’ embryos 

It has been demonstrated that embryos incapable of further embryonic 
development during assisted reproduction (so-called ‘dead embryos’) can be a 
potential source for embryonic stem cell lines. If it can be proved that some 
embryos do not have the potential to become a child, all members of the group 
find it ethically acceptable to use them for research. 
 However, it is possible that the reasons that prevented the embryo from 
further biological development may also affect the stem cells derived from such 
embryos. They may for instance have various genetic abnormalities. 
 Additionally, it is today impossible to prove that a certain embryo is not 
capable of further development to term. Such demonstration requires markers 
which until now have not been established. Developing markers may include 
destruction of healthy embryos and therefore be ethically problematic. 
 
4.2 Single blastomeres withdrawn from the embryo without destruction 

From Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis (PGD) we know that single cells can 
be withdrawn from developing embryos. The remaining cells do not seem to be 
harmed. After withdrawal, the cell can theoretically be used to derive stem cell 
lines.  
 Nevertheless, the group evaluates this alternative as problematic because it 
may increase the risk on the developing embryo without providing the embryo 
with advantages.  
 If it can be proved that there is no risk of harming the embryo and if PGD in 
any case is used in order to exclude embryos with serious, inheritable diseases, 
the group opens for accepting this strategy. A complicating factor, however, is 
what are to be defined as such diseases and who shall decide in each individual 
case. 
   
4.3 Somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT)  

SCNT (also called therapeutic cloning) means that an embryo is created by a 
fusion of a somatic cell nucleus and an enucleated, unfertilized egg.  
 Some members of the group find that this alternative is acceptable because of 
the possible scientific progress that may be achieved. Others reject it and they 
give the following reasons for this position: a) human embryos are created only 
for research purposes, b) a high number of unfertilized eggs will need to be 
procured from fertile women and c) successful development of SCNT may open 
the way to reproductive cloning of human beings. 
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4.4 Altered nuclear transfer (ANT) 

ANT is an alternative where the somatic cell nucleus is altered before it is 
transferred into an enucleated egg.5 By using this method researchers try to 
create biological constructs which are capable of forming pluripotent stem cells, 
but are lacking the potential to develop into living embryos. The advantage of 
this strategy is therefore that nothing that can become a human being is 
destroyed. If this technique can be accomplished successfully for producing 
normal hES cells, it can be an important step towards ethically unproblematic 
hES cells.  
 However, also this alternative will require a high number of unfertilized eggs, 
it will need normal hES cell lines as controls and it may be difficult to prove that 
genetically altered embryonic cells do not have the capacity to develop to term. 
 
4.5 Redifferentiation of somatic cells 

Research involving genetic manipulation has demonstrated that it may be 
possible to redifferentiate cells taken from adults to a state resembling 
embryonic cells. This is a very early field of research. Such redifferentiation of 
specialized, somatic cells back to a more undifferentiated state enabling the 
derivation of embryonic stem cell lines is a promising strategy.  
 Since no embryo is destroyed or harmed, this alternative is of little ethical 
concern to all members of the group. It seems to be a good solution if it can be 
accomplished with success. 
 However, some members of the group find it ethically problematic if normal 
embryonic stem cells will be used in this research as controls. Critical questions 
can also be raised whether one is able to stop the redifferentiation at the stage 
where the most potent stem cells are pluripotent and not continue all the way to a 
totipotent cell enabling cloning. 
 
 
Conclusion 
At the end the project group summarizes the total reflection in a conclusion 
which I here quote:6 
 Among the members of the project group there is to a great extent agreement 
with regard to central aspects of the topic. We all evaluate the research going on 

                                                   
5  For a description of this strategy, see William B. Hurlbut, Stem Cells, Embryos and 

Ethics: Is There a Way Forward?, in: Lars Østnor, ed., Stem Cells, Human Embryos 
and Ethics, 71-87. 

