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• CHAPTER 1 •

Dedication
To those who give me love for a 
minute, a week, for eternity; and those 
whom I give love to, for a second, a 
day, a lifetime.

LOVE AS A COMMON BASIS FOR LIFE



The love of life is all around us, and flowing in 
our veins. However, at times we may not feel like 
loving, or that we are loved. Maternal love may 
be shown in different forms but it is a social 
norm of all living organisms for the community 
of older members of the species to treat the 

newborn as a treasure. The ultimate gift that we 
can share with others is also love.  There are 
many ways to express it but at the origin of 
goodwill is love.  This is why we may say love is a 
reflection of God in us.  Love is the biological 
heritage given to us by our genes, the capacity 

T h e  g i f t

The gift that we receive 
when we are born into 
this world is love. 
While it is a gift that 
few are deprived of, a 
deprivation that is in 
itself an insult to the 
humanity that our 
flesh embodies, it is a 
norm for all forms of 
life for new life to be 
given a good start. 
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• Section 1 •

1.1. Love of Life !



that evolved in us to allow us to overcome selfishness that destroys 
harmony within a community.  Our social heritage also gives us 
love, as the society tries to pursue harmony between individuals 
and communities.  This love is built by give and take as in the 
dedication of this book, as we strive to give.  The moral “us” 
includes more than simply the human species.

The title of this book came as book titles usually come to me, in the 
middle of the night, in a dream or as I was half awake. This circle 
beginning in the womb and ending when the lid is nailed onto our 
coffin, should still keep us so excited with the hope of the new day 
to be joyous.  That is love of life, and is something all people have a 
right to be able to feel.  Other times we may get overwhelmed with 
activity, or inactivity, and become depressed.  All through this 
circle the key to both perseverance and joy, is something 
fundamental to life.  
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A Maori meeting house on a marae, is a place for 
the community to meet together and discuss all 
opinions, in order to reach consensus.

Figure 1.1. How to deal with diversity? 
Protect harmony in a small community

The Great Wall of China

Figure 1.2. How to deal with diversity? 
Isolation mentality



To say that this key to life is love of life, is not new but something 
seen and shared by so many people alive and dead, that has become 
obvious, as seen by the range of quotations in chapter 2.  Clearly 
too obvious because many seek other answers, usually more 
complex but not as satisfying, or universal.  Love of life is seen in 
the bacteria who uses its last unit of energy (ATP) to move closer to 
food, in the dog who jumps into the river to save a drowning child, 
and in the love of a stranger who tunnels in the mud to free victims 
of an earthquake.

In this book I am going to argue that “love of life” is the simplest 
and most all encompassing definition of bioethics, and it is 
universal among all peoples of the world. Love of life is seen in all 
societies, although in different ways. The emerging society that is 
the international society, the global community, a heritage we hope 
for the future that is still being born out of cycles of war and peace. 
This global society should be a construction of individuals, 
communities and regions with love between given to all of the 
parts. We can think of the alternative images of isolation or 
dialogue, both features seen at different times in all societies and 
people (Figures 1.1, 1.2, 1.3).  Each time we make a mistake in 
building this global community we try to repair it, the same for us 
as individuals, working towards a perfect whole.

Whether we can use the term “love” in the ways that I do is 
something readers will judge at the end, and no doubt still some 
people will stay divided.  This book is written in the academic spirit 
of “Bioethics for the People by the People” (Macer, 1994).  That 
means describing the bioethics that we living organisms have to 

each other, then extending descriptions of life, relationship and 
ethics to consider what bioethics we could prescribe.  The presence 
of pictures may be a distraction or a reinforcement, but it comes 
from an inability for any of us to share such broad concepts with 
only words. 

This book is intended as an alternative textbook for introduction to 
the subject of bioethics, one which it is hoped will be consistent 
with your experiences not only mine. This second edition builds on 
lessons of 17 years since the first edition in 1998. I have given 
thousands of lectures about what bioethics is, and listened to many 
more in that time. I still have the same conclusion, that bioethics is 
love of life.  However, so many lessons have been learnt, and we 
hope that this can help plant new seeds of bioethical ideas in many 
minds around the world, to join to what is intrinsically there.  As 
we grow up in different communities and cultures, and try to seek 
our identity, this book aims to present many different ideas. This 
book supplements the near 500 page text, Bioethics Across 
Cultures, which considers bioethics and a range of topics (Macer, 
2015 edition as an iBook is available on iTunes stores).

As I have been teaching bioethics for three decades, I have found 
that the available textbooks have several problems.  Firstly they are 
Western-centred, which is not appropriate for any theoretical book 
purporting to be appropriate as a global or universal description of 
how we think. Secondly, the academic discussion of bioethics is 
usually very complex, even for issues that should be common sense, 
making the theory or ideals the domain of academics only.  This is 
interesting given that most approaches to bioethics claim to focus 
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on decision-making for ordinary citizens. Thirdly, they fail to 
account for the deep motives behind moral action, avoiding 
emotions and claiming principles of reason are sufficient. At the 
end of this book I hope that readers will not find this so true of this 
book, and we may be able to refocus on the common thread of love 
of life for practical global bioethics.

Furthermore, bioethics of the classroom and practice often ignores 
an apparent hypocrisy because the same proponents of theories of 
bioethics no doubt use their emotions for decision-making while 

theory says only certain ethical principles, or a particular moral 
theory should be used.  While there may always be hypocrisy in our 
actions and our theory, it is irresponsible for academic experts to 
teach students that moral dilemmas can be solved by a simple 
balancing of principles applied to particular cases, while in practice 
other factors dominate choices.  We need to consider the many 
ways to think about bioethics.

Figure 1.3. shows the famous Golden Gate bridge on a foggy 
morning.  Building bridges across and between cultures can help us 
all to understand ourselves and others.  However it requires some 
effort, and the picture may not always be clear.  Unlike the 
photograph I used in 1998, of this bridge on a blue-skied day, this 
picture on a foggy day is more representative of how we can live 
with others.  Our minds may not see the same view, and life is not 
just blue skies.  Bioethics helps us to explore the fog of moral 
decision making together.  

Golden Gate Bridge, California, USA

Figure 1.3. How to deal with diversity? 
Bioethics Dialogue as Building a Bridge   
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In the English language “bioethics” was amplified 
by Potter (1970), yet the concept comes from 
human heritage thousands of years old (Macer, 
1994).  Potter defined bioethics as, “a new 
discipline which combines biological knowledge 
with a knowledge of human value systems, 

which would build a bridge between the sciences 
and the humanities, help humanity to survive, 
and sustain and improve the civilised world.” 
During the mid-twentieth century there was 
increasing attention paid to medical ethics  
Bioethics is the concept of love, balancing 

Wo r d s  a n d  
c o n c e p t s

Bioethics is both a word 
and a concept.  The 
word comes to us only 
from a paper of 1927 
written in German 
l a n g u a g e o n t h e 
“ B i o e t h i c a l 
r e spons ib i l i t i e s o f 
h u m a n b e i n g s t o 
p l a n t s a n d 
animals” (Jahr, 1927). 
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• Section 2 •

1.2 Bioethics



benefits and risks of choices and decisions. This heritage can be 
seen in all cultures, religions, and in ancient writings from around 
the world.  We in fact cannot trace the origin of bioethics back to 
their beginning, as the relationships between human beings within 
their society, within the biological community, and with nature and 
God, are formed at an earlier stage then our history would tell us.  
The need for bioethics has continued to be re-emphasized 
internationally, in UN Declarations (UNESCO, 1997; 2005), in 
statements of scientists and teachers, in the views of ordinary 
people, and as a response to the decay in moral fabric of societies as 
seemingly distant as Eskimos and Tamils.  

To begin with we need to think of what we mean as "bioethics". 
There are at least  three ways to view bioethics.

1. Descriptive bioethics is the way people view life, their moral 
interactions and responsibilities with living organisms in their life.

2. Prescriptive bioethics is to tell others what is ethically good 
or bad, or what principles are most important in making such 
decisions.  It may also be to say something or someone has rights, 
and others have duties to them.

3. Interactive bioethics is discussion and debate between 
people, groups within society, and communities about descriptive 
and prescriptive bioethics.

Developing and clarifying prescriptive bioethics allows us to make 
better choices, and choices that we can live with, improving our life 

and society.  The choices that need to be made in the modern 
biotechnological and genetic age are many, extending from before 
conception to after death - all of life. Considerations of the timing 
of reproduction, contraception, marriage choice, are not new.  
Euthanasia, a good death, is also an old choice, forced upon us by 
our mortality.  In order to inform our prescriptive bioethics we 
need to describe the bioethics that people have been following, and 
the bioethics that they have today, which was largely the focus of 
the earlier book, Bioethics for the People by the People. It would 
suggest that there is almost never a single ethically correct way for 
a person to resolve a dilemma that they face.
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Which door should we open or shut? Which bus 
should we take? What food should we eat?

Figure 1.4. Moral dilemmas



We can find various definitions of bioethics, the simplest would be 
consideration of the ethical issues raised by questions involving life 
(“bio”).  I would include all of the above issues of medical ethics, as 
well as questions I face each day, like “What food should I eat?”, 
“How is the food grown?”, “Where should I live and how much 
disturbance of nature should I make?”, “What relationships should 
I have with fellow organisms including human beings?”, “How do I 
balance the quality of my life with development of love of my life, 
other’s lives and the community?”, and so many more you can 
think of. 

The history of bioethical reasoning is influenced by our genes, and 
the forces that shaped and continue to shape these genes into the 
people, society and cultures that we have.  We now have the power 
to change not only our own genes, but the genes of every organism, 
and the power to remodel whole ecosystems of the planet, which 
has made many focus on biotechnology applications however the 
key questions are more basic. We have the power to remodel whole 
ecosystems of the planets. New technology has nevertheless been a 
catalyst for our thinking about bioethics, which have been stimuli 
for research into bioethics in the last few decades.

There are a set of principles or ideals which people use as a 
common ground for bioethics, or which at least have been 
suggested to be the key ones.  These will be explored in chapter 3.  
They include the autonomy of individuals to make choices, while 
respecting the choices of others, justice.  In all things we do, the 
ideal is to avoid doing harm, and try to do good, these can be 
summarized by the word love.  Other terms may also stem from 

these ideals, such as human rights, animal rights, stewardship, 
harmony, but in the end these terms also come from love. In 
addition to reviewing observations of descriptive ethics and meta-
ethics, this work goes further.  This book proposes a theory of 
prescriptive or normative ethics, meaning norms for guidance and 
evaluation of conduct that is worthy of moral acceptance. It calls 
for a transition from a focus on criteria such as sentience or 
intellect or a moral agent to a focus on love of others across moral 
divides, as the focal point to assess the morality of actions. The 
familiarity of the virtue of love with decisions we have all made 
should make it practical.

I use “we” in this book, but of the virtue of love. This is more than a 
so-called “Royal We”.  We live on this planet together with many 
others, some of us have a mind and some do not, some can move 
and some cannot, some can feel pain and others can not, and there 
are several million different species alive on the planet.  I do not 
exclude those who exist elsewhere, nor those we will make as new 
species, genetic clones or carbo-silicon androids.

The challenge for ethics is how to define a “moral agent”.  It is not 
necessarily someone who looks as we expect, rather we have to look 
at our criteria and discuss those who are included or excluded.  It is 
not only some species who can manipulate the world as they like, 
reshaping it physically and genetically.  It may be a species that 
takes pleasure in leaving it as it is, and not seeking joy only in 
remoulding the environment.  That mistake has been repeatedly 
seen in ethics arguments, yet as a gardener knows, seeds can 
reshape the soil in many ways we cannot see.  Microorganisms that 
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live in the water and soil are reshaping the nutrients that are 
essential to life but we cannot see most of them with our naked eye.  
Yet can we say that the actions of a seed or microbe are love of their 
life, or of others, or love at all?  How can we define love?

One image of life is that of a candle, and it is one 
form we remember our loved ones in candles or 
by burning incense.

Figure 1.5. Bioethics promotes reflection 
on the energy and light of life
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Overall when we see the directions of cross 
cultural bioethics across the globe, and the 
unanimous agreement with the Universal 
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights 

(UDBHR, UNESCO, 2005) by nation states, 
there is support for the approach based on love of 
life.

O u t l i n e  fo r  l o v e

I have said bioethics is 
love of life in lecture 
halls and to thousands 
I have encountered in 
th e o th e r s e t t ings 
around the planet, 
sometimes drawing 
criticism that this is 
n o n - a c a d e m i c .  
However, love is one 
subject written about, 
sung about, dreamed 
about, fought about, 
more than any other..
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• Section 3 •

1.3. History and overview



The reaction to the first edition of Bioethics is Love of Life was 
mixed  Some applauded it as an approach which resonated with 
their own belief system. Another group saw it as being too 
simplistic. This second edition, written 17 years after the first, has 
benefitted from the experiences around the globe in many 
countries and interactions with tens of thousands of persons. There 
are many forms of wisdom, each found in different countries and 
communities. The Western construction of knowledge is being 
questioned in a post colonial world, as many communities of 
persons start to think more widely, and rediscover their indigenous 
roots and traditions. 

In 1995 a group of Asian bioethicists gathered together to start an 
Association to promote reflection on bioethics in Asia and the 
Pacific, rather than simply translating Western bioethics textbooks. 
The Asian Bioethics Association has assisted in these discussions 
and developed into a solid network of researchers and practitioners 
of original research. Members are not limited to those living in Asia 
and the Pacific, but come from across the world. There have been a 
number of papers applying bioethics as love of life to practical 
dilemmas of individuals, communities, and whole nations. I 
appreciate all those who have tested the theory, and the discourse 
over the results. It is clear the most societies share similar goals to 
pursuit of a good life by as many persons as possible.

While we may feel love in the sounds of music of both nature and 
humankind  and the rays of the sun from the sunrise, most love is 
based upon actions, whether past, present or continuous.  While 
love without acts may seem dead, love can still be there before and 

after the event.  The second chapter on “What is Love?” looks at 
definitions people have put forward in the past. Only a few 
quotations on love are given.  In a literature search I did find one 
book called Love of Life, a short story by Jack London (1897) about 
the gold rush in the Yukon, but the expression love of life is much 
more common than that would suggest. Since the first edition of 
this  book was published there have been a few other books using 
both “love” and “life” in the title (e.g. Pollard , 2002)  Perhaps there 
is no one who can argue with the conclusion of chapter two that 
love is universal in human society over time nor that to promote 
love is ethical, though there may be quibbles on whether the 
expressions of love are bioethics.  

We all may agree love is dominant in our mind, but how do we 
extend an emotion, to a system to analyze our decisions?  In 
chapter three I review the theories of ethics that have been 
proposed, both those that excluded love and those that included 
love.  It is perhaps the most traditionally academic of the chapters 
in this book, and the conclusion is that love is the missing element 
in an integrated theory of bioethics.  My apologies to those theories 
that I do not have enough knowledge of to include, but I hope that 
more can be shared to test this proposal that love of life is the 
central element in our bioethics. 

While chapter two should give some idea of the breadth of the ideas 
on love that popular culture has shared, we next have to consider 
the boundaries to love.  Love for whom is one question; love for 
oneself, other people, nature or all of life? Chapter four is titled 
“Love of our own life” and is a discussion of autonomy, selfishness 
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The Code of the Laws of Hammurabi; Hippocratic Oath; Sun Sumiao; and the Canon of Medicine from 
Avicenna.  Picture courtesy of the National Commission of Bioethics of Mexico. 

Figure 1.6. Ethics in Health has been a Concern since Antiquity Around the World



and altruism.  Can we escape from our selfish nature, and how 
much should we limit our desires?  Love of oneself can also be 
called autonomy by some and selfishness by others, can we 
separate them?  Maybe we can only become complete moral beings 
when we also love our own life, pursuing our capabilities, gifts and 
desires to achieve more of the potential that we have.

The strongest proof that love is the common basis of ethics may be 
what is in our hearts and conscience.  But how do I confirm what is 
in my mind is in my neighbours' mind?  As societies try to protect 
their identity or uniqueness, or justify their independent existence, 
they have tried to claim they are unique.  They say that other 
cultures are different.  

The fifth chapter on “Love, culture and relationships” reviews some 
of the evidence to ask how similar we are to our neighbours, in the 
next seat, down the street, or across the ocean. How can we protect 
those who are vulnerable in a  spirit of solidarity? In this chapter I 
review some of the fieldwork I have undertaken to look at people in 
different countries and situations, including surveys, photos, videos 
and notes.  While each culture should be protected, it may be 
incorrect to claim that other cultures are different.  Usually such 
claims are based on either insufficient knowledge, or experience at 
different levels in different cultures for those with the privilege to 
have lived in different countries and at different places in society.

Chapter six looks at the definitions of love that stretch across 
species boundaries, “No boundaries to love, and animals”. Love 
preoccupies the human mind, and it would be naive of Homo 

sapiens to think it suddenly appeared overnight in our species.  I 
will argue that helping another species may be the least ambiguous 
sign of an all-giving love above the shadow of selfish genes.  It is a 
fact of life that species often face each other in dilemmas and 
should we just pursue the benefit, immediate or long-term, of our 
species, or should we love other species.  This concept should not 
be unfamiliar to many, who live with pets of other species, but is 
there something deeper than personal companionship?

It is not enough to describe how we are as an individual, 
community, a species, or as sentient beings, there are serious 
problems to deal with that involve the whole planet.  As I fly over 
Asia and the Americas I see fires burning in the hills, often 6 or 10 
can be seen in one glimpse.  The hills are bared though if we are 
lucky we can see woodland in a few pockets of former glory.  Is the 
development of land into cities and farms an act of love?  

Chapter seven examines environmental ethics, and how we may 
love the ocean or land. I have been to all but one continent, 
Antarctica.  The chance to spend a summer in the Deep South as a 
research student of biology may not be one that will come again.  I 
was led to explore genes, molecular biology, I had a view that we 
can understand “life” by the genetic systems, and how they are 
shaped by the environment.  The title of my first book, “Shaping 
Genes” reflects this, but also stressed that a broad overall view of a 
good life (eu-bios) is needed (Macer, 1990).

“Love for the Future” is the final chapter which looks at why we 
have a desire for survival of our family, society and planet.  The 
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idea to plan for the future may come from the oldest feature of life, 
survival of the young to continue the cycle.  This may also be seen 
in other species, but when does the ability to plan become a “moral 
demand”?  It is a basis for transgenerational ethics, and basic for 
our survival.  Its balance with the counterpart, love of ourselves, 
represents the traditional fight between autonomy of self and of 
community, and justice for all.

By the end of the book the attempts at practical frameworks for 
decision-making will have become clearer. The balancing of 
principles, self-love (autonomy), love of others (justice), loving life 
(do no harm) and loving good (beneficence) can provide us with a 
vehicle to express our values according to the desire to love life.   
However, in the end, we are left with a simple fact of life, there are 
often no clear black and white answers to our dilemmas.  There 
have never been and nor will there be, for many cases.  As a society 
we need to understand the diversity which is universal (Rai et al. 
2010), and tolerate with love what we can.  There comes a time for 
protection of others, but we can remember the spirit of love which 
says do not judge.  I invite you to judge this work for itself, and take 
what you can.  However, never belittle the power of love.
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Development of space rockets took men into 
space

Figure 1.7. Exploration of Space 



• CHAPTER 2 •

!
Figure 2.1. The Cave of the Fathers, Hebron, Palestine / Israel  - Built to express love 
of God and love of ancestral Patriarchs and Matriarchs, revered by Jews, Muslims and 
Christians, for over two millennia.

WHAT IS LOVE?



Empedocles who lived in Sicily, during the 5th 
century B.C. assumed that in nature there are 
positive forces which he called, Love and Hate, or 
Harmony and Discord. These forces are what 
cause the four elements (earth, air, fire and 
water) to intermingle and later to separate.  Love 

causes the elements to be attracted to each other 
and to built up in some particular form or 
person.  The 1997 movie The Fifth Element, took 
up this theme, with the fifth and essential 
element to the universe being love. Empedocles 

T h e  i d e a l  o f  l o v e

If we ask people what 
images they have of 
love, answers might 
i n c l u d e : l o v e r s , 
family, warm, God, 
happy, difficult, and 
many others.  Yet all 
will consider love as 
something central to 
our existence.  
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• Section 1 •

2.1. The ideal of love 

!

Figure 2.2. State Parliament of Karnataka, Bangalore, India - 
Built for government (“Government’s work is God’s Work)



considered that love was a governing principle which held things in 
unity.

Human beings are spiritual beings, sharing emotions such as love 
and hate, greed and generosity. As Verene (1972) wrote, “Love itself 
is generally thought of as a power that exists within man’s ethical 
life though which he judges and shapes the customs of his social 
life.  Love is generally regarded as a power of man to transcend 
the differences that exist between persons and in the world 
generally and to feel the unity of things.”  Eliade (1987) wrote, 
“The concept of love, in one form or another, has informed the 
definition and development of almost every human culture in the 
history of the world - past and present, East and West, primitive 
and complex.”  There have been many writers who have argued 
that love is the single most potent force in the universe, from Mo 
Tzu in China, Narada in India, Plato in Greece, Augustine and 
Teilhard de Chardin in Christianity.  Any thought system which 
fails to acknowledge such a power and the character of the human 
emotions is destined to fail.  

There are a variety of approaches to the definition of love, which 
Eliade (1987) summarized as:

“1) the nature of the recipient, or object, on which affection is 
bestowed, whether animate or inanimate, divine or human, male or 
female, heterosexual or homosexual;

2) the type of feeling, idea, or attitude that motivates the 
experience;

3) the emotional, aesthetic, or moral quality of the experience itself, 
ranging from the basest forms of carnal desire through the loftiest 
forms of human affection and reverence to the purest expression of 
love as divine grace;

4) the emotional, moral, and spiritual effects that it exerts upon all 
parties included in the love relationship.”

Each dictionary has a range of definitions of love, but through the 
use of quotations below we can get a range of the use of the term, 
and how the concepts included in the word love can be useful for 
ethics.  We can also think of different physical images that 
symbolize love

A fundamental way of reasoning that people have when making 
decisions is to balance doing good against doing harm.  We could 
group these ideals under the idea of love, though the question of 
benefits for whom and harm to whom is central to deciding 
whether an action is one of love or not. One of the underlying 
philosophical ideas of society is to pursue progress.  The most 
common justification for this is the pursuit of improved medicines 
and health, which is doing good.  A failure to attempt to do good, is 
a form of doing harm, the sin of omission.  This is the principle of 
beneficence. This is a powerful impetus for further research into 
ways of improving health and agriculture, and living standards.

The term beneficence suggests more than actions of mercy, rather 
the ideal is love.  The principle of beneficence asserts an obligation 
to help others further their important and legitimate interests.  It 
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means that if you see someone drowning, providing you can swim, 
you have to try to help them by jumping in the water with them. If 
you cannot swim, you have to try to find another way to save them. 
This case also includes the weighing of risks, to avoid doing harm. 

This is another integral part of love, and it is because we respect 
life.  The concept is most often expressed at an individual level, 
whereas justice is the expression of this concept at a societal level, 
and can be seen in collective action of groups in aid to others.  
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Figure 2.3. Images of love expressed in 
buildings Taj Mahal, Agra, India - Built to 
express romantic love, tomb of dead lover



Since before the Middle Ages literature and love 
have been interdependent (Bayley, 1960). I am 
going to focus on love defined as the giving of 
oneself in service to others and the friendship 
relationship, as perhaps readers will accept 
without written evidence that romantic love is 

global.  A selection of quotations about love is 
presented below, suggesting that love of others as 
a principle of ethics in literature is universal in 
scope. I welcome further quotations by readers to 
these. 

Q u o t a t i o n s  o n  
l o v e

There have been more 
books written about the 
subject of love than 
any other subject .  
Such books date back 
for millennia and 
form a number of the 
b a s i c r e l i g i o u s 
scriptures that have 
guided ethics through 
time.
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• Section 2 •

2.2. Quotations on love
!

Figure 2.4. The Forbidden Palace, Beijing, China 
Built to show love to Emperor, and gain respect of people



Confucius, Analects (China, 6th Century B.C.)

To love a thing means wanting it to live.

Can there be a love which does not make demands on those 
who are the objects of love

Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving (Germany, 1956)

If I truly love one person I love all persons, I love the world, I 
love life.  If I can say to somebody else, ‘I love you’, I must be 
able to say ‘I love in you everybody, I love through you the 
world, I love in you also myself’.

Mo Tzu (China, 6th Century B.C.)

It should be replaced by the way of universal love and mutual 
benefit...It is to regard other people’s countries as one’s own.  
Regard other people’s families as one’s own. Regard other 
people’s person as one’s own. Consequently, when feudal lords 
love one another, they will not fight in the fields. When heads 
of families love one another, they will not usurp one another. 
When individuals love one another, they will not injure one 
another. When ruler and minister love each other, they will be 
kind and loyal. When father and son love each other, they will 
be affectionate and filial. When brothers love one each other, 
they will be peaceful and harmonious. When all people in the 
world love one another, the strong will not overcome the weak, 
the many will not oppress the few, the rich will not insult the 
poor, the honoured will not despise the humble, and the 

cunning will not deceive the ignorant.  Because of universal 
love, all the calamities, usurpations, hatred, and animosity in 
the world will be prevented from arising.

Mahatma Gandhi (India, 1927)

Love is the strongest force the world possesses and yet it is the 
humblest imaginable. The more efficient a force is, the more 
silent and subtle it is. Love is the subtlest force in the world.

...To see the universal and all-pervading Spirit of Truth face to 
face one must be able to love the meanest of creation as 
oneself.

...The path of self-purification is hard and steep.  To attain to 
perfect purity one has to become absolutely passion-free in 
thought, speech and action; to rise above the opposing currents 
of love and hatred, attachment and revulsion.

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man 
(France, 1959)

Love alone is capable of uniting living beings in such a way as 
to complete and fulfill them, for it alone takes them and joins 
them by what is deepest in themselves.

I CHING (China, 6th Century B.C.), translated and 
explained by Richard Wilhelm

Here the source of a man’s strength lies not in himself but in 
his relation to other people. No matter how close to them he 
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may be, if his center of gravity depends on them, he is 
inevitably tossed to and fro between joy and sorrow.  Rejoicing 
to high heaven, then sad unto death -  this is the fate of those 
who depend upon an inner accord with other persons whom 
they love. Here we have only the statement of the law that this 
is so. Whether this condition is felt to be an affliction or the 
supreme happiness of love, is left to the subjective verdict of 
the person concerned.

Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (England, 1875)

It is certain that associated animals have a feeling of love for 
each other, which is not felt by non-social adult animals. How 
far in most cases they actually sympathize in the pains and 
pleasures of others, is more doubtful, especially with respect to 
pleasures.

John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (England, 1861)

In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete 
spirit of the ethics of utility. To do as you would be done by, 
and to love your neighbour as yourself, constitute the ideal 
perfection of utilitarian morality.

R.M. Hare, Utilitarianism in Childress (England, 
1981)

Utilitarianism is the extension into philosophy of the Christian 
doctrine of agape.

Confucius, Analects (China, 6th Century B.C.)

62. Zigong asked: “Is there a single word such that one could 
practice it throughout one’s life?” The Master said “Reciprocity 
perhaps? Do not inflict on others what you yourself would not 
wish done to you?”

5.11. Tzu-kung said, “What I do not want others to do to me, I 
do not want to do to them.” Confucius said, “Ah Tz’u! That is 
beyond you”.

Hillel, The Babylonian Talmud (Seder Mo’ed) (Persia, 
30 A.D.)

What is hateful to you, do not to your neighbour that is the 
whole Torah, while the rest is the commentary thereof; go and 
learn it.

Jesus Christ, Gospel according to St. John 15: 12-13 
(Palestine, c. 27 A.D.)

My commandment is this: love one another, just as I love you. 
The greatest love a person can have for his friends is to give his 
life for them.

Martin Luther King, Jr. (USA, 1961)

Agape is more than romantic love, agape is more than 
friendship.  Agape is understanding, creative, redemptive, good 
will to all men. It is an overflowing love which seeks nothing in 
return.  Theologians would say that it is the love of God 
operating in the human heart. So that when one rises to love on 
this level, he loves men not because he likes them, not because 
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their ways appeal to him, but he loves every man because God 
loves him.  And he rises to the point of loving the person who 
does an evil deed while hating the deed that the person does.  I 
think this is what Jesus meant when he said “love your 
enemies”.  I’m very happy that he didn’t say like your enemies, 
because it is pretty difficult to like some people. Like is 
sentimental and it is pretty difficult to like someone bombing 
your home; it is pretty difficult to like somebody threatening 
your children; it is difficult to like congressman who spend all 
of their time trying to defeat civil rights. But Jesus says love 
them, and love is greater than like.

Soren Kierkegaard, Works of Love (Denmark, 1847)

Erotic love is determined by the object; friendship is 
determined by the object; only love to one’s neighbour is 
determined by love. Since one’s neighbour is every man, 
unconditionally every man, all distinctions are indeed removed 
from the object.

The category neighbour is just like the category human being. 
Everyone of us is a human being and at the same time the 
heterogeneous individual which he is by particularity; but 
being a human being is the fundamental qualification.

Boethus, The Consolation of Philosophy 3 (Rome, 524 
A.D.)

Who would give a law to lovers?  Love is unto itself a higher 
law.

Plautus, Curculio (Rome, 2nd century B.C.)

Find me a rational lover and I’ll give you his weight in gold.

Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from Underground 2.4. 
(Russia, 1864)

With love one can live even without happiness.

Virgil, Eclogues III (Italy, 37 B.C.)

Love conquers all.

Victor Hugo, Les Miserables (France, 1862)

The supreme happiness of life is the conviction that we are 
loved.

Erich Fromm, The Sane Society (Germany, 1955)

Erotic love begins with separateness, and ends in oneness.  
Motherly love begins with oneness, and leads to separateness.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Greece, 4th century 
B.C.)

Those who love because of utility love because of what is good 
for themselves, and those who love because of pleasure do so 
because of what is pleasant to themselves, and not in so far as 
the person is the man he is, but in so far as he is useful or 
pleasant. And thus these friendships are only incidental; for it 
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is not as being the man he is that the loved person is loved, but 
as providing some good or pleasure. (VIII, 3.1156a14-19)

Perfect friendship is the friendship of men who are good, and 
alike in virtue; for these wish well alike to each other qua good, 
and they are good in themselves. Now those who wish well to 
their friends for their sake are most truly friends; for they are 
so disposed by reason of the friends themselves, and not 
incidentally. (1156b7-11)

Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (Russia, 1873-6)

If so many men, so many minds, certainly so many hearts, so 
many kinds of love.

Maharishi (India, 1970)

All love is directed to the self...The purpose of love is the 
expansion of the self.

Euripides, Alcestis (Greece, 5th century B.C.)

You love your life; but then, so do all men!

St. Paul, Paul's First Letter to the Corinthians 13:1, 4-7 
(Turkey, 53 A.D.)

I may be able to speak the languages of men and even of 
angels, but if I have no love, my speech is no more than a noisy 
gong or a clanging bell. (1) Love is patient and kind; it is not 
jealous or conceited or proud; love is not ill-mannered or 
selfish or irritable; love does not keep a record of wrongs; love 

is not happy with evil, but is happy with the truth. Love never 
gives us; and its faith, hope and patience never fail. (4-7)

Paul Tillich, The Eternal Now (USA, 1963)

One cannot be strong without love. For love is not an irrelevant 
emotion; it is the blood of life, the power of reunion of the 
separated.

Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus (Greece, 401 B.C.)

One word frees us of all the weight and pain of life: That word 
is love.

St. John, First Letter of St. John 4: 7-8, 12 (Palestine, 
1st century A.D.)

Dear friends, let us love one another, because love comes from 
God. Whoever loves is a child of God and knows God. Whoever 
does not love does not know God, for God is love. (7-8)

No one has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God lives 
in union with us, and his love is made perfect in us. (12)

Dalai Lama XIV, The Power of Compassion (Tibet, 
1995)

The basic aim of my explanation is to show that by nature we 
are compassionate, that compassion is something very 
necessary and something which we can develop. It is important 
to know the exact meaning of compassion. Different 
philosophies and traditions have different interpretations of 
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the meaning of love and compassion. Some of my Christian 
friends believe that love cannot develop without God’s grace; in 
other words, to develop love and compassion is based on a 
clear acceptance or recognition that others, like oneself, want 
happiness and have the right to overcome suffering. On that 
basis one develops some kind of concern about the welfare of 
others, irrespective of one’s attitude to oneself. That is 
compassion.

Moses Maimonides, Prayer of a Physician (Palestine, 
11th century)

Endow me with strength of heart and mind so that both may be 
ever ready to serve the rich and the poor, the good and the 
wicked, friend and enemy.

Jean-Paul Satre, The Words (France, 1964)

When we love animals and children too much, we love them at 
the expense of men.

Han Yu (China, 8th century, A.D.)

Universal love is called humanity. To practice this in the proper 
manner is called righteousness. To proceed according to these 
is called the Way. To be sufficient in oneself without depending 
on anything outside is called virtue. Humanity and 
righteousness are definite values, whereas the Way and virtue 
have no substance in themselves.

Saint Augustine, On the Trinity VII, x, 14 (Numidia, 
400-416)

Love ... is a certain life which couples or seeks to couple 
together some two things, namely him that loves and that 
which is beloved.

J.C.F. von Schiller, Phantasie an Laura (Germany, 
18th century)

Love guides the stars towards each other, the world plan 
endures only through love.

Saint Jerome, Letter to Eustochius (Palestine, 4th 
century)

It is hard for the human soul not to love something, and our 
mind must of necessity be drawn to some kind of affection.

Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Divine Names 
(Italy, 13th century)

A thing is said to be loved, when the desire of the lover regards 
it as his good.  The attitude of disposing of the appetite to 
anything so as to make it its good is called love.  We love each 
thing inasmuch as it is our good.

Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio (Italy, 13th century)

Neither Creator nor creature, my son, was ever without natural 
or rational love.
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Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics (USA, 1966)

Love is freedom to put human need before anything else.

The Beatles, The End (England, 1969)

And in the end, the love you make is equal to the love you take.

Sting（the Police), Message In A Bottle (England, 

1979)

Love can mend your life but it can break your heart.

Stevie Wonder, Heaven is 10 zillion light years ago 
(USA, 1980s)

Why can’t the light of God shine love in every soul?

Buddha, Gradual Sayings A.iii.443 (India, 6-4th 
century B.C.)

(A description of six praiseworthy results that inspire a monk 
to develop the perception of suffering with regard to all 
conditioned phenomena):

1. the perception of nirvana will become established among all 
conditioned phenomena,

2. the mind will turn away from all realms,

3. the monk will see the peace which is nirvana,

4. inherent tendencies [to defilements and rebirth] will be 
destroyed,

5. the monk will have completed his tasks,

6. the monk will have served the teacher with acts of love.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
(Germany, 1883-92)

We love life, not because we are used to living but because we 
are used to loving.
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The English word love, used in this book which is 
first written in English, has a number of 
meanings.  That is why Greek is sometimes used 
to separate these components, following the 
philosophical tradition.  I do not restrict the love 
used in this book to the meaning close to the 
Greek word, agape, or love of neighbour. Agape is 
independent and unalterable, towards all 

persons, and works for the active benefit of the 
neighbour not self benefit (Outka, 1972). There 
are a range of definitions used for agape as will 
be discussed in analysis of writings people have 
made, but they generally are consistent with that. 
Agape has also been translated as charity at 
times. Tillich (1939) in Morality and Beyond  
proposed that the Greek word, agape, be used 

L o v e  i s  a  w o r d  
i n  e v e r y  
l a n g u a ge

We can find words for 
love in every language, 
though the use of these 
words vary widely 
within each language 
and between them.  
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instead of love in ethics, as it was more specific for the intended 
meaning of selfless love. There are several words that have been 
used in other languages to express agape, a divine love expressed as 
self-giving grace, caritas (Latin), karuna (Sanskrit in Buddhism), 
prema (Sanskrit, in Hinduism), rahman (Arabic), chien ai 
(Chinese), upenda (Swahili), and hesed (Hebrew).  Karuna can be 
said to be all actions that diminish the suffering of others in 
Hinduism, while in Buddhism it is more close to compassion.

However, human beings are motivated by more than love of 
neighbour, as explored in the chapters of this book.  The biological 
urge or desire to enjoy, has used eros (Greek), amor (Latin), kama 
(Sanskrit).  The friendly love or affection that extends to either 
gender with feelings of altruistic generosity has been expressed by 
philia (Greek), delictio (Latin), sneda or preyata (Sanskrit).  There 
is discussion of these terms by many philosophers, but the point is 
that the concepts are found across the world, they are universal in 
the major cultural systems.

Many languages have more than one word for love, but still the 
same problems of individual and contextual variation in 
interpretation of words applies, for example, the phrase “I love 
you”, can be expressed to a child, a lover, a friend, but each person 
will differ in how readily the expression is used.  The same way that 
signing a letter with the words, “love, Darryl”, for example, can be 
meant in different ways towards many friends, and interpreted in 
many ways by the recipients.  This variation in interpretation may 
be one reason for the caution shown in many cultures against using 
the term love in everyday conversation. The variety of meanings is 

seen in many languages, English and Japanese being two of them.  
It is also a caution for examining the same words used over time, as 
meanings change as languages develop.  There have been a number 
of books written on love, though many focus on romantic love (e.g. 
Sircello, 1989).  There is a long history of folklore about love 
(Emrich, 1970).

No doubt love can be found in all societies. It would be impossible 
for me to study all the languages of the world, or to list the words 
used for love, but a few examples may help us understand the word 
whatever languages we use.  There have been some major works 
exploring love across cultures and through history (Singer, 1984, 
1987), and it is not my purpose to repeat those works, but rather to 
explore aspects that are most relevant to bioethics.  Singer in a set 
of three volumes on The Nature of Love explores the Greco-
Western tradition, with much analysis of religious and romantic 
love.

Love is usually taught to children from a young age as a noble 
ethical character.  In Tonga, ofa, which means all forms of love, and 
fe’ofo’ofani, caring love as a family, are some of the basic values 
taught to children from a young age which influence their 
behaviour.  These concepts are expressed in the way that Pacific 
islanders care for the sick, often meaning family members will 
accompany the sick person to the hospital and a relative will always 
stay with the person day and night in the hospital (Mafi, 1998).

Love is linked to social systems. In the Amuesha people of Peru, 
one of the surviving indigenous communities in South America, the 
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generation of power and authority is linked to love and compassion 
(Santos-Granero, 1991).  Knowledge or power that is not informed 
by love ceases to be legitimate and may eventually be questioned. A 
loving and compassionate individual is one who not only cares for 
those who have less than herself, but also expresses control over his 
emotional life, thus restraining such dangerous passions as hatred.

