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EXPANDING THE AGENDA OF BIOETHICS: 

SOME THOUGHTS ON GLOBAL BIOETHICS  

_______________________________                                  

The bioethics literature has seen, recently, new discussions about global bioethics.1  The 

notion has emerged, somewhat polemically, out of a concern for the narrow development of 

official bioethical discourse, mainly defined by the success of the American version of bioethics.  

The latter has asserted itself only progressively, yet surely, either in the four-principle version of 

Beauchamp and Childress, or in analogous incarnations.  Common to them all is the stress on the 

centrality of liberal values, like autonomy and informed consent, and a utilitarian understanding 

of beneficence in terms of value maximization and rational calculation of risks and benefits.  

In light of such development, the notion of global bioethics must be cleared of the 

potential misunderstandings associated with a twofold narrative, which Henk ten Have and Bert 

Gordijn refer to as the “story of exportation” and the “story of invention.”2  According to the 

story of exportation, global bioethics functions as a foil for the unspoken attempt to further 

advertise the western, and more specifically American, conception of ethics, thus turning the 

latter into a global narrative.  For its part, the story of invention further buttresses the premises 

upon which the story of exportation rests: by particularizing the genesis of bioethics, together 

with its principles and concerns, the story of invention seems to suggest that the condition for the 

globalization of bioethics can only be found in the ability of later versions of the discipline to 

replicate the original ideal type: as a quintessential product of the American ethos (Albert Jonsen 

                                                             
1 For an example, Henk Ten Have, Global Bioethics: An Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 
2016).  Also Henk Ten Have and Bert Gordijn, eds., Handbook of Global Bioethics (Dordrecht: Springer 
Verlag, 2014). 
 
2 Handbook of Global Bioethics, pp. 3-5. 
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has aptly labeled it “American moralism”), bioethics may find a home in different settings, but 

only on condition of reproducing the ethical premises of the culture from which it emerged.  

Putting suspicions toward the notion aside might help seeing the plausibility of a more 

generous interpretation of the global bioethics project, namely, the retrieval of a more original 

intention in the genesis of the field, one that was eventually superseded by the concrete 

developments of bioethics in the direction of a “biomedical” model and the “Georgetown 

mantra” of four principles.  In fact, the story of bioethics is, at least, twofold, and it comprises, in 

addition to the prevailing model, a broader definition, tied to the name of Van Rensselaer Potter 

and his groundbreaking book Bioethics: Bridge to the Future.3  

Potter thought of bioethics in terms of a “science of survival,” namely, a discipline 

oriented to a reflection that takes up all the ethical challenges modernity presents with respect to 

the survival of the species, the relation among them, and the general conditions for life on earth.  

Such a science might better contribute to explaining the etiology of diseases (cancer especially), 

and, consequently, to enhance our ability to overcome them.  Potter’s vision was nourished by a 

mash of insights drawn from various fields of inquiry and concerns, including medicine, ecology, 

wildlife conservation (Aldo Leopold), geology, religion, and the life sciences (Teilhard de 

Chardin). 

One may see global bioethics as an attempt to rethink the original intention of Potter’s 

vision.  Yet, what does it mean to do so in today’s context, and for today’s bioethics?  For sure, 

such work of retrieval will push contemporary bioethics in new directions.  I lay out a series of 

considerations.  

                                                             
3 Van Rensselaer Potter, Bioethics: Bridge to the Future (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971).  
Also his later Global Bioethics: Building on the Leopold Legacy (East Lansing, MI: Michigan University 
Press, 1988). 
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First, the notion of global bioethics redefines the agenda of bioethics, the questions it 

addresses, and their importance in a renewed hierarchy of value considerations.  One could say 

that the first contribution of global bioethics might be toward expanding the material object of 

the field.  Global bioethics broadens the content of bioethics to include all the determinants, 

whether social, political, or environmental of health and health care.  In this way, bioethics opens 

itself more explicitly to the integration of insights and preoccupations in social and 

environmental ethics, including the important bioethical considerations contained in Pope 

Francis latest encyclical, Laudato Si.4 

Second, a global bioethics poses the question of the validity for a transcultural moral 

framework in addressing bioethical questions (something like a universal “common morality,” 

but richer in terms of the principles or rights it relies upon).  In order to arrive at such a 

framework, however, it is imperative to overcome the shortcomings of the narratives entailed by 

both the “story of exportation” and the “story of invention.”  What is at stake here is the formal 

perspective of bioethics, more than its content.  I want to suggest that, in this regard, the notion 

of global bioethics entails both a constructive and a deconstructive task.   

The attempt to focus on the conditions for the articulation of the above-mentioned 

universal ethical framework represents the constructive aspect of global bioethics. 