6  The conclusion is to be found in Baune et al. 2008, 17f. 
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in the stem cell field in general as supportable and promising for basic insights 
and potential future medical therapy. There is no disagreement in the group that 
from a biological and medical point of view hES cells are useful for such 
purposes. But we differ when it comes to the question of the acceptability of 
using embryos as sources. Further we agree upon giving ethical relevance to 
traditional arguments such as potentiality and continuity in favour of the moral 
status of human embryos. We also share the understanding of an embryo as 
being a human life. And we all find that dignity, value of human life and respect 
are central ethical standards with regard to our responsibility towards embryos. 
Medical research and clinical treatments are ethically justified by values such as 
knowledge, health and quality of life. And finally, we stand together in 
supporting research on alternative sources to human embryos and in underlining 
the importance of both serious, ethical evaluations of individual projects in the 
stem cell field, and of public debates about the priority of such research in 
society.     
 Summarizing, we nevertheless find that there are two different positions in 
our group regarding the main problem of the project: 
 a) The first position emphasizes that hES cells are useful for basic and applied 
research and in the future potentially also for treatment of currently untreatable, 
serious diseases. The supporters take as their starting point the biological fact 
that the development of a human embryo is a continuous process which 
progresses through several phases, and that the moral status grows accordingly 
up to full status when the fetus has completed its development during pregnancy. 
In consequence, they interpret the substance of norms like dignity, value of life 
and respect as growing regarding the responsibility of moral agents towards 
human embryos. They find that a reference to potentiality does not necessarily 
include an absolute right to life and protection.  
 b) The second position includes a positive evaluation of the research on 
human stem cells, except the use of hES cells derived from human embryos. The 
group members holding this opinion maintain that somatic stem cells have 
certain advantages compared to hES cells with regard to prospects for clinical 
therapy. They also point to the possibility of using alternative sources for hES 
cells. As a starting point for their ethical argumentation they focus on human 
dignity as a stable, uniform norm including right to life and integrity also for 
embryos. They interpret the value of human life as an intrinsic norm of high rank 
and consequently view respect in relation to such a life as fundamental. This 
group argues that the potentiality of the embryo implies a right to life, care and 
protection. And they see continuity as a strong argument for the embryo’s 
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uninterrupted life history without any morally relevant jump, and reject a 
valuing based upon phase of development or certain qualities. They understand a 
reference to creation as a supplement to a more general reference to the 
uniqueness of humans. 
 
 
Lars Østnor 
MF Norwegian School of Theology 

Lars.Ostnor@mf.no 
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PROTOKOLL DER MITGLIEDERVERSAMMLUNG IN LAMMI 
23. AUGUST 2008 

 
 
1. Begrüßung/Welcome 
 
2. Tagesordnung/Agenda 
The agenda should be distributed to the members on paper and not only be 
projected with the beamer.  
The agenda is approved.  
 
3. Wahl der Kassenprüfer/Election of the accountant reporters 
David Wellman and Jan Jans are proposed as accountant reporters for this year. 
This proposal is approved (1 abstention). 
The names of the accountant reporters should be announced to the Societas 
Ethica members at the beginning of the conference. 
 
4. Genehmigung des Protokolls der MV von Leysin 2007; Approval of 

the minutes of the general meeting at Leysin 2007 
The minutes of the general meeting in Leysin are approved (8 abstentions).  
 
5. Bericht des Präsidenten/The President’s report 
The President has been active especially on two points: 1) the preparation of the 
conference in Lammi and 2) the make-up of the new website of Societas Ethica. 
Some problems occurred in the transfer from one server to the other due to the 
configuration of the previous website. No comments on the new website (one 
positive appreciation later). Remark raised: archives are missing. The president 
answers that this will be taken care of. He adds that, according to what he was 
told, the transfer to other universities could be more easy dependent on the 
standard chosen (i.e. Dreamweavers produced webpages + independent provider 
which does not need to be changed). 
A suggestion is made that SE could invest more money in order to have a more 
professional looking website. 
Other remarks raised: 
• Low number of participants. Some members worry about this situation 
and ask what the presidency plans to do about it. The President answers that the 
board is aware of this and will act so as to get a better turnout next years. 
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• Cooperation with other societies (SSCE, SCE, and the like). The board 
has this question on the agenda. 
 
