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Constructing a Bioethical Study
from the Viewpoint of Religious Studies (Part One):
Rudimentary and Personal Plans

Masaru IKEZAWA

The primary purpose of this article is to consider whether and how we can construct bioethical
studies on the basis of religious studies. Religious studies have identified themselves as
comparative, value-neutral and objective. On the contrary, bioethics is a normative discipline that
tries to judge what is right or wrong concerning biomedical problems. Is it possible for a students
of religious studies to participate in discussions on bioethical issues, even if they maintain
descriptive and value-neutral standpoints?

One possible method is to make comparative studies between different logics of bioethics. It is
sometimes pointed out that different countries have different characteristic logics conceming
bioethical issues, and some scholars have attributed them to cultural elements. For instance,
bioethical statements in Anglo-Saxon countries such as the United States, Britain, and Australia
are characterized by what Gerald McKenny calls the “standard bioethics,” that is high regards for
rational “persons,” and are inclined to accept technological enhancements of human bodies as far
as every concerned person gives informed consent to them. In European Continents, especially in
German, there is a strong tendency to reject biomedical technology on the basis of the normative
images of humans and nature. In Japan, importance is attached to the relatedness between
persons, and skepticism is often expressed to the ideas that each human being is a rational
“person” having the rights to decide on its own matters.

It is true that there are several different types of bioethical discourses, but it is also highly
misleading if we assume that these differences are caused by cultural elements. The normative
images of humans and nature have long history in Europe; they rooted in the Greek philosophy
and Christian theology, and they are shared by many European civilizations. It is impossible to
explain why there are contrary positions, such as pro-life and pro-choice, in European traditions,
if we assume that the conflicts are caused by cultural differences. Likewise, the concept of human
relatedness is found in many cultures including Anglo-Saxon countries, and it is not caused by a
particular culture.

If so, what do the so-called “cultural differences in bioethical discourses” express? How
should we consider these differences from viewpoints of religious studies? These problems will
be considered in the second part of this article.
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