As many of the references in the previous section show, love is 
considered a trait of God.  Spinoza regarded love as the highest 
attribute of God. So does Sufism (Valiuddin 1966). There are 
several Arabic words for love.  The Arabic word for ardent love is 
‘ishq, derived from ‘ashiqa which means a creeper called liblab in 
Arabic.  When that creeper twines itself around a tree,  it deprives it 
of its leaves and fruits.  When love takes root in the heart of a lover, 
only the beloved can be seen.  Another word is mahabba, Arabic for 
affection, which is derived from Hubb which means a seed.  The 
same as when love is sown in the heart it grows like a seed, 
developing into a plant.  “Going beyond extreme in affection is 
love, Love signifies excessive or intense affection” (Valiuddin, 
1966).  There are different ideas on the stages of affection and love 
expressed by writers about Islam, and a long tradition of love 
poems (Jalal al-Din Rumi, 1983).

Mo Tzu lived in 6th century B.C. China, and had an opposing view 
to Confucius who believed that people should love their family first 
and other persons to lesser degrees.  Mo Tzu believed that human 
love should be modeled on the will of Heaven which he argued 
loves everyone equally.  Love should be extended to all persons 
everywhere without distinction, and condemned the ethic of family 

loyalty blaming it as a cause for social conflict and warfare.   He 
wrote, “If everyone regarded his father, his elder brother, and his 
ruler just as he does himself, toward whom would he be lacking in 
devotion?...Could there be any thieves or robbers?...Would noble 
clans contend among themselves? Would states attack each other? 
If everyone in the world practiced universal love,...then the whole 
world would enjoy peace and perfect order.”  Mo Tzu 
distinguished love from the emotional experiences of the heart, 
identifying it wholly with the mind (Eliade, 1987).  While he 
allowed for differential treatment that the practice of filial piety, 
family love, implies, he believed that limits on caring only for one’s 
own had to be strictly enforced when it ceased to be beneficial for 
all.

Taoism is a different religion, coming from another 6th century 
B.C. Chinese thinker, Tao-te Ching.  Taoism was considered a 
revolt against Buddhism that was being imported at the time, but it 
copied much of Buddhist organization (Ferguson, 1964).  The life of 
the perfect man is governed by and manifests the primary virtues 
of love, compassion, patience, meekness, tenderness, and 
unconditional generosity toward all living beings (a quite biocentric 
view of love).  Han Yu in the 8th century A.D. wrote that “Universal 
love is humanity” using the term po-ai instead of the Moist term of 
mutual love, chien-ai or the Buddhist compassion.  By the Way, he 
meant a different term to the Confucian or Taoist notion.  Chang 
Tsai in the 11th century explored the virtue jen which had been 
used for love in the Han dynasty (Chan, 1969).  Universal love was 
not mere identification with things but the actual operation of the 
principle which combines things as one.  At a similar time, Ch’eng I 
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considered humanity is the nature of people while love is a feeling, 
although a man of humanity loves universally.  

In conclusion we can see that love is a broad concept and has been 
developed extensively in literature and philosophy around the 
world. Singer (1984) listed some of the distinct kinds of love, “love 
of self, of mankind, of nature, of God, of mother or father, of 
children, of tribe or nation, of sweetheart or spouse or sexual idol, 
of material possessions, of food or drink, of action and repose, of 
sports, of hobbies or engrossing pursuits, of justice, of science, of 
truth, of beauty, and so on endlessly”.  Each variety of love 
involving its own special object has its own phenomenology, and 
Singer writes,  “From one to the other, their ingredients will often 
have little or nothing in common.”  However, many philosophers in 
the past and present, including myself, disagree that these different 
forms of love have nothing in common.  

Rather, the power of love that is common to all these expressions of 
love may be a force which can unify not only the objects of love, but 
also the kinds of love, and the types of relationships that love 
creates.  We are faced with many challenges when talking about 
love, as all readers will surely know.  Love is seldom felt to be the 
same by two people at the same time.  A precious experience for 
one in a relationship may mean nothing to the other. Romantic 
love is difficult, but so too are the expressions of love in the fullest 
sense that the word is intended, as seen in this chapter. The 
following chapters look at the expressions of love that relate to 
bioethical concerns, after a discussion of theories of bioethics.
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• CHAPTER 3 •

Since the 1970s there have been a number of theories expounded which claim to 
guide decision making for bioethical dilemmas we face. In this chapter I will review 
the theories of bioethics which exclude specific mention of love first, and then in the 
next section summarize those which have included love.  Following that we are 
faced with the question why love has been neglected by most modern writers of 
bioethics, although love has been widely discussed in ethics across cultures.

THEORIES OF BIOETHICS AND LOVE



The concern with medical ethics has meant that 
most "bioethics committees" only consider 
medical ethics.  Likewise, ecological and 
environmental ethics must not only  consider 
human-environment relationships but also 
should include human-human interactions, as 
these interactions are one of the dominant 

ecological impacts  in the world.  Both extremes 
are incomplete perspectives, and many of the 
general theories can be useful in either domain if 
applied appropriately in a wide interpretation.

There is no one doctrine that is bioethics, neither 
is bioethics a campaign, rather it is a systematic 

T h e o r i e s  o f  
b i o e t h i c s

A s d i s c u s s e d i n 
chapter one, the term 
bioethics commonly 
refers to  the study of 
life ethics, but it has 
often been viewed only 
as a part. 
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process of reflection and discussion, in the tradition of Socrates 
rather than a dogmatic system of beliefs.  While some writers or 
protest campaigners use the term bioethics to promote particular 
viewpoints, there is a wide range of views on what bioethics is 
(Macer et al. 1996).  It is both respect for life, and the process of 
making decisions that apply science and technology to life. Actually 
bioethics has little difference from ethics in general, only that the 
subject matter is somewhat more focused on issues involving living 
organisms.

There are several basic theories of bioethics, and the simplest 
distinction that can be made is whether they focus on the action, 
the consequences, or the motives. Another separation that is used 
is deontological theories, which examine the concepts of rights and 
duties, and teleological ones, which are based on effects and 
consequences.  If we use the image of walking along the path of life, 
a teleologist tries to look where decisions lead, whereas a 
deontologist follows a planned direction.

This separation is necessary to break down ethical dilemmas to 
manageable problems, but we still often have moral difficulties.  
For example, if we give a person dying of cancer marijuana to ease 
the pain, we can focus upon these three aspects: the action of giving 
the illegal drug, the consequences that the pain may be eased while 
using the drug, or the motive that we want to help.  However, we 
can also focus on any of three aspects with a different view, for 
example, the action to give a drug that is not fully understood (if 
any are!), the consequence that others in the room may not like the 
smell if marijuana is smoked, or the motive to respect the person’s 

choice. The theories below focus on different parts of the total 
ethical equation needed to approach ethics.

Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics wrote that morality is the pursuit 
of a “final good” or “supreme good”.  This may be accepted, but the 
question is what this “good” is?  The final good was often 
interpreted as happiness, which leads us to one of the main 
teleological theories, utilitarianism.  Utilitarianism looks at the 
consequences of an action, and is based on the work of Jeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). They 
could have been rediscovering what Mo Tzu had taught in China in 
the 6th century B.C.  The principle of utility asserts that we ought 
always to produce the maximal balance of happiness/pleasure over 
pain, or good over harm, or positive value over disvalue. Initially 
they focused on the value of happiness, however recently other 
intrinsic values including friendship, knowledge, health, beauty, 
autonomy, achievement and success, understanding, enjoyment 
and deep personal relationships have been included (Beauchamp 
and Childress, 1994).  Utilitarianism may appear cold and 
calculating, but it has been said by many, including its founders 
(see section 2.2), to be an expression of brotherly love.

Utilitarianism is internally coherent, simple and comprehensive 
and can provide moral choices for facing dilemmas. We can also 
argue for the happiness of potential people, thus applying it to 
questions of human reproduction (Rachels, 1998). However, there 
are probably no pure consequentialists. If there is little difference 
in consequences, most people would consider it wrong to break a 
promise, and would decide based on that commitment.  All 
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societies accept some type of property rights, and most do not 
accept stealing from the rich to give to the poor, even though this 
would help more people.  However, many societies accept 
differential tax scales, taxing the higher income earners 
increasingly more.

Moral theories which focus on the act consider moral rules.  There 
are different types of rules.  Instrumental rules are those that 
prescribe an action believed to contribute to the attainment of a 
goal, for example, make sure you wash the vegetables well before 
eating them (so you do not get sick).  When it comes to a restaurant 
however, the restaurant has to follow some instrumental rules 
prescribed by authority, for example, the toilet should not be in the 
kitchen. The problem is to decide which rules should be followed, 
as some rules do not bring benefit to anyone.

A rule utilitarian may use moral rules as authoritative instrumental 
rules, so the morally right action is conformity to a system of rules, 
and the criterion of the rightness of the rule is the production of as 
much general happiness as possible (Cox, 1968). For example, one 
moral rule used in medical research is that experiments on 
individual patients are justified only when the patients themselves 
stand to benefit, and not when the benefits go solely to third 
parties, even the entire human race.  A rule utilitarian could claim 
this as a rule, and therefore it would still be within utilitarianism.  
Act utilitarians look at the particular act only, and say that moral 
rules are only approximate guides and may be broken if maximal 
good is not obtained.  Most pragmatists would agree that 
sometimes obeying the rules is better than not have any.  As Smart 

(1961) noted, selective obedience does not erode moral rules or 
general respect for morality.  For them the only absolute principle 
is utility (Beauchamp and Childress, 1994).  However, the demands 
of utility mean it is difficult to draw the line between morally 
obligatory actions and supererogatory actions (those that are more 
than moral obligation and performed for the sake of personal 
ideals).

If something is a moral obligation than society can impose it upon 
an individual, especially if that person aspires to belong to a 
professional society. The principle of doing good, expressed as 
always working for the patient’s best interest for a health care 
worker, needs some practical guidance in the form of practice 
guidelines or medical association codes of conduct or rules. There 
are many rules of etiquette, which are not generally considered 
rules of ethics, but rather following a code of conduct that is 
appropriate to what one is doing.  Sports games have rules which 
may not even be aimed at winning or enjoyment, but just occur, 
and by adoption of the rules of the game as a rule of the game in 
itself, then we follow them.  Medical doctors may be told they 
should tell the truth to patients, or they should not sell drugs 
directly to patients, however, these rules are not universally 
regarded as absolute moral obligations.

Another problem of utilitarianism is that the interests of the 
majority outweigh the interests of a minority, because utility 
should be maximized. In this way it is consistent with democracy, 
and the system of referendums to decide public policy and law. 
Utilitarianism could allow violations of human rights, and could 
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excessively limit autonomy. Making most people happy most of the 
time is more important, even though a few persons or organisms 
may be unhappy.  However, to make people happy is one of the 
central goals of love.

Most people appreciate good motives over bad ones, although the 
consequences may be the same. Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274) considered both the ends sought and the means of 
attaining them with reference to the nature of the human agents. 
Natural Law prescribes that good ends and means are those 
befitting the human agent, while bad ends and means are not 
(McInerny, 1987).  They both considered an ultimate end to human 
actions and that people should act rationally.  Thomas Aquinas 
held that there were very common guidelines of human action 
which are embedded in the very nature of the human agent known 
to all.  Good is something then that we naturally desire, and was on 
the highest level.  Prohibitions of murder, theft, adultery and lying 
are at a lower level, but Thomas argues that they are always and 
everywhere wrong because they are destructive of the good for 
man.  He supported a positive law to enforce moral rules, but also 
the motives. Good action is the product of character, character is 
formed by repeated acts of a given kind until our hearts are 
inclined to good action.

An alternative theory is based on obligations and is shaped from 
the work of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  Kant argued in the 
Critique of Practical Reason that morality is grounded in pure 
reason, not in tradition, intuition, conscience, emotion or attitudes 
such as sympathy. We could see this as following the tradition of 

Francis Bacon, in Of Love, where he wrote, “It is impossible to love 
and be wise.” Kant regarded human beings as creatures with 
rational powers to resist desire, the freedom to resist desire, and 
the capacity to act by rational considerations. He said we must act 
for the sake of obligation and made categorical imperatives, one 
being, “I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also 
will that my maxim become a universal law.” In general, Kant has 
a problem with conflicting obligations, for example, between two 
promises if both are absolute.

The other famous imperative, "One must act to treat every person 
as an end and never as a means only" (Kant, 1959), was also 
worded with love.  In Doctrine of Virtue he restricts respect 
(Achtung) to a refusal to treat any other person as a mere means to 
their ends, and construes love as making other’s ends their own. 
However, if someone agrees to do something for someone else, as 
in work, it is ethically accepted if the person is treated with respect. 
Kant considered beneficence more rational than love, in 
Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, he wrote, “...love as an 
inclination cannot be commanded. But beneficence from duty, also 
when no inclinations impels it and even when it is opposed by a 
natural and unconquerable aversion, is practical love, not 
pathological love; it resides in the will and not in the propensities 
of feeling, in principles of action and not in tender sympathy; and 
it alone can be commanded.”

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1961) wrote regarding the non-violent 
struggle for civil rights, that, “I would say that the first point or the 
first principle in the movement is the idea that means must be as 
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pure as the end. This movement is based on the philosophy that 
ends and means must cohere.” He argued that their movement 
would break with any ideological system that would argue that the 
ends justifies the means.  This was a reason for the policy of non-
injury, that protesters could not fight back, the same principle used 
also effectively by Gandhi in India.

The rule-based approach lies in the tradition of Thomistic natural 
law ethics, which says that practical moral judgment consists in the 
application of general moral standards to particular situations.  
Prudence is the kind of practical wisdom that directs the choice of 
means to ends, and it is necessary to apply the rules or principles to 
a particular case.  The appropriate rules and principles must be 
applied, which can be called prudence, which itself is an intellectual 
virtue, which relies on good moral character or judgment at least.

An extension of obligations or duties is to reverse the moral focus, 
and say that someone has moral rights.  If I have a right to freedom 
of speech, then the society has an obligation to let me speak.  
Rights protect people against moral abuse, and are very commonly 
used in ethics especially Western countries.  Although they are 
adopted in universal conventions on civil and political and cultural 
rights, there has been objection to the language of rights by some in 
Asia, particularly in countries which do not adopt full political 
democracy.  This is due to the close attachment of rights to the idea 
of individual liberty, and which has modern origins with thinkers 
like Thomas Hobbes as a liberal individualism.  This still leaves 
conflicts between individual and community which need to be 
resolved (Dworkin, 1977).

The language of rights is often expressed as legal rules.  Some 
rights are judged to be absolute, like freedom of religious belief.  
The freedom of personal belief is supported in the Judeo-Christian-
Islamic tradition as well as Buddhism, Confucianism, and 
Hinduism.  Other rights are not absolute in all cases, even the right 
to life may be broken when another's life is in danger - and in some 
countries capital punishment means the right to life is broken as a 
punishment for some crime.  The various rights of moral agents 
involved in a dilemma and its consequences, need to be balanced, 
as do the sets of primie facie principles that are used.

There are positive rights and negative rights used in medical ethics.  
The right to health care is a positive right (UNESCO, 2005), 
grounded in a claim of justice.  The right to forgo a recommended 
surgical procedure is a negative right grounded in the principle of 
respect for autonomy.  The US Supreme Court in the Roe versus 
Wade case in 1973 ruled that a woman's right to privacy gives her a 
right to have an abortion prior to fetal viability even if her life is not 
threatened, a negative right to limit social interference.  However, 
it did not confer a positive right, that the governments have an 
obligation to fund such abortions (Beauchamp and Childress, 
1994). However, we are still left to answer whether governments 
should fund abortions, and what is ethically correct.  An outsider’s 
observation of the abortion debate in the USA suggests the 
language of rights has led to strong conflicts between groups 
supporting different rights, such as a right to choose or a right to 
life.  It can also be criticized how a right to life is argued for one 
person, and not for another, and how the concept of punishment in 
crime is given as a justification for loss of the right to life.  
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Nevertheless, rights have increased the quality of life of minority 
groups and children and women, around the world since the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.

Russell (1954) considered the question of whether ethical 
knowledge actually exists.  While there are hopes and desires in 
ethics, and hopes and desires are subjective, there may still be 
ethical truths.  We may all agree that people should be killed, but 
how is the concept of law developed.  Russell wrote, “laws are held 
to be good when they are “just”, but “justice” is a concept which is 
very difficult to make precise...I think that in fact “justice” must be 
defined as “what most people think just.” He considered social 
ethics to be “a matter of give-and-take scarcely distinguishable 
from politics.”

There are also theories of ethics based on community, which argue 
that individuality, autonomy or rights of a person, are not suited to 
the community structure of society.  Communitarians argue that 
societies need a commitment to general welfare and common 
purpose, and this protects members against abuses of 
individualism, which could be equated with selfish pursuit of 
liberty.  The question is what community we talk of, the individual 
family, the village, the state, country or region or global 
community.  The family also has a range of definitions, but 
Haviland (1997) defined it as a group composed of a woman and 
her dependent children, with at least one adult male joined through 
marriage or blood relationship. However, there are also some 
families that do not have two adults and some where the two adults 
are the same gender (male and female.)

Some supporters of communitarianism include Aristotle, David 
Hume, W.F. Hegel, and Alastair MacIntyre. They have a variety of 
extremes.  MacIntyre (1984) argues Aristotle considered that local 
community practices and their corresponding virtues should have 
primacy over ethical theory in normative decision making.  These 
practices include parenting, teaching, governing, and healing.  They 
would support the European approach to presumed consent in 
organ donation, rather than the individual libertarian view that 
everyone should specifically give consent for their organs to be 
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used.  Both  individual and community need to be considered in 
ethics.

Above, I explained we could look at the actions, consequences or 
motives of a decision in ethical theory.  We can ask whether there 
are some kinds of action which are intrinsically good or bad?  Can 
we look at the moral quality of actions in this way?  We could say 
that causing harm as an action is morally bad, but sometimes we 
may only know this after seeing the consequences.  However, to kill 
is a morally wrong action given no other circumstances, the same 
as breaking a promise is intrinsically bad.  There can be reasoned 
for an action which on balance make it morally right, despite the 
action being contrary to some ethical principles. 

One of the fundamental debates inside ethics is whether it is 
universal or relative.  There are two types of relativism: cultural 
and ethical.  Cultural relativism is the view that ethical judgments 
supported by different individuals or cultural groups are 
sometimes different and conflicting in a very fundamental way.  
Ethical relativism is the view that cultural relativism is true and 
that conflicting ethical judgments may be equally correct.  Ethical 
relativism can also exist within one culture and between two 
individuals.

Beauchamp and Childress (1994) in Principles of Biomedical 
Ethics outline the most widely accepted theory of biomedical 
ethics, and the one most often seen in textbooks.  They defend the 
four principles approach, based on beneficence, non-maleficence, 
autonomy and justice.  The same principles as I used above, and 

they write, “Both the set of principles and the content ascribed to 
the principles are based on our attempts to put the common 
morality as a whole into a coherent package” (p. 37).  Instead of 
restricting themselves to particular premises or principles, or 
categorical imperatives, they are pluralistic.  They also include 
rules, rights and virtues but argue that principles provide the most 
abstract and comprehensive norms.  The principles are derived 
from common morality as opposed to reason or natural law, but 
they still have deep justification in philosophy.  The idea of 
common morality follows in the tradition of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and others who argued that a native moral sense is 
possessed by all persons and this is more important than the 
complicated systems of philosophers.  There are also linkages 
between bioethical principles and biosystems, and the biological 
heritage that we have, which makes it possible to approach 
bioethics from not only philosophy but also biosciences (Mepham, 
2008).

William Frankena (1973) extended the postulate of Hume that the 
two major principles of ethics are beneficence and justice.  By 
beneficence he writes that we should maximize good over evil, and 
justice guides the distribution of good and evil.  Beauchamp and 
Childress (1994) say that the author who had the greatest influence 
on their theory is W.D. Ross (1930), who listed obligations of self-
improvement, justice, beneficence and non-maleficence.  The 
principles are prima facie binding, meaning that they are not 
absolute, nor hierarchical, nor just rules of thumb.  They are 
normative guidelines, but balancing should be performed.  As 
Gillon (1986) says, these principles may not give us the answer to a 
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particular moral problem but they do give a widely acceptable basis 
for trying to work out our answers more rigorously.

Personal autonomy is limited by respect for the autonomy of other 
individuals in the society. People's well-being should be promoted, 
and their values and choices respected, but equally, which places 
limits on the pursuit of individual autonomy.  We should give every 
member in society equal and fair opportunities, this is justice 
(Rawls, 1971). The term “society” should also include future 

generations, those who claim the individual autonomy comes above 
societal interests need to remember that at major part of protecting 
society is because it involves many lives, which must be respected.  
Individual freedom is limited by respect for the autonomy of other 
individuals in the  society. People's well-being should be promoted, 
and their values and choices respected, but equally, which places 
limits on the pursuit of individual autonomy.

I would argue that these principles all derive from love.  While it 
may still be useful to retain these principles, I would like to 
emphasize that they are all expressions deriving from love of life. 
The final sentence of Principles of Biomedical Ethics (Beauchamp 
and Childress, 1994) admits the requirement, “Almost all great 
ethical theories converge to the conclusion that the most 
important ingredient in a person’s moral life is a developed 
character that provides the inner motivation and strength to do 
what is right and good” (p. 502).  It is a suitable point to move to 
the place of love in theories of ethics
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Although the line of the Beatles song, “All you 
need is love” could summarize the spirit of the 
civil movements in western countries in the 
1960s, the meaning of love in terms of being a 
practical guideline has not been fully explored. 

The principle of beneficence in ordinary 
English comes closest to love, but the former 
word is preferred over use of love because love 
has other meanings.  Altruism, charity and 
humanity are also words related to love, but love 

The inner motivation 
a n d s t r e n g t h f o r 
ethical behaviour comes 
from love.  Given the 
vast literature and 
familiarity with love, 
it is a wonder why so 
f e w o f t h e p e o p l e 
developing modern 
prescriptive bioethics 
have focused on it.    
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3.2. Love in theories of bioethics!

Figure 3.3. Pet goats in a free range farm
 We generally think that personal relationships of love can be 
extended to animals in a free range farm in ways that cannot be 
experienced in the factory farm.  No doubt both partners in the 
relationship benefit. 



is stronger.  Because of the strength of love in positive obligations, 
it may be regarded as an ideal, something which cannot be 
attained.

 Some ethical theories are based on virtues, or motives.  A virtue is 
trait or character that is socially valued, and moral virtue is a trait 
that is morally valued.  A moral virtue may be a disposition to act in 
accordance with moral principles, obligations, or ideals.  

Beauchamp and Childress (1994) made a list of principles of 
bioethics with corresponding virtues that allows comparisons:

 Principles   Corresponding Virtues

 Respect for autonomy Respectfulness

 Nonmaleficence   Nonmalevolence

 Beneficence   Benevelonce

 Justice    Justice or Fairness

 Rules    Corresponding Virtues

 Veracity    Truthfulness

 Confidentiality   Confidentialness

 Privacy    Respect for Privacy

 Fidelity    Faithfulness

 Ideals of Action   Ideals of Virtue

 Exceptional Forgiveness Exceptional Forgiveness

 Exceptional Generosity Exceptional Generosity

 Exceptional Compassion Exceptional Compassion

 Exceptional Kindness  Exceptional Kindness

They list four focal virtues, compassion, discernment, 
trustworthiness and integrity, for health care workers.  There is 
difficulty to make virtues obligatory, but moral virtues like concern, 
compassion, and caring are widely recognized as signs of any 
ethical person. Some other virtues have no - including integrity, 
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cheerfulness, sincerity, and commitment.  We can compare these to 
the 6th century B.C. virtues of Taoism: love, compassion, patience, 
meekness, tenderness, and unconditional generosity toward all 
living beings.  

A criticism of virtue theory is that when strangers meet there 
may be little relationship between them (though love of our 
neighbour is applicable).  Another criticism is that people of good 
character make mistakes and can perform wrong actions, therefore 
some account needs to be made for the mistakes we all make.  Any 
moral theory will be more complete if virtues or motives are 
considered however, and they are often more important than the 
following of strict rules in ordinary life.

Fletcher (1968) gave the following example of the virtues in 
situationalism, “a loving but mistaken action is cause for regret; a 
loving but correct action is cause for joy; an unloving action, 
whether a correct or a mistaken reading of the situation, is cause 
for remorse. Thus remorse follows a betrayal or cheating of loving 
concern, while regret follows a cognitive but not moral failure.”  
While “always act with love” is a universal formal ethical principle, 
it is on its own not substantive (it does not say what love is) and it 
is not normative (it does not tell us how we are to do it), and it is 
not prescriptive.  The footmark is left the situation and the 
decision-maker. Agape is a virtue, and Fletcher said, “The 
imperative (love) combined with the indicative (empirical data) 
determines the normative (the good thing to do).”

Another debate over situationism is whether there are intrinsically 
wrong acts no matter what the circumstances.  Situationalism 
would follow utilitarianism in arguing that there may not be any 
action which is absolutely wrong in all cases, unlike the arguments 
of absolute human rights which would say in no case an innocent 
person’s human right to life, for example, may be violated.  The 
extension of the ideal of love that is the foundation of the principle 
of do no harm could also say there is no exception allowed under 
which we kill a human being, it is a matter of extension and 
application of the principle of love and respect.

Paul Tillich (1954) distinguished four forms of love, epithymia 
(desire), eros (the search for value), philia (friendship) and agape 
(the depth of love), which must all be present together otherwise 
they will be distorted.  For Tillich, agape was a special form of love 
since it comes from God and is God.  He treated the failure to love 
as a sin of estrangement or separation.  He proposed the principle 
of love in terms of the Greek agape as the ultimate principle of 
ethics, which maintains “an eternal, unchangeable element, but 
makes its realization dependent on continuous acts of a creative 
intuition” (Tillich, 1963).  He said love is above the legal law, the 
natural law of Stoicism and the supranatural law of Catholicism, 
and refused to define it saying, “there was no higher principle by 
which it can be defined.”  He claimed backing from St. Paul and 
Martin Luther in the Christian tradition.  The other principle he 
added was the Greek word, kairos, meaning apply it to the “right 
time”, which is a principle needed to embody the love into practice 
and towards objects.  His view of love was more than the equality 
seen in the Roman empire, when love was universally applied in a 
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cool and abstract way, rather than with emotional warmth.  In 
Christianity the neighbour becomes a concrete object of the love 
which anyone can become.  Tillich regarded law and institutions as 
necessary to embody love in a society.

Albert Schweitzer (1966) with Respect for Life could be said to have 
used the idea of love of life as a ground for respect of life, but he did 
not overtly use the term love - preferring respect or reverence. He 
argued for a reverence for all life. This approach makes no 
distinction between higher and lower life forms, saying that we can 
not judge other lifeforms in relation to ourselves. It makes the 
point that it is very difficult for us to understand or judge the 
importance of other living organisms in the natural order.  The only 
reason for harming life he sees is necessity.  However, what is 
"necessary" can vary widely between cultures.

One of the alternative theories of bioethics is termed ethics of 
care.  Caring refers to emotional commitment to, and willingness 
to act on behalf of persons with whom one has a significant 
relationship.  This ethic was recently revised in feminist writing, 
where it was argued that women predominantly display an ethic of 
care in contrast to men who predominantly exhibit an ethic of 
rights and obligations (Gilligan, 1982; Baier, 1985).  Baier 
specifically thought of an ethic of love and trust, including human 
bonding and friendship, which is often involved in relationships of 
parents and children, friends, and physicians and patients.  People 
often want to do something for others, because of their 
relationship, rather than any obligation or rational ethical decision 
making.  However, often the ethics of care approach is developed 

without universal principles and therefore it has been considered 
opposed to universality.  This criticism would claim that care is not 
universal, or that emotions vary between culture, however the 
emotions behind an ethic of care including love and 
interdependence are probably more universal than the idea of 
individual rights.  The ethics of care has also been regarded as a 
way that women may continue to be dominated in a male-
dominated system if it is claimed to be gender-based (Sherwin, 
1992), rather than a universal ethics of love.

Teilhard de Chardin considered love as the highest form of human 
energy (Grau, 1980).  Love was mutually independent to 
intellectual energy, “A searching mind reveals what is lovable, 
while the loving mind is drawn on to search more.”  Teilhardian 
love was hopeful, moderating and controlling fear, and he asked 
how love can and should operate responsibly.  Teilhard de Chardin 
(1931) considered four fundamental aspects of love: attraction, 
affinity, sympathy and synthesizing energy.  Attraction meant the 
drawing of elements of the world together among themselves, while 
affinity was a stronger term used for humans, as was sympathy.  
The synthetic energy of love was called the “totalizing principle of 
human energy.”

Joseph Fletcher (1966) in Situation Ethics said love was the 
premier principle, and we should use case-based decision making 
to solve problems, always acting in love.  There was strong reaction 
to that book and the ideas, especially among those in Christian 
ethics (Cox, 1968).  It was called a  new morality, and also an 
attempt at democratization of theology; making theological ethics 
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understandable to all.  He did not claim to be building a system of 
ethics, but rather a method of situational or contextual decision-
making (Childress, 1992). Fletcher said that Christian moral 
judgments are decisions, not conclusions

Fletcher (1966) called love active goodwill toward the neighbour, 
calculating the best for the neighbour and it was not the same as 
emotional love.  He considered four scales: ends, means, motives 
and consequences.  Some theories of virtue ethics would also put 
good will or love as a premier motive in judging whether an action 
was ethical, but they consider the motives more, rather than all 
these other considerations. Fletcher considered motives less than 
the other scales, and promoted ends and consequences as the main 
determinants.  The value to be chosen as serving love the most, and 
the boundaries of each situation, are two of the practical problems 
that were discussed in response to his theory.  Like other 
consequentialist theories we can ask whether all consequences in 
the future are relevant to the moral calculation?

The book The Gift Relationship by Richard Titmuss took the 
example of donating blood and called for a general social 
philosophy of giving in society.  This is another form of practical 
love, which he called creative altruism.  Campbell (1984b) argues 
that, “eventually love cannot be moderate, if it will live in the world 
after Eden and professionalism must mean a risky professing, it 
will profess love.”  Love should be strong enough to demand our 
actions.  We can see the expression of love in organ donation in 
Figures 3.4 and 3.5. 

David Hume (1711-1776) considered that ability to reason was 
useful only for establishing the facts of a case and tracing the 
relationships between ideas, but a sentiment of approval or 
disapproval was necessary (Campbell, 1984).  Hume believed, that 
we should approve of things that are beneficial to others just as 
much as we approve of things beneficial to ourselves.  Hume in 
Enquiry into the Nature of Morals used the concept of humanity to 
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 Figure 3.5. Sight is Life
 All India Institute of Medical Sciences, 

New Delhi - A poster in the hospital 
grounds asks for the gift relationship to 

others, making the claim that sight is life.



explain why we are pleased to see others happy, “...the humanity of 
one man is the humanity of every one, and the same object touches 
the passion in all human creatures” (p. 273).  

Fletcher’s Christian based approach based on love, was unusual 
still among Christian thinkers.  Roman Catholic theology had 
argued in terms of natural law, rather than love, to support ethical 
decisions.  Joseph Fletcher in an early book, Morals and Medicine 
(1954), used the arguments of rights, a stand which he moved from 
in Situation Ethics in 1966.  Fletcher divided decision-making into 
three basic approaches,

1. antinomians, who reject rules as well as general principles of 
morality.

2. legalists, who think that some moral rules are absolute and 
inviolable no matter what the circumstances

3. situationists, who lie between, rejecting absolute moral rules 
but finding general moral principles to be helpful.

Using this analysis, philosophers can be placed into different 
categories, for example, Immanuel Kant said, "Treat people as 
ends and never as means,” which would say a "moral wrong" is 
defined as treating persons as means, or using persons. However, 
many would place Kant as a legalist, allowing no exceptions for 
example in the case of telling a lie to save a life.  Fletcher, as a 
situationist would say that since no kinds of acts are intrinsically 
good, we have to decide each case, considering the general 
principle that there is one intrinsic good, love, and one intrinsic 
evil, hate.  As he wrote defending the theory, “The new morality, 
for which situation ethics is the appropriate method, follows love 
(freedom to put human need before anything else), staying as 
close to the law as possible but departing as far from it as need 
be.” (Fletcher, 1968).

The legalist argument might say, "It is always wrong to commit 
adultery", or "It is always wrong to kill a fetus", however, if we look 
at the specific circumstances we can always think of a case where it 

  44  

by Joseph Fletcher

Figure 3.6. Situation Ethics



would be acting in love, or the lesser of two evils to do so. Fletcher 
said that the main thrust of situation ethics was a criticism of the 
legalism of some Christians who, “hang on to certain eternally 
invariable rules of conduct as absolutely valid and universally 
obliging  regardless of the situation. They think there are some 
things (allegedly learned directly from God) that are always right 
or wrong.” (Fletcher, 1968).  However, this vagueness has led to 
the rejection of situation ethics by the mainstream Christian ethical 
tradition. Roman Catholic ethics has developed the principle of 
double effect, to say that if the primary act is to save life and the 
secondary consequence is breaking one of the prohibitions, it is 
allowable, as in the case of abortion to save the life of a mother.  
The point for us to consider is, whether there is any exception to a 
statement, "It is always wrong to ...", which means that we should 
give up that idea that morals should only follow rules or laws, and 
turn to situation ethics as a more consistent approach.

Martin Luther also wrote that law is not necessary if people act 
well, in Secular Authority, To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed, 
saying, “If all the world were composed of Christians, that is, true 
believers, no prince, king, sword, or law would be needed”. The 
problem is how do we know all the principles in which to act. John 
Robinson (1963) wrote that “such ethical [situationalism] cannot 
but rely, in deep humility, upon guiding rules, upon the 
cumulative experience of one’s own and other people’s obedience. 
It is this bank of experience which gives us our working rules of 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and without them we could not but flounder”.  
Karl Barth (1961) who writes of absolutely wrong actions allows for 

the ultima ratio, the outside chance that love in a particular 
situation might override the absolute, for example, in abortion.  

Paul Tillich (1963) in Morality and Beyond discussed how 
pragmatists and positivists take their refuge in an ethical instinct 
that is supposed to lead to common sense.  This common sense is 
secure if there is a society with a strong common belief and 
conventional morals, but is not effective when the harmony of the 
society dissolved.  This is why principles like the Bill of Rights are 
useful in a changing world.  At the same time Tillich wrote, “Love 
alone can transform itself according to the concrete demands of 
every individual and social situation without losing its eternity 
and dignity and unconditional validity. Love can adapt itself to 
every phase of a changing world”, and he also concluded, “no 
system of ethics can ever become an actual power without laws and 
institutions”.  Thus we can conclude that we do need a system of 
laws to empower the principle of love.

In this book I have reflected on the Christian tradition, due to its 
long dominance of Western thought, and that bioethics in the 
United States and the West in general has theological origins.  
Daniel Callahan (1990) and Leroy Walters (1980) have written 
historical accounts of the involvement of theology in the 
development of bioethics.  Callahan noted that, "The field has 
moved from one dominated by religious and medical traditions to 
one now increasingly shaped by philosophical and legal 
concepts."  He continues however that, "The consequence has been 
a mode of public discourse that emphasizes secular themes: 
universal rights, individual self-direction, procedural justice, and 
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a systematic denial of either a common good or a transcendent 
individual good" (Callahan, 1990).

Another book exploring love as a basis for medical ethics is 
Moderated Love of Campbell (1984b).  This book examined the 
professions of medicine, nursing and social work with a broad 
focus outside of Christian circles.  These professions profess to love 
as a commitment to the service of humanity, and Campbell argued 
that love is a commandment beyond professional self-
advancement.  He cites the work of Paul Halmos (1970) in Personal 
Service Society who defined professions as that which aims to 
bring about changes in the body or personality of the client.  In 
attempting to define love, Campbell includes brotherly love or 
philia (friendship based on mutual understanding and respect) and 
agape (concern for all humankind).  Nurses have been associated 
more with the image of an Angel of Mercy, or of the care expressed 
in Motherly love and especially companionship. Love in social work 
is expressed as hopefulness, helping the depressed.

While situationalism may be more consistent as a theory of 
decision-making, there is still a need for a minimum standard to 
protect the weak.  The law has proved necessary to prevent people 
and property and the environment from the worst abuses of lack of 
love.  The first edition of this book was written at the time of the 
fiftieth anniversary year of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948).  The Declaration and the subsequent Conventions 
which set out human rights, share many features seen in national 
constitutions of countries.

Casuistry is case-based reasoning and focuses on practical 
decision making in particular cases (Brody, 1988; Jonsen and 
Toulmin, 1988), and situation ethics is one form of casuistry.  They 
point out that rules, rights and theories cannot be divorced from 
history and circumstances.  It looks at previous experience that is 
relevant to the ethical choice in this situation.  From cases, 
extensions are made to principles, and Brody is positive to the 
development of ethical theory while some other proponents are 
not.  They still differ from situation ethics that put love as the 
central principle.

Compassion has also been proposed as common ground for 
bioethics in a Thai Buddhist context (Boyd, 1998), and compassion 
can be considered as love as is discussed in the writings of Buddha.  
Generally compassion is focused on a particular context in 
suffering whereas social justice looks at inequality. In Theravada 
Buddhism the four prime virtues are mindfulness of friendliness 
(metta), compassion, joy and equanimity.

In Buddhism in general the self-less love is the bodhisattva in 
Mahayana Buddhism. The bodhisattva, by virtue of his decision to 
decline the rewards of nirvana, “until the last blade of grass has 
been liberated” is revered in Buddhism as the infinite and 
inexhaustible reservoir of compassion (karuna).  The bodhisattva 
could have passed himself into eternal bliss, but remains in the 
mortal while other beings are bound by the triple evils of greed, 
hatred, and delusionment. The six Perfections are giving, morality, 
patience, vigour, meditation and wisdom) and other virtues include 
friendliness, good will, loving kindness, benevolence and 
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sympathetic joy.  Benevolence and altruism have broader 
meanings, not being restricted to suffering.

Sympathy is another word that is related to love, but it could be 
said to be a reaction to another’s situation, as is compassion.  
Scheler (1954) saw sympathy as a preparation for love which is not 
a reaction but an action.  He uses the term Mitgefhl or fellow-
feeling, which if we have we will reach out to other people beyond 
self-centred motives.

One of the related virtues is hospitality or generousity, which is a 
virtue also seen in Islam.  In a study of Sudanese ethics, 
Nordenstam (1968), said that hospitality expressed by Sudanese 
meant that the guest must always come first, and that urbanization 
where the frequency of guests increases may challenge the customs 
expressed as an outward virtue.  The form of generosity which can 
be called charity (Arabic zakat and sadaqa) is one of five pillars of 
the Faith (others are praying, pilgrimage, fasting and profession of 
faith).  If it is performed for religious salvation it may be less pure 
than from the motivation of unconditional love.  However, in the 
Western world the symbolism of hospitality may have become the 
opening of our privacy to chose others, unlike the broader concept 
seen in many cultures (Mauss, 1970; Heal, 1990).