6. Bericht des Scriba/The Scriba’s Report 
Céline Ehrwein Nihan  berichtet von ihrer Arbeit als Scriba. 
• Mitgliederstand/Membership d.d. 23.8.2008: 226 (Same time 2007 
/Selber Zeitraum 2007: 218) 
• Herkunftsländer der Mitglieder/Members’ countries of origin: (ab-
steigend nach Anzahl, last year in parenthesis) Deutschland 59 (53); Niederlande 
24 (25); Schweiz 23 (22); Polen 21 (21); Schweden 15 (14); USA 9 (9); 
Österreich: 8 (8); Dänemark 7 (7); Norwegen 7 (7); Ungarn 5 (6); 
Großbritannien 6 (6); Frankreich 6 (5); Finnland 4 (4); Italien 4 (4); Belgien 3 
(3); Spanien 3 (3); Kroatien 2 (2); Luxemburg 2 (2); Rumänien 2 (2); Slowakei 2 
(2); Serbien und Montenegro 2 (2); Bulgarien 1 (1); Tschechien 1 (1); Estland 1 
(1); Griechenland 1 (1); Irland 1 (1); Island 1 (1); Libanon 1 (1); Malta 1 (1); 
Slowenien 1 (1); China 1 (1); Nigeria (1) 1; Iran 1 (0) 
• Geschlecht der Mitglieder: 36 Frauen, 190 Männer. 
• Neue Mitglieder seit letzter Jahrestagung: 13 (Gunther Barth/D, 
Elisabeth Gräb-Schmidt/D, Mihai Grigore, Andrea Günter/D, Simone 
Romagnoli/CH, Susanne Wigorts Yngvesson/S, Ralf K. Wüstenberg/D, 
Mohammad Sadegh Zahedi/Iran, Marie-Jo Thiel/F, Walter Schweidler/D, Oliver 
Hidalgo/D, Céline Ehrwein Nihan/CH, Adrian Holderegger/CH). 
• Ausgetreten seit Sept 2007 sind: 5 (Hans Halter/CH, Hans Joachim 
Türk/D, László Boda/H, Erhard Ratz/D, Herman van Erp/NL). 
• Gestorben: Werner Wolbert meldet an, dass Bruno Schüller gestorben 
ist (30. Oktober 2007). 
Es wird gebeten, dass wenn ein Mitglied den Tod eines anderen Mitglieds 
erfährt, er die Information an dem Scriba mitteilt.  
• Teilnehmerzahl/number of participants in Lammi: 45 (Leysin 2007: 93; 
Oxford 2006: 169 (SE 113; SSCE 56); Salzburg 2005: 78; Ljubljana 2004: 85; 
Sigtuna 2003: 94; Brüssel 2002: 73; Berlin 2001: 100; Padova 1999: 123). 
• Herkunftsländer der Teilnehmer/countries of origin of participants: 
Finnland 12; Deutschland 8; Dänemark 5; Niederlande 5; Schweiz 3; Norwegen 
2; Schweden 2; India 2; USA 1; Polen 1; Österreich 1; Großbritannien 1; 
Frankreich 1; China 1. 
• Lammi programme: 4 keynote lectures; 5 workshops; Call for papers: 20 
(Leysin 37; Oxford 56; Salzburg 14; Ljubljana 27). 
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• Lammi lecturers origin: Finnland 2; Deutschland 5; Dänemark 5; 
Niederlande 5; Schweden 2; India 2; Schweiz 1; Norwegen 1; USA 1; 
Großbritannien 1; China 1. 18 male und 8 female lecturers. 
• Jahresbericht/Annual Report Leysin 2007: wurde Anfang 2008 
versendet. 
 
7. Finanzbericht des Quaestors/The Quaestor’s financial report 
Gunther Barth, the former quaestor, presents his report (see table on page 95). 
 
After commenting on the figures he raises one main point that should be 
discussed by the general assembly: 
The deposit in “Wertpapiere” in Basler Kantonalbank is at the moment losing 
money and also the number of different accounts makes things unnecessarily 
complicated to handle. Therefore he suggests to sell these “Wertpapiere” and go 
to Oikocredit which gives a reasonable interest rate and has branches in 
Switzerland – which would comply with the rule that SE must have an account 
in Switzerland.  
No objection is made to this proposal, no vote is passed on this matter but some 
voices express their agreement with the proposal and charge the committee and 
the quaestor to prospect along this line. 
 
Simone Romagnoli presents his report of the provisional budget for the Lammi 
conference (see updated table on page 96). Please note that the figures given 
show only the money transfer for the SE. The remaining costs which are directly 
paid for by the University of Helsinki (lodging, food, fees of Helsinki 
University’s guests) do not appear on this provisional budget. 
 
8. Bericht der Kassenprüfer/The accountants’ report 
Jan Jans and David Wellman have checked the accounts and have concluded that 
they are all right. 
Frans Brom and Svend Andersen recommend the GA to discharge the quaestor. 
The request is granted by acclamation.  (Tage Kurten leaves). 
 