Methodologically, such attempt must tread the difficult middle ground between two potentially 

alternative models of ethical argumentation: a “procedural ethics,” operating on the basis of 

consensus, and universally applicable; and an ethics rooted in communal forms of life 

(Lebenswelte), whose norms result from the experience of particular contexts and communities.   

                                                             
4 Encyclical Letter Laudato Si of the Holy Father Francis on Care of Our Common Home, at  
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-
laudato-si.html. 
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The first type of ethics, aiming to establish regulative strategies of moral communication, 

and inter-subjectively-gained rules of fairness, can only yield a thin ethical framework, a 

minimum morale which is, at best, all a democratic consensus may warrant.   

On the other hand, an “ethics of the good,” rooted in lived notions of the good life and a 

communal ethos, and resulting from particular ideologies of human flourishing, does indeed 

offer a thick understanding of right and wrong, but it might end up forfeiting the call of universal 

normativity.  One could say, with Paul Ricoeur, that while the first type of ethics echoes the 

unmistakable tone of Kantian Moralität, the second stands more obviously in the effectual 

history of Aristotelian telos and Hegelian Sittlichkeit.5 

What if the two approaches, however, were not to exclude, but rather, complement each 

other (a hypothesis Ricoeur himself works out in his Petite Éthique, and Henk Ten Have 

suggests under the label of a “two-level approach”)?  Then the question becomes one of 

reconciling a minimum morale, based on something like a universal framework of (bioethical) 

human rights (see UNESCO Declaration), with the moral insights coming from particular 

moralities and local traditions.  In part the issue is one of the genesis of such universal 

framework.  Is it the result of a top-down approach? Or is it emerging from below?  In the latter 

case, as Henk Ten Have and Bert Gordijn suggest, “… instead of generating oppression of the 

local sphere, the emergence of a global space for moral frameworks and ethical discourse has 

created opportunities for local cultures to find universal expression.”6  The issue deserves further 

consideration. 

                                                             
5  Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), esp. pp. 169-239. 
 
6 Handbook of Global Bioethics, p. 12. 
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I alluded to the fact that global bioethics entails also a deconstructive task.  This in the 

sense that global bioethics may provide a more critical lens in the analysis of bioethical issues, 

thus functioning as a kind of “hermeneutics of suspicion” toward both the content and the form 

of contemporary bioethics.   

As to the issue of content, one might ask: what does it mean to retrieve the recessive 

premises that justify the importance or, alternatively, irrelevance of a particular bioethical issue? 

Why are some issues generally recognized as central in bioethics, thus finding their place in 

virtually every anthology, and others hardly surface as worthy of consideration?  What is central, 

what is peripheral?  To mention one example, in developed countries, the question of our limits 

to the technological extension of human life in end of life situations, or the potential applications 

of genetics in the area of pharmacogenomics, have generally received greater attention than 

issues of basic quality of life, issues emerging, more typically, in developing countries, such as 

the availability of food or water, or the provision of basic health care for conditions that would 

be easily treatable.  Whereas the former issues receive privileged treatment, as defining the hard 

cases of bioethics, the latter are paid only scant attention, as secondary instances of international 

distribution of resources in the application of the principle of justice. 

As to the issue of form, the deconstructive task of global bioethics could be directed at 

the uncritical celebration of the neo-liberal values of individuality, autonomy, efficiency, 

competition, etc.  French ethicist Marie-Jo Thiel invites us to consider how the development of 

techniques for prenatal diagnosis and assisted reproduction, apparently based on autonomous 

decision making by expectant mothers, are, in fact, put at the service of policies of reproductive 

“quality control” that condition the provision of state’s support for pregnant women carrying 
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children with disabilities, together with the availability of social support programs, once such 

children are born.7  

The market ideology of liberal individualism, based on competition, value maximization, 

and neo-Darwinian suppression of the least fit, now functions as the underlying ideology driving 

public health policy of resource allocation.  This also means that the supposed autonomy of 

pregnant women, celebrated, at one level, as an expression of their individual freedom of choice, 

is in fact, at another level, gravely impaired by the determinism of social expectations imposed 

upon them.  

In sum, the notion of global bioethics can help us to see things in a wider perspective, to 

recognize global trends, and to identify as ideological mystifications universally imposed by 

market ideology what passes as celebration of individual autonomy and freedom of choice.   

______________________________ 
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7 Marie-Jo Thiel, L’évolution des techniques de dépistage prenatal,” retrievable at 
http://www.academyforlife.va/content/dam/pav/documenti%20pdf/2018/Assemblea2018/workshop/06_F
ull%20Text%20Thiel%20FRE.pdf 
 