What is striking is that given all the popular support for the 
concept of love, why it is not the principle seen in textbooks of 
bioethics?  I would suggest several reasons for this. First, the 
problem with case-by-case and situation ethics is that it is difficult 
to judge which is the best course of action in practice.  However, 

this is not so obvious under other theories of bioethics as those 
authors would like us to believe.  

A major problem has been the conflicting definitions and images of 
love.  There are a variety of concepts included under the umbrella 
“love”, as discussed above.  Throughout this book, various 
definitions of love are described, but I also attempt in each chapter 
to show how these principles of love are not only consistent with 
bioethics, but are the bioethic we have. 

Saint Augustine in the 4th century developed a doctrine of love, 
saying that love is to go beyond oneself and to fasten one’s affection 
upon an object of love.  Love is inevitable because humans are 
incomplete, and a person can love physical objects, other persons 
or themselves.  Nothing is evil in itself, and moral problems come 
from the manner in which people attach themselves to the objects 
of their love and in expectations regarding the outcome of the love. 
Saint Augustine used four ideas under the term love (O’Donovan, 
1980). Cosmic love was the attraction of objects for each other, in 
the Stoic tradition of natural philosophy and natural law. It also 
includes ideas that everyone loves peace. Positive love is the love 
based on desire from our will.  Rational love was a more ordered 
love, admiring an appreciation of good, as an outsider of the 
relationship of love.  Benevolent love was a term used for support 
given to an order which the person did not devise themselves.  
While every object can be loved, to love material objects for the 
goal of ultimate satisfaction will lead to dissatisfaction and 
discontent.  He argued we had to reorder love so that first we love 
God, and then we can love others, and objects.
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C.S. Lewis (1962) in the Four Loves, tried to analyze the different 
types of love, and at first distinguished “Gift-love” and “Need-love”.  
Gift-love for example makes a parent work and plan and save for 
the future well-being of his family which they will die without 
sharing or seeing, while Need-love is when a baby comes to its 
mother from fear.  He called gift-love divine as opposed to need-
love, but emphasized that we still should call need-love, love.  
While need-love can be selfishly indulged, we do not call a child 
selfish if they seek comfort from their mother, nor a friend who 
seeks our company because they are lonely.  He wrote, “Need-love 
cries to God from our poverty; Gift-love longs to serve, or even to 
suffer for, God”. Lewis actually identified four loves: appreciative 
love says, “We give thanks to thee for thy great glory”.  The most 
humblest of loves was affection (Greek, storge), which he says is a 
gift-love but it needs to be needed. Friendship was related to philia, 
and he called it the least instinctive, biological or necessary of the 
loves.  Eros, or romantic love is necessary for our biological 
creation, and affection is necessary for our upbringing, but 
friendship is not needed, at least in most species.  The fourth love, 
he called charity, agape.  

It is also not so clear why the term love is usually omitted from 
international law, whereas the concept of human dignity is often 
cited.  Human dignity is arguably even more difficult to define than 
love.  For example, in the Universal Declaration on the Human 
Genome and Human Rights (UNESCO, 11 Nov. 1997), Article 11 
states, "Practices which are contrary to human dignity, such as 
reproductive cloning of human beings, shall not be permitted".  
Why cloning is always against human dignity is not clear. For 

example, if it was the only way a family could have a genetically 
related child why is that against human dignity? Especially when 
using donated sperm and eggs or a surrogate mother is permitted 
in many countries, even for commercial contracts.  Yet, at the time 
following the cloning of Dolly the sheep by nuclear transfer in 
February 1997, it became a popular call for many government 
leaders to say it was against human dignity.  Therefore we have to 
look for other reasons why love is not popular.

Some attempt at showing practical applications of the principle of 
love are made in this book, however, it is still not considered a valid 
dismissal of a concept, that people may interpret the spirit of love 
to arrive at different decisions in the same circumstance.  It does 
not hold that there is only one good and proper decision to every 
question given the same circumstances, nor that people who make 
a different decision to those so-called “good” decisions are 
unethical.
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I would suggest that academics like to have a 
monopoly on prescriptive bioethics.  I have found 
this in the strikingly hostile reactions to my book, 
Bioethics for the People by the People, expressed 
by one group of philosophers.  This group of 
philosophers did not appreciate the idea of 
asking ordinary people to comment on bioethical 
questions, and then to list these comments in a 
book.  In the words of one philosopher, "So what, 

if people think that".  This reaction is common 
among philosophers, who think that their 
arguments are correct and others are wrong if 
they disagree.  To this group of philosophers 
there are two responses.  One is that descriptive 
bioethics has an important place in the science of 
bioethics, and we could also describe the views of 
any group as their bioethic.  Another is that they 
can live in an ivory tower if they like (See the 

Ac a d e m i c  
s n o b b e r y  a n d  

e d u c a t i o n  fo r  a l l

Figure 3.7. King’s 
College, Cambridge, 
E n g l a n d .  T h e 
continued tradition 
and dress-code and 
college rules, may 
make it more difficult 
for the academics in 
gowns to be seen to be 
t h e s a m e a s t h e 
townsfolk.
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picture of the King’s College students), but do not expect many 
people in the global community to follow their arguments, 
especially in a world which has often experienced the cultural 
imperialism of Western religion and philosophy (Rai, et al., 2010).

There have also been writings placing the origin of the academic 
field of bioethics in the United States, that philosophers found a 
new area of thought that would be given more prestige by the 
community and public, called bioethics.  This allowed survival of 
philosophers in a then struggling discipline, and has even resulted 
in two decades of plentiful funding of bioethics research with the 
bioethics programs attached to the Human Genome Project since 
1990.  However, tracing the origins of bioethics in the United States 
finds theologians also were initiators. Although they may have 
sought societal recognition did not have their livelihoods 
threatened because the Church supported them.  It is interesting to 
note that the book, Situation Ethics (Fletcher, 1966) discussed 
above was criticized also for making ethics simple for ordinary 
people to understand (Cox, 1968).

Even the book, Bioethics in High Schools in Australia, Japan and 
New Zealand (Macer et al, 1996), which included the comments 
and views of high school teachers received the comment that 
including the views of teachers was not useful.  That book 
attempted to inform academics and other teachers about the views 
of about two thousand teachers who had responded to surveys on 
what bioethics is, and why they thought it was important, and 
practical issues of bioethics education.  Such criticisms also suggest 
that some academics did not want to listen to the views of high 
school teachers, revealing deeper academic snobbery than in the 
rejection of public views. There often remained a snobbery by 
university teachers over high school teachers, and over primary 
school teachers, despite the usually higher degree of education 
training required at earlier levels of education. There is also a 
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growing movement of Philosophy for Children (P4C), which has 
shown how philosophy can be taught in primary years, and this 
approach is being adopted by many Ministries of Education 
(UNESCO, 2009).

Another factor against love being included in bioethical approaches 
to life dilemmas is the general technocraticalization of society and 
of public expectations of what answers are needed to solve 
problems of science and technology.  The rapid change in society 
brought about by science and technology has had great impact on 
society.  It is actually responsible for globalization, and 
mundialisation, with communications and transportation.  More 
people will read this book through the Internet than on hard copy, 
and more people will be reading a copy on an iPad, or downloaded 
from a computer than printed in a traditional way in a book 
printing press.  People think that a new problem needs a new 
answer, however, what is needed is the application of old principles 
to new applications.  This topic will be discussed at more length in 
the final chapter.

The general negative reaction to love comes from a longer 
philosophical tradition to dispense with emotion.  Plato or Kant for 
example, have called emotions, feelings, passions and inclinations, 
distractions to moral judgment (Beauchamp and Childress, 1994).  
Those philosophers argue that action done from the desire to do 
good may not be morally good unless it comes from an appropriate 
cognitive framework.  They argue that compassion may cloud 
judgment.  The ethics of care can correct for this bias against love.  
The treatment of citizens in society is often not impartial, with 

decisions judged depending upon relationships. People are treated 
in a different way.  However, broad love for others should be 
impartial, and true compassion would not cloud judgment of what 
is best for the situation, but can be a moral guide.

At the same time that some philosophers were rejecting the 
approach of descriptive bioethics, another group of equally 
regarded academics was accepting it.  This was a pleasant surprise, 
as the first reaction was disappointing.  Therefore since the first 
edition (Macer, 1998), we have seen more books written in this 
light, and more people trying to represent and learn from the 
arguments that there are in the community.  The term empirical 
bioethics is often used although descriptive bioethics is broader as 
it includes anthropological approaches as well as quantitative ones. 
It will be interesting in coming years how the bioethics community 
is divided on the issue.  For those with similar ideas, I hope that we 
will all learn many things from having open minds to people in all 
walks of life.

This approach to bioethics can also be seen in the approaches seen 
to the membership of ethics committees.  Interestingly to my 
origins, and perhaps to my ideals of a society, my home country 
New Zealand is the most liberal in its idea of what lay membership 
of an ethics committee means.  The law states that a majority of 
members of an ethics committee must be lay (non-academic or 
medical) and the chairperson should also be lay.  This is a contrast 
to committees seen in Asia and Europe, where it is very rare or un-
heard-of for a non-academic to be a member.  The dean of a 
medical school is the chair, and there may only be a token non-
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medical member of the committee. Lay members have been 
involved in ethics committees for several decades and have shown 
significant contributions in the countries I am aware of.  The idea is 
common to descriptive bioethics, that bioethics should be by the 
people not only for them.
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While some may criticize deciding each choice 
and case based on experience and love, rather 
than a more formal set of principles, ethical 
experience has long been considered as the way 
to develop wisdom.  In Christian theology the 

writings of people like Karl Barth moved 
attention away from experience to deontology, 
the Word of God and rules in the mid-twentieth 
century.  Experience was given again as a basis 
for decisions by situation ethics.  While humans 

3 . 4 .  L o v e  a s  a  
b a s i s  fo r  
b i o e t h i c s  

In conclusion I beg us 
a l l t o r e c o n s i d e r 
whether love is the 
fundamental principle 
of bioethics.  Firstly, as 
s h o w n i n t h e 
q u o t a t i o n s i t i s 
universally recognized 
in both tradition and 
modern life as a moral 
good.  It can also be 
seen to underlie basic 
primie facie principles 
commonly used in 
bioethics.
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are prone to self-deception, a trained mind can be developed.  
Phenomenology is an open ended method, supported by Martin 
Heidegger, Jean-Paul Satre, and also the concern of philosophers 
with everyday language shown by Wittgenstein (Cox, 1968).  
However, Satre disagrees with general principles of morality, not 
only rules, and the discussions above suggest that at least some 
principles based on love are common to human beings.  Satre 
(1947) believed that truth and validity lie only in the individuals’ 
experience and not apart from this (existentialism). Existentialism 
has been described as a philosophical ancestor of situationalism 
(Cunnigham, 1970). It claims that ethical principles cannot be 
deduced from basic premises about the world, something which I 
disagree with.

To make love as the central virtue follows the moral theory of 
Aristotle, who argued that moral excellence should be a common 
goal. "Aristotle maintained that human virtues are dispositions to 
act, feel, and judge that are developed from an innate capacity by 
proper training and exercise" (Beauchamp and Childress, 1994).  
In the Buddhist writing, the Mahayana, compassion (karuna) is 
emphasized as the necessary complement to wisdom (prajna) and 
as an essential ingredient in the perfection of the enlightened.  
Wisdom and compassion are compared to two wings with which 
one flies to the island of enlightenment (Bowker, 1997).  

If we focus only on obligations, or the raw minimum, we have law, 
but not ethics.  High moral ideals do not mean neglect of other 
parts of life, and self-love is necessary as discussed in the following 
chapter.  People with a conscience and will should strive for moral 

excellence and development of character, this is also a universal 
goal seen in our global community.  It is not enough to be content 
the way we are as no person or community is an island of 
themselves. 

One point of view, which I share, is that moral saints who practice 
love like Mother Theresa are to not only be admired, but they are 
models for all of us to copy.  For some people however, these saints 
are so different to the life that we have that they are beyond being a 
target for aspiration (Wolf, 1982). Freud (1930) in Civilization and 
Discontents rejected following the golden rule, “The 
commandment, ‘Love they neighbour as thyself’, is the strongest 
defense against human aggressiveness and an excellent example 
of the unpsychological proceedings of the cultural super-ego. The 
commandment is impossible to fulfil; such an enormous inflation 
of love can only lower its value, not get rid of the difficulty. 
Civilization pays no attention to all this; it merely admonishes us 
that the harder it is to obey a precept the more meritous it is to do 
so.” 

This view that it is too idealistic has been common in bioethics 
writings. However, they should not reject that following a moral 
rule most of the time but sometime failing is better than nothing.  
Universal love can also be argued from self-interest, as Mo Tzu 
wrote in 6th century B.C., the reason people think universal love is 
difficult is simply because they fail to recognize its benefit and 
understand its reason.
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The only words against promoting love as the premier good are 
those who say that some competition is healthy for personal 
development and fulfillment. That people who work hard should be 
rewarded, and those who do not cannot expect to be supported by 
the rest of society.  They also may say that natural selection 
suggests survival of the fittest is important.  These issues will be 
discussed in the following chapters, as love for of our own life is, I 
agree, necessary to the person who tries to love others and 
understand others.
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• CHAPTER 4 •

It is not a coincidence that the popular paraphrase of 
ethics, "love others as you love yourself", uses love of 
ourselves as a reference point for comparing love to 
others. It claims that we have the ability to love 
others as we love ourselves.  Creatures that did not 
love themselves would not be expected to be alive, 
nor would they be expected to live long enough to 
have children to perpetuate the next generation. 

LOVE OF OUR OWN LIFE



All creatures need to have a love of their own life in order to live at 
all.  We could even describe it as a natural law of life, that self-
preservation is necessary, at least until reproduction is ensured for 
our genes.

One view of self-love is that it is to be positively valued as revering 
one’s individual liberty and particular life, a life that is unique.  
There is broad religious and moral support to have concern about 
our own flourishing and development, and in this view the moral 
evil may be inactivity or sloth rather than pride (Outka, 1992). We 
can see the consequences of lack of interest in our life in having no 
interest in education, in grooming, in thinking about all we have 
been given by others and the moral obligation we have to do 
something more with our life, as a sign of thankfulness to others 
who have helped us.  

Laziness usually means that whatever potential we have to use our 
lives to help others in the world is lost.  It is a tragedy that the 
potential to love the life we have been given, and to love others or 
God has been lost.  The view is that self-love is just normal and 
neither good or bad, but this can also lead to apathy.  Even though 
we can see many persons do have a tough early life due to poverty, 
parental neglect, child abuse and other external factors, very few 
beings on this planet are not born with the instinct for self-
preservation.  

Having too much self-interest, that regards self-love as selfishness, 
will be discussed in section 4.2. Through our moral development 
we have phases when our concern is focused on ourselves, and 

other times when we become aware of the responsibilities that we 
have for making the world a better place for others.

People teach to their children that they must take care of 
themselves, and strive to do the best in what they are doing. We are 
taught from an early age to work and study hard, because it will be 
better for us.  Education at school and competition for places in 
higher education, and better employment, reinforces the idea that 
we should love ourselves. Respect for people's love of themselves or 
of their family has been called autonomy.

So let us believe in ourselves, not too much, and not too little, and 
love the most remarkable event in every person’s life, their own 
birth and existence. Life is to be treasured, this was a common 
ethic seen across all Peoples of the world when asked to share their 
image of life (Macer, 1994).
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4.1.1. Autonomy in Individuals, Families 
and Communities

The English word “autonomy” is derived from 
the Greek words autos (self) and nomos (rule).  
In ethics it means a person decides using their 
own values.  At one level, it is easy to see that 
people are different, if we look at our faces, sizes 

and the clothes that we wear.  This is also true of 
the personal choices that we make.  Some people 
may decide to play soccer, read a book, or watch 
television.  We may be put under some pressure 
by the people around us to engage ourselves in a 
particular activity, or to behave in a certain way, 
but ultimately it is our choice.

Au t o n o my  i n  
I n d i v i d u a l s  a n d  

C o m m u n i t i e s

Autonomy comes from 
the Greek words autos 
( s e l f ) a n d n o m o s 
(rule).  It means a 
person decides using 
their own values.  

“Autonomy” can be 
used for individuals, 
families, groups and  
even cities.
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Autonomy is also expressed in the language of rights, by 
recognizing the right of individuals to make choices.  Respect for 
the autonomy of individuals is a fundamental principle of ethics, 
and is found in early times in those religions which recognized 
freedom of belief.  If we respect autonomy of human beings we 
should respect their right to have at least some property, or 
territory, and control over their own body.  We are animals, and 
most animals (social insects excepted) have individual control over 
their bodies.  

Part of recognition of autonomy is respect for individuality, which 
also relates to confidentiality. The keeping of confidences is also 
necessary to retain people's trust, and has been a common feature 
of business and medical ethics.  Privacy includes the right to refuse 
questions.  For example, if medical insurance companies try to take 
only low risk clients by prescreening the applicants, there should be 
the right to refuse such questions.  The only way to ensure proper 
and just health care is to enforce this on insurance companies, or 
what is a better solution, a national health care system allowing all 
access to free medical treatment. 

The scope of respect for personal autonomy is related to justice, 
that develops situations and circumstances where everyone may 
pursue their autonomy to a similar degree. 

One can ask if the unit of autonomy is an isolated individual?  
Interestingly, originally in ancient Greece, autonomy applied to 
self-governance of Hellenic city states.  Therefore there are 
precedents to apply the principle to not only individuals but also 

families, societies and states.  Many rejections of autonomy as a so-
called Western individualistic principle are based on 
misunderstanding autonomy as a concept only applying to 
individuals.  Most societies are family-orientated and the concept 
of self-rule may be applied to families as well.  In the previous 
chapter the concept of individual liberty was discussed which is the 
one which overlaps most with the modern Western idea of 
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autonomy.  However, the majority of persons live as members of a 
broader community, not only one that is individualist.  We can see 
this in many indigenous communities and Ancient civilizations as 
well, all around the world.  The minority is actually to consider a 
person as an isolated individual, that is sometimes represented in 
Western bioethics textbooks.

M.C. D’Arcy (1947) in The Mind and Heart of Love distinguishes 
between two loves, self-love which seeks power and is self-
assertive, and sacrificial, self-giving love.  The first type is like eros, 
and the second agape, but he regards them as companions.  
However D’Arcy then considers reason to be self-seeking and 
opposing agape, but reason can also seek the benefit of others. 
Conflicts between moral duties to others and self-interest produce 
many dilemmas, however, many philosophers, like Beauchamp and 
Childress (1994) say that those dilemmas are not moral dilemmas.  
I would argue that self-interest or self-love, or selfishness, are 
tightly linked to “self-rule”, the principle of autonomy.

4.1.2. Informed Consent 

Within medical ethics, autonomy is often discussed with human 
rights, and with the derivative concept of informed consent.  The 
theory of medical ethics of Thomas Percival (1803) focused on 
beneficence and non-maleficence and did not include autonomy or 
justice.  Beneficence is doing what is best, and could be followed 
under autonomy or heteronomy (rule by another).  Authority of an 
external kind may not always be counter to autonomy.  There is 
also a difference between long term goals of a person, for example 
intensive study needed for an education to qualify one for a desired 
occupation, and the short term feeling of wanting to play with 
friends. The long term goal may be the one that we as rational 
beings ascribe to follow, so sometimes parents may tell children 
they have to study and sacrifice their immediate goals and choices 
for the sake of the longer term aspiration of their life. We also 
might accept our friends sometimes advising us that we cannot 

  60  

Ornaments and Jewelry are Ancient Expressions 
to Enhance our Beauty and Signs of Self-Love

Figure 4.2.  Self-love and autonomy over 
time



party or drink with them because they know we have asked them to 
help us focus on achieving a good grade for the course we are 
taking.  In this sense we might sometimes sacrifice short-term 
autonomy for achieving the over-arching goal which is a decision of 
our real “autonomy”, and not a short-term one.

One of the basic applications of the Western principle of autonomy 
to bioethics is the idea of informed consent.  The same distinction 
between short-term and long-term goals can be applied to 
decisions of medical ethics. For example, we may really dislike 
going to the dentist because it is painful, but we sacrifice this for 
the sake of trying to keep good teeth for our old age.  Or we may 
sacrifice drinking so many sweet drinks in order to lower the 
chances of becoming obese or developing diabetes.

There is debate over the definition of informed consent and its 
origin.  Faden and Beauchamp (1986) define three conditions 
necessary for informed consent:

1) A patient or subject must agree to an intervention based on an 
understanding of (usually disclosed) relevant information.

2) The consent must not be controlled by influences that would 
engineer the outcome

3) The consent must involve the intentional giving of permission 
for an intervention.

The UDBHR has specific articles on consent, and an entire book 
has been published on it (UNESCO, 2009b).

In addition to their study of informed consent there are competing 
historical considerations of the emergence of the idea of informed 
consent.  Martin Pernick (1982) concluded for the nineteenth 
century USA that "truth-telling and consent-seeking have long 
been part of an indigenous medical tradition, based on medical 
theories that taught that knowledge and autonomy had 
demonstrably beneficial effects on most patient's health".  

Legally many trace the concept back to the early twentieth century, 
to a 1914 court case with "informed choice" and consent.  John 
Fletcher (1983) quoted court cases from 1941 but said the moral 
obligation of informed consent was clear before 1939.  However, 
Jay Katz (1984) disagreed from a legal view saying that judges have 
only briefly considered informed consent since 1957.  Faden and 
Beauchamp (1986) consider the problem in historical 
interpretation is one of interpretation, but agree that the 1957 Salgo 
court case is the beginning of the strict legal concept.  

They found a paper including consent in the title (Purdy, 1935), 
and one on truth-telling in 1930.  They noted they did find more 
papers on consent in European medical journals in the 1930s and 
1940s with 27 articles specifically on consent.  This is also 
interesting given that the term “Bioethics” was first coined in 
Germany (Jahr, 1927), prior to the rise of National Socialism and 
Nazism. Following the Nazi wartime atrocities the Nuremberg Code 
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was formulated with clear protection to individual subjects of 
medical research.

While medical ethics was developed in ancient times, as seen in the 
survival of the Hippocratic Oath of the 3-5th century BC, it did not 
mention consent.  However the Hippocratic Corpus does mention 
issues of truth-telling, with a dismissal of the concept, advising 
physicians it is best to "conceal most things from the patient, while 
you are attending to him ... turning his attention away from what 
is being done to him; ... revealing nothing of the patient's future or 
present condition" (Jones, 1931).  However one could argue that 
this may refer to the difficulty of predicting the outcome, and the 
fear of doctors who were competing for the custom of patients of 
being seen by the patient to not be able to properly predict the 
future.  Also, many of the writings in the Corpus were on etiquette 
rather than medical ethics.  Given that doctors were competing for 
patients those doctors who gave desired choices would have 
prospered if the social background sought that as a quality.  At least 
some individuals may have done so.

In the 1767 English court case Slater v. Baker and Stapleton, a 
patient who protested against unorthodox medical practice took 
doctors to court, and several witness doctors said that not only they 
disagreed with the method used, but that they would have sought 
the patient's consent (Faden and Beauchamp, 1986).  The first case 
identified in the United States was 1889 (Pernick, 1982). There are 
cases of patient's refusing operations in 19th century USA, so we 
can ask what the situation was in other countries.  Analysis of 
medical records of the Japanese 19th century doctor Hanaoka 
Seisyu, show informed consent given to women who faced 
mastectomy for breast cancer.
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4.1.3. The Art of Medicine and Love

Another expression of love of our own life that is dominant in 
medical ethics is the sanctity of life.  This sanctity of life is also 
often imposed upon others on the behalf of the person who has 
their life threatened.  The argument is also used by opponents of 
abortion, claiming the fetus also has a sanctity of life.  Jewish Law 
gives overriding value and sanctity to human life, rejecting any 
Hippocratic, Christian or modern compromises (Jakobovits, 1975).  
The duty to preserve life is the dominant obligation, and this is 
reflected in their medical ethics, however preservation of fetal life 
was not reflected in the International Bioethics Survey results from 
Israel (Macer, 1994). 

The Christian's role model is Christ, not Hippocrates. There are five 
basic principles of Catholic medical ethics, those of stewardship of 
the body, inviolability (sanctity) of human life, the principle of 
totality, of sexuality and procreation, and the principle of double 
effect.  There are many Catholic Hospitals and Medical Institutions 
which are instructed to follow the Catholic ethical codes, which 
differ principally from the standard Western codes with regard to 
reproductive questions and abortion, as we can see in the results of 
the International Bioethics Surveys from the Philippines.  Modern 
Protestant medical ethics is based more on viewing the relations 
between the patient and the physician as a covenant (Ramsey, 
1990), than the sharply formulated principles of Catholic moral 
theology.  Christian codes regard beneficence, such as striving to do 
the best for the patient, and avoiding harm in the Hippocratic ideal, 
as commands which do not just apply to the patient but impose an 

active duty to all people. Situation ethics of Fletcher (1966) was 
discussed in chapter 3, as were alternative theories on bioethics 
based in a Christian tradition.

In Islamic medical ethics, the desirable characters and etiquette of 
a physician included being sensible, learned, pious and act without 
haste, and have faith in God (Levey, 1977).  It also includes the 
concept of sanctity of life, and that we should not harm.  

Hindu medical ethics includes some oaths, including the Oath of 
the Caraka Samhita from the first century which is structurally 
similar to the Hippocratic Oath. There is also an instruction to pray 
for all creatures. The directive to leave dying patients without 
medical help is not found in the Hippocratic Oath (Etziony, 1973), 
but is seen in some Hippocratic writings. The code is linked to the 
idea that ill health is because of bad behaviour in this or past lives, 
which is similar to karma. Since the thirteenth century there has 
been influence from Buddhism and Greco-Arab influence which led 
to Yunani medicine, which has a code similar to the Hippocratic 
one. 

The Indian philosophy also includes the idea of to do no harm, 
ahimsa, as one guiding principle. Indian medical ethics today 
includes Hindu and Western influences, plus many folk traditions 
and other religious groups.  In India there are followers of many 
religions, as well as 336 officially recognised tribal communities, 
and the long tradition of living together, and the all groups have a 
holistic environmental ethic (Azariah, 1994).  
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In Jainism patience is regarded as a good and pleasure is a source 
of sin, so that true freedom is independence to outside things.  
Depending how removed we attempt to be from the material world, 
we might accept our fate without taking medicine.  

This reminds us of the Taoist idea to flow with nature (Hsin and 
Macer, 1998). However, there is a long tradition of use of curative 
remedies in Indian medicine, suggesting that like elsewhere, people 
seek to cure sickness.

Modern secular philosophy is different from that of either 
Hippocrates or religious ethics, and since the 1970s has led to the 
emergence of the concept of patient rights (Veatch, 1981; 
Beauchamp and Childress, 1994).  This was discussed in chapter 3. 
Patient rights came together with general civil rights, which 
became dominant after the 1960s.  The American Hospital 
Association 1972 formulated a "Patient's Bill of Rights" in 1972, 
and within several years this was adopted into law by US 
Government agencies. The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council 
of Europe adopted a recommendation "On the Rights of the Sick 
and Dying" which also states that the patient has the right to refuse 
medical treatment (1976).  The responsibility for bioethical 
decisions in the West has shifted to the individual public during the 
last few decades, though this has gone to the extreme in the United 
States.

Ratanakul (1986) wrote a book on the subject of the similarity of 
traditional Thai Buddhist concepts and Western medical ethics.  
Buddhism includes the idea that medical knowledge alone is 

insufficient for medical treatment, a caring relationship must also 
be present.  Although the concept of karma (like fate) is recognized, 
similar to other religious traditions, human effort is also a means to 
lengthen human life.  The sanctity of life concept is extended to 
animals in various belief systems including some types of 
Buddhism and Hinduism, as is discussed in chapter 6.

Autonomy is also applied to many life choices that are bioethical 
dilemmas, for example personal transport in an automobile is 
associated with high environmental load (Weisburd, 2006). People 
are free to pursue sports that consume large amounts of energy, or 
to buy large cars or large homes that are beyond what is necessary 
for a comfortable life. Personal or cultural freedom in continuing to 
eat whale meat in Norway, Iceland or Japan is considered more 
important that concerns that whales might have sanctity of life 
because of intrinsic moral status.  

There are precedents for limiting autonomy in behaviour towards 
the environment, as will be discussed in chapter 7.  Personal taste 
in tropical timber products is one choice that has began to be 
limited by restrictions on tropical forest logging.  Another limit is 
personal choice in use of ivory in statutes and personal name 
stamps in many countries due to the endangered status of 
elephants.  In chapter 7, I will discuss the idea of environmental 
quotas and their consistency with love.
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The above section has explored the idea of 
autonomy and how we may pursue love of our 
own life.  Can we eat the food that we like? 
(Figure 4.5.) Do we also provide what others like 
to have? What can we say about the person who 
loves their children very deeply, doing everything 
for their future?  This is a common social norm of 
parenting, yet it may not be pure altruism as 

discussed above.  Each parent has half their 
genes in the child, which embodies the survival of 
the genes, and from the selfish gene or 
evolutionary point of view, means the parent 
must fight for the survival of the child.  

P a r e n t a l l o v e f o r c h i l d r e n i s u s u a l l y 
unconditional, however some extremely 

4 . 2 .  L o v e  o f  o u r  
o w n  l i fe  a n d  
s e l f i s h n e s s

Figure 4.4. Buddha 
taking a bath, Ajanta 
Cave, 7th century, 
India - The ladies are 
p r e p a r i n g S a n d a l 
Wood Paste and Scents 
for his bath.  Jesus 
Christ also said there 
was a time for luxury 
and a time for fasting.
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handicapped children are rejected by parents.  There may be 
different reasons for this beyond the difficulty of looking after a 
child with handicaps or that suffers.  Biologically the desire to look 
after children that cannot reproduce and continue the germ-line 
would work against parental love for children with handicaps, 
however, a number of parents dedicate their life to looking after 
children with intractable diseases who cannot be expected to 

reproduce.  The reason for this may be that parental love is deeper 
than mere biological urge.  

However, it could be companionship for only the present, that 
motivates parents to continue to love children beyond being 
biological survival machines.  Human beings are social animals, 
seen in the number of persons who also live together with pets and 
other species, rather than living alone.  Modern isolated families 
have meant that the companionship that the extended family 
offered may have been lost and replaced with other forms of 
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comradery.  It makes us wonder whether parental love has been 
extended from mere biological survival.  This question can asked of 
the motives of guide dogs and pets, but of few animals isolated 
from human society.

Many human activities are performed with a long term perspective 
in mind, for example parenting of children in some societies 
develops in a different way to the reproduction of grandchildren.  
In some societies parents may even disagree with their children 
seeking partners and try to dominate the life of a child so that the 
child dedicates their whole life to look after the parents without 
having children.  The biological urge for gene survival is replaced 
by the individual desire for personal survival, at the expense of 
gene survival.  This is another sign that in human beings mere 
evolutionary forces have become less than love of our own life.

One factor that is often discussed that may lead to even greater 
selfishness is the reduction in family size, so that the proportion of 
one children family increases in society and children get used to 
receiving what they desire.  Their objects of love may become 
material goods, toys, as well as affection and devotion from family 
who can focus upon the one child.  Many children in the world are 
now deprived of nothing except perhaps the chance to be unselfish, 
and the joy of giving.  The one child per family policy in China has 
been criticized when it was strictly being enforced for various 
reasons, although it has decreased population pressure on the 
planet.  One of the reasons is that families are focusing all their 
parental love onto one child, with many claims that selfish children 
are the result.

Another consequence of modern society is the love of materials.  
However, this could be explained more readily as the tendency for 
pursuit of power, property, a feature found across most species, 
that is indirectly related to later gene survival by the accumulation 
of power that will support more mates.   Love of money is not 
always that same as love of oneself, as it depends what the money 
will be used for.  It may be to give to the extended family, though as 
will be discussed, where selfishness for one person and one family 
or community ends and love for others begins, is not clear.  
However, money is often used as a goal to inspire children to work 
harder, or for people to aspire to.  In addition, many  services are 
now available on it through money, such as for education, water, 
land, medicine and so on. A good career in the image of parents is 
seldom one which does not pay well.  The alternative is one which 
will make one happy, which is also centred on selfish goals, unless 
it focuses on the happiness of the other.  Self-improvement is also a 
goal that we should promote.

Usually the goal of service to others is given as a rationalization for 
a life choice which is unusual, for example, "She went for volunteer 
service to Africa but it might help them there", the comment from 
a parent of a child who chose to take time off from career 
development to give to others.  Even among those who give time for 
volunteer service, often the goal is self-development by broadening 
their experience and a chance to see the world.  However, self-
involvement is not the same as selfishness or self-love.

Self-love in the sense of respect for oneself and confidence about 
one’s talents and powers is not unethical.  However, desire for 
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greater self-respect includes self-interest, and trying to get others 
to love oneself so that one feels more respect for oneself is also self-
interested. Aristotle considered self-love can be commended if it is 
committed to virtue when someone, “assigns to himself the things 
that are noblest and best, and gratifies the most authoritative 
element in himself and in all things obeys this” (Nicomachean 
Ethics IX, 8).  He criticized however those people who have the 
other kind of self-love, for assigning themselves “the greater share 
of wealth, honours and bodily pleasures”.

A central question for human relationships is what friendship is, 
and what friendship means to a person.  Aristotle elaborates the 
concept of philia, in Books VIII and IX of Nicomachean Ethics. 
When two people have attained a reciprocal friendship this is to be 
valued, “Those who thus wish good we ascribe only goodwill, if the 
wish is not reciprocated; goodwill when it is reciprocal being 
friendship” (VIII, 2).  

Three kinds of friendship corresponding to lovable objects, the 
good, the pleasant and the useful are included, with the first one 
being the highest, the perfect friendship (see section 2.2). While 
friendship should go beyond goodwill, goodwill itself has moral 
value and Aristotle called goodwill a kind of inactive friendship (IX, 
5).  He insisted that loving is more essential to friendship than 
being loved, giving the example of maternal love (VIII, 8).  Aristotle 
had an ethical conception of the self and the life that constitutes it 
in action, being rooted in but not exhausted by the identity of the 
living physical substance that is a human.  There is an implicit 
distinction between the self as a subject of choice and desire (a 

person and a substance), and a persona constructed by forming 
desires and making choices.  The practical persona is realized in 
sequences of desires, choices, actions and results (Price, 1989).

Plato in Lysis has a dialogue concerning friendship (philia), and 
the conclusion of Socrates is “I do not even know how one person 
becomes a friend of another” (212a5-6).  He concludes “We have 
not yet been able to discover what a friend is” (223b7-8). Three 
usage’s of philos are made: reciprocal equivalent to the word 
friend; passive meaning dear, and active, meaning fond, but all 
three are mixed by Socrates. Aristotle took Lysis as a starting point 
for Nicomachean Ethics and Eudemian Ethics (Price, 1989). 
Aristotle conjoins the three meanings, saying “A man becomes a 
friend whenever being loved he loves in return” (Eudemian Ethics 
2.123a14-15).

Even the perfect friendship defined by Aristotle as loving 
individuals for their own sake and doing good for them without any 
expectation or thought of getting something from them, has been 
criticized by Naknikian as egocentric because one person should 
wish for the others good because of appreciation of the other as a 
person, not that a person loves another because they have 
characteristics that make them beneficent to the one who loves 
them (Soble, 1990).

In Western philosophy, the Greek word philautia was used in a 
negative sense in the post-Christian era, for example, Philo of 
Alexandria regarded self-love as the central impiety from which 
other vices flow. However in Plato’s Laws there is a traditional 
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saying, “every man is naturally his own friend”, from which 
Aristotle developed friendship.  Saint Augustine was the first major 
writer to explore the theme of self-love in Western thought, and he 
said “There is no one who does not love himself; but one must 
search for the right love and avoid the warped” (O’Donovan, 
1980).  

It is another universal belief that it is better for one's soul to be nice 
than nasty, to be loving rather than unkind.  As the Dalai Lama 
(1995) wrote, “There are various positive side-effects of enhancing 
one’s feeling of compassion. One of them is that the greater the 
force of your compassion, the greater your resilience in 
confronting hardships and your ability to transform them into 
more positive conditions”.  Hare (1981) wrote, “Those who do not 
love their fellow men are less successful in living happily among 
them.” There is a popular saying that it is better to give than to 
receive, reflecting the positive affect on ourselves of giving.  
However, few would call the art of giving selfishness, if the motive 
is love of others.

The exceptions to the idea that it is better to be nice than nasty 
stem from the times of war, though at this time the love for one's 
country or an ideal is put above the demand of love that says do not 
kill.  People may say, “I am not enjoying to do this but there is no 
other way.”  In Descartes work Les Passions de l'ame (1649), a self 
is created which is constantly on guard against emotion that is not 
understood or directed by the system of will, but when touched by 
love is involved in a process of self-perfection that becomes a goal 
unto itself, love serving then only as a means (Horowitz, 1977).  

Love is a way towards self-perfection, though he also points out the 
dangers of ill conceived love.

Love can make us blind, and the love of God is the same as other 
loves.  Are we blind to our own inability to be God, to understand 
only part of the complete truth?  We can understand only what God 
allows us too! We can hope at best to learn from our mistakes and 
improve our actions for the next time.  Each time improving our 
soul, to become more wise - yet never wise enough. Yet we have to 
do what we can, doing good, while trying to minimize the harm of 
our mistakes. 

If we analyze all our decisions so deeply it will be difficult to have 
any pure virtue.  This is one of the reasons people gave up to try to 
use love as a standard for practical ethics.  However, just because it 
is difficult to separate the motives does not mean we should give up 
on the standard.  Love can become the dominant force or passion 
for our life.  Where is the line between love as a desire to do 
something good for others as well as yourself or to have something 
(possession), and the instinct of selfishness?  We can ask is there a 
line?  If we say to give makes us happy as well as showing love to 
others, is there a line between the two?  Is love of music something 
to soothe the soul, true love, or survival of the troubled mind? Does 
God inspire music?

There are many questions we can ask, but I come back to 
selfishness with the theory of egoism, meaning pursuit of self-ego.  
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) identified two elements out of which 
all voluntary action developed, desires and aversions (movement 
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away from objects).  He said every human aims at satisfaction of 
desire, and avoiding the things they dislike, calling the former good 
and the later bad.  The restriction of desire is due to conflicts with 
others which may result in limitations to later long-term 
satisfaction, and is necessary to stabilize society.  

Scaglione (1963) looked at the relationship of love to nature, while 
focusing on social laws such as marriage and family, conventions 
such as artificial nobility, uneasiness about positive moral rules, 
and the area of life which cannot be assigned to reason.  It focuses 
on Boccaccio’s Decameron, looking at Italian and French literature. 
Decameron is a systematic collection of novellas, or short stories 
which are parables with a moral, and many had origins in Indian 
literature. 