9. Wahl der Wahlleiter/Election of election supervisor 
Jan Jans is elected by acclamation. 
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10. Wiederwahlen zum Vorstand/Reelections of board members 
Two members apply for reelection: Frans Brom and Norbert Campagna. 
Frans Brom: 
19 members cast their vote. Result: 19 valid ; 19 yes. 
Norbert Campagna: 
18 members cast their vote. Result: 18 valid; 16 yes; 2 abstentions. 
Frans Brom and Norbert Campagna are reelected for another period of 4 years. 
They are thanked for their commitment to the SE. 
 
11. Wahlen zum Vorstand/Election of board members 
Due to the resignation of Nigel Biggar and Angela Roothaan, two seats have 
become vacant. 
Observing that no UK member is present at Lammi, the committee proposes the 
GA to fill only one of the two vacant seats. No objection to this proposal is 
raised. 
The only candidate for the vacant seat is Rico Sneller. The candidate, who had to 
leave early for travel reasons, is introduced by Frans Brom and Jan Jans. 
19 members cast their vote. Result: 19 valid; 17 yes; 2 abstentions. Rico Sneller 
is therefore elected as a member of the board for a period of 4 years. 
 
12. Jan Jans’ Vorschlag: Ausdruck der Vorträge und des Jahres-

berichtes/Jan Jans’ proposal: printing of the papers and the annual 
report 

The proposal provoked a long and controversial debate – the result of which is 
the decision to ask the board to make a proposal for next year GA with the hope 
that it will be more representative than this year. Underneath, the scriba 
reproduces and summarizes the main tenets of the discussion. 
Jan Jans arguments for a printed version of the annual report and the papers are: 

• The disposition of the printed version in libraries 
• The importance for young scholars to have published papers 

Hans Ulrich adds the following comment: over the year the annual report 
became thicker and thicker due to the increase of the call for papers. The impact 
is obviously an increase in the work load as well. The question is: who is going 
to do this work and can we expect not to pay for it? 
Many arguments support this position. Some stress the importance of the 
continuity of the annual report and of having a book in hand and on the 
bookshelves. Others raise the conformity with the statutes, observing that 
according to their reading of these statutes the annual report (i.e. including the 
papers of the annual conference) has to be send in a printed form to all members. 
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Which would mean that to give up the printed annual would imply a change in 
the statutes. This point, however, is contested by others. 
Counterarguments: it is a waste of time to give so much energy for a publication 
which is distributed only to the members of the SE and to some libraries. Others 
point that a non-peer reviewed publication is of little value in an academic 
career. Furthermore, an online publication today has far more visibility than the 
printed annual report of the SE. Besides, to envisage to have a peer reviewed 
publication would imply important costs (personal and financial).  
Eventually the GA renounces to come to a decision due to two main reasons: 

• The lack of reprensentativity of the present members (at this moment 
some have already left); 

• A too strong disagreement between the present members.  
The debate is put to an end with the above mentioned decision. 
Jan Jans proposed himself to take charge of the edition of this year’s annual 
report, including the papers, to be published in the form of a single pdf on the 
website of SE. 
 
13. Folgende Jahrestagungen/Subsequent annual meetings 
Piotr Mazurkiewicz introduces briefly next year’s conference in Warsaw 
(Poland), August 19 – 23, 2009. The theme will be: “1989 - Twenty Years 
After”. 
 
14. Varia 
The announcement and call for papers of the SSCE will be mailed to all 
members of SE. 
Jan Jans invites the members of the SE to the SCE Conference in Chicago, 
January 2009. For future SCE meetings, the call for papers will be mailed to all 
members of SE. 
 
The meeting of the general assembly ended at 21:45. 
 

* 
Abschlussbericht Finanzjahr 2007 

 
Gewinn- und Verlustrechnung in Euro 
Wechselkurs am 31.12.2006  1€ = 1.60965  CHF 
Wechselkurs am 31.07.2008  1€ = 1.63063 CHF 
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 Bargeld Erlangen Bank Erlangen Konto Basel 

Vermögen am 1.1.2007 €  475,68 € 10'247,08 € 18'316,75 
CHF 29'483.70 

Wertpapiere Basel 
€ 11'748.61 

CHF 18'911.25 

Gesamtvermögen 1.1.2007 € 50'788.12 

Einnahmen € 7'367.52 € 51'575.46 
€ 385.04 

CHF 627.85 
Jahresbeiträge €  560.00 € 3'862. € 21.46 
Tagungsbeiträge 2007 € 6’140 € 27’107  
Zinseinnahmen  €  300.48 € 269.08 
Stipendium  € 2’500  
Sonstige € 40.- € 234.50 €94.50 
Rückzahlung Leysin 2007  €1'486.32  
SUMME € 6’740 € 35'490.30 € 385.04 
Interne Einnahmen € 627.52 € 16'085.16  