In Moderated Love, Campbell (1984b) includes an analysis of this 
conflict between self-love and gratification from love of others.  He 
reviews Erich Fromm (1962), The Art of Loving that emphasizes 
the importance of both self-love and love of others (see section 
2.2). Fromm argued that love is not merely an emotion but an 
attitude or orientation of character which determines the 
relatedness of the person to the world as a whole, and it is a 
universal craving for union.  

Tillich (1954) described love as power to bring about union of the 
separated, and love is seen as the most fundamental experience of 
human life.  He wrote, “Life is being in actuality and love is the 
moving power of life.  In these two sentences the ontological 
nature of love is expressed.  They say that being is not actual 

without the love which drives everything that is towards 
everything else that is. In man’s experience of love the nature of 
life becomes manifest. Love is the drive towards the unity of the 
separated. Reunion presupposes separation of that which belongs 
essentially together.  It would, however, be wrong to give to 
separation the same ontological ultimacy as to reunion. For 
separation presupposes an original unity. Unity embraces itself 
and separation, just as being comprises itself and non-being. It is 
impossible to unite that which is essentially separated”. Verene 

Figure 4.7. A beer tanker as a symbol of 
the love of drinking
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(1972) wrote, “Love is a power to bring together that which is 
apart and diverse, and it is thus a force that is close to the process 
of life itself.”  We can think of the ideas of contact between persons, 
and the following interaction, which breaks down the separation 
(Dilman, 1987).

We could conclude that people are happier and more self-
contented when they are loving to others rather than selfish, and it 
makes us feel better. In the Gradual Sayings of Buddha (A.iv.150) 

there are eight benefits that an individual can gain from the 
liberation of mind which is love when it is sustained, cultivated, 
practiced frequently, made into a habit, made strong, undertaken, 
increased and made into a commitment, which are:  “The 
individual sleeps well. He wakes well. He does not see horrible 
dreams. He is dear to humans. He is dear to non-humans. The 
deities protect him. He is not affected by fire, poison or weapons. 
If he has no higher realization, then he ascends to the world of 
Brahma [after death].”  The benefits may not occur, but we could 
reason that the development of love goes hand and hand with these 
benefits, for if we are dear to others, others will reciprocate.
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Given that bioethics considers questions of life, 
and sex is the means to generate new human life 
as well as a basic way to strengthen relationships 
between partners who may be making decisions 
together, it is basic to bioethics.  In English 
language and modern Western culture sexual 
intercourse has been called “making love”, and it 
has had moral overtones (Verene, 1972).  (1966)). 

In Japan, the term for love, Ai, is used somewhat 
more exclusively for romantic love, but still has a 
wide range of meanings (as also noted by 
Fletcher), Whatever language we use, it is true 
that often the strongest emotions of elation and 
grief are associated with the affairs of erotic love.  
Bayley (1960) wrote that “for everyone 
recognizes that - whatever you call it - sexual 

E r o s  a n d  s e x u a l  
l o v e

T h e r e h a v e b e e n 
n u m e r o u s b o o k s 
written on love and 
sexual desire.  
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love is for most people the most interesting and memorable aspect 
of life. It is this kind of love, eros rather than agape, with which 
literature is most concerned...”  George Moore the Irish author 
wrote, “One of the glories of society is to have created woman 

where Nature made a female, to have created a continuity of 
desire where Nature only thought of perpetuating the species; in 
fine, to have invented love”.  His view could be considered very 
reductionist, but he still rejoices in the creation of love.  

The ancient Greeks regarded sex as a natural human activity, seen 
by the absence of major moral discussion of sex by Plato and 
Aristotle (Verene, 1972).  Homosexual and heterosexual activity 
were considered natural activity, not raising moral issues. This 
situation was changed by the Christian writings of the New 
Testament in the Jewish tradition.  Anthropologically the situation 
is not so different from global bioethics, only about 5% of human 
societies regard sex outside of marriage as a taboo (Haviland, 
1997), although the dominant ones still tend to.

Plato in the Symposium has a succession of eight speakers at a 
drinking party writing on the nature of love.  Phaedrus argues that 
love is sexual desire stimulated by an experience of beauty.  
Pausanias argues that good and bad love can be distinguished by 
the degree to which love promotes or inhibits the realization of 
human happiness. At the end, Socrates, the mouthpiece of Plato, 
says love is neither mortal or immortal, neither pure alteration or 
unbroken continuity, but a combination of the two.  Socrates says, 
“Love is for possessing the good oneself for ever” (206a11-12). Love 
is a mediator between divine and human realms.  Love (eros) is the 
passionate struggle to maximize the realization of the potentialities 
of human life, being a quest for the maintenance of bodily 
existence, physical health, worldly goods, aesthetic pleasure, and 
immortality through personal knowledge of good.  

Plato declares that eros is, “the thirst for a knowledge of the good 
and the beautiful”. Eros was considered by Plato to be a force 
which leads the soul in the direction of the ideal world.  Aristotle 
expanded Platonic theory to describe eros as a force in all things, a 
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force that represents the longing of all things to reach out and 
become higher.  The Neoplatonists developed eros into a universal 
force, the primary energy of existence, the power of cohesion in the 
universe (Siegel, 1978).

Price (1989) regarded that there are two ways in which the 
beautiful (kalos) is integral to love: the lover desires to possess 
beauty (which is love’s goal); and within specific eros the lover is 
inspired by someone else who already possesses beauty (and is 
love’s occasion).  This later generation of beauty might mean 
begetting upon a beauty, or else bringing to birth in the presence of 
beauty.  The goals of love, good (agathos) and beautiful (kalos) are 
used interchangeably, and in the end the goal is happiness 
(eudaimonia).  

Dover (1980) expands the goals, “Anything which is kalon, i.e. 
which looks or sounds good (or is good to contemplate), is also 
agathon, i.e. it serves a desirable purpose or performs a desirable 
function, and the vice versa.”  The kalon is what presents itself 
appealingly while the agathon is good for someone in some way; 
the kalon draws us and the agathon helps us; but they are 
equivalent; whatever attracts us also benefits us, as long as our 
judgment is good (Price, 1989).  Thus the goal of love is beautiful.

Sexual love is more than just benevolence as “it can occur between 
any two individuals however casual or sexless their acquaintance 
may be” (Singer, 1987). It cannot be reduced to genital instinct 
which may occur without love.  Singer suggests that sexual love 
reveals at least an inclination to benefit the person one sexually 

desires, to care about that person’s welfare.  Osborne (1994) had a 
different view of the ancient use of eros, in which she claims that 
love was considered inexplicable, and we cannot find the reason 
why someone loves another.  She regarded desire or admiration of 
the fine qualities of another, as something which occurs as the 
result of love, but not love itself.  She then suggests love is an 
attitude that is acquired with no motive or purpose, but an attitude 
that changes our whole outlook and response to the objects we 
love.

The Christian tradition generally avoided the term eros, preferring 
agape or philia, probably because of the sexual connotations of 
eros.  In addition agape was available to all people everywhere, 
coming from God.  Augustine tried to synthesize the eros of the 
Neoplatonic tradition and the agape of the Christian tradition.  Of 
the different forms of love, eros, sexual love or romantic love, has 
most often been associated with pursuit of ego satisfaction (Soble, 
1990).  Eros recognizes value in the object of love, agape creates 
value in it.  Anders Nygren (1969) argued that eros and agape were 
not related at all, the former being profane love and the later 
sacred. He argued that even the heavenly eros which is the most 
spiritualised form is egocentric, in contrast to agape which is 
theocentric.

Freud (1921) claimed that the nucleus of love is sexual love with 
sexual union. The eros of Freud was associated univocally with self-
love, as well as love for parents, children, siblings, and humanity as 
a whole, like the Greek eros and Indian kama.  Freud said the eros 
of Plato in the Symposium coincided with the love force, libido of 
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psychoanalysis (Santas, 1988). Platonic eros was for the good to be 
ones’ forever, the goal is everlasting possession of the good. Plato 
implied that the value of love depends entirely on the value of the 
object, because as I said above he puts the forms beauty and 
goodness above all.  However, Freud wrote that the goal of libido is 
pleasure or satisfaction. Freud’s love is based in the unconscious 
sexuality, it is a love instinct with the value of love depending on 
more immediate satisfaction.

Deep romantic relationships, both doing loving and being loved, 
challenge the autonomy of the lover and the beloved (Lamb, 1997).  
In this way, the unit of self may expand to become two or in some 
situations more, working together for common interest.  This has 
consequences for bioethics, including whether to share sensitive 
information with others inside the relationship of friendship or 
family, and obtaining consent for medical procedures.  The 
combination of individual moral agents into units may occur for 
other forms of love, commonly within a family, but couples bound 
by eros may be the strongest.  

At the same time the power of erotic love has meant that it has 
been considered a disease if it is erotic mania, as Plato attributed to 
Venus and Eros.  In Medieval medicine, as in the writing of 
Halyabbas and Avicenna, sex was considered normal but passion 
was considered an illness (Scaglione, 1963).  It is interesting that 
sex was considered animal “instinct” and “normal”, but passion 
and imagination were considered a disease. Shakespeare wrote in 
Hamlet that “Love that is not madness is not love”. There 
continues today to be a major profession of counselors who try to 

help people with broken hearts from failed romantic love (Pope, 
1980).  This may be because marriage that institutionalizes 
romantic and sexual love is the core of most family and community 
structures in the world (Lerner, 1979).

There are a variety of forms of marriage found in the world.  
Marriage can be defined as “a transaction and resulting contract 
in which a woman and a man are recognized by society as having 
a continuing claim to the right of sexual access to one another, 
and in which the woman involved is eligible to bear 
children” (Haviland, 1997).  Marriage gives social, legal and 
economic backing to a sexual relationship, although many couples 
decide not to marry, and sexual relationships, both short-term and 
long-term, occur outside of marriage.  In not all societies are new 
families formed by marriage.  For homosexual couples only a few 
countries have legalized marriage rights, despite the claims of gay 
and lesbian couples under the principle of equality in human rights 
laws. The love relationships in monogamous marriages may be less 
complex than in polygamous marriages, but modern Western 
society now also has a common system called “serial monogamy” of 
repeated marriages and divorces, which has made the relationship 
of marriage less secure than it was.  In many societies today 
marriages are based on an ideal of romantic love, perhaps India is 
the largest country that still adopts the alternative system, of love 
often following marriage than preceding it.  However, in Europe in 
the Middle Ages virtually no one married for love, and there was a 
medieval saying “to love one’s wife with one’s emotions is 
adultery.”
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Sexual love has often been used as an example for discussion of 
morality in general, with most major philosophers writing 
something on the subject (Verene, 1972). Numerous writers in 
literature have considered agape and eros, for example Shelley in 
Adonais (Allsup, 1976). The Indian god of romantic love is Kama, 
the divine personification of sensuous attachment, desire and 
erotic pleasure, which is like eros, also identified with the basal 
energy that drives the life force through every living being.  Images 
of sexual love are also used to model divine love, as seen in the 
Christian image of man and women in marriage, like church and 
God.  A study of Queen Henrietta’s Masques’s written for the royal 
court in 1630-40 in England, developed the ideal conception of love 
beyond the person themselves, as procreative and sexual love, to a 
belief in the connection of love with divine Providence.  In these 
plays women seek to extend the concept of love beyond its sexual 
connotations to the whole range of virtuous human actions and 
relationships, honnetes femmes, who defend beauty and virtue 
(Veevers, 1989).

Sex is intrinsically related to the romantic love that is essential for 
stability of the family in evolution (Wright, 1994). Sex can also be 
used as a method for reconciliation between human couples who 
have had an argument.  In bonobos, both homosexual and 
heterosexual behaviour is used to reconcile two opponents after a 
conflict, serving the cohesion of the group (de Waal, 1988). 
Homosexual behaviour is also seen in rhesus macaques and 
baboons, and it has been suggested as a method for bonding in 
humans (Wilson, 1987), therefore biologically linking eros and 
philia.  Lewis (1962) considered eros to mean “being in love”, and 

thought affection was the form of love which comes closest to that 
of animals, rather than eros.  He considered eros to be a human 
variation of sexuality.  Love however outlasts sexual activity and 
affects our personality much more than sex (Brown, 1987).

Eros is certainly not limited to sexual love, rather eros is a drive to 
know.  Intellect has its own eros, a drive to learn things.  Pure eros 
or drive may be closest to autonomy seeking and selfishness, if it is 
not controlled by agape. Before we consider the conscience, let us 
also consider quality of life.
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In times of sickness, the quality of life is more 
important for most people than the length of life.  
There is little value in being alive if the quality of 
life is terrible.  Rather than spending much effort 
to fight the genetics of aging and risk of disease 
to increase the length of human life beyond the 
eighty to one hundred years of lifespan many in 
industrialized countries can already enjoy, we 

need to spend greater effort to improve the 
biological, social and spiritual quality of life.  This 
question is relevant to euthanasia, and genetic 
selection before birth.

Human procreation is associated with a high 
degree of error, because when genetic elements 
rearrange there are often mistakes.  The number 

4 . 4 .  S e l f  l o v e  a n d  
t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  

l i fe

The image of a high 
q u a l i t y o f l i f e i s 
promoted in literature 
around the world and 
a lso in images on 
media.

F i g u r e 4 . 1 0 . A 
collection of props from 
a Hol lywood Movie 
studio shows many 
material items that 
many people see on 
television...even while 
eating their own meal.
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of fertilized embryos with genetic abnormalities may be about 70%, 
a very high figure compared to simpler animals (Macer, 1990).  
Most genetically abnormal individuals are spontaneously aborted 
in early stages of pregnancy.   But some are born and will die later, 
some have a painful life while others do not.  If a fetus has a serious 
genetic impairment, with a consequence of serious mental 
deficiency, some people might say that the fetus does not, and will 
not in the future, have a "life" as "normal" humans have a life, it's 
potentiality is different.

How can love help us in such dilemmas?  In Fundamental 
Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant (1785) argued that 
the prohibition against suicide is a universal maxim, and part of 
moral law.  The principle of self-love is a feeling to improve one’s 
life so Kant argued that it would be wrong to destroy life for 
reasons of self-love, even if longer life is likely to bring more evil 
than satisfaction, because it would be a contradiction. 

Nietzsche supported that view in Die Frohliche Wissenschaft 
writing, “Life - that means continually expelling from ourselves 
something that desires death”.  However, the principle of self-
determination and autonomy suggests that human beings have 
been given the freedom to make decisions about their own life and 
the pursuit of the goals.  At least they can decide to refuse any offer 
of help from outside, including what may be routine medicine like 
blood transfusions.

Using love as a basis for ethics finds that self-love is present in 
animals that may not be considered conscious of others, or 

persons.  Love of life is a strong desire.  In my mind one image that 
I will always retain is the crawling of an injured dog in the streets of 
Cairo.  The dog had just been run over by a car, so it could only use 
its front legs to walk, yet it struggled with the front legs to get off 
the road.  More sights such as these have greeted me while living in 
Bangkok, along with the same love of life of life by the dogs, as well 
as the persons who assist the handicapped street dogs. Such is the 
love of life, beyond concerns of pain and suffering.  Whether on 
reflection we may reassess this desire to love because of quality, at 
least in emergencies we can assume that individual organisms do 
want to survive.

We can consider the case of severely handicapped human 
newborns.  Do we deny the potential for spiritual relationship 
between God and the most diseased forms of human life?  Severely 
retarded individuals may never be spiritually aware - but can we 
judge?   Many religions would argue there are no "worthless" lives.  
In Christianity this is because in God's eyes each human person is 
precious and the property of God.  In Buddhism each life has its 
own "karma".  There can also be loving relationships between 
persons are “handicapped” and those who are not considered as 
such, or would be better to say people of different abilities can 
share love. However, most traditions support limits to 
interventions to save life.

No individual is an island of themselves, and policy must consider 
social justice, as discussed in the next chapter.  The allocation of 
society's resources has to consider equity rather than social merit, 
social productivity, quality of life, or ability to pay.  Considering 
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justice we may consider quality of life as one factor in distributing 
limited resources, and in fact if we don't, we are ignoring other 
people's lives.  We do not need to maintain life at all costs, as this 
may not be in the patient's best interests or in God's will.  One of 
the early statements on the distinction between extraordinary and 
ordinary treatment came from the Pope Pius XII (1957), "We are 
normally held to use only ordinary means, according to the 
circumstances of the situation, but are not obliged to any grave 
burden for oneself or another to life... Life, death, and all temporal 
activities are subordinate to spiritual ends." 

The quality of life relates to the individual person, and conceptions 
of it change with time and situation. The personal goals of self-love 
may be many, as each explores their potential.  People have 
different hopes and ambitions, and the capacity for personal 
growth from a given state is important.  Advance directives, or 
living wills, have been introduced which allow people to make 
choices before they reach a situation where their quality of life will 
become very bad and hopeless. 

The distinction between acts and omissions is often not consistent, 
as in cases of letting severely handicapped newborns die. However, 
it may be a useful legal barrier as there is the existence of a 
potential slippery slope to widespread euthanasia. The law in the 
Netherlands allows active euthanasia under strict conditions 
(Sleeboom-Faulkner, 2005). More than 2% of all deaths are now a 
result of this practice. An objection used by many to this is that it is 
interference with providence, but in a modern hospital one could 
argue that many medical treatments interfere with nature.  If we 

regard life as sacred, then we may not agree with the modern 
concept of the right to decide when to end our own life, or 
autonomy. However, if we intervene to prolong life with 
experimental therapy this can be just as much playing God as 
shortening may be.  

A disease that might seem to make someone less "human", in fact 
may make others around them more human in the love and care 
that they give. There is a strong idea that love and compassion are 
ideal ethical behaviour and a reflection of our true humanity. We 
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need to be able to love to be fully human.  Often much of the 
suffering we see in others is what we would imagine they feel if they 
had our sense of what is suffering (Hauerwas, 1988). The suffering 
that is being avoided may be more that of the family than the actual 
individual. Yet, everyone would agree there are some lives too full 
of suffering to ever understand. Not only humans mourn the dead 
(For example see the images of elephants and chimpanzees in 
Figure 4.11).

The issue of the value of life (Harris, 1985) is fundamental in many 
issues in bioethics. This question is important when considering 
the financial investment into new technology including new genetic 
technology, offset against the cost of life if using genetic screening 
and such negative means. Despite the ideal of treating every 
disease, there are limits.  These limits include both technical and 
financial ones.  

While there should be no limit to our love, and we should not limit 
opportunities to show love, we should not just impose 
technological solutions to delay death.  It is the same as taking our 
reasoning away from a situation to say this is "out of my hands" 
and it is up to God or fate.  To ignore quality of life questions and 
disease is like putting our head in the sand like an Ostrich. Whether 
to act or not to act, are ethical decisions. We must now consider our 
conscience as a judge for making such decisions.  
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We expect children to develop moral judgment, 
with guidance from family, close friends, school 
and the community in general.  Religious 
instruction is also often given the task of teaching 
ethics, both within a school system and 
separately in religious institutions outside of 
school time, like church Sunday schools, mosque 
schools, and various religious initiation 

ceremonies.   The conscience can be used both as 
a noun and as a verb.  Fletcher (1966) argued 
that ‘conscience’ is merely a word for our 
attempts to make decisions creatively, 
constructively, fittingly.  Situation ethics 
considered more its concern with prospective 
decision-making rather than with retrospective 
judgment-passing.  He argued that prudence is 

F i g u r e  4 . 12 .  
C a n  l o v e  b e  

s u c k e d  d r y ?

While we cannot treat 
individuals as isolated 
persons, we do believe 
that moral agents are 
morally accountable 
for their actions.  
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the same as love, in the terms of doing good for others.  Prudence 
gives love the carefulness that it needs, so that love becomes 
justice.

The development of conscience in personal moral development has 
been studied in psychology and education.  Freud used an 
explanation using the concept of Superego which has both feelings 
of obligation and guilt to regulate behaviour.  The ego ideal gives 
positive values for the individual to aspire to while the conscience 
prohibits and controls the instinctual drives of the personality.  As 
a child grows, parental control is gradually replaced at an age 
around 5 years by internal control of feelings and actions, where 
the parental authority is no longer seen as external but rather 
internalizes the moral authority of the parent as part of their self, 
the conscience. 

Given the importance of conscience in regulation of behaviour and 
pursuit of self satisfaction, and the early development of 
conscience, it would be naive to expect moral reasoning taught at a 
later stage based in academic principles to be a general substitute 
for the role of conscience in decision-making.  Our choices may 
result from early experiences which we are not aware of now, and 
may not be very objective. If we are promoting love as a principle of 
bioethics, we have to ask whether it can be taught?  How do we 
learn to love?  Can we teach others?  Plato writing with the dialogue 
of Socrates in the Meno denied that virtues could be taught, while 
Protagonas said it could be. Protagonas said that virtues are taught 
by parents, friends, spouses, early childhood stories and colleagues.  
If I did not believe in the power of the intellect to convince us of the 

need for love, and better inform our consciences, I would not need 
to write this book or waste my time trying to teach bioethics.

If we are trying to better ourselves and reach our full potential, as 
demanded by self-love, this also means trying to improve the way 
we live and decrease the number of mistakes that we make, 
whether we call them sins of action or omission, we should still try 
to do better.  Many have said that the power of love (or power of 
God) is the only force that can transform a human soul to act in 
love, but whatever our background, almost no person likes to do 
wrong or make mistakes. Inside our societies, as discussed in the 
next chapter, we can see tougher forms of judgment used upon 
individuals who ignore their conscience in actions.  

In Christian scripture, the fourth Gospel starts with the Greek term 
Logos, translated “Word” in English, which is the truth which the 
mind seeks when it tries to understand the principles which govern  
the life of the world (Williams, 1967).  This is consistent with the 
scientific and logical understanding of the world that is becoming 
popular in industrialized countries, and with the approach of 
developing prescriptive bioethics that has been reviewed in the 
previous chapter.  Saint Augustine understood that intellect seeks 
the same object as love, God’s being and his truth, but the intellect 
can do its proper work only when it is oriented within the life of 
love.  As Gilson (1961) wrote “Loving another with one’s whole soul 
does not mean disowning or sacrificing oneself; it means loving 
one another as oneself, on a basis of perfect equality.” Augustine 
agreed with the Platonists that knowledge of the truth requires a 
re-orientation of the intellect through discipline of the self. 
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However, he was also aware of the limits of intellect alone to 
understand love.  He regarded perfect self-love as love for God.

In the Gradual Sayings (A.iii.443) of Buddha, at the end of the 
description of six praiseworthy results that inspire a monk to 
develop the perception of suffering with regard to all conditioned 

phenomena given in section 2.2, finally the monk will have served 
the teacher with acts of love.  The acts of love refers to the insights 
that forever liberate a person from mental defilement.  Gotama in 
the Gradual Sayings also informs monks that he sees no other 
phenomenon to compare with the “liberation of the mind which is 
love” (metta cetovimutti) (Aronson, 1980).  The liberation of the 
mind means liberation from being possessed with anger, and other 
hindrances.  The monks are also told that they should cultivate 
loving minds, and they should universalize the love they have for 
any individual.  

Universal love includes the sublime attitudes of compassion, love 
and sympathetic joy (Gradual Sayings A.iii.224-5). This style of 
thinking, with love as a means to expand the self continues in some 
religious thought that follows Vedic philosophy (Aron, 1986).  Part 
of this may be absorbing aspects of other persons into ourselves, as 
a form of self-expansion.  We can ask several questions of our 
conscience, as shown in the Figure.  Our conscience should be 
pricked into action by the call for love from others.

While, Shakespeare wrote about romantic love, “Love is too young 
to know what conscience is”, and love may cloud rational 
judgment, a complete love comes together with the work of 
conscience.  In addition, the love of self and love of others cannot 
be separated, a healthy person needs some of both to find 
happiness.  The intellect needs love and love needs intellectual 
understanding, this is a reasoned emotional power that can help us 
solve practical dilemmas.
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 In the same way that there are both individual and cultural trends 
in the conscience and common sense, there are also differences in 
the application of intellect to decision-making, and in the intellect 
itself. While we can ask the question whether there is a limit to 
giving love (Figure 4.10), giving love does renew the heart and we 
can get power for our own life from giving.  Let us now consider 
how this has been, and can be, effected in human society. 
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• CHAPTER 5 •

Human beings are organized into societies bound together 
by love, trust and mutual dependence. Often it is the later 
which sustains modern society, as there may be a lack of 
trust and love in many groups. Our social groups include 
our friends, spouse, children, relatives, neighbours, 
religious group, community, workplace, village, city, nation, 
and international partners.  

LOVE, CULTURE  AND RELATIONSHIPS



Although some theories of medical ethics have focused on the 
relationships between a health care professional and a patient, the 
issues of responsibility to other persons is demanded by the need to 
share the costs and benefits of health systems. How do we allocate 
scarce medical resources, including organs for transplant, and 
funds for purchasing medicines and hospital time?

As Hegel wrote in Philosophy of Right, love is “consciousness of my 
unity with another”, and people’s unity together with the universal 
spirit (Eliade, 1987). Each person requires love and support of 
other persons. Singer (1987) considered that Rousseau had too 
much fear of the dependence of people in love that it blinded him 
to the constructive possibility when a love between two people 
renders them interdependent.

The social origins of larger groups can be studied by sociology and 
history, and they would immediately tell us that most societies we 
think of today as countries are modern artificial creations of 
historical and present political power systems.  Language is central 
to social structure.  Linguistic trends are consistent with migrations 
of humans over the planet traced by genetics, and the origin of 
speech is thought to be at least 40,000 years ago.  The anatomical 
structures of the vocal tract and larynx suggest that other land 
animals cannot talk the same as we can, neither could premodern 
Homo species (Lieberman, 1991).  However, individual 
communication systems are found in other social mammals and 
birds, and they are used to discriminate between individuals. It is 
also clear that the language instinct is something we are born with, 
not a social construct we acquire after birth (Pinker, 1994).  Some 

other behavioural systems may also be shared with other animals, 
as will be discussed more in the next chapter when looking at the 
origin of love, altruism and selfishness, and animals.

One of the impacts of the transient society, meaning the 
increasingly mobile communities, is more universality.  Whether it 
be the movement of young people in search of jobs and money into 
Lagos, Mexico City or Mumbai, the rise in higher education 
bringing different students in the same City, or international 
marriages, we have obvious challenges to the traditional image of 
what a local person is.  All through this there is a sense of 
community maintained, which has its basis in some form of love.

Veatch (1999) used the term “social utility” as a principle for a 
social ethic, including a balance of beneficence and non-
maleficence as consequentialist principles and justice, a duty-based 
principle. At the social level we need to consider the benefits and 
harms to all persons concerned, as described when discussing 
utilitarianism in Chapter 3. 
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5.1.1. Agape and Hospitality

As discussed above, the claim that love makes on 
us is broad, it is to love all people rather than just 
our friends.  As Aelred of Rievaulx in the 12th 
century noted, “more are to be received into the 

bosom of charity than into the embrace of 
friendship. For we are compelled by the law of 
charity to receive in the embrace of love not only 
our friends but also our enemies”.  The concept 
of charity refers to agape, and numerous 
examples were given as quotations in section 2.2.  

5 . 1.  C u l t u r e  a s  a  
s y s t e m  o f  l o v i n g  

i n d i v i d u a l s
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individuals



Singer (1984) wrote that, “the great event in the history of thinking 
about love is the conceptualization of agape”.  He could have 
benefited from a broader analysis to include Eastern thinkers, like 
Mo Tzu or Buddha, but the same parallels can be drawn.  We 
cannot restrict our love to those we find lovable only insofar as they 
are good, enjoyable, or useful. The neighbour as an object of love is 
any human being, as in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 
10: 29-37, Bible).

One of the simplest forms to observe love in action is how much the 
hospitality is shown to family, friends and strangers.  As discussed 
in the previous chapter, modern urban society has made it difficult 
to continue the traditionally more hospitable rural practices of 
welcoming visitors to the house.  Ironically as people live closer to 
each other physically, in the extreme in apartment buildings, they 
may have more barriers to visitors than the traditional rural 
setting.  There may be other factors for this, such as the need to 
protect oneself against dishonest persons who are now living in 
close proximity yet may be completely unknown because of 
population density, or whether people have a limit to the number of 
relationships they can sustain.  It would make an interesting 
question to examine the number of personal contacts that people 
meet in their daily life in rural and urban environments, and in 
different societies.  There would no doubt be wide individual 
variation.

The impact of living conditions on hospitality does not explain the 
cultural variation in hospitality practices.  Anthropologists and 
historians have argued that in societies that seem as different as 

Homeric Greece, early Rome, medieval Provence, Sudan, the 
Maori, and Indian tribes of the North West Pacific Coast of Canada, 
hospitality was based on fundamental beliefs on the social 
universe, not just personal preference (Finley, 1954; Bolchazy, 
1977; Heal, 1990).  I think we can find it even wider if we look. We 
can also find debate on the extent that hospitality should be 
offered, within each period and society, even though there may be 
common cultural sense in welcoming strangers who come to your 
door in a number of traditional societies. 

The form of hospitality may vary with sexual roles, for example in 
many countries a woman would have been expected to provide 
more food as hospitality than a man because of the traditional roles 
of women as a cook, but this is changing.  Therefore analysis of the 
spirit and expressions of love need to be carefully considered. An 
analysis of hospitality in 14-17th century England (Heal, 1990), 
found its origins in the Christian idea of beneficence and in the 
knightly culture which gave a sense of obligation to give food and 
lodging. Few could meet the broad definition of hospitality of 
George Wheler (1698) who defined hospitality as, “a liberal 
entertainment of all sorts of Men at one’s House, whether 
neighbours or strangers, with kindness, especially with meat, 
drink and lodgings”.  This type of hospitality was located in the 
house and practical, involving food and accommodation.

The offering at least of a cup of tea to a visitor is found still today in 
many cultures, although few would offer a full meal, and fewer 
would offer a bed to sleep.  A common line from many beggars in 
the USA is “Can you spare me money for a cup of coffee?”, whereas 
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it is usually food that an Indian asks for. In many other cities it is 
just money.  Like the child in Figure 4.13, it could be love that is 
wanted. We could say that the expression of love in the form of 
food or shelter, two basic human needs, has a central meaning 
throughout the world.  Communities that express more love could 
be expected to have adequate social welfare systems for looking 

after those in need, the homeless, the hungry, and the sick.  They 
would also be expected to give love over their borders, helping the 

strangers in the global community, as seen in the Red Cross/
Crescent/Star aid organizations and a host of others.

If we were to try to judge societies as a whole, we would have a 
variety of measures that could be used, but it would be difficult to 
claim any one was the ultimate measure of a loving country.  There 
are wide variations in foreign aid contributions, usually finding 
Scandinavian countries the most generous and the USA less, 
among the rich countries, but these contributions may be decisions 
of governments and politics rather than individuals.  Charitable 
foundations collect money, as do churches, from individuals with 
wide variations in the amounts given.

Hare (1981) argued that if we are deciding the preferences to use in 
ethical reasoning we have to treat everybody as one, including 
ourselves: to do unto others as we wish they should do to us, and 
love our neighbours as ourselves, but not more than ourselves. Let 
us consider some ethical principles.

5.1.2. Solidarity 

A word which is often used politically not only ethically as an 
expression of social love is solidarity.  This word is more common 
in European English than in US English, which reflects the degree 
to which the spirit of it is found. Love is expressed to those who 
need support, money, housing, jobs, personal assistance, welfare, 
and generally more help than the average of society (we should 
note that a half of society is below average in any measure by 
definition).  Meyers (1994) considers solidarity as indispensable to 
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considering culturally normative prejudice and differences among 
persons.  She considered that prejudice and emotion normally pose 
barriers to insightful moral reflection, and that these prejudices 
will be found among socially disadvantaged groups as well.  People 
have to learn how to express love as broad empathy.  She, however, 
considers universal solidarity as unrealistic, focusing attention on 
how to develop solidarity within certain groups at least. 

Before we go on to look more in detail at the bioethical theories 
that are associated with particular cultures, there is another 
apparently universal phenomenon.  It is that despite the idea that 
love of money corrupts, without money in a society solidarity 
within a group may breakdown.  When faced with economic 
hardship most families focus on their own survival and feeding the 
family members first.  We can see this among refuges and in wars, 
where people fight for food at least for their own children. William 
Caxton in The Game and Play of Chess (1476) observed “Love 
lasteth as long as the money endureth”. There are exceptions, and I 
would suggest that the richest people in the world may not be the 
most generous generally, as the two traits of gathering money and 
sharing money seem to be contradictory, however once a society 
reaches a reasonable standard of sufficient food we often see many 
more voices in that society asking for sharing of wealth, and 
philanthropy among the rich is applauded.  

Solidarity also appears quick to lose in a society, as seen with the 
examples of countries privatizing health and social welfare systems 
after establishing them.  Some have remarked that New Zealand 
was the first country in the world to establish full social welfare 
based on a person being entitled to all because of their existence as 
a person, yet it was also the first to attempt to do away with this 
system.  However, many basic parts remain, so it would be unfair 
to make a complete generalization that social welfare is dead.  
Many countries have followed this pattern, and in 2011 protests in 
the UK gathered persons opposed to the reform of the national 
health service (NHS). The USA in 2010 agreed on a universal 
medical care system after decades of debate.  The pressure to 
privatize health systems is growing financial debts, supporting the 
views that you may need the sense of financial sufficiency before 
showing full solidarity, and that economic recession leads to more 
selfish thinking.  Sadly such recession also leads to more need.  
However, Thailand, a middle income country has introduced free 
health coverage since 2008.

The Islamic principle of zakat is a form of obligatory alms giving, 
and the collected amount is paid to poor Muslims, to zakat 
collectors, to new converts to Islam, as income to its clergy, and 
others.  Zakat is mandatory for all Muslims, and is paid from  their 
income and wealth above a minimum amount of income. Zakat is a 
way to “purify” one's income and wealth from a sometimes worldly, 
impure way of acquisition, and thus purify the soul.  It is one of the 
five pillars of the Islamic faith.
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Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights 
(2005)                  Article 13 – Solidarity and cooperation
Solidarity among human beings and international cooperation 
towards that end are to be encouraged.



  
Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights 
(2005)                Article 10 – Equality, justice and equity
The fundamental equality of all human beings in dignity and rights 
is to be respected so that they are treated justly and equitably. .

5.1.3. Equality 

One can be cynical about how much we desire equality, as Henri 
Becque, the 19th century French playwright wrote, “The defect of 
equality is that we only desire it with our superiors”.  In this case 
the love of others is balanced by self interest.  The Theory of Justice 
of Rawls (1971) asks us to imagine what society we would like if we 
did not know where we would be in that society before we are born. 
In that way people would strive to promote equality, in case they 
would be born with a tough life circumstance.  As the 17th century 
French writer, Francois Duc de La Rochefoucald wrote, “The love of 
justice is, in most men, nothing more than the fear of suffering 
injustice”.

I think that we should be bold and build upon the foundations of 
universal solidarity that the mass media and common language is 
building. The mass communication media has had a great impact.  
The traveler can see the  evidence for this in the presence of 
satellite dishes on rural huts, something I have seen in every 
country I have visited.  Once electricity comes, the cable and 
satellite television networks are to be found, which could be said to 
have catapulted the internationalization that global radio 
broadcasts effect. At the same time we can note that still 1.6 billion 
people lack access to electricity in the world, which is associated 
with many disadvantages (Moss et al., 2012).

5.1.4. Equity

Termite hill, Australia - Social animals such as 
insects express the advantages of a group

Figure 5.2. The social instinct to live 
together
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Equity is different to equality, and a principle that reminds us that 
different people have different living conditions - life is tougher for 
some than others.  For example, some people are born with a 
chronic disease, or have different inherent abilities to live happily 
and healthily.  Some people need more help than others, and each 
person may need different types of support to other persons. In 
terms of healthcare, people in urban areas may have more easy 
access to hospitals and emergency services than those in rural 
places (Veatch, 1999).

5.1.5. Diversity

If you doubt that we are mixing the world, look at the world and 
ourselves.  In many countries it is apparent when you walk in the 
street, or read the newspaper, that the country is mixed.  Ever more 
than before, universally applicable ethical principles are to be 
found, and are also necessary.  Many immigrants from a range of 
countries have come to the new countries like Australasia or 
America, and to the centres of the old European Empires, 
especially Britain and France.  The practices and faiths that 
immigrants are accustomed to differ from each other.  The 
indigenous people in Australasia and America, and the southern 
part of Africa, and with other Asian examples, have been 
suppressed and although they have been overrun by culture 
introduced from the immigrant’s countries, often a new culture has 
emerged.  This continues to be a source of friction in some 
countries, because the groups may try to form an "us" and a 
"them".

Surveys and observations show the complete diversity of attitudes 
to any question are represented in any one society.  The same can 
be said of the characters of human individuals, which are also seen 
as a range in all countries, whatever personality range we chose.  A 
failing of human thought is that people view their society as being 
different from another, with sweeping generalizations.  Such 
thinking is often tied to discrimination, for example men are..., and 
women are...; whites are..., blacks are..., and Asians are... .  Such 
thinking, of "us" and "them" is a root of much disharmony in the 
world, and should be actively discarded from thought.

Another point of groups in society is that the groups we join within 
society may not follow any strict pattern, rather being mixed with 
people of many personalities together.  Kinship and families have 
been a traditional grouping of people, but we often find divisions in 
attitudes among each member, especially if we ask them 
independently.  Other types of social organization have become 
important, for example, grouping by sex, age, common interest and 
class.  

Although there may be broad tendencies for soccer players to be 
more physical than chess players, aerobic classes and religious 
groups do not follow such divisions.  If a person joins more than 
one group it is likely to be made of people of different personality, 
even though there may be social class divisions.  We also may have 
several different identities, especially living in multiracial and 
ethnic communities, for example, a Roman Catholic Italian rugby 
players with a touch of Ugandan who plays Bridge, but lives in 
Chinatown in the City of Sydney, Australia, may join any one of 
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these groups when we want to be socially identified.  Sports fans 
are yet another interesting phenomenon, with diverse social groups 
uniting to support a local team, and even becoming involved in 
close-to-war like clashes with the neighbouring fans of rival sports 
teams.

The results of the 1993 International Bioethics Survey suggest 
that there is at least as much diversity in individuals in any one 
culture as across the world (Macer, 1994).  This could be consistent 
with a strong genetic determinism of behaviour, beyond social 
norms that mould thinking.  If each culture had there own range of 
diversity we would expect that behaviour was environmentally 
conditioned by the social and educational system - however, the 
data suggests that inside every culture there is equal diversity - 
consistent with more genetic determinism.  

In that survey first performed in Australia, Hong Kong, India, 
Israel, Japan, New Zealand, The Philippines, Russia, Singapore and 
Thailand, the purpose was to look at how people think about 
diseases, life, nature, and selected issues of science and technology, 
biotechnology, genetic engineering, genetic screening, and gene 
therapy.   In total nearly 6000 questionnaires were returned from 
10 countries during 1993.  The questionnaires included about 150 
questions in total, with 35 open-ended questions.  The open 
questions were designed not to be leading, to look at how people 
make decisions - and the ideas in each comment were assigned to 
different categories depending on the question, and these 
categories were compared among all the samples. People made 
very interesting comments.  The diversity of ideas in the comments 

was found to be the same in different countries, suggesting that 
reasoning about these issues goes deeper than cultures, or 
religions. Although societies are different, people and families are 
not, and there may be a finite number of principles used in arguing 
about any one dilemma (Macer, 1994).

5.1.6. Discrimination

Human beings have a common genetic ancestor but there is much 
variation.  Racial boundaries are the most apparent differences in 
the world, one of the reasons why they have so often been used as a 
basis for discrimination.  These racial boundaries are slowly 
disappearing with many marriages between people from different 
groups and countries, though the attitudes to mixed race offspring 
has sometimes placed the children in another group from their 
parents.  Rather than referring to a child of mixed descent as a 
“half” we should use the term “double”. The cause of racial 
discrimination is also related to social, linguistic and cultural 
heritage and geographical factors. Racial differences were not seen 
in the results to the surveys, nor were there many cases where age 
was related to attitude.  Other forms of social stratification were 
also not seen as major predictors, such as wealth.

Biological differences may also be the root of some discrimination 
against people with handicaps, for example, people with Down's 
syndrome or physical handicaps are seen as different.  There are 
many thousands of genetic diseases that are known, and we all 
share many disease-causing genes, whether they be causing cancer, 
heart disease or weak bones.  There is genetic diversity, and 
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genetically we can show that every person has numerous genes that 
are related to disease.  Some genes are very common, for example, 
around 10% of people have the gene (ApoE4) which is a risk factor 
for Alzheimer's disease.  We are also all carriers of potentially fatal 
genes that could kill any future children if we have the bad luck to 
marry someone with one of these corresponding genes, and the bad 
luck that these two fatal genes join together in our offspring.  
Fortunately many of these genes are recessive, meaning that they 
will not cause disease if the other copy of the gene that we have is 
normal.

People could be said to be what they are seen to live or die for.  
Ourselves, our vocation or work, our perceived duties, our children, 
spouses, lovers, colleagues, family, all those we love.  How many 
people can we love at one time and at what level?  Many friends we 
see less that once a year, yet we stay close.  Other people we meet in 
a different relationship everyday, but may stay distant.  Most see 
their spouse every day others less frequent, but can we measure 
love by time spent together?  Can we love people with the same 
intensity - to lighten our heart?  How many pieces can our own 
heart be divided into? (Figure 4.12)  Does the heart grow with 
giving or receiving love?  Can our heart be broken more with love 
or hate?  How does it change in ourselves, and can love from one 
person to another result in hate back? Unselfish love, agape in 
Greek, should not result in hate as there is little to hate in it, unless 
misunderstood.

One of the universal examples of love of others seen in medicine is 
the gift of blood. Titmuss (1972) in The Gift Relationship 

described blood donation as a study of the role of altruism in 
modern society. He argued that a social policy to have gifting of 
blood rather than commerce made a more loving society. There are 
other arguments in favour of donation as well, that it is often 
unnecessary to sell blood, it can be safer as the poor who have a 
higher frequency of disease might sell blood for money even if sick, 
it does not lead to exploitation of the poor, nor is it 
commercialization of the human body. This spirit of love has led to 
the extension of the principle of giving into law, and Article 3.4. of 
European Commission directive 89/381 requires member states to 
“encourage the voluntary unpaid donation of blood and 
plasma” (Keown, 1997).

Love is the message of our spiritual heritage, across each culture 
they say God is love.  Why have religions fought wars with others 
and within different schools, while also seeking peace? An analysis 
of the virtues that promote peace and contrast to the vices which 
promote war has been made by LaMuth (2011).  It is the same as 
other passions of the heart, we desire one action yet we may 
accomplish another.  The spiritual origins of humanity are less 
mixed than the social ones, and these have been used as 
transnational boundaries in the past, and also today.  The Islamic 
countries, Catholic countries, and loosely-called Christian 
countries, are major regions of the world.  Asia has more diversity 
of religion than Europe, for example, Buddhism in Sri Lanka is 
different from that in Thailand or Japan.  Within Asia there are 
also many Christians and Muslims, and followers of most of the 
world's religions.
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Despite the scientific world view that is prevalent among 
academics, most people find religions to be a much more 
important source of guidance in life than science.  In questions of 
ethics, this is true of most people.  Any theory of bioethics that will 
be applied to peoples of the world must be acceptable to the 
common trends of major religious thought.  At a first look many 
people have suggested that the religious differences are too great 
and have looked towards a new type of foundation for bioethics 
based on secular humanism (Engelhardt, 1991).   However, we 
should look again at whether the differences between religions are 
actually so important when it comes to bioethical thinking, and we 
may find that it is more important to look at the individual level 
between people.

The personal trait or character to be a giving personality appears 
distributed through most societies, and may not always be 
associated with following of a religion which promotes giving, 
though it would not be surprising if both factors were selected 
together.  Most human societies have lower and upper social 
classes, but people in any society admire those who give to the 
poor.  We can see examples of noble people giving to the poor or 
workers from around the world.  For example, in Nottinghamshire, 
UK, Robin Hood took from the rich to give to the poor. 

In Japan, Mitukuni Tokugawa (1628-1700), who wrote The Great 
History of Japan, and was the Second Duke of Mito, is admired for 
his humbleness and kindness, and solidarity with the lower classes 
by constructing their gate for his residence better than his own, and 
not sitting elevated among the ordinary people of the society. 

Julian of Norwich lived in Medieval England and wrote that the 
qualities of homeliness, compassion and courtesy are the effects of 
God’s love (Vinje, 1983).

Nasir ad-Din Tusi in the Nasirean Ethics of 1235 A.D. wrote that 
Man has a natural yearning for the synthesis that will render all 
individuals together, comparable to the organs of one individual, 
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and this synthesis is love (Wickens, 1964).  He considered love 
above justice because justice requires artificial union whereas love 
requires natural union.  The need for justice arises from the loss of 
love, because if love were to accrue between individuals, there 
would be no necessity for equity and impartiality.  He divided love 
into natural (like maternal) love, and voluntary love.  He gives the 
reason for love between young men as that of pleasure, while that 
between old persons is for common advantage, but that between 
good men is brought about by correspondence of substance, if their 
goal is pure good and the quest for virtue.

In Indian Hindu tradition, it is difficult to generalize among the 
traditions. One tradition says brahman (“all this”) cannot be loved 
because the very idea of brahman precludes distinctions between 
object and subject, lover and beloved, rather they are together so 
love is not needed to join them.  Love is attachment to empirical 
existence, and does not play a part in the Samkhya-yogins effort to 
isolate his individual, eternal self from all that is temporal or in the 
Vedantin’s effort to fully realize all that is temporal (Siegel, 1978).  
The Bhagavad Gita reads that the man of wisdom “has no love 
(sneha) for any thing” (II. 57).  It however, says unattached 
devotion to God leads to liberation, but not passionate love. The 
term bhakti, for love, means “to eat, partake of, enjoy, to revere, 
love”.  It has also been called devotion and is disinterested service 
to God, and the love of God is the supreme love, every other form of 
love is an imperfect manifestation of this supreme love. The 
Upanisads (the concluding part of the Veda) posit the 
transpersonal spiritual principle of brahman as the object of 
intuitive knowledge, while the Gita identifies the ultimate as a 

personal deity, Krsna, and points to him as the only legitimate 
object of devotion. The life of the devotee (bhakta) is based in 
commitment to the achievement of a high degree of self-control, 
indifference to both pleasure and pain, equal treatment of friend 
and foe alike, and compassion and friendliness toward all 
creatures.  

Hindu social ethics find two basic ways for a person to base their 
life, the way of the worldling (pravrtti) and the way of the ascetic 
(nivrtti).  The passionate love, kama, is the basis of four stages of 
life and can foster a desire to live in harmony with the will of God 
or to be united with God (Eliade, 1987).  The Vaisnava Sahajiya cult 
of Bengal in the 16th century attempted to make a clear distinction 
between desire or passion (kama) and the altrusitic love of God 
(prema).  Prema can disengage one’s attachment to the self and 
transpose feelings of selfishness and greed into the total 
commitment to the pleasure of Krsna.  If we look at Indian society 
we see respect for nature and for others in society, and there are 
other traditions which explore love.  The example shows us that the 
concept of social love, and the concept of social harmony may be 
separate in tradition, but it appears to be a matter of semantics.

There are still writers in the Western tradition who have 
emphasized that the fact that human beings are in relationships 
with others means ethics should not be based from an individual 
viewpoint.  Eugene Fontinell (1968) argues that the world is a 
world in process, and it is not a world of substances but a world of 
relations, called processive relationalism.  The human person is 
treated as a communal entity who can achieve greater individuality 
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only by greater participation in the various sorts of communities, 
families, and culture of which the person is an expression.  Love 
can be considered as the means to bring separated persons together 
as a unit (Dilman, 1987).

The presence of resources and wealth may make our ethical 
attitudes more generous, not only to human beings in social 
welfare, but also to the environment and animals.  We can see this 
by the growth of animal rights in richer countries.  De Waal (1996) 
considered morality as a floating pyramid with the buoyancy of the 
concept determined by the resources available, but always with the 
order from top to bottom, self, family/clan, group/community, 
tribe/nation, all of humanity, sentient animals, and all life forms.  
The exception however, is religious prescriptions against killing of 
animals, seen in Hindu or Buddhist countries, or Eastern countries 
where some parts of nature in religious temples or sanctuaries are 
preserved despite immediate human needs to harvest them.
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5.2.1. Love between Different Cultures

There may be many common features of 
societies, but despite the individual similarities 
there are linguistic and religious differences 

which have lead to the adoption of cultural-
specific systems of bioethics.  Dependence upon 
group living for survival is a basic human 
characteristic.  There has been much written 
about the differences in bioethical systems, 

5 . 2 .  S y s t e m s  o f  
b i o e t h i c s  i n  

d i f fe r e n t  
c u l t u r e s

There has been much 
w r i t t e n a b o u t t h e 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n 
bioethical systems, 
reflecting the general 
trend discussed above 
to separate “us” and 
“them”.
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reflecting the general trend discussed above to separate “us” and 
“them”. The trend to separate results in war and conflict (Figure 
5.4.). Some writers like MacIntyre (1984) portray a pluralistic 
society that is too fragmented by disagreement and conceptual 
diversity to sustain rational discourse, while others are less 
pessimistic (Stout, 1988; Macer, 1994).  Rather than continuing to 
accept unquestioned the viewpoint we have on the extent of 
cultural diversity, let us examine the ways of bioethics in different 
countries and re-evaluate what criteria for similarity and difference 
we should be using.   

In 1993 a Parliament of the World Religions was convened.  It 
included peoples from many religions and cultures, who came 
together and made a Declaration toward a Global Ethic (Kung, 
1996).  They wrote that an ethic already exists in the religious 
teachings of the world which can counter the global distress.  They 
included four irrevocable directives common to religions:
1) Commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for life;
2) Commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order;
3) Commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness; 
and
4) Commitment to a culture of equal rights and a partnership 

between men and women.

They pointed out several directives that are found in all religions, 
including: have respect for life.  They extend this principle of 
respect to the lives of animals and plants. Another was to deal 
honestly and fairly; to speak and act truthfully, and to respect and 
love one another.

Basically if we are looking for differences we will find differences, 
and if we are looking for similarities we will find them, it is a 
question of the width of the concepts we are using.  For example, if 
I emphasize individual autonomy I could exercise that autonomy 
after consultation with my family or friends, and seek consensus 
and agreement with them, or I could make decisions completely 
independent of others and just inform them of the decision that I 
had made. Both of these cases are expressions of autonomy, 
because they are both choices (self-rule) of the person involved, but 
this question of the unit of autonomy and the consultation with 
others has been used to claim that the bioethics of Western and 
Eastern people are fundamentally different.  In fact over time the 
Western tradition of involving others in decision-making has 
changed to become more independent but there is still wide 
variation in all societies over the consultation within a family, what 
issues are discussed, and the affect those discussions have on 
personal decisions.  The change to more individual based societies 
and nuclear families has also been observed in Eastern countries, 
like Japan (Ochiai, 1998).

I do not have space to review all social systems, but discuss some 
examples keeping in mind the question of universality consistent 
with recognition of individual diversity.  One of the assumptions of 
modern ethics is that all human beings have equal rights which 
should be protected, and recognized. In 1948 the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights was signed, and it has now reached 
all countries in the world although the acceptance by governments 
is not universal or consistent. 
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We can argue for the foundation of human rights from secular 
philosophy or religion, but also from love.  There are numerous 
human rights, but the right to life is based on love of both personal 
life, and autonomy, and justice, the respect for others.  The 
constitutions of all countries also reflect at least some of these 
rights, and only eight countries in the world lack a constitution 
(including New Zealand and UK).

Perhaps the most common violation of respect for persons, or love 
to others or human rights, is war (Figure 5.4).  War is a universal 
phenomenon, and modern wars have generally become more 
bloody and longer as methods for killing and supply systems 
developed.  Unmanned drones are being used to save lives on the 
side of the war who has them, while killing those who are said to be 
a threat to other lives. As archaeological evidence is uncovered it 
has become more apparent that ancient societies that were thought 
to be peace-loving had major wars, such as the prehistoric North 
American Indians (Pringle, 1998).  This should not be a surprise 
since Neanderthals seem to have been out competed by Homo 
sapiens, and Homo sapiens out-competed previous species of the 
genus Homo that had spread around the world earlier.  It cannot be 
proven that climate was not the major cause of extinction, however 
at least populations were in competition and we can expect that 
wars occurred.  Wars may suggest that hate is stronger than love at 
times, but they at least show that human passions are very strong, 
and stronger than the common sense which says that wars are bad 
for a society, as well as for the relationships between different 
countries, in the long term.

All people will at times have conflict with others, conflict with the 
will of others or even life against life.  Force can be used to solve 
these conflicts, but this may not mean violence or even threats, 
rather it can be the force of non-violence.  One of the greatest 
victories of non-violent protest has been the liberation of India 
from colonization, which resulted in Independence in 1948.  The 
key person in this was Gandhi, who said that love demanded non-
violence.  Gandhi (1927) wrote that “Belief in non-violence is based 
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on the assumption that human nature in the essence is one, and 
therefore unfailingly responds to the advances of love”.  He 
coupled non-violence to the doctrine of Satyagraha, soul force, as a 
spiritual power which is exercised in love against all material 

power.  Gandhi built his concept out of Hindu Ahimsa (do no 
harm), and Christian and rational ethics.  He regarded the only 
means for realization of Truth is ahimsa.  He considered that a 
person must of their own free will put themselves last among his 
fellow creatures if salvation was to be had.  In Jainism, virtue 
consists in the fivefold conduct of a person who has knowledge and 
faith.  The first of these is ahimsa, which can also be called 
innocence, but it is not mere negative abstention, but positive 
kindness to all creation (Radhakrishnan, 1940).

Martin Luther King and partners applied non-violence to attempt 
to remove racism from the USA, in their case using the power of 
television as well to convince the other citizens of the cause.  Non-
violent strategies may require a minimum sense of social 
responsibility and order, but they have worked in breaking down 
the Iron Curtain of Eastern Europe, and can be expected to work in 
the future also.  However, there may be cases where the great 
number of lives lost without aggressive action will overwhelm most 
of our reservations about taking of human life to protect others, 
and probably we all have some limit for the number of lives we 
tolerate to see lost while maintaining a non-violent moral stand 
(though usually apathy is the main cause of death from war that is 
not opposed by the international community).

5.2.2. Maternal Love

One of the most common images across the world of love is 
maternal love (Figure 5.6).  In religions we can see many examples 
of this.  In Christianity Mother Mary is portrayed as the ideal all 

Kashiwa Shinyru, Japan- The expression of 
differences may be decided by a samurai fight

Figure 5.5. Resolution of human conflict 
by violence or not?
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giving mother, especially venerated in Roman Catholicism. 
Feminine love has also been praised through time, for example 
Julian of Norwich who was deeply convinced that God was love and 
expressed this in a gentle personality (Vinje, 1983; Llewelyn, 1985). 
In Buddhism, the white goddess Tara the Shakti of Avalokiteshvara 
(in Japanese Kwannon, in Chinese Kuan Yin) is the goddess of love 
and mercy.  As the goddess of creation she is the deity who gives 
children to families.  In Japanese tradition Kannon once turned 
Hell into Paradise, so the god of Hell sent her back to  earth 
because hell should remain gloomy (Knappert, 1995).  In Java, the 
moon goddess, Dewi Nawang Wulan, is associated with love and 
fertility.  It is not surprising that maternal love is universally 
recognized as godlike, the demands of feeding and nurturing a 
newborn infant are at the limit of normal attention one person can 
give to another.

Westermarck (1906) argued that not only was maternal love 
universal but so was a father’s love of his children, paternal love. 
He considered it equally primitive that men support and protect 
their family.  Biologically we can argue for the importance given 
that such caring investment can lead to survival of the genes of the 
father not only the mother.

Children are also universally expected to honour their parents 
and look after them, however in practice modern society has 
tended towards a nuclear family with less protection being given to 
parents. Nevertheless when most of us are asked whether we would 
love our mothers more than the neighbour we would put our family 
first.  Long postmenopausal life-spans distinguish humans from all 

other primates, but it has been suggested to be due to mother-child 
food sharing which means aging females can increase their 
daughter’s fertility (Hawkes et al. 1998).  Only in humans do 
mothers provide the substantial proportion of their weaned 
children’s diets, and this division of labour has made human 
society more complex, and allowed the species to support more 
aged members, than other animals.  

Rawls (1971) assumed that psychologically a child only loves 
parents if they manifestly first love him.  The child’s actions are 
determined by certain instincts and desires, and their aims are 
determined by rational self-interest.  Rawls writes, “Although a 
child has the potentiality for love, his love of the parents is a new 
desire brought about by his recognizing their evident love of him 
and his benefiting from the actions in which their love is 
expressed.”  However, love of children can also been seen for 
parents which they have never met, such as lost fathers by 
separation or by donor insemination of sperm, or adoption of 
children away from their genetic parents.  However, they still need 
to trust themselves and others in order to show love.  The curiosity 
of knowing one’s roots may also be self-interest in development of 
our personal psychology and identity.  Normally, however, by 
parental love a child develops a sense of their own value.
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Humans also have a long gestation period, nine months, through 
which the pair-bond should be maintained which could be seen as a 
reason for the development of a strong romantic love or 
attachment. While more bird species are monogamous than 
mammals, we can question whether birds share the depth of 
feelings of love that humans do, and it may be a form of genetically 
selected love-bond.  Humans are unique in that the females are 
sexually active even when not ovulating, a trait that has been linked 
to the development of bonds between people.  Biologically by the 
behaviour and characteristics of human love and sex we can argue 
that sex in humans first has a function of emotional bonding, and 
secondly reproduction (Wilson, 1978).  However, the Roman 
Catholic Church uses natural law theory to suggest otherwise.  If 
natural law theory is not based on biological nature, than it 
weakens its claims of authority. It has been used as an argument 
against contraception, and against forms of sexual relationship that 
are not procreative, however, naturally most human mating is not 
for procreation.

5.2.3. Virtue

One measure of bioethics is the expression of virtues.  There are 
some social customs or games or interests where excellence is less 
universally appreciated as a positive character in a person.  
MacIntyre (1984) explored virtues, looking at goods internal to 
social practices, goods for the whole human life and ongoing 
traditions.  By social practices he defined “any coherent and 
complex form of socially established cooperative human activity 
through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized 

in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence 
which are appropriate to...that form of activity, with the result 
that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions 
of the ends and goods involved, are systemically extended” (p. 
187).  Internal goods come from the activity itself, while external 
goods may come from reasons that are not associated with 
excellence in the activity.  He gives examples of activities of social 
practices, like arts, sciences, and games, but he says other practices 

The Mother Mary and baby Jesus

Figure 5.6. Images of Maternal love
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like bricklaying or planting tulips do not because he claims they do 
not have established systems for excellence.  Perhaps the 
bricklayers of the world would disagree, and he could be accused of 
elitism by claiming that bricklaying is not an art but philosophical 
thinking is.  He included medical practice as a social practice.  I 
would argue that the pursuit of excellence is admired in most 
activities, and there would be more consensus that it is better to be 
doing our best at something than accepting to be mediocre, than 
there is consensus on what is an “art”, and what is not.  Love of our 
own life would support the concept of pursuit of excellence, 
because we will strive to do the best we can to pursue our potential 
to the fullest, and socially this drive for being excellent, 
professional, or as good as we can be, is admired in others as well 
as we personally attempt it and developing our self-confidence.

Fletcher (1966) argued that justice and love are inseparable, and 
that justice is love using its head, calculating its duties, obligations, 
opportunities, and resources. He said that if an action or policy was 
loving, it will be just. The more just, the more loving; and vice 
versa.  Many critics of Fletcher disagreed with the view that love 
was equal to justice.  Some consider justice is usually impersonal 
while love is personal (Brunner, 1945).  Justice can be defined as 
distributive justice, giving each person his due, or communitarian 
justice which establishes a collective order of freedom and 
mutuality.  While love is self-sacrificing, justice is always an 
accommodation of the interest of each in relation to the other 
(Niebuhr, 1941).  There are transcendent principles of justice, such 
as freedom, equality, order and mutuality found in most societies, 
but these principles are applied by contending interests (Williams, 

1967). There are ideological biases in each issue that justice is 
evoked to serve.  We could say that justice should be another form 
of the embodiment of the spirit of love.  

Loving concern seeks the widest distribution of benefits which is 
what justice is.  However, situation ethics does not necessarily 
support any political viewpoint or standpoint on one issue like 
pacifism, or socialism, but it treats each moral dilemma based on 
the situation.  Catholic moralists separate love as supernatural 
virtue and justice as a natural one, stating that we must be just in 
our actions but it is our virtue to be loving. Fletcher (1966) called 
this “absurd”. Rawls (1971) tried to distinguish between love of 
humankind and justice, writing that the love of humankind has a 
greater intensity and persuasiveness of the desire to love, going 
further than demanded by justice.  Still love and equality are 
closely connected, as Erich Fromm wrote “The social process 
requires the standardization of man, and this standardization is 
called equality”.  In a positive sense we could call this  
standardization the process of bonding (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1971).  We 
should not consider the worth of persons but their needs (Smith, 
1974).

We can turn to specifically medical ethics and we see a number of 
common trends, one of which is justice.  Judaism includes guiding 
regulations for the appropriate behaviour of followers in Jewish 
Law, both the rabbinic tradition or Talmud, and the Torah 
(scripture).  There is a description of the proper attitude people 
should have to wise doctors written about 180 B.C. in the Old 
Testament Biblical book, Ecclesiasticus 38: 1-15. It describes a 
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physician who conscientiously practices his profession and is an 
agent of God. This attitude is found in Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam.  A principle ethical code is the codification formerly ascribed 
to  Moses Maimonides (1135-1204).  Unlike the Hippocratic Oath, 
but in common with some codes, such as the ancient Chinese code, 
and Christian charity, there is the idea of helping the poor and 
needy, which we can call social justice (Jakobovits, 1975).

Modern Islamic ethics uses a system based upon moral law as 
recorded in the Koran and the Hadith, and is basically "Allah's will 
be done".  If an explicit reference to the classical sources of Islamic 
law cannot be found, then it may be considered in the light of 
"public benefit" (Maslaha).  Islamic ethics is gaining importance 
because of the number of Muslims in the world and the greater 
desire to follow the Islamic lifestyle by them.  Islamic medical 
ethics was largely formulated during the ninth and tenth centuries, 
while Arab scholarship was at its zenith, with influence from the 
Hippocratic corpus.  Islamic culture is based on the Koran, with the 
medical tradition having dual sources from scripture and the 
Hellenistic world. What was to emerge was not a dichotomy but the 
growing Muslim civilization developed a mixed approach of 
drawing on other values, the way of "adab" (Nanji, 1988).  This 
balance was framed in the ninth century work  Practical Ethics of 
the Physician, which actually was written by a Christian, Ali al-
Ruhawi.

The former Soviet-block communist world is in a process of change 
back to Christian and Muslim roots, and has undergone a process 
of transition.  Socialist medical ethics also involves using oaths, for 

instance the Oath of Soviet Physicians in 1971, which replaced the 
Hippocratic Oath. The pledge of loyalty changed to the service of 
people and for the interests of Soviet society. This is in contrast to 
the Hippocratic Oath where the physician must work for the sole 
interests of the patient. In socialist countries the right to personal 
health care was also stressed.  However, with the fall of 
communism in Eastern Europe many countries have rapidly lost 
such ideals of justice and have switched to private medicine, and 
social justice is being lost as an ideal especially in the economic 
recessions.  Nevertheless, the physicians are still respected much 
more than the government.
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Chinese ethics, including medical ethics, involves the convergence 
of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism (Unschuld, 1979).  
Communist ideology also continues to have influence, but equality 
and "social harmony" have older roots.  In the seventh century Sun 
Simiao wrote On the Absolute Sincerity of Great Physicians, 
sometimes called the Chinese Hippocratic Oath (Qiu, 1988; Figure 
1.6). Among the commitments are equality of treatment, attempts 
to save all creatures, and not to seek wealth.  The Confucian scholar 
Lu Chih (754-805) urged similar virtues, of humaneness and 
compassion, stating that the medical resources must be distributed 

fairly among the population. The Taoists and Buddhists, revised 
this with the concept of "Great Physicians" who possess special 
knowledge and responsibility, thus creating an elite. However, 
there is a  strong emphasis upon the virtues, including the concern 
for equal treatment of all classes, with writers such as Kung T'ing-
Hsien in 1615 attacking those physicians who had reduced 
medicine to a profession. It is historically interesting that before 
the communistic ideal of the last few decades there has been a long 
history of the idea of equality which is not found in the Hippocratic 
tradition which addresses behaviour to the individual patient only.  
They do share the concern for a prohibition on killing, and the two 
sides of ethical behaviour, to do good and not to do harm.  

Japanese ethics is a mixture of Buddhist and Confucian 
influences combined with Shinto influence, and could be said to 
now be rather pragmatic and centred on the authorities (Macer, 
1992b).  There is universal health insurance which does support the 
concept of social justice and access for all to health. Informed 
consent is becoming accepted, and bioethics may transform 
Japanese society. The individual attitudes of Japanese are generally 
similar to Westerners, as shown in surveys (Macer, 1992; 1994).  

The World Health Organization which represents the united 
world governments has for many years promoted a policy of 
“Health for All”.  This is based in the concept of love for all people, 
and social justice.  While there are major problems of corruption 
on the world and in many societies, that spoil the pursuit of equal 
access for all, the ideal could be said to be shared.
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Some of the limits on action are based on the 
principle of loving justice, as discussed above.  
How do we limit freedom when it only endangers 
personal health? The more dangerous sports may 
not be privately insured because the price for all 
increases too much. However, the public health 
and emergency services will still treat someone 
injured by accidents. Law may impose cycle and 

motorcycle riders to wear helmets but love 
demands still treating those injured more 
worsely because they didn’t.  Public health is a 
field focusing on societal health issues. Laws 
attempt to prevent import of diseases. Persons 
who are considered a risk to others are locked up 
in jails or mental health institutions. J.S. Mill 
(1861) wrote that the only purpose for which 

L i m i t s  t o  
f r e e d o m  

A l l s o c i e t i e s h a v e 
introduced limits upon 
individual freedom.  
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power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized 
society against his or her will is to prevent harm to others 
(Boughton, 1984). However, the government of a society has a duty 
to use public money wisely. Compulsory health and safety 
regulations can be consistent with paternalistic love, but if they 
inhibit self love and fulfillment they may diminish the freedom we 
give as a recognition to persons capable of love.

In religions there are various levels of compulsion given to the 
following of the doctrines.  The idea of freedom of thought and free 
will means that you can have any belief you like inside your head, 
but actions may be controlled.  In the 1990s one of the most strict 
societies was the Taliban in Afghanistan, who forced women to quit 
work, education and stay out of society, and forced religious 
observance according to their interpretation of Islam.  At the other 
extreme, we can see butchers tolerated by Indian Hindus, and even 
those who eat beef are still welcome in the folds of the Hindu 
religion.  There are some studies suggesting that religiousity is 
associated with less willingness to behave unethically (Kennedy & 
Lawton, 1998).  There were few correlations with general bioethical 
attitudes and religiousity in the International Bioethics Survey 
(Macer, 1994). Though in some countries more religious persons 
made more judgmental comments against persons with AIDS, 
suggesting they were more ready to blame others.

Preventative health measures vary between societies. Some local 
councils do not allow fluoridation of water to prevent dental caries.  
Smoke-free environments have increased given the damage to 
others caused by passive smoking, rather than personal health 

damage.  Some employees encourage exercise, and in some 
Japanese companies it is expected that all will exercise in the 
morning for their general health.

There are also limits to personal action that are seen in voluntary 
actions of individuals.  Among young people there is a tendency to 
avoid being a “tall poppy” in the field, to purposely limit display of 
some character or ability so as not to stand taller than others.  This 
sociability is found across many cultures, and is seen even when 
there are rewards for pursuit of the skill to which the child may 
excel, so as to appear within the group.  I have also seen this in 
language skills, where a person who can speak will deliberately not 
speak or make mistakes so as not to show off.  There are of course 
individuals where there are no inhibitions to action, and also 
societies which tend to reinforce individual displays of ability.  

We could theorize that social instincts may come from the same 
characteristics that lead many animal species to exhibit group 
activity for promotion of the group, a tract seen in insects such as 
ants, aphids, bees, embids, mites, termites, thrips and vespid 
wasps, and in many vertebrates.  Many of these social animals have 
been known for millennia, for example the hamadryas baboon was 
held sacred by ancient Egyptians (Kummer, 1998), and it has the 
most complex social organization of any species of non-human 
primate.  As we study more animal species we find more of the 
traits that have also been seen in human societies, which will be 
further discussed in the next chapter.  In all societies there are 
limits to the pursuit of individual freedom for the general good of 
society, whether human or termite. However, obviously we do give 
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more rights to people than we do to insects, and we have to 
consider autonomy of individual persons very carefully before 
limiting it.

When societies reached a certain size the biological principles of 
kinship were no longer the primary organizer of behaviour.  In this 
case religious or political ideologies take over their roles.  Tiger 
(1993) argued that “However complex such ideologies may be, 
they are, nevertheless, biologically predictable products of a 
species committed to generate both affiliative and separatist/
agonist social networks”.  Tiger considered human aggression is a 
series of steps, and said that large-scale human conflict depends on 
symbolic determination of who is friend and who is foe, but once 
the symbolic group is established because the brain evolved to act 
rather than think, people expend considerable energy in doctrinal 
disputes sometimes resulting in actual conflict.  The limits to 
freedom then become determined by sometimes arbitrary moral 
rules, for example the wearing of particular clothes as a custom, 
unless we can develop policy based on deeper moral principles such 
as love.

  109  



International communications and economics 
helps break down whatever geographical and 
linguistic barriers that remain, though globally it 
has resulted in deepening divisions between rich 
and poor nations, another hurdle to the 
recognition that much of human heritage and 
much of ethics is universal.  

Inside many countries the traditional concept of 
solidarity is also broken.  Even within a so-called 
homogeneous culture, such as Japan, there is a 
wide variety of opinions.  The view of life that 
people have is individual and diverse (Macer, 
1994), despite the often assumed homogeneity.  

Un i v e r s a l  e t h i c s  
a n d  l o v e

Cross-cultural ethics 
should be developed to 
allow diverse views to 
be maintained even 
w i t h i n a s i n g l e 
community, as well as 
throughout the world 
i n t h e g l o b a l 
community. 
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The pursuit of individual liberties has allowed the destruction of 
the common space.  Gaylin (1986) wrote that “I am convinced that 
we have reached the limits of individualism and our survival 
depends on rediscovering our need for community. In that process 
we have the opportunity to rediscover love.”  However, since 1986 
the USA may not have become less individualistic, and one 
wonders where the limits really are. Ironically it took an act of 
terror on 9 September 2001 (9/11) to wake up that country of the 
need for the community to be more united. In the response to 
terror the whole world became more united than usual, as it was a 
common threat.

The same forces that have intermixed populations, and made them 
heterogeneous, are actually making the world more homogeneous 
as a whole - making it more similar.  The world is losing some 
diversity through mundialisation, while also increasing the 
diversity in any one community.  The modern communication 
media has allowed images of different countries to be portrayed 
into the homes and minds of the ever increasing number of people 
with access to them.  However, the media image is one that is 
moulded, consciously or unconsciously by those who transmit and 
select the news and commentaries of life.  The images presented 
from one event by people and reporters are often different.  Media 
editors actually maintain differences between societies because 
such news sells better.  Selective news which reports on the 
differences between cultures is very dangerous.  They must be 
indirectly blamed for the numerous detrimental effects of 
promoting a false view of the world.  It will result in wars and 

divisions, as nationalism grows and people think that others are 
different from them through such stereotyping.

There are enough problems for harmony raised by the lack of 
understanding due to language differences.  If we think that there 
are 3,000 languages on this planet, we will see that there are going 
to be misunderstandings.  If we expect others to be different then 
we may read more into a simple smile, frown, or gesture than was 
intended.  Proper communication is very important.  Television has 
brought us pictures of people in distant lands, sometimes we see 
similarities and sometimes differences.  What kind of world does it 
paint?  Is the picture to be trusted?  The media has a major positive 
role to play by becoming more responsible.

Universal ethics also argues that we need to share benefits of new 
technology and risks of developing new technology to all people.  
People in developing countries should not be the recipients of risks 
passed onto them by industrialized countries, despite the economic 
pressure to allow this.  We can think of the dumping of hazardous 
wastes to developing countries, in return for financial reward, but 
the environmental and human health consequences of dumping 
toxic waste cannot be measured. The Rotterdam Convention on the 
Prior Informed Consent Procedure for certain hazardous Chemicals 
and Pesticides in international trade, is agreed between countries 
to prevent dumping of certain substances as pollution.  
Industrialized societies have developed safeguards to protect 
citizens, and some of these involve considerable economic cost.  
While it may not be possible for developing countries' governments 
to impose the same requirements, they should not accept lower 
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standards - rather use data obtained in countries with strict and 
sufficient safeguards of health, with the aid of intergovernmental 
agencies.  Any basic human right should be the same in all 
countries, and this is one of the roles of the United Nations. 

We can also consider the imbalance between rich and poor 
countries in energy consumption, fossil fuel consumption, and use 
of raw materials.  The broad imbalance has been called by some a 
global apartheid (Haviland, 1997). One North American consumes 
several hundred times the resources of most Africans. So many 
indicators of quality of life vary between rich and poor countries, 
such as life expectancy, pollution-related diseases and leisure time.  
The right to personal enjoyment of a love of life is denied to many 
of the world’s population by economic and social structures 
because of a lack of love shown to neighbour.  

There have been attempts to define the quality of health in different 
medical conditions, which are important to apply for more just 
medical systems (Kaplan and Bush, 1982; Oregon Health Services 
Commission, 1991). The use of the term quality-adjusted life-year 
(QALY) is used to integrate the number of years of survival from 
an intervention with the quality of life from the survival.   

What is a loving relationship in the spirit of love of life?  In modern 
human culture, "love" within human relationships is increasingly 
restricted to romantic and/or erotic relationships, familial love, 
and sometimes friendship.  The expression of  love of life varies 
with the culture, even though individual reasoning is mixed and 
diverse as shown by anthropological and sociological research.  In  
India young men hold each others hands, young ladies hold hands, 
they place an arm across the shoulder without hesitation.  These 
same young men and women sit apart from the other gender, a 
habit which extends throughout life.  Thus in India deep 
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relationships are generally with friends of the same sex, though as  
a group, peers, protect, sing, and care for each other.

The same group spirit is seen in Japan.  This could be a type of 
communal love, and we would infer a tendency on the justice---
autonomy line towards justice.  However, the definition of the 
boundaries of the peer group are not as clear as it may seem to an 
outsider, defined by the social common sense of the individual; and 
the reactions of the group.  As discussed in the previous chapters, 
the unit of autonomy may be broader than one person, but we have 
many cases of selfishness at a community level not only at an 
individual one.

Whatever ideals we or our culture accepts, they need to be 
balanced, and many people already attempt to balance them.  The 
balance varies more with individuals within any culture than 
between any two cultures en masse (Macer, 1994).  An examination 
of history also shows how the balancing has varied at different 
times and places. From the data, and the observations of many 
others before, already we may see a type of universal ethics 
working across the world.  In the last chapter I will consider how 
sustainable living may be possible, and the concept of bioethical 
maturity.  A mature society is one which has developed some of the 
social and behavioural tools to balance these bioethical principles, 
and apply them to new situations raised by technology. Rather than 
judging others the focus should be on what we do ourselves and on 
how we can work to make a more loving society.

  113  

The Parthenon, Athens, Greece is a universal 
symbol of discussion and philosophy

Figure 5.10. World Heritage



• CHAPTER 6 •

Animals also have rules of behaviour, how much 
decision-making that they make is conscious?

THE BOUNDARIES TO LOVE, AND ANIMALS



All living organisms are biological beings, and share a common and 
intertwined biological heritage. Humans are members of the 
species Homo sapiens, one of the millions of species alive on the 
planet Earth.  Fundamentally we must ask whether humans are a 
special form of life, different from other living creatures?  We must 
also compare humans with other species and see where differences 
may be.  We may also look at individual humans and ask whether 
there is any significant difference between individual members of 
the human species that could influence the ethical duties we have 
to them. 

Many philosophers consider sexuality in humans to be a drive that 
is basically the same as in other animals, but love they see as 
something totally different from any biological category (Singer, 
1987).  However, as we have seen in the discussion of eros and self-
love, the components of love are not so easily separated in humans, 
and therefore we cannot dismiss animals as possessing only sexual 
love.  While it is accepted that all human beings that can think 
possess unique moral wills, which is the basis for autonomy, did 
this capacity suddenly jump into the mind after biological 
evolution? The data below suggests some animals also have some 
capacity for free moral judgment. 

Human beings are created in the midst of an intricate biodiversity, 
which is yet to be comprehended.  The process or time scale over 
which all life was made is not so remarkable as the species and 
ecosystems that we have today, or those that we can see from the 
fossils.  Biological data tells us that all human beings have the same 
basic set of genes, the variation found in any one population covers 

almost all of the total variation, and that humans share a common 
male and female African ancestor. Changes in DNA sequences have 
also been used to trace the way that different organisms evolve, 
called phylogenetic trees.  We can compare the DNA of species 
alive today, and investigate trends in the sequence change, and we 
can also look at DNA from past organisms which is a more direct 
measure of the change over time.