Ausgaben €  7'806.41 € 61'815.46 
€ 10'220.41 

CHF 16'665.70 
Konferenzkosten 2007 €  1’920.67 € 29'906.16  
Reisekosten Referenten 2007  €  1’021.10  
Jahersbericht 2005  € 2’428.20  
Konferenzband 2006  € 1'782.-  
Vorstand / Präsidium €  320.74 € 1'597.42  
Bank-/Kreditkartengebühren  € 843.77 € 127.49 
Sekretariat  €  1'199.15  
Stipendium  € 2'750.-  
ETMP  € 135.-  
Sonstige € 50.- €  600.- € 94.17 
SUMME € 2'291.41 € 41'264.80  € 221.66 
Interne Ausgaben € 5’515 € 1'056.16 € 9'998.75 
Kursverlust    

Stand am 20.08.2007 €  36.79 € 7,08 € 8245.85 
CHF 13'445.85 

Uberweisung Lausanne € 19'494.50 

Wertpapiere Basel Kursverfall: € 628.71                                                      € 11.119.90 
CHF 18'132,25 

Beteiligung Oikocredit € 10.000,00 

Gesamtvermögen 20.08. 2007 € 48'904.12 
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ABRECHNUNG DER TAGUNG IN LAMMI 2008 
DÉCOMPTE FINAL DE LA CONFÉRENCE ANNUELLE À LAMMI 2008 

 
 

 IST KALKULATION 
Einnahmen   

   
Tagungsbeiträge €12,279.00 €12,279.00 

 
Gesamteinnahmen   _               _€12,279.00                   €12,279.00 

   
   

Ausgaben   
   

Sozialprogramm  
(Beavertrip+dinner Ovo+nature 

exercice+sauna+Banquet) 

€4,314.43 €4,873.27 

Gäste 
(Reisekosten+Honorar+Subside) 

€2,376.16 €1,989.00 

Vorbereitung 
(Presidency+Board+Office) 

€1,620.02 €1,255.54 

   
Gesamtausgaben                             €8,310.61                        €8,117.81 

   
Saldo €3,968.39  

   
   

Charterbus Hlski-Lam_Hlski €754.22 €740.00 
 €-21.62  
 €3946.77  

Unterkunft+Essen+Fin 
Gäste/Lodging+food+Fin guests 

 
University of Helsinki 
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ABSCHLUSSBERICHT FINANZJAHR 2008 
 

Gewinn- und Verlustrechnung in Euro 
 

 Bargeld Vorläufig 

personales 

Konto 

(CHF) 

CS BKB 

(CHF) 

Oikocredit 

   Konto € Konto 

CHF 

Konto  Wertpapiere € 

Saldo am 20.8. €336.79 CHF 

703.25 

€572.10 

€ 15928.71 CHF 0.00 13,445.85 

€8.831,261 

18,132.25 

€11.905,72 

€10,000.00 

Gesamtvermögen 

20.08.2008  
 

€47610.871 

Einnahmen        

Jahresbeiträge €680.00  €120.00     

Tagungsbeiträge €1,070.00  €10,539.00 1,085.00 

 

   

Zinseinnahmen     301.50  €50.00 

Summe €1,750.00  €10,659.00 1,085.00   €50.00 
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Ausgaben        

Konferenzkosten €130.6  €7738.69 391.71    

Vorstand/Präsidium €51.8 1,069.9 €3,420.98 381.05 

 

   

Bankgebühren   €340.90 24.00 90.60   

Stipendium €432.20       

Sonstige €13.00  € 241.04     

Summe €627.60  €11741.61 931.00    

Kursverfall      195.00  

Stand 31.12  

€1459.19 

–––––––––

–– 

 

€15518.94 

184.00 

€121 

13,656.75 

€8,979.18 

17,291.00 

€11,368.66 

 

€10,050.00 

Gesamtvermögen 

am 31.12.2008 

 

€47496.97 
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SOCIETAS ETHICA – SATZUNG/STATUTES
1 

 
 

§ 1 Name 

Die Forschungsgesellschaft trägt den Namen Societas Ethica. Sie ist ein 
Verein gemäß dem Schweizerischen Zivilgesetzbuch, Art. 60ff. 