The concept of love is applied to love of animals and to love of 
nature and this is found in many cultures.  In Maori the word 
aroha is used to denote something broader than love, but including 
a oneness with nature and animals.  Bioethics has origins in 
exploring human relationships with animals and with nature, and 
this chapter explores the former and the following the later.  Many 
of the questions are related to questions discussed in previous 
chapters that are common in medical ethics, like what is a person 
or what is natural?
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The word "person" comes from the Greek 
'persona', meaning an appearance or face, an 
individual appearance that has continuity 
through a story.  Animals change with time and 
experience, persons grow, creating themselves. 

From birth most human beings become rational, 
self-aware, and through our childhood we learn 

and/or are moulded as our genes interact with 
each other and the environment.  This means a 
person in an intrinsic sense, coming from some 
character possessed by the person themselves.  

Beings can also be treated as persons in a 
linguistic way, by names, and by ascribing 
emotions. Parents can do this as they interact 

Pe r s o n s  a n d  
a u t o n o my

If we want to debate the 
i s s u e s o f t h e 
boundaries of birth, 
death, quality of life, 
and species we must 
ask what constitutes a 
person.  

Figure 6.1. Places in 
o u r o n t o l o g i c a l 
development. When we 
visit places where we 
spent a day before 40 
years ago , i t can 
r e m i n d u s o f t h e 
development of our 
person.
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with their infants in terms of psychological attributes that they 
assign to the infant, and we may do this to domestic animals too.  
Commonly pets are given a name, and this may also be extended to 
plants and physical objects, like boats, computers or cars.  This is 
an extrinsic value given by someone else to something.

In human society, a person is generally referred to as someone who 
is rational, capable of free choices, and is a coherent, continuing 
and autonomous centre of sensations, experiences, emotions, 
volitions and actions.  These are what may be called the characters 
of a person.  A crucial part of our person is self-awareness, or 
personal identity. Personal identity or our selfhood, only finds its 
growth in social relationships, we are made fully human by our web 
of social relationships.  However, if a person loses the capacity to 
communicate with others, but can receive sensory input, we still 
consider them a person (Macer, 1990).  

During fetal life the characters of personhood are apparent in 
increasing ways.  It is clear that the biological qualities of 
personhood are not present at conception.  The early embryo or 
conceptus does not manifest characters and activities of a human 
person.  It is a potential human person, at the biological level at 
least, rather than a human person with potential.  To function as a 
human person a brain is needed, and in a parallel way with brain 
death the criteria used by some is brain life.  The brain develops 
gradually, so it is difficult to mark a particular time when a sudden 
change occurs (Jones, 1989).  

Another approach, founded in ancient Greek and Christian thought 
stresses being more than behaving.  When a "human" possesses a 
soul they are a person. In Christian terms a human person is 
someone made in the image of God, which is not dependent on a 
criteria of actions.

One of the important reasons for religions to place a high value on 
human life is belief in the soul. Each individual is precious and 
unique because they possess a soul, a spiritual status.  The body, 
soul and spirit of the human individual are not separated but are 
integral in a Christian view. Before an individual becomes a self-
aware person they may possess a soul. The timing of the beginning 
of the human individual actually coincides with the time of 
ensoulment, which I have discussed elsewhere (Macer, 1990).  It is 
generally believed there is no intermediate in the animal kingdom, 
although some animals may possess souls.  If the soul is from God 
then it is not necessary to envisage intermediates, but the threshold 
can be crossed in a single step, between animal instinct and human 
reflection.  The timing of ensoulment in humans does vary between 
different religions, and within people of the same religion.  In a 
tradition where the presence of a soul is the source of autonomy 
and protecting human life, the characters of personhood are less 
important in assigning autonomy.

There has been much debate on the time when a human fetus has a 
soul, though few now consider it to be at the time of conception, 
rather it may be at the time of individualization at 14 days when the 
primitive streak appears and when there is no chance for 
recombination of two embryos to form one.  Others put it at the 
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formation of neural tissues and a functioning nervous system, and 
others at quickening.  These questions have informed debates on 
human embryo experimentation and abortion, but the most 
common argument on abortion for the law is viability of the fetus 
from the mother.  

Almost all people accept that causing suffering is bad, and the 
principle to do no harm is assumed to be a universal ideal, but it is 
less often applied to other species.  In this discussion of persons, 
we have to look at the evidence suggesting that some other animals 
may be persons intrinsically, in the same category of use that we 
use for humans.  We can discuss this in terms of individuals, 
though our study of individual animals informs our understanding 
of the normal range of traits for species in general.

In most religions there are verses implying some animals may have 
a soul, and at least a way of worship.  The Prophet Mohammed 
divided creatures into angels, men and beasts, “God the Most High 
created the angels and placed within them the intellect, He created 
the beasts and placed within them sensuality, and He created the 
children of Adam and placed within them both intellect and 
sensuality. So he whose intellect dominates his sensuality is higher 
than the angels, and he whose sensuality dominates his intellect is 
lower than the beasts” (M IV between 1496 and 97).  This verse 
also shows the distinction between angelic men, “ordinary” men, 
and bestial men (Jalal al-Din Rumi, 1983).  Animals are not given 
religious prescriptions, although they are widely used as images in 
religion for millenia (Figures 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5).

Whether the soul of a chimpanzee is different to a human soul has 
been debated for millennia, and is a question already found in 
many religions.  It is a question only God can answer, not humans.  
It is a non-scientific question, like many other important questions 
of bioethics, the value of life, the value of love, and the meaning of 
existence.  Scientific questions are those we can disprove by 
experiment, and there are many that we cannot.  The concept of 
evolution means we see humans as living creatures derived from 
other living forms, and we can look at the evolution of all 
behavioural traits including love.  

The presence of a person also denotes an individual existence.  
There are two ways to consider an individual, one is from the point 
of view of self-awareness, and the other is inside a group whether 
an individual is recognized as a distinct person.  In some animal 
species both are true, and we might also regard them as worthy of 
more respect as persons of a different species than if they were not 
distinct persons.  Dolphins have an interesting response to killer 
whales or sharks, to come together very closely and swim as one so 
that the predator cannot distinguish any one individual to target.  
Yet at the same time each dolphin has unique whistle sounds and 
they have not only a long nurture period, but also long-lasting 
cooperative relationships with other individuals (“friendships”).  
They have been long revered (Figure 6.6).
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Many people accept that all humans are equal in moral status, and 
all humans are of superior moral status to nonhuman animals.  
From these two moral principles they put human welfare ahead of 
animal suffering. Peter Singer argues that these two moral 
principles cannot be defended within the terms of a nonreligious 
approach to ethics.  He concludes that there is no rational ethical 
justification for always putting human suffering ahead of that of 

nonhuman animals. He argues that "if we are considering public 
policy in a pluralistic society, we should not take a particular 
religious outlook as the basis for our laws" (Singer, 1990). But we 
can ask, do we need to take rational utilitarian philosophy as the 
basis for public policy?  Many different people's cultural and 
religious views are more consistent with human beings having a 
higher moral status than animals, and these views may have more 
in common with each other than with the rationalistic philosophy 
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of academics.  There are some fundamental questions about who 
should decide this, and it needs to be considered at greater length.

However, it is still important to summarize Singer’s argument, as it 
does have consequences for the way we regard animals, and 
concludes that we should improve their treatment.  The problem 
with saying that humans are of higher moral status than animals is 
that while the human species may have higher mental capacities 
than animals, not all people do.  The word speciesism is used to 
argue that by rational philosophy we cannot prove that we owe the 

human species any more ethical duties than we owe  animal 
species.  We should focus on the individual when considering 
ethics, which has been a focus of the movements against sexual or 
racial discrimination also.  Singer argues that we should consider 
all beings who can suffer in our moral considerations, regardless of 
species.  However, he would still not say that the deaths of animals 
are equal to the deaths of all humans, as there are additional moral 
factors such as the awareness of the future that humans have, 
which most animals do not have.  To kill a human being destroys 
all the plans that they have made, a feature of humans. He also 
acknowledges the importance of extrinsic moral factors, such the 
feelings of family members if one dies (though this is shared with 
some other familial mammals), basically if the animals are persons 
in their own sense.

In the conclusion of Good Natured, de Waal (1996) makes a 
poignant comment, “Animals are no moral philosophers. But then, 
how many people are?” We find few people who use deep moral 
principles to consider the consequences before they act.  We can 
also think of how many of our daily activities we actually make 
moral judgments about. A chimpanzee sharing food with a hungry 
companion cannot be distinguished from a person working in a 
soup kitchen.

de Waal makes a list of the following capacities found in other 
species that are necessary for human morality:

1) Sympathy-related traits: Attachment, succorance, and emotional 
contagion. Learned adjustment to and special treatment of the 
disabled and injured. Ability to trade places mentally with others 
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( c o g n i t i v e 
empathy).

2) Norm-related 
characteristics: 
P r e s c r i p t i v e 
s o c i a l r u l e s . 
Internalization 
o f r u l e s a n d 
anticipation of 
punishment.

3) Reciprocity: 
A concept of 
giving, trading, 
and revenge . 
M o r a l i s t i c 
a g g r e s s i o n 
against violators 
or reciprocity 
rules.

4) Getting along: Peacemaking and avoidance of conflict. 
Community concern and maintenance of good relationships. 
Accommodation of conflicting interests through negotiation.

There are many species which show different levels of the above 
characters, and we should treat them after considering the level of 
autonomy that they have.  Rather than expecting animals to speak 
the same language as humans, we should examine the actions and 
behaviour - the same criteria we use to examine true love from 
mere words in human beings.  Many human persons have difficulty 

expressing the language of ethics and principles, but it does not 
mean that they lack the values used for balancing and making 
decisions.  The same can be asked of members of other species.

!

Figure 6.5. Sacred Bull in 
Temple in Tamil Nadu, India
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- Many animals walk along particular paths, and 
chose where to go - autonomy

Figure 6.6. Autonomy and personality 
expressed by animals
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Figure 6.7. Interspecies Relationships



At the genetic level it means a selfish gene will try 
to replicate itself and leave more progeny 
(Dawkins, 1976).  If a gene does not do this it will 
not last.  When we look at animals we see that 
some animals exhibit non-selfish behaviour, 
called altruism.  Some even give when there is no 
hope to receive any genetic benefit, helping 

unrelated individuals.  We must therefore ask the 
question is altruism the basis for love?

Altruism is found in many species, and this led 
to the development of sociobiology - the study of 
animal behaviour from an evolutionary 
perspective.  If love is the basis for ethics - we 
have several options.  We love everything, or we 

E v o l u t i o n  o f  
a l t r u i s m  a n d  

l o v e

One of the categories 
that is central to this 
ethical approach based 
on the love of life is 
whether animals are 
also capable of loving 
others. In evolution it 
i s a s s u m e d t h a t 
selfishness is required 
for selection.  Natural 
s e l e c t i o n m e a n s 
survival of the fittest, 
and selfish behaviour 
allows an individual to 
leave more offspring. 
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love things we like (partiality), or should we love something more if 
it can show love (reciprocity)?  In terms of evolution the most likely 
origin of love would be as a reciprocal tit-for-tat system of mutual 
reward that promotes selective advantage to those who cooperate 
sometimes compared to those who never do.  As Wright (1994) 
reviewed theories of evolution for a gene for brotherly love, we can 
also see advantages to survival if a community has love for each 
other in all social animals.  However, there are limits to this love.  
J.B.S. Haldane is said to have said that he would never give his life 
for a brother - but, rather, for “two brothers or eight cousins”, this 
equally the proportion of genes that they share with us.

We can look at some interesting examples among animals of 
altruism (Vakoch, 2013), and analyze this from the viewpoint of 
natural selection, asking why that behaviour would survive. One 
example is warning calls of individual birds, which may put them at 
higher danger of being targeted but warns the group of a predator, 
so they can all take flight or prepare for defense. Vampire bats are 
not our image of a loving animal, but unrelated bats in the same 
colony may feed each other.  If one bat is successful and another 
unsuccessful, the successful one may feed the unsuccessful hungry 
bat.  This is called reciprocal altruism, because the bats may 
reciprocate on another night. This behaviour can be 
mathematically modeled in such a way to show that it could be a 
selective advantage for these bats, because they meet frequently, 
and by helping each other they help themselves leave more 
offspring (Novack and Sigmund, 1992). We have numerous 
examples in the animal kingdom of reciprocal altruism within 
species, but few between species.  

Altruism within a species is supported by kin selection, the genes 
may be promoted through survival of any member of the species 
that has the genes, not only by the individual or the immediate 
family.  But between species there is no specific reason to risk life 
for another, or even to spend vital energy and resources on saving 
another species at the cost of decreased promotion of the genes of 
the species itself.

Those species which favour their own species over any other 
individual of another species could be called speciesist.  In the 
same way that racism or sexism are biases, so is specisism.  Human 
beings are generally specisist also.  Peter Singer (1976) argues that 
“pains of the same intensity and duration are equally bad whether 
felt by humans or animals”, and we should not be prepared to 
inflict pain on other animals that we would not bear ourselves, 
unless there is some overwhelming justification for it.

Some of the examples of inter-species altruism are stories of 
dolphins saving drowning humans in the ocean, that are found 
throughout history and throughout the world (Kellert and Wilson, 
1993).  Cases have been documented on video of dolphins saving 
people who lie face down in the water (Figure 6.6). 

In order to understand how animals behave and how we should 
behave to others we need to look at our biological, social and 
spiritual origins.  Biologically much is based on genetic analysis.  
The DNA sequences of the human genome suggest that up to 75% 
may be involved in determining our behaviour. Behaviour is 
influenced by both genes and environment. The complete genetic 
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sequence of many species allows comparison of the genetic 
similarities and differences between animals.  Humans are 
primates, and the species most related to humans is chimpanzees, 
and we are in a small group with higher primates including 
orangutans, gibbons and gorillas.  The genome sequence data 
shows there is great similarity between chimpanzees and humans. 
There are perhaps less than 100 genes different between these two 
species. The similarity was a shock to many of us, especially 
considering some people still deny the similarity we already know.  

What is more psychologically difficult to accept, is when 
sociobiologists begin to trace the origins of our ethical behaviour.  
However, we can see behavioural patterns in all animals, and 
increasingly sophisticated ones in so-called higher animals.  The 
origins of our selfishness and altruistic (giving) behaviour are 
fundamental to how we behave.  Excessive concern with personal 
autonomy could be called selfishness, and there is obviously a 
balance between too little recognition of autonomy which is against 
the dignity of a person, and too much which can clash with justice 
as discussed below.  Autonomy should not be the most valuable 
principle of bioethics, even if it is the most dominant feature of 
some forms of human behaviour.

The Jewish-Christian-Islamic religions say that humans were made 
in the "image of God"  (Genesis 1:26-7).  What is this image?  Part 
of this image is what we could call the "human soul", as discussed 
above.  Another approach to investigating the soul is to look for 
characteristics that have been claimed to make humans higher than 
animals, and to which some people say reveal the soul.  These 

include, intelligence and intellect, and language ability.  It is very 
difficult to estimate the language ability of animals who use 
different communication systems.  One way is to examine the 
complexity of the language, which would eliminate most animals 
from being close to humans, but there would still be doubts over 
some. 

It has been found that chimpanzees and gorillas can be taught sign 
language (with names such as Koko, Kanzi, Washoe, Ai), and talk 
to humans in it, but only to the extent of composing two or three 
word sentence replies. This sentence structure represents a stage 
equivalent to a human baby learning to talk, before they can start 
to actually make longer sentences. However, they can communicate 
their needs and desires through this medium, and have even gone 
on Internet for conversations with human beings. This ability 
should give them at least certain rights, and together with social 
evidence some claim we should give the higher primates, 
chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans, and humans, equal rights in 
what is called the Great Ape Project (1991).

Confucius in the Analects wrote that the presence of jen (human-
heartedness, the extension of acts of affection, patience, and 
understanding) designates a human being as opposed to an animal.  
Jen is an embodiment of goodness, wisdom, and courage in a 
descending order of importance (Analects, 14:30), and in the 
widest sense it refers to a person who possesses the virtues of 
kindness, gentleness, humanness and unselfishness (6:28).  If we 
can find these characters in animals then we could say that they too 
possess jen, a similar concept to altruism and love.
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James Rachels (1990) in Created from Animals advances the view 
that in secular philosophy we should not be speciesists, but judge 
animals as individuals with differing moral worth which may be 
similar to humans.  The sensitivity to pain and capacity for 
intelligent behaviour are the main qualities we should use to judge 
whether to use an organism for human ends, as is discussed later in 
this chapter in the section on animals.  The book claims that 
Darwinism has undermined theological underpinning's of human 
superiority over animals, which is something many people will 
refute, especially those who are religious.  At the other extreme, the 
views of Aquinas, who thought animals had no rights, are 
incompatible with what we know about the biological continuum 
between animals, and humans.  We can argue for a religious 
difference between the point at which we violate the rights of 
humans and animals, or use the language of duties, but we 
certainly have duties to some animals based on their characteristics 
which we are increasingly becoming aware of.  Our ethics must be 
built on the knowledge that we have, and change when that 
knowledge informs us of new ethically important qualities of 
animals such as pain, self awareness and rationality.

There are dangers to having respect for life dependent upon 
revealed characters of behaviour, or an act-centred definition, 
because not all individuals are able to show acts or even have the 
potential for future acts. In conclusion we must broaden our 
horizons to look at the autonomy of all organisms.

Maternal love has been discussed above. In the case of human 
cultures it is universal, and it is also usual across species as well.  In 

some species at least, males or females have genetically 
programmed roles in the raising of offspring.  Animal studies, and 
human experience, shows that fathers can raise offspring, and 
maternalism is shared by both sexes (Shaw and Darling, 1985).  
Although the mother gives birth to the child the father can care for 
the offspring, sometimes it is actually the usual practice, and other 
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cases it can be induced if the mother is absent.  Parental care can 
tie up resources, but if the offspring will die parents who want to 
have offspring continue until reproductive age must nurture them 
(Clutton-Brock, 1992).  Parent-offspring behaviour must be stable 
for the next generation, for the offspring to become successful 
parents.  This means that while children can ask for food, they 
cannot ask for too much or else the parents will die - the genes for 

this behaviour must be balanced.  This can be done by making the 
food requests also costly, which is consistent with observed 
behaviour in some species.  While maternal care is the most 
common behaviour for animals, because it does involve 
considerable resource cost there are many insect species that 
appear to have developed deviations from the standard of maternal 
care commitments.

Frans de Waal (1990) looked at the origins of right and wrong in 
different animals.  Sympathy is a character at least seen in dolphins 
and whales.  Dolphins have been videoed saving companions by 
biting through harpoon lines and hauling them out of fishing nets.  
The sympathy shown by whales to other members of their pod once 
injured is used by whalers, so that once one sperm whale is 
harpooned, other members of the pod will encircle the boat trying 
to help the injured companion, while the whalers will find it easy to 
kill many more.  Sympathy in this case means both recognizing 
someone else’s pain, empathy, and doing something about it. We 
can also note the cases of dolphins saving human lives.

In human beings kissing is a sign of affection, which is thought to 
have its origins in transfer of masticated food.  Kissing without 
transfer of food is seen also in chimpanzees, and bonobos also 
tongue kiss.  Looking after handicapped persons is also observed in 
primates.  In a chimpanzee colony in Arnhem, the oldest male was 
found to purposely limp when he could be seen by his rival in what 
is perceived to be a case of pretending to be in pain and suffering so 
he would not challenged (de Waal, 1990).  A study of human babies 
found even at a year old babies will try to comfort family members 
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who are pretending to be sick, with behaviour like patting, hugging 
and rubbing the victim’s hurt.  However studies of rhesus monkeys 
find very seldom is sympathy for hurt expressed, although 
grooming is seen (Figure 6.7).  The behaviour towards a weaker 
playmate may either be learned adjustment, in which it is learnt 
that the weaker playmate will not stand rough play, or cognitive 
empathy in which one can put oneself in another individual’s 
situation.

Sympathy is also seen in other mammal species upon death, for 
example elephants will sometimes pick up the ivory or bones of a 
dead herd member, hold pieces in their trunks, and pass them 
around (Figure 4.11).  Some return for many years to the spot 
where a relative died, touching the relics.  It makes us ask whether 
they remember. Elephants are the only land mammals with brains 
larger than humans, actually three times the mass.  A sperm whale 
has a brain mass six times that of a human. There are many cases 
in dolphins and in primates, and cases in lemurs that protect 
injured individuals.  Given that human beings take pleasure in 
comforting the sick and seeing someone get better, it is not 
surprising that other species also show signs of sympathy and love 
towards others.  Culture specific tool use and language has been 
observed in different communities of chimpanzees and bonobos as 
evidence of learning not in genes.  Tit-for-tat deals between leaders 
and supporters reminiscent of human politics has also been 
observed in other primates.

The evolution of the ability to deceive others, to lie, and be morally 
deceptive, also appears to be something that requires complex 

mental processes seen only in higher mammals.  The term 
Machiavellian intelligence is used after the book The Prince by 
Niccolo Machiavelli to define the ability to outwit another person 
through cunning and deceit (Spinney, 1998).  The ability to read 
another’s mind may be considered necessary to allow deceit, and a 
test called the Sally-Anne test has found that children of about four 
year’s old suddenly learn how to deceive others.  In the test, a child 
watches Sally, a doll place a marble in a basket, then Sally leaves 
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and Anne comes, and moves the marble to a box, then she leaves 
and Sally returns.  Asked where Sally will look for the marble when 
she returns, young children indicate the box because they cannot 
distinguish what they know (after seeing Anne) and what Sally 
knows.  Other researchers using other observation methods find 
deceit earlier, for example in a play group one child might pretend 
they do not like their favorite toy so that others will also ignore it.  
In primates there are many cases of females hiding infidelity from 
males, or using false alarm calls to divert attention.

Friendship between different species has been widely noted and 
may have been experienced by many readers.  Companionship can 
lead to dependence upon others, as often seen in the fretting of 
dogs for owners who die or disappear.  Cases of porpoises that 
starved to death after disappearance of their human companion 
have also been noted.  Loren Eiseley (1964) in The Unexpected 
Universe said “one does not meet oneself until one catches the 
reflection in an eye other than human”.

I
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In most people's minds there are differences 
between animals and plants.  Philosophers can 
argue that there are morally significant 
differences between animals and plants, such as 
the capacity to feel pain.  The question of 
whether animals can think is related to 
autonomy, and has been discussed above.  We 
now must consider how the philosophy should 

alter our practical expressions of love and actions 
to animals. We can think of ethical factors inside 
and organism and outside, and a summary of 
some factors for judging animal use is below:

A n i m a l  u s e  i s  
o f t e n  

d e t e r m i n e d  b y  
c o n c e p t s  o f  

a n i m a l  r i g h t s
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Intrinsic Ethical Factors

- Pain

- Self-awareness

- Future planning

- Value of being alive

Individual love of life

Extrinsic Ethical Factors

- Human Necessity / Desire

- Human sensitivity to animal suffering

- Brutality in Humans

- Other animals disapproval

- Religious status of animals

The concept of "do no harm", which has a basis at a more 
fundamental level - the level of being alive, also argues against 
hurting any living organism, a love for life.  If we are going to harm 
life, a departure from the ideal of doing no harm and love of life, it 
must be for a good motive.  Such a motive might be survival, and 
we can see this as natural - all organisms consume and compete 
with others.  Plants compete with each other for space to grow, 
animals eat plants or other animals, bacteria and fungi also 
compete for resources and space - sometimes killing other 
organisms and other times competing without direct killing.  
Destruction of nature and life by humans is caused by two human 
motives - necessity and desire.  Basically, it is more ethically 

acceptable to cause harm if there is necessity for survival than if it 
is only desire.  This distinction is required ever more as human 
desire continues to destroy the planet.

Intrinsic values are something that exists without another 
assigning value to something.  We could also consider intrinsic 
value as some experience which has value in itself without any 
instrumental reference by others.  To perceive something of 
intrinsic value we need to have an object of value, whether it is the 
bone thrown to a dog or a ball thrown to a child, the object 
becomes of value.  It becomes of value even if we cannot be 
conscious of the value or talk about it, as you can see from the 
reaction of the animal to the removal of the object that they have 
interest in. The list above of intrinsic values is not exhaustive, but 
lists the principle ideas people have given.

The motive for using animals also alters the morality of their use in 
some religions, suggesting these concerns have a long history.  
Animal sacrifice for worship is used in Islam, but they would 
generally condemn scientific research or battery farming.  
Vivisection is allowed under circumstances where there is no pain 
or disfigurement and if other animals benefit.  The use of animals 
in science is under the same moral codes as applied to humans.  
Even though the animals possess a lower consciousness, Islam says 
animals know their own mode of prayer and psalm, a voluntary act 
of praise.  The killing of any breathing beings, except for food or 
religious sacrifice, is high on the list of deadly sins.  Hindus, Jains 
and Buddhist believe that we will be reborn as another living 
animal, which creates their bond of caring and compassion for 
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animals.  So they will reject animal sacrifice, even though the 
sacrifice of an animal won't kill what is essential, in the reality, the 
soul, of that animal.

Christian scriptures and traditions accept animals do have valid 
claims upon us.  Animals cannot be viewed simply as expendable 
raw materials for our designs, they do not exist simply to serve us, 
the doctrine of creation is opposed to anthropocentric notions.  The 
use of animal sacrifices does not mean animals should be sacrificed 
for the selfish pursuits of humans, the practice of animal sacrifice 
was to bring God into the focus of human hearts in place of their 

own selfish desires, and was not necessary for Christians who refer 
to Christ as the sacrificial lamb.  The Bible often mentions animals, 
as Israel was an agricultural community.  God owns everything of 
creation, including all our cattle (Psalm 50:10) and He cares for 
them all (Genesis 8:17, 9:4,10; Exodus 23:5; Deuteronomy 12:23, 
25:4; Numbers 22:32; Proverbs 12:10; Psalms 36:7, 104:10-11, 
145:9,15-16, 147:9; Job 38:26-27,41; Jonah 4:11; Matthew 6:25, 
10:29.). Animals should also rest on the Sabbath, and should be fed 
first, before the farmer (Exodus 23:12; Deuteronomy 5:14, 11:15; 
Numbers 20:8.). However, early Christian theologians such as 
Aquinas regarded animals as irrational creatures that weren't 
directly possible of human friendships.  The tradition of the Roman 
Catholic church is to regard animals as means to human ends, and 
the moral objections to cruelty on animals are more concerned with 
fear that those inflicting pain will contract habits of cruelty, 
something also seen in Kant.  The contrasting attitude of St. 
Francis of Assisi, to talk of sister cows or brother dog, is a picture 
which is appropriate as a biocentric view.

Beyond the motive, another important criteria we use in judging 
the use of animals is avoiding inflicting pain.  Some distinguish 
pain from "suffering", but they are both departures from the ideal 
of avoiding harm.  Suffering can be defined as prolonged pain of a 
certain intensity (Regan, 1983), and it is claimed that no individual 
can suffer who is incapable of experiencing pain.  The capacity for 
suffering and/or enjoyment has been described as a prerequisite 
for having any interests (Singer, 1976). Judging pain is subjective, 
and there are parallels in the way animals and humans respond.  
Many of the neurotransmitters are similar between higher animals 
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and humans. It is possible that animals do have a different quality 
of "pain", as the frontal region of the cerebral cortex of humans is 
thought to be involved in feelings of anxiety, apprehension and 
suffering components of pain. This region is much smaller in 
animals, and if it is surgically treated in humans it can make them 
indifferent to pain.  There are differences seen in the types of pain 
receptors, some respond to mechanical stimuli, some to noxious 
heat or irritant chemicals, and some to severe cold.  The difference 
between pain of animals and responses of plants (which include 
electrical response like animals), is that a signal is only a signal, 
whereas pain is something after the reception and processing of the 
signal in the nervous system.  

We may all agree that animals can suffer, but the question is how 
much does it matter?  The figures in this book illustrate some 
different ways of farming. Only in some cases are we forced to 
make a direct choice between human welfare and the suffering of 
nonhuman animals. At the practical level, the feeling of pain is the 
major guiding principle for animal treatment.  Another that may 
define boundaries of killing is if they have self-awareness such as 
higher apes and dolphins for example, considered above.  We need 
to consider the findings of animal studies on the level of self-
awareness that some may possess.  Our bioethics must have a basis 
from all data, including reasoning, philosophy and biological 
knowledge.

The creation of very diseased animals as models of human disease 
has become routine.  In this case we must try to balance the pain 
caused by the benefit, and this is not done well (Porter, 1992). 

There are agricultural reasons to make faster growing animals, or 
using animals to make specific products ("bioreactors").  To make a 
chicken lay an egg full of interferon, a protein that can treat some 
cancer, is novel, but not beyond the daily use of animals.  Ethically, 
if such proteins can be made in soybeans for similar cost it is 
better, and if the interferon can be delivered to the body by eating 
only beans - that would be a great advance.  Research to make 
edible vaccines in vegetables or bananas, is underway, which most 
people would accept if it can provide affordable, acceptable, and 
safe health care to more people in the world. 

Genetic engineering can also reduce the number of animals used in 
toxicity testing, because cloned or genetically similar modified 
animals have less variability in response to compounds or 
environment, reducing the number that would be used to give the 
same degree of statistic reliability in an experimental trial. This is 
not only more ethical from the perspective of the reduction of 
suffering but saves costs. It is ethically consistent to use lower 
organisms, cells, or computer models, if possible, and also to use 
human volunteers and epidemiological research.

A response to the ethical objection that it is wrong to cause pain 
could be to make animals that don't feel pain to use for 
experiments, food, or other utility to humans.  We could call such 
animals “vegemals” (vegetable animals).  Because pain is a basic 
sensation we may object to manipulating it permanently out of 
strains of animals (Macer, 1989). These type of experiments involve 
altering the mental requirements of animals to suit our means.  In 
fact these futuristic beings could be engineered to give consent.  
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The motive is anthropocentric and the means may not be interested 
with the life of the animals themselves, however, if they did not 
suffer pain then they could be regarded by many as being better off 
than beings that do, and many organisms that are currently used 
for human benefit.

If we object to these experiments, we are forced away from 
arguments based on pain, in which the capacity of a subject for 
sensation, is the pre-eminent quality on which attitudes towards 
the treatment of that being by others is based.  If we object to these 
painless animals being made, it may be because we hold religious 
views according to which we should not  grossly alter the creatures 
of the earth, because it is "unnatural".   It could be based on each 
being having a self, suffering being viewed as the threat to 
characteristic, worldly related activities which threatens the 
integrity of the self (Donnelley, 1990), as would the removal of 
sentience.  Using the principle of love, we could ask if we are acting 
out of love for the animals, or only for human desire. We may also 
have concerns about changing our own value of love to nature and 
others, but farming already treats animals as the long-term 
property of humans, and decides when or how they come into 
existence and die, and their reproductive choice.  

There has been a long history of breeding of domestic animals 
targeted at different roles.  This breeding has led to great diversity 
in the case of domestic dogs, with a range of sizes and behavioural 
traits selected for.  For several breeds, the past selection to become 
fighting dogs has meant that they may be easily aroused to fight, 
and disproportionately be involved in attacks on other animals and 

human beings.  In a US study between 1989 and 1994 there were 
109 human deaths caused by dog attacks, with the most frequently 
involved breeds being Pit bull terriers, Rottweilers and German 
shepherds.  While there is a chance for misidentification of breeds 
these studies in different countries have led to bans on particular 
breeds because of the risks of a dangerous attack on children, and 
even the implantation of microchips for identification of already 
registered dogs that are classified as dangerous.  Points systems for 
danger activity have also been established and dogs accumulating 
too many points for bad behaviour over a year are destroyed.  Such 
breeding of aggressive dogs is a sad case of the treatment and 
manipulation of other lifeforms. It occurred before the invention of 
specific genetic engineering techniques, which could also be used to 
further increase pet variety.  It would support a limit on the use of 
new technologies to make more behavioural modifications in other 
species to please the whims of people.

Some people will continue to eat animals, and practical ethics must 
improve the ethical treatment for all animals.  One area of 
particular concern is whether animals should be in a field or in a 
caged box, or factory farm (Figure 6.12).  The main ethical question 
is confinement of animals, such as veal calves, pigs and poultry in 
small cages.  There have been several countries which have banned 
the use of battery caged hens.  It has been illegal to use battery; 
cages in Switzerland since 1992. In Sweden they will be illegal from 
1998.  The possible boredom of animals on factory farms may be 
another ethical argument against their use.  It is interesting that 
many farmers in the International Survey expressed concerns 
about animal use, they clearly perceive images of what is a 
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"natural" and "just" life for an animal, and what is not (Kanaly et 
al., 2010).  

People need to decide how much more they are prepared to pay for 
better treatment of animals, such as the costs of eliminating battery 
farming, or the costs in not using new animal treatments that 
produce cheaper milk or meat such as bovine growth hormone.  

The consequences on the different communities involved in 
agriculture of these decisions also needs to be considered, a variety 
of external factors, which must also be considered with love. 

In conclusion we can say that human love does extend to animals, 
but there are many questions about the limits that love should 
impose upon our action for the treatment of animals.  We can also 
see signs of love in a number of animal species.  I would suggest 
that it would be an unloving person who kills another being who 
can love, and we know enough about the minds and behaviour of 
certain species to say that they can love others even across species 
boundaries, so at least we should reciprocate.  Part of the empathy 
that we expect animals to show when setting criteria for moral 
reasoning, we should also show towards animals.  Love is give and 
take, and also trying to do our best for others.  We are often guilty 
of neglecting the interests of others, but species lines should no 
longer be so easily drawn at animals said to be “lower” than Homo 
sapiens.
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This intensive pig farm has more space than 
usual.  Some people keep pigs as pets, and they 
are intelligent animals. Their movement and live 
is limited to growing to become bacon and pork!

Figure 6.12. Intensive pig farm
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• CHAPTER 7 •

Love of green seems to be a common thread linking all 
of humanity as well as most animals.  When we see 
dry plains and land, and green fields, why do we 
prefer green?  Is it so we can feed ourselves, or our 
animals?  Is it because they provide shade from the 
heat? A source of life-giving water which we need?  Do 
we cry for the earth because our genes will disappear 
or because of love for nature?

LOVE OF NATURE AND ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS



 A blue sky also fills our soul with delight (Miura, 1998), but grey is 
usually depressing, though long-awaited rain can also be blessed.  
While blue is the ideal, if we are in drought the sign of a grey cloud 
can bring joy.  Prayers for rain are seen universally in times of 
drought, whether it be Australia, New Zealand, India or Egypt. 
However, floods caused by excess rain afflict many countries of the 
world and the incidence has doubled over the past two decades.

The blue sea is yet another ideal.  Is it because we came from the 
sea, or our food comes from the sea?  The blue ocean is clean and 
pure, like the Pacific.  I live in Japan and New Zealand, two Pacific 
islands, and often see the coast or fly over the Ocean.  The love of 
blue is soothing, and the ocean is where I have asked my ashes be 
returned to.  

Colour may also be important for our sense of cleanliness, and 
perhaps this was evolved as a safety method to avoid drinking 
contaminated water.  Polluted water from factories is more 
dramatic when it includes colour, such as waste water from dying 
industry or the pulp and paper industry.  Oil spills discolour the 
sea, and bring much outcry.  Invisible pollutants are better 
tolerated aesthetically, although they are often more toxic.  

In the 1930s Leopold proposed a land ethic, to protect the land 
from further degradation, focusing on the degraded land, although 
70% of the world is covered by water and some have suggested 
aqua ethics may be a better term.  Leopold (1949) proposed land 
ethic, “as a mode of guidance for meeting ecological situations so 
new or intricate, or involving such deferred reactions, that the path 

of social expediency is not discernible to the average individual”. 
Jahr (1927) and Potter (1970) also had ecocentric views of 
bioethical dilemmas, and the first paper using the term bioethics 
was entitled, “The bioethical responsibilities of human beings to 
plants and animals” (Jahr, 1927).

Despite the nice words and sentiments, from the lack of practical 
concern shown for the environment it appears that environmental 
protection is not a dominating motivation in peoples lives. 
Environmental education is to teach the facts about the 
environment.  It can teach people our relationship to other parts of 
nature.  Environmental ethics education is more.  It is to teach how 
to incorporate the facts and values of different organisms into 
ethical decision-making.  Environmental ethics education teaches 
how we should live, whereas environmental education is 
linguistically descriptive, how we do live.  However, much of 
environmental education is actually also teaching some values.  But 
without teaching how to balance all interests, and facts and values, 
it can be propaganda. 
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The idea that there was an ether that made things 
alive special has been generally dismissed in 
mainstream science, but still many people feel 
more empathy for plants than for rocks.

The inter-relatedness of all living organisms can 
be readily seen in most ecosystems.  All 
organisms need water, all organisms have the 

same genetic code and share similar genes.   All 
creatures appear, at first sight at least, to be 
temporal, they live and they die.  This relatedness 
is expressed by the idea that they are all alive.  
They share something - life.  There is also a 
continuity between inorganic and organic, 
ecology refers to the relationship of every 
organism with the environment.  Is there 

I f s u c h s t r o n g 
education is needed we 
can ask do we really 
have an inherent love 
for life and nature?  
By nature we include 
the natural world, both 
living and non-living.  
People do have a greater 
affinity for living 
beings than material 
objects in general, 
t h o u g h s o m e 
mountains and other 
landscape features 
h a v e b e e n g i v e n 
spiritual qualities and 
characters at times.
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anything which distinguishes living organisms from non-living 
materials beyond that they use information to replicate, and that 
information is non-random?

Ed Wilson (1984) proposed the theory Biophilia, saying that 
human beings inherently have a love for nature.  He defined it as 
“the innate tendency to focus on life and life-like processes”, noting 
that “to the degree that we come to understand other organisms, 
we will place greater value on them, and on ourselves.”  It is still a 
matter of debate whether it is real or not (Kellert & Wilson, 1993).  
Included in the hypothesis is that the human inclination to affiliate 
with life is inherent (biologically based), part of our species 
evolutionary heritage, associated with human competitive 
advantage and genetic fitness, likely to increase the possibility for 
achieving individual meaning and personal fulfillment, and that it 
has a self-interested basis for a human ethic of care and 
conservation of nature.  Although many in modern society seem to 
destroy nature, it is suggested that this may merely be a result of an 
unnatural estrangement with nature.

One of the aspects of nature which people seem to love is a 
diversity of living organisms.  People put high value on 
biodiversity. The United Nations World Charter for Nature (1982) 
declared, “Every form of life is unique, warranting respect 
regardless of its worth to man”.  This type of valuation is extrinsic.  
We need to ask whether there is intrinsic value to nature and life?  
We could reconsider the term selfishness as the conservation of 
intrinsic value, but we left with a fact that “The planet loves life and 
so do we” (Rolston, 1993; 1994). We may not know where the value 

of life comes from, but every organism loves its own life, and at 
least tries to reproduce its own kind.  Some organisms can picture 
others as themselves, giving extrinsic value to the other, but at least 
in their actions to love life, all try to survive (Figure 7.1).