 
§ 2 Zweck 

Die Forschungsgesellschaft hat die Aufgabe, regelmäßige Zusammenkünfte 
der Dozentinnen und Dozenten sowie der Forscherinnen und Forscher an 
Universitäten und Hochschulen zur Diskussion aktueller Fragen der Ethik 
herbeizuführen. Die Diskussion soll sich sowohl grundlegenden Problemen der 
philosophischen und theologischen Ethik als auch Fragen der angewandten Ethik 
zuwenden. 

 
§ 3 Sitz 

Sitz der Forschungsgesellschaft ist Basel/Schweiz. 
 
§ 4 Mitgliedschaft 

Mitglieder können Dozenten/innen und Forscher/innen für Ethik und ver-
wandte Disziplinen werden. Über die Aufnahme entscheidet der Vorstand im 
Einvernehmen mit dem Praeses. 

Die Mitgliedschaft kann unter Einhaltung einer sechsmonatigen Frist jeweils 
zum Ende des laufenden Kalenderjahres gekündigt werden. 

Mitglieder, die drei Jahre ihren Beitrag trotz wiederholter Mahnung nicht 
entrichtet haben, können ausgeschlossen werden.  

 
§ 5 Organisation 

Die Organe des Vereines sind: 1. Die Mitgliederversammlung; 2. Der 
Vorstand; 3. Das Präsidium 

 
§ 6. Mitgliederversammlung 

Oberstes Organ des Vereins ist die Mitgliederversammlung. 
Die Mitgliederversammlung wird in der Regel jährlich zusammengerufen 

sowie dann, wenn mindestens ein Fünftel der Mitglieder es verlangt. 

                                                   
1  Revidiert bei den Jahrestagungen 1976 (Balantonfüred), 1995 (Brixen), 1997 (Gdansk-
Oliwa), 2004 (Ljubljana). 
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Die Mitgliederversammlung genehmigt den Jahresbericht und die Jahres-
rechnung, entscheidet über Satzungsänderungen sowie über Anträge des 
Vorstandes und einzelner Mitglieder und setzt den Jahresbeitrag fest.  

Die Mitgliederversammlung wählt den Vorstand und die Rechnungs-
prüfer/innen.  

Jedes Mitglied ist berechtigt, Mitglieder zur Wahl in den Vorstand vorzu-
schlagen. Die Begründung der Vorschläge soll das Kriterium der »ange-
messenen Repräsentation der Mitgliedschaft« im Vorstand (§7) berücksichtigen.  

Die Vorschläge sind dem Vorstand schriftlich (bis spätestens 48 Stunden vor 
der Mitgliederversammlung) vorzulegen und vom Vorstand (spätestens 24 
Stunden) vor der Mitgliederversammlung den Mitgliedern am jeweiligen Ort der 
Mitgliederversammlung durch Aushang bekanntzugeben.  

In der Mitgliederversammlung entscheidet die einfache Mehrheit der gültig 
abgegebenen Stimmen. Wahlen regelt das Wahlreglement. Satzungsänderungen 
können nur mit einer Zweidrittel-Mehrheit der anwesenden Stimmberechtigten 
beschlossen werden.  
 

§ 7 Vorstand 

Der Vorstand besteht aus mindestens fünf und höchstens neun Mitgliedern. 
Bei der Wahl sollte auf eine angemessene Repräsentation der Mitgliedschaft, 
insbesondere der verschiedenen Regionen und der verschiedenen fachlichen 
Kompetenzen, geachtet werden. Die Vorstandsmitglieder werden für die Dauer 
von vier Jahren gewählt. Sie sind nur einmal wiederwählbar. 

Den Vorsitz führt der Praeses. 
 
§ 8 Präsidium 

Der Praeses wird für die Dauer von vier Jahren gewählt. Er ist in der 
unmittelbar darauf folgenden Periode als Praeses nicht wiederwählbar. 

Der Praeses und der Vorstand können gemeinsam einen Vicarius aus ihrer 
Mitte benennen. 

Der Praeses führt die laufenden Geschäfte der Societas Ethica mit Hilfe des 
Scriba und des Quaestors, die auf Vorschlag des Praeses von der Mitglie-
derversammlung bestätigt werden. 

Die drei bzw. vier bilden das Präsidium des Vereins. 
 