If there is intrinsic value then we have even more reason not to do 
harm.  Many want to protect nature, not because of its value or 
property, but simply because it is there.  As Mary Midgley (1983) 
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Roses, New Zealand- The love of flowers is 
universal, and many farmers and shops rely on 
this for their business.  The love of flowers also is 
an expression of beauty used to make urban 
areas look more natural.

Figure 7.1. Images of the love of life



wrote about the duty of care and responsibility in the use of the 
terms “motherland” and “fatherland”, “To insist that it is really 
only a duty to the exploiting human beings is not consistent with 
the emphasis often given to reverence for the actual trees, 
mountains, lakes, rivers and the life which are found there. A 
decision to inhibit this rich area of human love is a special 
maneuver for which reasons would need to be given, not a 
dispassionate analysis of existing duties and feelings.”

This widespread respect for nature and life was seen in the results 
of the International Bioethics Survey and the comments and 
pictures have been reproduced in the book Bioethics for the People 
by the People (Macer, 1994). By more research into the way people 
look at nature, we can find shared universal ideas about the 
relationship of humans to the earth and human responsibility to 
nature.  We can find images of life in statues and brand-names 
(Figure 7.2.), to mention just a few aspects of imagery of life. We 
should emphasize the value of being alive and the principles of do 
no harm and environmental stewardship common to the roots of 
all people's beliefs.   In Japanese the word "inochi" can be 
translated as life, nature, the energy that holds things together.  
There are various images, as shown in comments about it (Macer, 
1994), but the inochi of every living organism is distinct, unique, 
and equal (Morioka, 1991). The inochi departs when an organism 
dies, and is distinct from the idea of a soul.  All organisms share the 
same amount of life, they are either dead or alive.  

A similar idea is expressed in some ancient Greek thinking, and the 
idea continued in Western thinking with the idea of vitalism.  There 

is a similar idea in Hebrew (Leavitt, 1994). This thinking was 
challenged by the discovery that the chemicals found in living 
organisms were the same as those found in inorganic matter. It is 
now possible to synthesize DNA from chemicals, and to use the 
information in such DNA to make proteins, such as an active 
enzyme.  There is no longer anything vitalistic with the workings of 
a cell, and the genes can be changed around in a predictable way.  
What remains is undiscovered, but the basic mechanisms are 
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A stone temple garden in Kyoto, Japan- The 
stones are presented in the garden to better allow 
Zen meditation.

 Figure 7.2. Images of life in stone



becoming understood.  However, we may still believe that life itself 
is special, no matter how it comes into being, or how much of the 
process we understand.  Even if we understand the reason for a 
blooming flower we may still value its beauty.  This value is distinct 
from the value given to a being because it has a soul, but there are 
similarities as mentioned above with regard to autonomy.

The idea of a vital energy of life is still found in many people's 
thinking.  Even if they understand the biological reductionism of 
genetics they may still believe that there is a special "energy" or 
"essence" associated with being alive.  Whether or not we do, we 
may still want to protect life.  On the other hand, we may attempt 
to destroy diseases, because they destroy lives that we value.

There are numerous poem and images from the point of view of 
plants from around the world.  They are used both as allegories for 
human love but also by that use in itself, suggest a feeling of 
oneness with other species.  For example: When the fig feels called 
to speak its mind (Egypt - New Kingdom, Papyrus Harris 500, 
Foster, 1974),

“When the fig feels called to speak its mind, moving leaves begin to 
whisper:
If she ever decided to ask it, I would quietly die for my mistress. (Was 
ever lady so noble as me?)
If even her quickhanded slaves were not there, it is I would play 
humble servant.
I was brought from a wet, hostile land, uprooted as plunder for my 
beloved.
She had them set me here in the orchard; she saved me.

But the dear never lets me spend my day drinking nor fills my insides 
with sweet ditchwater.
How in the world can a girl enjoy life with such terrible thirst and not 
drinking?
By my deathless soul (if it survives), sweetheart, fetch me some water!”

A more definite sympathy with the non-human is seen in Buddhist 
writings.  For example in the Hymn to Friendliness in Pali 
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A community gathering of Tachi in a Malaysian 
forest

 Figure 7.3. Love of Nature



literature in Theravada Buddhism (Sutta Nipata, Eliade, 1987), 
“May all be happy and safe! May all beings gain inner joy - all living 
beings whatsoever without exception, weak or strong, 
whether...seen or unseen, dwelling afar or near, born or yet 
unborn...may all beings gain inner joy.”

An extension of love to other species could be considered under the 
concept of stewardship.   Stewardship can apply to both the way 
people use other humans and the rest of nature. It has often been 
neglected, but has a long history in many religions, being central to 
a Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation. Usually people prefer to 
ignore it and to think of dominion of humans over the earth, 
treating the earth with little value, however we see what problems 
this has caused.  There are numerous pollution problems that we 
can readily see, which affect humans and other species.  

Throughout time many have considered nature has intrinsic value, 
but usually these calls have been neglected.  Alfred North 
Whitehead (1925) in Science and the Modern World said, “The 
western world is now suffering from the limited moral outlook of 
the three previous generations ... The two evils are: one, the 
ignorance of the true relation of each organism to its 
environment; and the other, the habit of ignoring the intrinsic 
worth of the environment which must be allowed its weight in any 
consideration of final ends.”  The intrinsic value of nature can be 
argued by Christian and Buddhist values, as shown by Schumacher 
(1968, 1974).

There are inherent, intrinsic and instrumental values perceived by 
many persons in their ethics towards the preservation of 
biodiversity (Bosworth, et al. 2013).  We can see these expressed in 
actions, philosophies, culture, music, literature and art all around 
the world.

Human beings affect all the world, most directly when they exploit 
or use resources.  Human beings are dependent upon this use, and 
we need to consider agriculture and aquaculture in particular.  
Nature includes both agricultural land, cities, and wilder regions - 
all is nature.  Bioethics includes the ethics of life sciences 
(Comstock, 2010). We need to have an integrated view, and not 
consider agricultural areas as areas which are "artificial".  At the 
same time plans to green deserts with genetically engineered trees 
and plants may concern us - though such future forests would be 
part of nature - as would a potato making bioplastic.
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The idea of holism suggests we should treat all of 
life as a whole system, not pulling apart the 
elements or individuals.  While reductionism is 
useful for scientific investigation to understand 
mechanism and to break down problems, nature 
works as whole ecosystems together in a 
biosphere.  This is analogous to trying to isolate 
individual persons from their family and 

communities as moral agents.  Holism has been 
the norm through history. Early human cultures 
worshipped the mystery of life in various ways.  
The earliest cultic figures from palaeolithic ages 
are mother figures.  Mother Earth was 
worshipped under many names in America, India 
and Europe.  Mother Earth is worshipped in 
some rituals, she is set against the Father of 

I m a ge s  o f  
n a t u r e  a s  a  

w h o l e
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Heaven. The symbol leads to a more dualistic view of the world. 
The creation narratives in the Old Testament are polemics against 
the Canaanite matriarchical cults.  The pre-Aryan, Indian Jains saw 
the Universe as a colossal human being, the organism of the World 

Mother was populated by living things without number. There are 
numerous other symbols that have been used for the world, like the 
feast, or the dance, the theatre, as music or as play. These ideas 
unite the things of the world together (Derrick, 1972). In a similar 

spirit, recently the Gaia hypothesis has been advanced, that the 
earth as a whole is alive (Lovelock, 1988).

In a Judeo-Christian view, nature is created by God, nature itself is 
not divine but is the handiwork of the Lord. Therefore humanity 
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General Grant, second largest tree in world, 
Sequoia, California, USA

Figure 7.4. Trees

Railroads spurred colonization of many 
countries, transforming wilderness to 
agricultural areas with a loss of nature.

Figure 7.5. Nature as an integrated yet 
sometimes flexible system



does not face a world full of ambiguous and capricious gods who 
are alive in the objects of the natural world. Nature is not terrifying, 
as it is to those primitive cultures that view every act as gods 
response to their actions. The Biblical view of the relation of 
humans and nature is that they are both continually dependent on 
God.  Humans have been told to subdue, cultivate and take care of 
the earth, to multiply and to have dominion over the created order 
(Genesis 1:28, 2:15).  A Christian's vocation is to continue the 
"good" work of creativity (Berry, 1991). The world was made good, 
but humans chose evil.  A very common alternative world view is 
that humans are innocent, but trapped in an evil world.  We see 
this view in some Asian traditions that look on the visible universe 
as illusory or insignificant or evil. Matter is seen as relatively bad, 
goodness is only attributed to the spirit, and the religious task is to 
transcend the world.

Another metaphor is that the earth is just as a machine. This has 
led to a segregation of the divine from the world, including the 
world of human beings, and ultimately leads to atheism, that the 
world machine, and human beings,  can function without God.  It 
also leads to devaluation of nature and life (Azariah, 1994). This 
view depends if we take Earth Sciences to be simply geology, or 
being a more holistic view of life as a whole.

There are also scientific arguments supporting holism.  Human life 
affects other organisms and the environment and it always will.  
We can see the effects of human activity everywhere in the world, 
in the atmosphere and throughout the oceans, from the poles to the 
tropics and from the coastal lowlands to the highest mountains.  

The amount of land that we use to live in and grow our food on, 
and the amount of resources that we use, can be easily seen.  
However, it is the substances and wastes that we produce that may 
have the greatest effect.  We produce new substances and release 
very large quantities of naturally occurring substances that may 
disturb local and global cycles.  

The flow of these substances is important.  Such cycles do change 
with time.  Nature has a history from a beginning and it changes, or 
evolves.  The physical world regularly changes, for example ice 
ages.  Some organisms die and others thrive.  Nature has changed 
in dramatic ways in the past. The current number of different 
species that are alive may be only a few percent of the total species 
that have existed since the dawn of life.  At no time in the past has 
nature been more dynamic than today because humans are rapidly 
changing it. We are raising the temperature of the earth. We are 
depleting the ozone layer and increasing the amount of UV 
radiation reaching the surface. We are causing the extinction of 
tens of thousands of species, and within our lifetime we may see the 
extinction of a quarter of the world's species.  We are adding many 
pollutants to the environment. We are making many new crops, 
and are using genetic manipulation to change life-forms 
themselves.  We are increasing our population from 7 billion in 
2011 to 9 billion in several decades, which exponentially increases 
the problems. Today we can doubly say that nature is dynamic, 
maybe too much so!

Biodiversity is a word used to picture the great diversity of living 
organisms on the planet.  Just as the individual processes of life are 
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dynamic, so is the composite of the lifeforms. The idea of 
dynamism also implies a balance. This is illustrated by the words 
biosphere, foodwebs or ecosystem, with the largest ecosystem 
being nature itself. The dynamic nature is implied in both science - 
the second law of thermodynamics, and religion - in the religious 
doctrines, both Judeo-Christian creation and preservation; and 
other Asian religions with "harmony".  Nature changes with time; 
some organisms die and others thrive, and nature has done so in 
dramatic ways in the past.   

There are various religious stories to support the preservation of 
biological diversity, the most famous of which is the story of Noah, 
which is shared by the Judeo-Christian-Islamic traditions.  Noah 
preserved  all the domestic and wild animals from environmental 
catastrophe, a catastrophe that it says was caused by the actions of 
humans.  Modern efforts at conservation may focus on the whole 
ecosystem, such as protection of forests, or particular species, such 
as crocodiles.

The balance of nature, the way different species at different levels 
of the food web exist together, is delicate.  Some species eating 
others, while others eat them. Others are dependent on the 
modification of the environment made by another species. There 
are competitors at every level. There is an important inbuilt 
tendency for species to reproduce so quickly to be able to increase 
their numbers, yet this does not occur dramatically in a balanced 
ecosystem, in the competition for resources, the struggle for 
existence, each species tries to survive to reproduce. This concept is 
very old, it is seen in Plato's Timaeus who answers the question "in 

the likeness of what animal did the creator make the world?" with 
the answer that god did not make the world like any one species 
but rather as "one visible animal comprehending within itself all 
other animals of a kindred nature". The idea highlights how life 
itself is intertwined, in a web of complex relationships. There is 
also a continuity between inorganic and organic, ecology refers to 
the relationship of every organism to the environment.

Most people are aware of the loss of species and "nature".  Because 
the abundance and complexity of ecosystems has not been able to 
be assessed, an accurate estimate of the rate of species loss is not 
currently possible.  While less than 2 million species have been 
identified, 5-30 million remain yet to be identified.   The problem 
of diversity loss is broader than the extinction of species, because 
diversity losses can occur at each level of biological organisation.  
Although the loss of a few individual species may seem 
unimportant, the disappearance of a few species can dramatically 
affect the ecosystem from where they disappeared.  The current 
rate of loss of species is greater than the estimated rate that species 
evolve.
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Ministry of Agriculture Isolation Fields, Tsukuba 
Science City, Japan- The principle of love of life 
(do no harm) makes us cautious in the 
introduction of new varieties to the environment, 
such as those made by genetic engineering. 
However, if safety is confirmed, they are grown 
openly.

Figure 7.6. Love of nature and 
environmental ethics
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While we can argue for human benefit from 
biodiversity, is there any ethical value in 
maintaining different species?  Does it make any 
difference if the biodiversity is found in a rain 
forest or a botanic garden, in a wild hillside or in 
a golf course?  There are a variety of ethical 
approaches to biodiversity (Bosworth et al., 
2012). There is also a value assigned to life 

because of its naturalness or unplanned 
structure, in extreme wilderness areas. A related 
idea is that of "species integrity", which says that 
species should not be mixed, for example by 
genetic engineering. Modern biologists generally 
think of species as reproductive communities or 
populations.  There is no universal or absolute 
rule that all species are discretely bounded in any 

W h a t  i s  t h e  
i n t e g r i t y  o f  

n a t u r e ?

We need to ask whether 
there is ethical value in 
h a v i n g d i f f e r e n t 
species?  Are objects 
made of plastic also of 
value or only those that 
are “natural”? 
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generally consistent manner.  One species may exchange little or no 
genetic material with related or adjacent species, while others may 
do so all the time.  Species exist in nature as reproductive 
communities, not as separate creatures.  The cross between a horse 
and a donkey, the mule, is certainly accepted in many cultures.

Both cell fusion (joining two cells together to make a cell containing 
parts or all of both cells) and genetic engineering techniques, allow 
species barriers to be readily overcome.  To challenge the integrity 
of a species requires more than a single gene change. Mammals like 
mice contain 50,000 or more genes and changing a small number 
of genes will not violate species integrity.  Preservation of each 
species as a species is important, so we should not lose each 
species' identity, but the question of changing the genetic identity 
of individuals for human utility is harder to answer.  The new 
strains should not be thought of as special, man-made, forms of 
life, considering the wide genetic variation naturally occurring.  In 
fact to think that we are the "makers" is "pretending to be God", or 
arrogance.  

We can at best, or worst, generally only modify existing attributes.  
The exception is to add additional genes for human benefit, for 
example medical proteins in the milk of animals, or vaccines into 
banana.  New genes can be designed by human ingenuity for 
generally medical reasons, but the ethical issue is what we do with 
them, not to modify something for human benefit - or else we 
should stop building houses, and even traditional agricultural 
breeding.  For conservation of biodiversity we should maintain 

unmodified organisms and ecosystems separate from agricultural 
areas, and encourage diversity of crops. 

Some people, from all countries, say that some developments of 
science and technology such as genetic engineering are interfering 
with nature because "nature knows best". Protests have been seen 
in all countries (Figure 7.6). In all activities we should not ignore 
the detrimental interventions that our lifestyle has upon nature.  
We have some good reasons to interfere with parts of nature, for 
example, we try to cure many diseases that afflict humans or other 
living organisms and we must eat.

The idea that genetic engineering is in some way interfering with 
nature lies more in the idea that genes are a foundation of life.  The 
idea is that genes in some way are more sacred than other parts of 
the organism.  However, DNA and entire genes can be made by 
purely synthetic procedures in a laboratory.   A new catch phrase is 
"Genethics". Suzuki and Knudtson (1989) suggested that the 
problems raised by genetic technology cannot be dealt with 
ethically by existing ethical principles, or by Western morals, and 
we must turn to Eastern religion.  However, the principle of 
stewardship is not limited to one region of the world or one 
religion.  It can be balanced with support for the creativity of 
humanity to find new technology.  While the use of genes may be 
seen as novel, we have had a very long history of genetic 
manipulation using conventional techniques of plant and animal 
breeding, but only recently do we understand the details of why 
they worked.  We should consider our knowledge when 
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implementing any new variety of organism, however it was made, 
there is no barrier to love based on method of creation.

Heyd (1992) and Bayertz (1994) also used the term “genethics” as 
book titles.  Bayertz focuses on human reproduction, starting with 
contraception and eugenics, and discussing the idea of self-
alteration.  It also bases its conclusions on a reductionist view that 
genes determine what human beings are, and that we have not 
been substantially altering ourselves through culture and 
environment and education in the past.

For some there is a feeling that we should not explore all the secrets 
of life, that the mystery of life will be gone if we discover too much.  
However, as many scientists will say, the more we know, the more 
appreciative of the workings of life we become. The fact that we 
have practical requirements, such as to feed, house and heal people 
of the world, are major justifications for the pursuit of practical 
knowledge in any system of religion or philosophy that places a 
high value on life, it is the principle of loving others and loving 
good.

A negative science fiction image has been easily promoted and is 
appealing to the human imagination.  The fascination with creating 
"new forms of life" is coupled to a fear of how far it might be taken.  
The Frankenstein Factor was coined by Gaylin (1976) as a suitable 
name for the wild scenarios imagined by some people, which 
represent the fear of the unknown, as symbolised in the movie. 
There are many movies which play on similar themes, in 1993 the 
blockbuster movie Jurassic Park brought genetic engineering into 

the imagination of many.  These are very powerful in shaping 
public perceptions.  There have been many accusations that 
scientists are "creating new life forms", however, our present 
technology is capable only of transferring one or a few genes into a 
genetic background containing the order of a hundred thousand 
genes.  

The term "Playing God" is a term applied to situations where 
humans make life or death decisions without reference to God, this 
being seen as pride or arrogance.  It may not be the use of power 
and creativity that is wrong, but rather attributing power to our 
own resources.  This reasoning is found in different cultures.  What 
is wrong is not the act itself, but the attitudes that could be 
involved.  However, useful applications of technology are positively 
advocated in some religions, such as the Judeo-Christian tradition 
which suggests co-creativity with God is part of good stewardship 
of the earth's resources, and can be acting in creative love.  

The expression “Playing God” suggests that we should be cautious 
in the use of technology whose potential risks and side-effects we 
do not fully understand, the idea of do no harm, as discussed 
above.   The idea is that while God may understand all, we do not, 
so we should only cautiously manipulate things as basic as genes. 
We should be cautious regarding judgments of new life and death.   

Whether or not nature itself has "rights", we certainly do have 
many duties to it.  We should not manipulate it solely to satisfy 
human desire.  The theocentric approach challenges two common 
tendencies.  Some religions tend to blur the distinction between 
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God, humans and nature, leading to a glorification of nature. 
However, industrialised thought tends to divide humans from 
nature, seeing nature as something to exploit for human comfort.  
The same could be said of some interpretations of Darwinian 
theory (Azariah, 1994).  We must remember that we are creatures, 

part of nature, which is another interpretation of evolution.  We are 
currently in a crisis of domination, not just an ecological crisis, but 
a crisis of our whole life system, brought upon the entire globe by 
ourselves. The origin of this crisis is in human behaviour and 
attitudes, and the tremendous power of our technologies to shape 
the world.  As a reaction against this, some people attack what they 
see as the cause, science and technology, and its effect upon 
people's philosophy; however, the real cause is the age old problem 
of human selfishness, which has become embedded in the short 
term economic desires of many businesses and governments.  

The greatest public concern is over the mixing of human and 
animal genes. There is generally more concern about insertion of 
animal genes into humans then concern about insertion of human 
genes into animals.  However, some people object to the insertion 
of human growth hormone, or hemoglobin, genes in pigs.  These 
animals may be used to make medically useful proteins, and could 
be considered just an extension of the modern dairy industry which 
tries to increase milk production in cows.  There is also research to 
produce transgenic animals which can be organ donors for 
humans.  This is technically difficult, but ready for safety trials and 
application.  Eating animals, or having inbred dog varieties is 
considered acceptable, which suggests that it will be within the 
bounds of common morality to use animals for organ donors.  One 
could argue that medical need is a greater reason than the desire to 
eat meat, so that this will be accepted.  However, one can also say 
that everyone has some limit to changing nature, and we do not 
know where this is.  

Fish market, Philippines- As we shift to 
aquaculture for salmon, will people still be able 
to buy small fish for human consumption?

 Figure 7.7. Food production and the 
advent of genetic engineering
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7.4.1. Conservation

We can argue for conservation from human 
dependence upon the environment, an 
a n t h r o p o c e n t r i c e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c .  
Preservation has socio-economic benefits, and in 

some countries nature tourism is one of the 
major, or the main, income earner.  Reduced 
diversity also eliminates the options to use 
untapped resources for agriculture, medicine and 
industry.  More value could be obtained by 
harvesting the renewable resources from tropical 

What is a human 
need?

I f w e c o n s i d e r a 
complete bioethics we 
m u s t i n c l u d e t h e 
d u t i e s w e h a v e t o 
human beings as well 
as to nature. In the 
m i d s t o f g r o w i n g 
a w a r e n e s s o f 
environmental change 
and damage we should 
be  aware of the need for 
sustainable living.  
We not only have to 
view the environment 
in its role as essential 
to human existence, 
but we should value the 
environment itself.  
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forests than deforestation. In agriculture the use of wild crops in 
breeding crop plants has accounted for half the production 
increases, and is estimated to account for US$1 billion annually, in 
U.S. agriculture.  Future gains in production will also depend on 
the use of genetic diversity as well as genetic manipulation.  Nature 
provides the raw materials, the genes.  There are indirect benefits 
of wild species such as the role in pollination, pest control, storing 
flood waters, and detoxifying many pollutants to name a few. 

We can alter the genetic blueprint of organisms much more easily 
than in the past with genetic engineering.  The introduction of 
genetically modified organisms into the environment presents 
ecological risks that we must be careful to minimise, through field 
trials (Figure 7.6; Macer, 1990).  However, stewardship also leaves 
room for the genes of organisms to be altered if it presents a better 
alternative to the other options available for providing food for 
other members of the human race.  There is no inherent "sanctity 
of the genes" in this approach, however, research shows that people 
around the world value the maintenance of existing species and 
"natural" nature beyond our agricultural use.

7.4.2. Sustainable agriculture

Food concerns are a basic need to humans, and there is also a 
strong case to make a right to food a basic human right, as argued 
by the Food and Agricultural Organization at the World Food 
Summit in 1996. Agriculture has been more than the supply of 
food, it has been credited with the birth of "civilisation" and 
cultures, when humans changed from hunter gatherers to planting 

crops and having domestic animals.  The food supply is sufficient 
now, if distributed properly, however, we cannot trust people to 
give food to the hungry.  Improvements are still necessary, 
especially given the increasing areas of the world which have salty 
ground and unpredictable rainfall.  

Some of agricultural issues are transnational, for example ocean 
resources.  Currently,  98% of the food products of humans are 
obtained off 7% of the world's surface area.  From the oceans, 71% 
of the world's surface, only 1% of the foodstuffs are harvested.  
Aquatic food proteins are an important source of animal protein, 
but this proportion needs to grow in the future. Only about 30% of 
the world's fish catch is from cultured areas, whereas fish like tuna 
are almost entirely from the use of international ocean resources.  
Most maritime nations have declared 200 mile limits within which 
they claim prior rights to exploit marine resources, including fish.  
Therefore international fishing strategies are necessary, and we can 
see many examples of over-fished species.  The form that such 
fishery protection takes is often to enact quotas, a given number of 
fish of each species that should be caught.  Fish have been well 
studied wild animals because of the need for a knowledge of their 
biology in the management of sustainable fishing.  Quotas were 
introduced to North Atlantic fishing since 1970, and many species 
have been overfished, which suggests fisheries in more regions of 
the world will collapse. The needs of local fishermen are much 
smaller than those used for export but higher export prices 
encourage more fish to be sent abroad (Figures 7.10-7.12).
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Agriculture produces food, but it needs to be sustainable.  The most 
efficient production is using plants, and eating grains and 
vegetables.  Assuming that realistically animals will continue to be 
eaten, we need to think that animal species differ in their efficiency 
of converting plant material to animal protein.  Animals also 
produce a lot of waste, for example in 1970 the animal population 
in the USA was estimated to be 564 million head, which produced 
the waste equivalent to 2 billion people (Kanaly et al, 2010).

7.4.3. Sustainable Living

Sustainable living involves not just efficient agriculture, but also 
minimizing our energy use and pollution. The spirit of love is to 
minimize consumption and disturbance of others. It involves 
changing public policy and the very way people think.  We must 
realize how important the use of new technology is when it aids this 
process, and work towards this goal. The type of research that is 
required for a transition to a lasting earth is of three broad types 
(Macer, 1994).  One is the use of science to discover the workings of 
nature, such as elemental cycles, and developing technology for 
energy and resource conservation.  Another is economic systems 
that are consistent with sustainable living. Technical change alone 
will not allow a switch to sustainable living because the global 
economic system may not be able to be made compatible with 
sustainability (Krupp, 1993). Even with an optimistic view, the time 
delay in global implementation of new technology would mean that 
the world may be very different from that of today. The world will 
continue rapid environmental deterioration before it is remedied. 

We need a fresh approach to add to the battle of protecting the 
environment.  In the long term the most important approach is a 
lasting change of human attitudes to those that are compatible with 
sustainable life.  We need lifestyle change.  We cannot isolate any 
environmental problem from the whole crisis of modern life.  The 
environment is influenced mainly by human behaviour, national 
and international development, economics and politics.  

The recognition that we live on "Spaceship Earth" has led to the 
growing acceptance of international accords, such as the United 
Nations Bills on Human Rights, the Law of the Sea, the Montreal 
Protocol to eliminate the production of ozone-depleting 
chlorofluorocarbons, and the Antarctic Treaty ban on mining.  As 
people's of the world attempt to unite more, especially in the 
increasingly positive international spirit of the last few years, 
further agreements on global responsibility will be made.  
However, lasting attitude change to proper stewardship is required 
to save the planet.  There is a danger that like the many short-lived 
public concerns of the last few decades, the focus on ecological 
survival will pass.  In order to assure the permanent attitude 
change that is necessary for a lasting earth, we must consider how 
people view life.  Changing the way human beings behave towards 
each other is a supernatural task, that can be aided by all of us 
changing our attitudes.

7.4.4. Sustainable Agriculture 

Practically we must ensure that efficient and sustainable 
agriculture is encouraged, but recognize it is only part of a broader 
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solution.  Sustainable agriculture could be defined as the 
appropriate use of crop and livestock systems and agricultural 
inputs supporting those activities which maintain economic and 
social viability while preserving the high productivity and quality of 

the land.  Technology does change the way we live.  We need to 
improve agricultural efficiency to succeed, however current 
research interests in biotechnology are not necessarily the best way 
to provide sustainable agriculture.  Large corporations are 
developing new techniques that may require constant application.   
An example is biological weed control where about one case in six 
has worked, and is very cost effective (most projects cost less than 
US$150,000). This success rate is still much greater than that 
achieved in searching for useful agrochemicals, and much cheaper.

Some of the criticism is against technology, and needs balanced 
consideration.  For example, there are valid criticisms about the 
increasing use of herbicide-tolerant plants developed by genetic 
engineering, and if it worked well biological control would be 
better, but they do have immediate environmental advantages in 
some cases.  For example, maize growers used to make 4-6 
herbicide applications a season, but with the crop tolerant to a 
broad-spectrum post-emergence herbicide only one application 
would be needed.  Reducing herbicide use and switching to 
biodegradable products is consistent with sustainable agriculture 
and is an important practical step in that direction, as long as 
commercial interests do not prevent the continual development of 
better biological control systems. 

We also need to ask what type of world is sustainable?  Current 
economics do not consider the environment and its value, and this 
needs to change. By taking into account the value of the 
environment, we are thinking of long term interests, something 
that is not considered in most modern economic policies.  In 
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Maori waka, New Zealand- Polynesian 
culture spread across Pacific Islands relies 

on fish as a protein resource, also these 
canoes were signs of power and used for 

migration.



industrialized countries technology will allow the shift to renewable 
energy resources over the next 50-70 years.   This will reduce the 
emissions of pollutants substantially.  However, in developing 
countries it will take longer.  The level of pollutants can be reduced 
to one that is compatible with sustainability, but the world may be 
in a different state from that today.  

It will not be possible to return the world to a state that existed 
before the industrial age.  The biological regions will be different.  
This leads us to more easily accept some human directed change of 
the natural regions of the earth.

7.4.5. Eco-Engineering

Some proposed solutions have been called "eco-engineering".  
These include biochemical changes such as increasing the 
efficiency of carbon fixation, by the engineering of certain cell 
enzymes.  It may be useful to do this to agricultural crops, or 
specially planted forests that will be used for biomass production. 
For example, recently hybrid Black Cottonwood trees that grow 
twice as fast as parent trees have been bred.  The price of alcohol 
from plant sources such as algae (McGraw, et al., 2011) will be 
competitive with petroleum products in the near future. Perhaps by 
the time trees grow it will be a clear advantage. Transgenic plants 
of the nitrogen-fixing tree, Allocasuarina verticillata, have also 
been grown.  This tree is a member of the family Casuarinaceae, 
which as fast growing trees will be important in efforts to reforest 
currently desert areas of the world, and to provide fast-growing 
wood sources.

However, the affect of introducing genetically modified species is 
not ecologically predictable for currently natural ecosystems, so 
genetic engineering should not be used in "naturally" complex 
occuring ecosystems like wilderness.  Large scale afforestation has 
already been conducted in many countries, such as New Zealand, 
and is underway in many countries.  Forestry has become much 
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Chennai, India - Small-scale fishing boats 
support whole communities, and can be 

sustainable.



more important with the recognition of the role of forests as a 
carbon dioxide "sink" (if carbon dioxide is taken up into plants or 
dissolved in the oceans there will be less increase in greenhouse 
warming).  To prevent deforestation is still more effective, however, 
because it preserves biological diverse ecosystems, which may also 
be more stable to climatic change.  In the future the greening of 
deserts can occur, though also in this case, desertification is a 

major problem.  For example, Libya has constructed water tunnels 
to utilize ancient underground water reserves, and intends to use 
these to green the desert to produce agricultural crops.  The 
extreme of eco-engineering could be called geo-engineering, and 
includes examples such as the atmospheric conversion of the entire 
planet Mars, in order to grow plants there, and over long time 
periods, to make it habitable. More importantly, we should 
concentrate on not ruining the planet we already have.

Sustainability may occur only in a more human-constructed and 
designed world than that of today.  The cities may include many 
artificial parks rather than natural parks.  Ornamental plants are 
already selected for specific characters, and genetic manipulation 
will add to the choices possible.  However, from these choices of 
humans will select which varieties to plant in the parks, so that 
more "nature areas" and parks will be artificial.  Nature which 
contains less diversity and complexity may be the norm for many.  
To retain a major proportion of the original biodiversity is only 
possible if people decide to leave some of the areas of nature 
undisturbed, and some for nature to reestablish.  

7.4.6. Lifestyle Change

As discussed above, the most important change required for 
sustainable living is lifestyle change.  Already the social and 
cultural religions of many cultures do attempt to control human 
lifestyle for the benefit of the environment.  The concept of 
harmony with nature is found in many cultures.  The problem is 
that selfish behaviour of people, combined with the preeminence 
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Figure 7.10. Fishing boats, Taiwan - The 
mechanised fishing boat allows fishing 

further from shore, able to feed a greater 
population, however, sailing in 

international waters has led to depletion 
of many fish stocks at a global level.



given to modern economic policy which does not value the 
environment, means the environment is destroyed and exploited.  
Even a country like New Zealand, seen as a home of nature, has 
had 80% of its forests destroyed since humans came.  It is 
interesting that before European colonization, at which stage there 
was still a majority of forested land, it was suggested in Britain that 
the whole colony be a national park!  

There are two phases in the lifestyle transition to sustainable living.  
One is the dramatic change in lifestyle, and action, to clean up the 
pollution already made and to avoid making more of it.  In any 
event there will be a changed world, but immediate action will 
reduce the difference between the world we have today (or in the 
recent past before widespread pollution) and the possible future 
sustainable world.  The next is to continue to live in a way healthy 
for the world and for future human society.

Human lifestyles have changed dramatically over the last few 
centuries, and will continue to change.  We need to direct the 
change in the direction of sustainable living consistent with a 
lasting and healthy world.  The life goals of people can change, and 
the image of money as the most important life goal can be changed 
if replacement images are provided.  The impact may not be 
immediate, but even if people start adopting new lifestyles today, it 
will not be too early, and it will still take decades for the whole 
world to change.  The human addiction to intervention in nature 
needs to be changed so that we can enjoy more of what nature we 
have left.  This will also give human beings more emotional security 
for living in the lasting earth.

Ethically, one guiding principle is to try to pursue the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number.  However, happiness is not 
necessarily related to the consumption of energy and goods, and 
creation of pollution.  In fact, many people will admit that the most 
enjoyable moments in their lives are times like being with their 
family, being on the beach or in a forest, or playing sport; activities 
which are often compatible with very low levels of consumption.  
Yet at the same time, driven by peer pressure, and advertising 
ideals imposed by the media, people purchase expensive and large 
cars, pursue wasteful pursuits, practicing high levels of 
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consumerism, making the objects of their love or happiness 
material.  In some countries, people's lifestyles are based on a false 
low cost of energy.  The energy prices need to be changed to reduce 
CO2 emissions, as a result of change in lifestyles because of 
economic pressure.  The increased cost of transport will affect 
lifestyle in all industrialized countries, but especially in those that 
use the least efficient energy conversion.  

Generally, the real quality of life will not be decreased by decreased 
energy and resource consumption. Particular pursuits such as 
driving large cars high speed impose costs on society both in energy 
use, in potential medical costs, and in environmental damage.  It is 
symbolic that in the pictures of life in the International Bioethics 
Surveys, a picture from Thailand had someone riding a bicycle in 
the countryside, whereas in Australia or Singapore, for example, 
they were driving a car! (Macer, 1994).

How can we change these values? Respecting autonomy 
e n c o u r a g e s f r e e l i f e s t y l e c h o i c e , a n d s u i t a b l e 
environmental-"friendly" options could be promoted as "trendy" 
pursuits, however, these are likely to be insufficient.  One ethical 
possibility is personal environmental quotas as an incentive to 
lifestyle change, which I suggested in 1991 (Macer, 1991). These 
would be possible if people of the world believe that the 
environmental crisis is important, and are prepared to change their 
lifestyles.  These quotas would give every person an equal quota of 
environmental currency.  We could modify so that people could 
trade these quotas with others for a regulated set cash price if they 
wanted to do so. 

The image of a normal life has been changing throughout human 
history and especially during this century.  Quotas would provide 
encouragement, and some penalties for those who can abuse the 
system.  We could impose environmental sales taxes on luxury 
products in monetary terms, but this would still allow the rich to 
purchase them and continue their pursuits, while the middle class 
could not.  This would be inconsistent with our ethical principle of 
distributive justice. The consumption of all goods could be given an 
environmental points value, and this could be summed for each 
person.  The consumption would be monitored, rather than the 
production (which would be subject to government pollution 
emissions control).  If a production facility uses a more polluting 
method it would result in high demerit points, whereas if it was 
very clean and energy efficient it would be given a low demerit 
point score.  This would allow consumer pressure to result in a 
change in production efficiency, and also would limit excessive 
consumerism.  The consumption would be assigned to the country 
of consumption, rather than the country of production.  There 
should also be production efficiency limits.  This would still allow 
free international trade, but would encourage the adoption of more 
environmentally sustainable processes. 

The main objection to this approach comes from the group who 
claim that the pursuit of individual freedom is the most important 
ethical principle.  If people cannot pursue their freedom to 
consume as much as they wish, they call it a violation of individual 
liberty.  However, we also recognize limitations on individual 
liberty when activity prevents others from pursuing the same 
amount of liberty.  The actions of many people living in 
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industrialized countries today is resulting in environmental 
destruction which will prevent others in the future from pursuing 
their liberty.  Permitting humans to pursue their unlimited selfish 
drives is not consistent with the goal of reaching a lasting earth.  
The few percent of humanity that create the most waste, and 
pursue the most wasteful lifestyles must not be allowed to sacrifice 
the whole planet.  

The destruction of the environment and disregard for other beings, 
ignores love.  Love has more claims to be the principle ethical ideal 
than desire coming from autonomy.  Bioethics does involve all of 
life, if we do not love all of life we cannot love other people.  We 
need to seek ways to balance need and desire, and just distribution 
of the freedom that everyone is allowed.  We should not only aim to 
give the greatest good for the most, nor the greatest freedom for the 
most, but the greatest love for all.

We need to foster the development of new approaches to protect 
our earth, and one new term is sustainability science.  There are 
existing ethical principles articulated in international 
environmental treaties (Rai et al., 2010) and although there is a 
wide range of view of the ethics of biodiversity (Bosworth et al. 
2012), we can expect to find agreement to make a better world for 
the future through deeper understanding of our love for nature 
across the world.

In conclusion we can answer yes to the question “Is there love of 
life?”.  It is a conditional love only in terms that we may not love 
lives which cause harm.  While our love should not be conditional 
on any other factors, we are left with an arbitrary definition of 
harm.  Biologically a lion harms a gazelle when it kills to eat, and 
despite claims of some interpreters that the Garden of Eden saw no 
meat eaters, biological history suggests some animals have eaten 
others throughout history.  Following the arguments in the 
previous chapter, we will draw a line and hierarchy among species, 
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which I argued could be based on the ability to express love outside 
of species boundaries, not only personhood or rationality.  We can 
do our best to minimize harm to life, a principle of ecocentrism 
(thinking from the view of an ecosystem) that results from a love of 
life and diversity.  Nature does have an intrinsic value, which is its 
love of life, and this may be applied to the broader ecosystem not 
only the component organisms, the biocentric view, or the view of 
human beings, an anthropocentric view.
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• CHAPTER 8 •

At the end of this book we are left with the question, 
is love of life the bioethics that all people have? I 
challenge anyone to find another source of reasoning 
or emotion that is stronger than love.

UNIVERSALITY OF BIOETHICS IN LOVE



While we cannot scientifically prove that love is real, love shapes 
our life, and is the foundation to our personal and social 
development. It would be a naive person to claim that human 
beings are not moulded to a significant degree by the love acting in 
their life.  In the exception which is to kill, people usually kill “to 
defend something they love, their land, their families, their view of 
life” (Williams, 1967).  The power of love is great, shaping many 
actions, and in the end it has been shown to have the power to 
overcome hate and discrimination, as seen in the lives of crusaders 
like Matama Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. in the 20th 
century.