§ 9 Finanzen 

Die Einnahmen des Vereins bestehen aus Mitgliederbeiträgen, Subventionen 
und Spenden.  

Das Rechnungsjahr ist das Kalenderjahr. 
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Eine Haftung der Mitglieder für Verbindlichkeiten des Vereins bleibt auf 
beschlossene, aber noch nicht eingezogene Mitgliedsbeiträge beschränkt. 

 
§ 10 Archiv 

Das Archiv des Vereins befindet sich im Staatsarchiv Basel. Zugang haben das 
Präsidium und mit einer Bewilligung des Praeses ausgestattete Personen. 

 
§ 11 Auflösung des Vereins 

Die Auflösung des Vereins kann nur mit Zweidrittel-Mehrheit aller 
anwesenden Stimmberechtigten beschlossen werden. Der Antrag auf Auflösung 
muss den Mitgliedern sechs Monate vorher zugegangen sein. Im Falle der 
Auflösung des Vereins soll das Vereinsvermögen der Studienabteilung des 
Ökumenischen Rates der Kirchen in Genf zufallen. 

 

 

WAHLREGLEMENT/ELECTION RULES 

 
Reglement für die Wahlen von Präsident und Vorstandsmitgliedern

2 
 
1. Vorschläge der Kandidierenden sind dem Vorstand schriftlich bis spätestens 

48 Stunden vor der Mitgliederversammlung vorzulegen und vom Vorstand 
spätestens 24 Stunden vor der Mitgliederversammlung an deren jeweiligem Ort 
durch Aushang bekannt zu machen. (vgl. §7 Satzung). 

2. Für die Wahl zum Präsidenten oder zum Vorstandsmitglied ist eine 
qualifizierte (absolute) Mehrheit von mehr als 50% der abgegebenen gültigen 
Stimmen erforderlich. 

3. Als gültig abgegebene Stimmen gelten „ja“, „nein“ („yes“, „no“), bzw. die 
Nennung von Namen von Kandidierenden, sowie mit „Enthaltung“ 
(„abstention“) gekennzeichnete Stimmzettel. 

4. Infolge des Erfordernisses der absoluten Mehrheit (vgl. Nr.2 und Nr. 3) 
zählen Enthaltungen wie Nein-Stimmen. 

5. Auf den Wahlzetteln dürfen maximal so viele Kandidierende vermerkt 
werden, wie Sitze zu vergeben sind. Das Kumulieren von Stimmen ist nicht 
statthaft. 

                                                   
2 Verabschiedet auf der Mitgliederversammlung der Jahrestagung in Salzburg vom 
27.08.2005. 
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6. Leere Stimmzettel, Stimmzettel mit mehr Namen als zu besetzenden Sitzen, 
ferner Stimmzettel mit Namen von Nichtkandidierenden gelten als ungültig und 
zählen bei der Feststellung der erforderlichen Mehrheiten nicht mit. 

7. Erreichen mehr Kandidierende, als Sitze zu vergeben sind, die absolute 
Mehrheit, scheiden diejenigen mit der geringsten Stimmenzahl als überzählig 
aus. 

8. Werden in einem Wahlgang nicht alle Sitze besetzt, sind weitere Wahlgänge 
nach demselben Verfahren vorgesehen. Erreicht hierbei keine/r der 
Kandidierenden die vorgesehene absolute Mehrheit, scheidet bei jedem weiteren 
Wahlgang der/die Kandidierende mit den geringsten Stimmen aus.  

 
 

Kommentar: 

 
Damit ist folgendes klargestellt: 

1. Kandidieren kann nur, wer 24 Stunden vor der Mitgliederversammlung als 
Kandidat/in bekannt ist. 

2. Das Aufstellen neuer Kandidierender während der Mitgliederversammlung 
ist nicht statthaft. Dies verunmöglicht es allerdings, dass bei einer Nichtwahl bei 
derselben Mitgliederversammlung neue Kandidaten aufgestellt werden. Würde 
das Minimum von 5 Vorstandsmitgliedern nicht erreicht, müssten/könnten, falls 
mehrheitlich gewünscht, weitere Wahlgänge mit denselben Kandidaten erfolgen. 
Dieser Fall scheint jedoch eher hypothetisch zu sein. 

3. Vor dem Austeilen der Stimmzettel muss die Anzahl der Stimmberechtigten 
ermittelt werden. Wer nicht mit abstimmt, gilt als nicht anwesend. Damit steht 
immer das Maximum, nicht aber das Minimum der abgegebenen gültigen 
Stimmen fest. 