Love is a common person’s definition of ethics, and I think it 
should refocus our attention on where we should be looking to 
"develop" bioethics. In this book I have reviewed a range of 
literature, and historical studies, and the reasoning people have in 
surveys and interviews.  Classic literature such as Frankenstein or 
Moby Dick, built on the long tradition of questioning science and 
technology, and our development - that is now symbolised in the 
bioethics endeavour. People have been using ideas of bioethics over 
history, especially in religions, bioethics is the part of this 
behaviour, ethics, that relates to biological questions, and to all 
human relationships. It is time for improvement though.  As King 
(1967) said, “humanity is waiting for something other than blind 
imitation of the past....We must be hammers shaping a new 
society rather than anvils moulded by the old. This will not only 
make us new men, but will give us a new kind of power...It will be 
power infused with love and justice, that will change dark 

yesterdays into bright tomorrows, and lift us from the fatigue of 
despair to the buoyancy of hope.”

The major criticism of the use of love as the guiding principle of 
ethics is that it is not concrete, and leaves problems in deciding 
standards of value and defining situations.  However, some of this 
concern is resolved if we consider love as an intelligent process of 
acting for the good of people, respecting persons and avoiding 
harm.  There is room for primie facie principles to help decide 
cases, but these can be expressed in the language of love, and this 
may be the way that people do actually make decisions.
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I have argued that all people have a bioethics of 
behaviour, and we share many of the points used 
in the process of reasoning, although the 
decisions may differ.  The first objection to this 
view that love is universally appreciated, is that it 
is apparent to anyone who looks at the problems 
of the world that the ethical principles people are 
using are not working very well.  This does not 

mean that the ethical guidelines that are used by 
particular groups of people will not succeed in 
developing a better world, but it does mean that 
none has been able to be applied universally all 
the time, and it makes us ask whether love is the 
descriptive principle of bioethics? Even as we 
approach the 21st century with renewed hope for 
a new phase of international relations following 

W h a t  g o a l s  a r e  
u n i v e r s a l ?
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the collapse of the Soviet superpower and the demise of Cold War 
mentality that persisted for nearly half a century, the reality of the 
daily wars and conflicts don't allow us to forget that the world is 
made up of groups which claim to be different.  The claim to be 
different from another group, often made by leaders of a particular 
social group or gang, which underlies many conflicts, does not 
mean that such groups are actually different, only that it is claimed 
that there is a difference. 

Conversely, another popular belief is that we are seeing the 
emergence of a one-world culture, from developments in 
communication, transportation and trade.  This links people 
together, so that they wear the same clothes (e.g. blue jeans), they 
eat the same kind of foods (e.g. hamburger culture and fast food 
chains), they read the same kind of newspapers or view the news on 
the Internet or cable television networks.  There is also a trend for 
political groups to become larger and more integrated, as seen in 
the development of regional blocks, the European Union being the 
most integrated, making people predict the formation of a single 
world government more integrated than the United Nations of 
today.  However, power struggles tend to split these large groups 
apart as well.  Trade is being controlled more by multi-national 
companies, which requires the presence of international law and 
ethics to police, because their power is stronger than many 
governments.

The extent of diversity or similarity in universal ethics can be 
scientifically measured, and it is important to gather further data 
on these questions.  As surveys and observations have shown and 

as discussed in chapter 5, people in different countries do share the 
same thinking, and reasoning (Macer, 1994). Basically that data 
suggests that the diversity of thinking within any one group is 
much greater than that between any two groups, therefore basic 
universal principles may be used in deciding these issues.  The 
social environment that people grow up in, and the education 
strategies, are becoming more similar with time suggesting that a 
universal approach is even more possible now than it was a century 
ago. There is a universal diversity of views, and such data is a 
challenge to all of us to incorporate or explain into any description 
of the real world.  Only when we accept that others are the same as 
us is there hope to stop the ethnic and religious wars that have 
plagued the world.

We can also ask whether universal ethics is even desirable?  
Different societies have different goals, as do different people.  This 
diversity is to be valued, and the type of universal ethics that I 
discussed in this book is one that will maintain diversity.  If our 
capacity for diversity was lost it would not succeed.  Diversity is 
part of what we call being human.  It is what could be called an 
integrated cross-cultural approach to ethics.  We should never 
expect all people to balance the same values in the same way all the 
time, but the mistake that most make is to think that people in one 
group are the same.  All groups are diverse, and we can never 
presume that our neighbour will reason the same way as ourselves.  
Love and respect for others demands that we should also give 
traditional societies a chance to adapt themselves to the modern 
life, rather than just merging them into the global modern order.
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If we pursue global unity we should still recognize cultural 
plurality.  We could define cultural plurality as social and political 
interaction within the same society of people with different ways of 
living and thinking.  If we accept plurality we reject bigotry, bias 
and racism in favour for the respect for traditions of all in society, 
but this ideal is seldom met.  In many countries, here is usually 
some type of ethnocentrism which prevents plurality.

Therefore universalism in the sense that everyone thinks the same 
way and balances ideals of action the same way is not possible. 
Nevertheless, there are benefits if basically similar values of a good 
society are shared by all people and societies. Harmony and 
tolerance are two values.  All would agree that tolerance of cultural 
diversity is generally welcome.  The limits to tolerance are already 
broadly outlined in international covenants such as the Declaration 
of Human Rights, and the International Treaties against abuses of 
human rights.  One of the practical issues for social justice is 
whether groups with little power are oppressed, in which case the 
international community may attempt to restore order.  There are 
also international treaties on environmental protection outlining 
some of the limits of damage to the common environment that will 
be tolerated by other countries, such as the convention on ozone-
damaging chemicals, and on deep sea dumping.  We also have 
economic treaties, such as GATT, defining the limits of unfair 
trade.  However, as was discussed in the previous chapter, usually 
economic priorities conflict with environmental protection, and we 
need better resolution of this conflict in practical bioethics.

One of the common goals shared by many people is to make a 
world with more harmony.  If we look around we can only see 
limited examples of harmony, but we cannot even dream of making 
a perfect world, that is God's realm.  There will always be some 
people who do not seek harmony.  One of the principle failings of 
many ethical systems is that they ignore the selfishness of human 
behaviour.  Human beings often disregard ethical norms and 
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standards, and will continue to do so.  Apathy continues to be a 
common response, but there are many efforts to develop bioethics. 
Does this mean that it is pointless to try to develop universal ethics 
with a goal of a more harmonious world?  Not at all, in fact we have 
common goals to preserve the planet . We must be realistic, 
recognizing our spiritual, social and biological limitations.  As 
Jesus said, "Blessed are the peacemakers", but he did not say that 
we could expect human society to be at peace in its current self-
seeking state.

Some economic and social systems have been successful in limited 
circumstances, but they have all had problems.  This is no criticism 
of the desirability of universal ethics, and neither is it a reason not 
to try.  The economic and social inequalities of the world have been 
a feature since recorded history. Religious systems have a long 
record of social survival in history, but they have all been misused 
by selfish people.  The system of economics often has more impact 
on the policy decisions than the ethical and religious norms that 
people follow.  Wars may be fought over religious differences, but 
often they are based on poverty.  In an ever more crowded world 
we can expect more, unless inequalities are lessened and 
nationalism and racism are squashed.  The environmental crisis 
has added its cry to that of human suffering, and as it becomes 
recognized that uncontrolled consumerism is not sustainable on 
the planet, we need to look for a fresh and integrated approach to 
ethics. 

We also need to shift the philosophy of many human activities 
including science to pursuit of love (in the broad sense).  Francis 

Bacon made love of knowledge the great human and social 
value. Under Baconian philosophy, the long-term aim of inquiry is 
to contribute to human progress, but the immediate aim of inquiry 
is to produce objective knowledge, together with explanations and 
understanding. The search for truth is considered to be of intrinsic 
human value when pursued for its own sake, or of pragmatic or 
technological value when pursued as a means to the realization of 
non-academic, human, social ends. The idea that the philosophy of 
science should be based on the pursuit of wisdom rather than the 
pursuit of knowledge has been put forward by various writers 
(Maxwell. 1984). The philosophy of knowledge would say that the 
proper aim for rational inquiry is to acquire knowledge about the 
world. While there may be secondary uses of this knowledge, the 
first priority is to achieve the purely intellectual aim of acquiring 
objective knowledge of truth. The claim is that it must dissociate 
itself from the goals and values of common social life, so that 
claims to objective knowledge can be subjected to rational 
assessment.  This is inconsistent with bioethical decision-making.

Proponents of the philosophy of knowledge may acknowledge 
the importance of moral and social problems associated with 
science, but seldom do they call into doubt the integrity of science 
itself, the definitions of knowledge, or their philosophy.  As a 
human being they can be concerned, but as a scientist their task is 
to concern themselves exclusively with problems of fact, truth and 
knowledge.  Instead of priority being given to the tasks of 
articulating problems of the life, with problems of technology being 
secondary, it is the reverse.  A philosophy of wisdom is that it may 
avert further human disasters that have come about as science has 
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been used, if we can develop socially influential traditions of 
inquiry and education devoted to the promotion of cooperative, 
rational problem-solving in life.  

People make claims that science is ethically neutral.  This implies 
that scientists do not have responsibility for the production of 
knowledge.  However, this belief confuses the findings of science, 
which are ethically neutral, with the activity of science, which is not 
(Bronowski, 1963). Some pursue the neutrality argument, by 
claiming that the moral burden lies with those who choose to 
implement knowledge for all purposes.  We may not be able to 
predict the abuses of pure knowledge, however, scientists are still 
moral agents and must think in advance of the possible abuses.  
They may not be solely responsible, but they share responsibility 
with all of us.  All human activity needs to be subject to ethical 
discretion, and if love of life is the underlying ideal then activity 
should be guided by this.  Technology has been the most powerful 
agent of change in the recent past, therefore, we can clearly see the 
need for universal ethical maturity, and understanding.

There is a popular belief that there is a conflict between science and 
religion, but the questions that they discuss are different.  As Karl 
Popper said in the falsifiability hypothesis, a scientific theory 
(and question) is one which can be disproved.  Only a theory for 
which we can design an experiment to disprove it is scientific.  
Many questions are not of this nature, especially those which 
involve life or love, so we can only suggest answers, as I do here to 
confirm that our bioethic is the love of life.  As Martin Luther King 
(1963) wrote, “Science investigates, religion interprets. Science 

gives man knowledge which is power; religion gives man wisdom 
which is control. Science deals mainly with facts; religion deals 
mainly with values.  The two are not rivals.”  Although we should 
try to apply wisdom and reason to develop bioethics, bioethics 
involves these questions of value.  

Even more dominant is the pursuit of economic growth, often 
seemingly for its own sake.  Countries try to increase their 
economies by a certain percentage every year, regardless of the 
environmental and social consequences.  There is only a limited 
correlation between economic growth in percentage terms and 
increased living standard, other measures such as personal wealth 
and ease of living are economically desired.  The goals of societies 
and the measures that reflect the life goals of societies, need to be 
examined more.  There must be an end to consumer demand and 
increased economies - or is this the only goal that people of the 
world have for themselves?
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8.2.1. Love of neighbour - who is my 
neighbour?

Individual shortcomings can destroy the 
harmony and peace of any relationship, but 
collectively they can have global consequences.  
The basic principle of ethics still is "love thy 
neighbour as thyself", and if this was followed 

there would be no need to write a book restating 
that bioethics is love of life. According to 
Confucius in the Analects, written in the 6th 
century B.C., the experience of love begins in the 
home among one’s closest blood relatives. The 
instruction to honor one’s mother and father is 
included as one of the ten commandments. 
Mencius believed that human nature has an 

G l o b a l  e t h i c s  
s t a r t s  a t  h o m e

When we realize the 
enormity of many of 
the bioethical problems 
we may want to give 
up, yet we must realize 
that individual action 
i s a n e c e s s a r y 
p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r 
developing a better 
world.    

1.
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innate predisposition to favour one’s family, which was several 
millennium earlier than the selfish gene idea of evolution which 
supports this view.  As Lee Iacocca wrote in Talking Straight 
(1988), “No matter what you’ve done for yourself or for humanity, 
if you can’t look back on having given love and attention to your 
own family, what have your really accomplished?”  The family 
and community we call home, is at least a testing ground of love.

There are large and small problems in ethics.  We can think of 
problems that involve the whole world, and problems which 
involve a single person.  We can think of global problems, such as 
the depletion of the ozone layer which is increasing UV radiation 
affecting all living organisms.  This problem can be solved by 
individual action to stop using ozone-depleting chemicals, if 
alternatives are available to consumers. The law should encourage 
us to think about our ethical duties, and attempts to promote 
justice to all, recognizing our failings and selfishness (selfishness is 
excessive autonomy). The international convention to stop the 
production of many ozone-depleting chemicals is one of the best 
examples yet of applying universal environmental ethics. 

Another environmental problem is greenhouse warming, which 
results mainly from energy use.  This problem however can only be 
solved by individual action, to reduce energy use.  We could do this 
by turning off lights, turning down heaters and air conditioners, 
building more energy efficient buildings, shutting doors, and 
driving with a light foot.  These are all simple actions which 
everyone must do if we are concerned about our planet, like being 
tidy with litter and recycling (Figure 25), yet not many do so.  

Energy consumption could be reduced 50-80% by lifestyle change 
with current technology if people wanted to.  After the Fukushima 
nuclear accident in Japan, many reactions were taken off line for 
maintenance and routine checks, and through the Summer of 2011, 
business men took off their jackets and ties, as an example of 
lifestyle change. By reducing electricity consumption from air 
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conditioning less energy was used. New technology for energy 
production, such as solar pr wind power,  may help, but lifestyle 
change can have much more immediate affect.  The economic 
interests of the major electricity and oil companies, slow such 
substantial reductions in energy use by reducing the goals that 
people strive to attain.

The picture that is painted in this book is realistic optimism, and 
the practical conclusion of such universal ethics must be in the 
synthesis of all the traditions, ideals, and aspects of biological, 
social and spiritual heritage that we have.  The "we" includes not 
only peoples of the world, but all of life, however, ethics relates to 
how we regulate human behavior and so this book is written in 
those terms.  Ethics does start at home and with each one of us, we 
cannot wait for someone else to tell us how to love, or what laws 
should govern our action.  While we can learn from the examples of 
saints, and many who love more than we, we cannot leave solutions 
to others.  The joint responsibility of all world citizens is to love 
others, and do the best we can, knowing we are imperfect beings.

We cannot leave it to governments to look after the planet, the 
actions of individual members of the human community are 
required.  Some types of environmental improvement can be 
brought about already by individuals.  Some useful guides have 
already been produced (Corson, 1990). Using alternative products 
is one option. In many countries improving the efficiency of 
lighting, in houses and street lighting, can result in very large 
reductions (50-75%) in energy consumption.  Not only do the 
consumers save electricity charges, eventually LED (light-emitting 

diodes) will mean lights may also be cheaper over their extended 
life cycle.  There also should be a change in behavior that uses 
excess resources, such as a reduction in the use of unnecessary 
lighting.  Another example is how we can reduce the human health 
damage caused by the increased UV radiation.  The quality of 
sunscreen lotions, the clothes that we wear, and changes in people's 
behavior are needed, what we can call preventive medicine.

8.2.2. Reproductive Choice and Population Limits

Reproductive choice is another domain given to individuals to 
control.  Birth control is essential, to reduce the numbers of 
humans.  This is a medical and political issue, and even some 
scientific academies of the world do not agree.  In 1993 an 
international gathering of scientific academies called for zero 
population growth, however, the academies from Africa disagreed, 
saying overpopulation is not a problem for Africa. Let us hope that 
in several generations time their children do not have to face the 
dire consequences of ignoring population growth.  In addition to 
growth in population, other lifestyle factors are important.  
Fairness in the distribution of food and materials would decrease 
the needs of the poor, an economic and political issue.  More 
efficient agriculture will also reduce the land that is required for 
agriculture, a scientific issue.  Reducing consumption will aid this, 
an issue that the public as individuals must change.

A lasting earth is possible only if we all share proper concern and 
treat others as a family.  Both social and technical approaches are 
required to solve the environmental crisis.  We should reduce 
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pollution by adaptive changes to our human society and system.  
Reducing consumption is something that the public as individuals 
can already change and must. Fairness in the distribution of food 
and materials would decrease the needs of the poor, an economic 
and political issue.  We should work towards life philosophies 
emphasizing the shared earth that we live in. 

Over the medium term the industrialized countries can switch to 
alternative energy sources, and more efficient energy use, 
combined with more significant lifestyle change.  This would be 
aided by the early introduction of personal environmental quotas 
to ensure people are conscious of the environmental costs of 
different products and behaviour.  The use of new technology will 
aid us in reaching a lasting earth.  More efficient agriculture will 
reduce the land and energy that is required for agriculture, and the 
pollution arising from agriculture, a scientific issue.  Changing the 
way human beings behave towards each other is a supernatural 
task, that can be aided by all of us changing our attitudes.  We must 
ensure that sustainable living is encouraged, but recognize that it is 
only part of a broader solution.  Sustainable living involves not just 
efficient agriculture, but also minimizing our energy use and 
pollution.  It involves changing public policy.  It involves changing 
the way people think.  In developing countries the population 
growth rates must be decreased, and economic pressures that lead 
to the destruction of the environment must be eliminated.  

In the medium-long term the whole world can be using a large 
proportion of renewable energy sources, such as biomass and solar 
energy, combined with efficient agriculture using new varieties of 
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crops.  In the long term (50-100 years), the world could be living in 
a stabilizing earth, with a stabilizing population.  Improvements in 
lifestyle can be made through the increase in energy efficiency 
brought about by technology, and by the acceptance of more 
natural things that consume less energy, as the pleasures of life.  
Let us hope that urbanization does not mean that people lose the 
enjoyment of being able to be in the presence of undisturbed 
nature under a blue sky.

The broadest concept of the human family is the entire world, and 
the term human family has been used in United Nations 
declarations.  It has ancient roots, whether it be in Christian 
concepts of the world or of Mo Tzu in China.  Mo Tzu argued that 
practicing universal love was in one’s long term interests not only 
because other human beings tend to respond in kind to benefits 
and harms received, but also because heaven wills those practicing 
the doctrine shall ultimately benefit.

As a biologist I see the development of the value of love of life quite 
consistent with a holistic view of life.  Reductionists question why 
do people love others and love life?  There have been various 
explanations of this.  Richard Dawkins (1976) in The Selfish Gene 
suggested that human beings no longer are shaped by only selfish 
genes but ideas, he called memes.  Peter Singer (1981) in The 
Expanding Circle looks at a similar question, how the range of 
human compassion grew beyond its primitive bounds of the family.  
He argues that the autonomy of reason from self-interest has lead 
to the idea of disinterested defense of one’s conduct, and “in the 
thought of reasoning beings, it takes on a logic of its own which 

leads to its extension beyond the bounds of group”.  The recent 
concept of love of others in human beings has developed 
independently over the past millennia in religions of ancient urban 
civilizations, China, India, Greece, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Mexico 
and Peru, and they all aim to stop excessive self-love.  It is also 
interesting that often efforts to introduce love are made to combat 
excessive legalism found in the culture.
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8.3.1. Challenges of technology

How do we balance protecting one person's 
autonomy with the principle of justice, that is 
protecting all people's autonomy?  Utilitarianism 
(the greatest good for the greatest number) is as 
the founders argued, rooted in love. But even if 
we make the goal as serving love or happiness, it 
is very difficult to assign values to different 
people's interests and preferences. Different 
people's interests will conflict, so that there are 
exceptions to the maintenance of privacy and 
c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y .  M a n y m e d i c a l a n d 
environmental technologies are challenging 
because they involve technology with which both 
benefits and risks are associated, and will always 
be associated. Sometimes love of technology 
replaces love of the object, and the love of the 
object may replace the goal of good, beauty or 
happiness, that Plato argued for. Human beings 
are challenged to make ethical decisions, they 
have to.  The benefits of technology are great, but 
there are many possible risks related to 

technology - the greatest of which is not to use it 
at all.  

The precise outcome of interventions in nature or 
medicine is not always certain. This uncertainty 
can be called a risk of failure or chance of 
success.  This is common to diverse activities 
such as taking a new medicine, driving a car, 
generating energy, or production of materials.  It 
has taken major ecological disasters to convince 
people in industry or agriculture of the risks.  
Introducing new organisms to the environment is 
also associated with risk.  We may never be 
certain to have complete control over the effects 
of introducing new gene sequences, and with 
many cases much further experimentation is 
required before we will be able to ethically allow 
full scale use of them. We will never know exactly 
how one person will react to a drug or treatment, 
especially if it is novel.  Ignorance of the 
consequences means caution in using new 
techniques, and this is an approach seen in the 
regulations governing the introduction of new 
organisms into the environment, the basis of 

8 . 3 .  L o v e  a s  a  
d e c i s i o n - g u i d e r

While I conclude that 
love is universal, what 
are the other ideals of 
e t h i c s t h a t a r e 
universal?  How do we 
balance conflicting 
ideals?  
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quarantine regulations, or the need for ethical review boards for 
human experimentation and clinical trials, respectively.

The uncertainty is more important the greater the consequences of 
any disaster. If we introduce very novel chemicals, or unusual gene 
combinations into the environment they could have unexpected 
major consequences, which may be irreversible. The new genes 
may enter other organisms, or the new organisms themselves may 
replace existing organisms in the ecosystem. The ecological system 
is very complex, minor alterations in one organism have effects 
throughout the ecosystem. We can not yet predict these affects, so 
we must be careful, and move cautiously. We have had bad 
experiences in the past to make us realize our limitations. There is 
only one earth and we are dependent upon it, we must walk 
carefully.  If a person has an extremely bad reaction to a substance, 
then life will be lost, breaking the principle of loving life. If a geo-
engineering intervention went wrong the whole world may be 
threatened.

There are other emotions that are strong, but fear is one of them. 
India is a land of contrasts, and one where you can really see the 
power of fate.  The small beggar girl comes with a face seeking 
money, help or love.  But for fate, the same girl can be smiling in 
the hand of her father on the beach on a holiday.  One beach can be 
clean golden sands without a person.  The other beach may be a 
home for misplaced persons, with their faeces lying on the sand 
facing the waves.  This is what fate asks of love.

We can only overcome fate with the power of love, that is what 
people saw when they said God is love.  This answer has been given 
around the world at different times.  There has to be a smile, a 
word, a glance, to interact.  Without this, the world is so cold and 
heartless.  The response that we cannot love one beggar girl 
because ten will come is based on our fear.  Our fear that we cannot 
cope. This does not mean that when we encounter children begging 
among cars we should give money to them. The solution is the 
strength to love, a gift of grace that is beyond us to explain.  Grace 
is a parallel to fate - one a positive pleasant sound to our ears, the 
other a shattering one. Next time we come back to share a second 
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with that beggar girl, we should be better prepared to handle it, and 
seek the strength that is needed. I hope she will be added to those I 
dedicate this book to.

Love is infectious, but so is apathy.  The answer to the question on 
Figure 4.12 “Can love be sucked dry?” is Yes, if we do not open our 
heart.  As I returned from that experience my flame burnt a little 
hotter, and I hope it will not dim again.  I wrote in my diary on that 
day, that I hope that I have a chance to share it, and I do.  To help 
one in ten, a hundred or a billion needy persons in the world, we 
have to start somewhere or else our fire will die out completely.  
Love can be a decision guider, and it should overcome the fear that 
it will make us vulnerable or weak.

We need to critically assess whether the love of life can be a theory 
of bioethics, even though it seems so obvious.  Beauchamp and 
Childress (1994) listed eight conditions for construction of an 
ethical theory, though not all theories can satisfy them.  The 
conditions given were:
1. Clarity.  A theory should be as clear as possible as a whole and in 
parts.
2. Coherence. An ethical theory should be internally coherent, with 
no contradictions and inconsistencies.
3. Completeness and comprehensiveness.  If a moral theory 
includes all moral values it would be the most comprehensive, but 
at least it should cover as many moral dilemmas as possible.
4. Simplicity. The theory should have no more norms than is 
necessary.

5. Explanatory power. The theory should provide enough insight to 
help us understand moral life.
6. Justificatory power. The theory should give grounds for justified 

belief, not a reformulation of beliefs we already possess.  It 
should have the power to criticize defective beliefs, no matter 
how widely accepted those beliefs may be.

7. Output power. The theory should produce judgments that were 
not in the original data base of particular and considered 
judgments on which the theory was built.
8. Practicability. A moral theory should not be so demanding that 

only a few persons could follow it.

Can love provide us with one answer for each dilemma? Should 
that even be the goal of bioethics? The answer to both these 
questions may be yes or no.  At an individual level we are faced 
with a need for a decision, even if the decision is to avoid to face the 
problem and run.  The balancing of principles, self-love 
(autonomy), love of others (justice), loving life (do no harm) and 
loving good (beneficence) can provide us with a vehicle to express 
our values according to the desire to love.  But when we ask two 
people to do this balancing, the decision may differ. It is healthy for 
bioethics that we do differ.

At the level of a social system and policy we also seek appropriate 
and consistent answers for bioethical questions.  In many cases 
love does provide a clear answer, unfortunately the answer and 
power of love may be unacceptable for the selfish state that we find 
ourselves in. But I do not think it is too demanding to be 
unpractical, at least as an ideal. When we reflect upon our 
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conscience we know the answers are clear, all deserve a good 
chance, all deserve a chance to be able to love themselves and love 
others, like the beggar girl in my story before.  We should always 
not only respect life but love it, in the Platonic spirit of eros, 
seeking the best for our common heritage now and in the future.

The principle-based approach to bioethics based on love is both a 
reconstructive theory that is interested in application of moral 
principles (Birnbacher, 1994) as well as a foundational theory that 
seeks to justify the use of principles in the foundation of love.  
Theories of bioethics like Beauchamp and Childress (1994) are 
basically reconstructive, and leave the question of the fundamental 
foundations.  They have an attraction because the same principles 
can work for people who look at actions, consequences or motives, 
and provide power for decisions that need to be taken in a world 
and culture that is split by apparently conflicting ethical theories, 
but they leave the fundamental questions inconclusive.  I propose 
that love is the basis and foundation of human ethics and is central 
to the way people make decisions.  It is the universal basis to ethics 
and human behaviour, and should no longer be neglected in formal 
bioethical theory, nor in ethical cases.

Do we need formal laws and standards?  The idea of a slippery 
slope suggests if we perform some action, we will perform another.  
This expression envisages a slope where once footing is lost it 
cannot be regained, and suggests that controls which are adequate 
for initial exploration may fail under increased pressure.  While we 
may not do any direct harm with an application in question, it 

could result in progressive lowering of standards towards the ill-
defined line beyond which it would be doing harm.  

The inability to draw a line is no measure of the unimportance of 
an issue - rather some of the biggest fundamental questions in 
bioethics and life are of this nature.  It applies to more than just the 
near impossibility to satisfy desire, but applies to decisions in 
general so that each new decision may go a little further along the 
road towards what was considered unethical.  There is a danger 
that if love is unchecked actions performed in the name of love will 
proceed along a slippery slope. In our life we may try to draw lines, 
and maintain them as moral standards.  As we get older we may 
cross more lines, and often this makes the crossing of the line the 
second time more easier.  Few of us can learn from our mistakes, 
which is why the presence of some clear guides can aid us.  
However, rather than imposing laws that are correct 99% of the 
time and neglecting the 1% of times when the law is not ethically 
best, we should give law the flexibility that love demands.  For in 
exceptions a law may not be consistent with a moral law of the 
universe, and thus it becomes unjust (King, 1961).

8.3.2. Bioethical Maturity

In order to have a sustainable future, we need to promote 
bioethical maturity (Macer, 1994). We could call the bioethical 
maturity of a society the ability to balance the benefits and risks of 
applications of biological or medical  technology.  It is also reflected 
in the extent to which the public views are incorporated into policy-
making while respecting the duties of society to ensure individual's 
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informed choice.   Awareness of concerns and risks should be 
maintained, and debated, for it may lessen the possibility of misuse 
of these technologies.  Other important ideals of bioethics such as 
autonomy and justice need to be protected and included in the 
benefit/risk balancing which is important for the ethical 
application of biotechnology in medicine.  Concern about 
technology should be valued as discretion that is basic to increasing 
the bioethical maturity of a society, rather than being feared as a 
barrier to the implementation of new technology.  

There have been many issues that have led to moral protest at 
different times, whether it be nuclear power or weapons, irradiated 
or genetically modified foods, involvement in wars, use of animals 
in research, occupation by unjust governments, forestry, to name a 
few (Jasper, 1997).  A society which has bioethical maturity would 
be expected to have moral protests, and even support them as 
diversity.  We would also expect activism against questions of 
conscience, though when this protest violates respect for life we 
would say it is not mature.  The motives for protest are not always 
based on love of others, they may be excessive self-love in terms of 
protecting a group which we belong too, whether it be a disease-
linked association, like muscular dystrophy association, or an 
activity based association, like the gun lovers groups that consider 
owning a gun is a human right.

An important measure of the progress of society and cultural 
maturity is the degree of the development of better ethical 
discretion in the personal and societal use of technology.  The 
criteria of technological progress as a measure of social progress is 

inadequate because technology may be misused, or may be 
unavailable. We should not be soft-minded, but rational.  Adolf 
Hitler in Mein Kampf wrote, “By means of shrewd lies, 
unremittingly repeated, it is possible to make people believe that 
heaven is hell - and hell, heaven... The greater the lie, the more 
readily it will be believed.” A more mature individual will be able 
to have discretion beyond what they are told, and beyond the 
efforts for manipulation of the mind by the selfish desires of others.  
Bioscience ethics demands responsible use of technology and 
responsible answers to important questions in life, such as 
reproduction (Pollard and Gilbert, 1997).

People are very gullible, believing in the power of advertisements 
and propaganda. We can fear the over-use of genetic screening 
tests as they enter supermarkets and mail order catalogues.  In the 
UK, cystic fibrosis screening can be ordered by mail order with a 
telephone call a week later to receive the results and counseling.  
HIV testing is also available in many countries.  Yet while these 
tests have created much bioethical concern, pregnancy tests can 
also convey news to persons which can change their life, and have 
major psychological consequences.  There is no sharp line between 
tests, except the question whether the person is empowered by the 
information obtained to some good.  The pregnancy test can lead 
one to change lifestyle, stop smoking and drinking, for example, 
and seek medical help.  Testing of diseases for which there is no 
prevention or cure, or risk to others, may only cause worry to the 
person being tested even if self-love suggests an autonomy of 
knowing about ourselves.  Love of life suggests we should not allow 
people to harm themselves, so we should not offer tests which have 
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life or death consequences for people prepared for the results, 
without counseling. Diagnostic tests when conducted carefully with 
prior thought are consistent with the informed choice of mature 
individuals. Prenatal testing also requires counseling so people can 
make decisions they can happily live with. 

Part of bioethical maturity for a society is justice, to give everyone a 
fair chance.  Methods to increase the ethical discretion and 
maturity of individuals and social systems should be developed.  
While we may agree with Pope John Paul II when he said, “Only a 
socially just country has the right to exist,” bioethical maturity also 
allows tolerance of the views of others to some degree, and working 
to make all countries just. 

Another measure of a bioethically mature society is one in which 
mobility between different groups is possible.  Social classes are 
found in all societies, but mobility between these groups would be 
expected in a society which is ethically mature.  This mobility 
increasingly depends upon education, in which case access should 
be made possible for all.  We would also expect people in different 
classes to mix together in a more mature society, breaking down 
social barriers.  We would also expect groups to tolerate each other, 
and to have less conflicts, as a result of the mobility of individuals 
within the society between the different groups.

8.3.3. A good life for all? Eubios.

These questions need international and cross-cultural answers for 
the world we live in.  The questions need the perspectives of all, 

and some groups are represented in this book.  I certainly do not 
imply by the absence of a viewpoint or the inclusion of one, that the 
views presented are the only solution.  Rather some papers 
illustrating approaches from different persons and traditions are 
included, and other diverse views are found in publications of 
Eubios Ethics Institute.  The word "Eu-bios" means good-life, and 
such a life must be sustainable.  The comments from peoples in 
different countries from the International Bioethics Survey were a 
necessary part of the total picture needed to formulate any 
international measure of bioethical maturity, and to develop 
approaches to improve maturity. We still need to learn more.

How do we judge what is a morally correct decision?  The use of 
love can be used to support legalism, situationism or 
antinomianism.  Is love the only reliable principle or are the 
derivative principles also reliable?  I may agree that love is the only 
absolute principle of ethics, but from that we can derive some 
primie facie principles and rules that can help us apply love.  We do 
not need to examine every new situation completely afresh, rather 
we can use love as a moderator for conflicts between opposing 
principles of love.

How do we judge what is the greatest good for the greatest number, 
the action which will produce the most love?  As Plato wrote in the 
Symposium, love is the desire for good. The values that will be 
regarded as good need to be defined.  Looking among cultures the 
value that seems premier is life itself, and its preservation, 
therefore the conclusion that bioethics is love of life. The objects of 
that love can be persons, or theories, but above all life, living 
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organisms.  While a mature person is rational, they are also with a 
tender heart.  As King (1963) said, “The hard-hearted person never 
truly loves. He engages in a crass utilitarianism which values 
other people mainly according to their usefulness to him. He never 
experiences the beauty of friendship, because he is too cold to feel 
affection for another and is too self-centred to share another’s joy 
and sorrow. He is an isolated island. No outpouring of love links 
him with the mainland of humanity”.  Perhaps a mature person 
has a hard head but a soft heart, but both traits must work 
together.

We should not judge others, as we are all guilty of omissions of 
doing good, and for doing harm, and not reaching the ideals of 
love.  In a study of The Moral Sense, James Q. Wilson (1995) wrote 
about sympathy, “It is easily aroused but quickly forgotten; when 
remembered but not acted upon, its failure to produce action is 
easily rationalized. We are softened by the sight of one hungry 
child, but hardened by the sight of thousands.”

However, in society there will be times when people should be 
judged for crimes.  Love of life would argue against capital 
punishment, being inconsistent with a respect for life.  
Responsibility of a person for their actions might be lessened when 
they were ignorant of the consequences of their action, as we 
already do for crimes by children and mentally sick at the time of 
the crime.  Compulsion has also been used to excuse behaviour in 
times such as war, or mind control. Genetic or environmental 
determinism are also being used to explain criminal acts.

Rather than separating emotion and reason, they are inter-
dependent.  Tillich argued that justice is taken into love if the 
acknowledgment of the other person is not detached but involved.  
Our choices and intentions towards others should be governed by 
their aims and aspirations as well as our own (Campbell, 1984b).  
Love of others then provides a basis for respect of them, and a 
relationship with others.  There are various cultural standards 
imposed for relationships as discussed in this book.  Words, like 
thank you may be a symbol of love in their presence, or in their 
absence.  In China and Tanzania for example, people may not say 
thank you or sorry if they are close to each other.  The idea of thank 
you is a European import into their cultures, and can be said to be 
unnecessary if people trust each other.  Both those cultures though 
have the practice of gift-giving, which is another way to express the 
idea of thankfulness.

When one tries to think of the meaning of love we can imagine 
many of the features of relationships, such as trust, security and 
hope.  The love that we receive from others keeps us alive and 
motivates us to new heights.  Love can free us from the pressure 
that time imposes, as epitomized in the story Momo (Ende, 1973).  
Not only is love the message of ancient religions, but it is also 
incorporated into New Age religious movements, that blend a 
message of love into new hopes for the happiness of humankind 
(e.g. Okawa, 1990).  It is interesting that personal happiness 
continues to be included in the message of love, as was the message 
of Buddha, Christ, Mo Tzu and Plato, many years ago.  Mahatma 
Gandhi (1927) wrote that, “I have nothing new to teach the world. 
Truth and non-violence are as old as the hills.”
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Colonization has been a major force to articulate bioethical value 
systems that were previously implicit in the relationships of people 
and nature. Along with colonization came waves of Christian 
missionaries, and the Christian faith was readily adopted in a 
“local” form. Anthropologists also described a number of 
traditions, although some “sacred” knowledge is preserved among 
chiefs and only informed to those they decide to entrust such 
wisdom to.  The preservation of sacred knowledge has not always 
been easy, but is an essential part of human diversity of thought.

Figure 8.5. is a painting by Eileen Rose Macer, which asks the 
question where does our path lead?  What is beyond the hills? For 
the mother duck and the ducklings (Figure 8.4), the cycle of life 
and death will be fought with a love of life.  The ducks are not 
unlike the passengers on the boat in India, seeking the future while 
enjoying the love of life.

Freedom in moral thinking that is the result of applying the 
principle of love is not without a price.  The freedom given us to 
love and chose who to love, can often lead to despair.  As John 
Lennon wrote in Mind Games (1973), “Love is a flower , you’ve got 
to let it grow”.  However, we often stop the growth of love, by 
omission, or guilt or conflicts. 

Education at all levels in society is called for by all countries in 
their national curriculum goals (Wolf and Macer, 2014), and by the 
MIDGs of the United Nations.  Education of bioethics should lead 
to identification of values and better decisions which result in 
actions. A decision without an action is unfulfilled.  Education 

should lead to empowerment of our ability to love life, but if it is 
incomplete or misled if can sometimes lead to hopelessness, a 
situation worse than before it was started.  Do we want to 
understand how we make decisions and why or just follow the 
social norms?  Social norms offer security and reassurance, for our 
failures, but the common morality may not be good enough for our 
future path.   

Is a person who fails to love morally deficient?  The story of the 
Good Samaritan is found in the New Testament of the Bible, and 
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A painting by Eileen Rose Macer (New Zealand, 
1913-1997) with the mystery of life as we follow 
our path through new valleys and hills

Figure 8.5. Where does our road lead?



describes how a stranger helped the victim of a robbery and 
beating.  Both motives and actions were based on caring or love, as 
there was no religious law forcing the Samaritan to help the injured 
man.  The person who fails to love is certainly not reaching an 
ideal, but how much effort to reach our neighbour is necessary?  As 
much as we can is not a frightening answer, it will enrich us.  There 
will be a time when the stranger wants to be left to end their life, 

that peace comes from an expression of love that is often harder 
than trying to do something to keep them alive, a time to let love 
conquer the instinct of love of life.

Does the presence of an ideal put someone off striving harder to 
help others?  Do people just give up totally and become bad?  
Generally we do not, though hope should be given when we are 
disappointed by our own failings to reach the ideal. Love points us 
to face others, we are not isolated individuals but one family of life.  
At least we can conclude that we should all try a little harder to 
reach the common ideal, and the world would be a better place.  

Let us try.

Ducks about to swim,- Which way should we 
swim?

Figure 8.6. Love is the stream for global 
bioethics
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• CHAPTER 9 •

Some of the many sources of literature through history are included 
here. If you have some further books to suggest please email them to 
the author, Dr. Darryl Macer (Email: darryl@eubios.info).  

Related ibooks by Darryl R.J. Macer include Bioethics Across 
Cultures, and Shaping Genes.

Most pictures used in this book were taken by the author.
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