4. Gewählt ist nur, wer mindestens eine Stimme mehr (bei einer geraden Zahl 
von Stimmberechtigten) oder eine halbe Stimme mehr (bei einer ungeraden Zahl 
Stimmberechtigten) erreicht. 

5. Erreichen zu viele Kandidierende diese Stimmenzahl, scheiden die mit der 
geringsten Stimmenzahl als überzählig aus. 

 



 
Societas Ethica • Lammi 2008 

BISHERIGE JAHRESTAGUNGEN DER SOCIETAS ETHICA 

 
2008 Lammi Ethics of Life Sciences 
2007 Leysin Philosophical Approaches to Ethics - Methods 

and Foundations / Philosophische Zugänge 
zur Ethik - Methoden und Grundlagen 

2006 Oxford Political ethics and International order – 
Politische Ethik und Internationale Ordnung 

2005 Salzburg Research and Responsibility – Forschung und 
Verantwortung 

2004 Ljubljana Pluralismus in Europa? 
2003 Sigtuna Economics, Justice and Welfare – Wirtschaft, 

Gerechtigkeit und Gemeinwohl 
2002 Brussel/Bruxelles Humanität über den Humanismus hinaus 

erhalten 
2001 Berlin Quellen Öffentlicher Moral – Zum Streit um 

Religion und Ethik 
2000 Askov Vergangenes Unrecht vergeben? 
1999 Padua Ethik und Gefühle 
1998 Turku Ethik und Gesetzgebung 
1997 Gdansk/Oliwa Solidarität und Sozialstaat 
1996 Luzern Ethik, Vernunft und Rationalität 
1995 Bressanone Moralische Erziehung im neuen Europa 
1994 Berekfürdö Nation State, and the Coexistence of Different 

Communities 
1993 Acireale Ethik des Lebens in kulturellen Kontexten. 

Auf dem Weg zu einem neuen Verständnis 
von Bioethik 

1992 Woudschoten/ 
Utrecht 

Die Wendung zur konkreten Ethik. Praktische 
Folgen für Forschung, Ausbildung und die 
gesellschaftliche Rolle der Ethiker 

1991 Aarhus Die Rückfragen nach den Grundlagen der 
Ethik und die Entwicklung der konkreten 
Ethik 

1990 Walberberg Fundamentalismus 
1989 Durham Begründung und faktische Geltung von 

Normen  
1988 Montreux Ethische Implikationen im Arbeitsverständnis 
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1987 Debrecen Die Bedeutung der ethischen Theorien für die 
Praxis 

1986 Tutzing Macht und Widerstand 
1985 Palermo Problems in Bioethics. The Paradigm of In 

vitro fertilisation 
1984 Båstad Ist der ethische Pluralismus ein Problem? 
1983 Canterbury Legal Enforcement of Morals 
1982 Dubrovnik Das Menschenbild in der Ethik – verbindend 

oder trennend 
1981 Salzburg Gerechtigkeit und Strafe 
1980 Warschau Ökonomische Theorie und ökonomische 

Entscheidung 
1979 Liebfrauenberg Die ethische Theorie sittlicher Urteile 
1978 Goslar Recht und Würde des Menschen 
1977 Noordwijk Der Begriff Gerechtigkeit 
1976 Balatonfüred Ökologische Verantwortung 
1975 Bad Leonfelden Das Humanum als Problem der Ökologie 
1974 Tutzing Die Rechtfertigung ethischer Urteile 
1973 Wien Ansätze ethischen Denkens in Osteuropa 
1972 Chur Die Interdependenz von Mensch und 

Gesellschaft 
1971 Båstad Die ethischen Implikationen biologischer und 

medizinischer Erkenntnisse 
1970 Hofgeismar Formen der Gewalt in Staat und Gesellschaft 

heute und ihre Kritik 
1969 Strasbourg Was heißt heute „Du sollst nicht stehlen“ im 

Blick auf das Verhältnis zwischen reichen und 
armen Nationen? 

1968 Amsterdam Die Bedeutung des Dekalogs, theologisch und 
geschichtlich  

1967 Münster Die Manipulierbarkeit des Menschen 
1966 Lund Das Proprium der christlichen Ethik 
1965 Basel Die Monogamie in ethnologischer und 

theologischer Sicht 
1964 Basel Die theologische Begründung der Ethik 

angesichts der modernen Forderung einer 
„new morality“ 
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