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             Public bioethics focuses on deliberating about, recommending, 
or establishing social policies or practices concerning health 
care and biotechnology. A brace of premises underlies much of 
the work of public bioethics. First, there is the view that, if one 
approaches reality and human life as if both were without ulti-
mate signifi cance, one will fi nd that one shares a common public 
bioethics. That is, if one abstains not only from any religious con-
cerns, but even from philosophical refl ections on the circumstance 
that life might have ultimate meaning, one will be able to articu-
late a common neutral moral perspective that all persons can 
share and that can be the basis of a common public bioethics. 
The second premise is that the controversies in bioethics arise 
from the presence of religious belief, especially Christian belief, 
which supports a set of moral commitments that generate contro-
versies that make the framing of public policy diffi cult. The view 
is that there is signifi cant disagreement among persons who hold 
religious positions, particularly Christians, and that in public 
bioethics we should strive to eliminate these controversies by rely-
ing on a neutral moral framework. This paper documents and 
challenges these premises. It demonstrates that Christian bioethics 
fi nds itself already embedded in the fi eld of secular moral contro-
versy before it adds the perspectives it brings.   
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   I.       INTRODUCTION 

 Public bioethics focuses on deliberating about, recommending, or establish-
ing social policies or practices concerning health care and biotechnology 
( Evans 2006a , b    ). A brace of premises underlies much of the work of public 
bioethics. First, there is the view that, if one approaches reality and human 
life as if both were without ultimate signifi cance, one will fi nd that one shares 
a common public bioethics. That is, if one abstains not only from any reli-
gious concerns but even from philosophical refl ections on the circumstance 
that life might have ultimate meaning, one will be able to articulate a com-
mon neutral moral perspective that all persons can share and that can be the 
basis of a common public bioethics. The second premise is that the contro-
versies in bioethics arise from the presence of religious belief, especially 
Christian belief, which supports a set of moral commitments that generate 
controversies that make the framing of public policy diffi cult. The view is that 
there is signifi cant disagreement among persons who hold religious posi-
tions, particularly Christians, and that in public bioethics we should strive to 
eliminate these controversies by relying on a neutral moral framework. 

 The focus is on secular moral reasoning in the hope that it will supply the 
necessary neutrality to overcome disagreement and controversy, which it is 
supposed to exist because of Christians ’  views on a range of issues from abor-
tion, to euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide, to the use of reproductive 
technologies and research on embryos and fetuses. The presumption is that the 
public sphere as shared moral space requires the neutrality afforded by secular 
moral reasoning. The presumption is also that religious views should not drive 
public bioethics discourse, not only because it engenders controversy but also 
because it deviates from a secular rational moral discourse in which it is sup-
posed that we fi nd the neutral but content-rich insights necessary for conduct-
ing normative, rather than merely descriptive, work in public bioethics. 

 This paper documents and challenges these premises. Secular moral 
reasoning is neither neutral nor does it afford a neutral shared space 
within which public bioethics can be conducted in a society in which 
people hold competing fundamental moral positions. There is no one, 
single, neutral moral perspective, as is illustrated by the secular moral 
disputes regarding the place of the market and the propriety of consider-
ing health care a commodity. There is not one neutral moral perspective 
shared by secular thinkers; there is not one secular thought or one secular 
morality. The  ‘ Culture Wars, ’  a term that has been used to describe the 
polarities of opinion on sociopolitical matters in U.S. society, refl ects the 
circumstance that there is no shared, common moral or political view-
point. We also lack a shared mechanism for establishing whether one 
viewpoint is correct and, if so, which one because even secular moral 
refl ections do not share one set of basic moral premises or rules of moral 
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evidence. Secular rational moral discourse will not bring together persons 
who hold fundamentally different starting points for analysis. To privilege 
secular moral reasoning as pursued by certain individuals or groups 
(whose nonneutral premises often are undisclosed or unrecognized) and 
then to privilege particular products of such reasoning is to evade neutral-
ity and the claim that one aspires to secure shared moral insights. Chris-
tian bioethics fi nds itself already embedded in a fi eld of secular moral 
controversy before it adds the perspectives it brings.   

 II.       PUBLIC BIOETHICS: SECULAR RATIONAL MORAL DISCOURSE AS THE 
FOUNDATION OF THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

  
 For at least two decades, the role of theology in public matters has been governed 
by what might be termed a  “ liberal consensus. ”  This consensus, shared by policy 
makers, theologians, philosophers, and the public, has two parts. First, the preemi-
nent criteria of law and public policy are individual liberties and rights. Second, the 
only appropriate  “ public ”  language in which to justify, qualify, and reconcile liber-
ties and rights is neutral, secular, and rational. ( Cahill, 2006 , 37)   

 Among persons who hold the view that the public sphere is shared space that 
requires the neutrality afforded by secular rational moral discourse, three main 
positions have been expressed concerning the role of religious discourse in 
public bioethics. First, some hold that we are to avoid all consideration of 
religious positions in the public sphere. Second, some hold that religious 
views may be included if and when they are translated into secular rational 
terms or are offered in ways that are accessible to/intelligible by others and 
thus can contribute to the project of secular rational discourse. Finally, others 
deem religious insights relevant insofar as there is an interest in minimizing 
the extent to which public policy infringes on persons who hold particular 
commitments by without allowing religious beliefs to drive public bioethics.  

 Religious Views Should Be Excluded from Public Bioethics 

 In  A Theory of Justice , John Rawls argued that the hypothetical deliberators 
responsible for choosing the principles of justice that should govern society 
should conduct their business in the original position. The principles chosen 
through this fair process would be just. A critical feature of the original posi-
tion is the veil of ignorance. Behind this veil, an individual would not know 
 “ his place in society, his class position or social status . . .  his fortune in the 
distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence and strength . . .  
his conception of the good, the particulars of his rational life plan, or even 
the special features of his psychology . . .  the particular circumstances of [his] 
own society . . .  [the] generation [to which he belongs] ”  ( 1971 , 137). It is 
widely accepted that this list of exclusions implicitly disallows knowledge 
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and consideration of religious views. Others have focused specifi cally on the 
inappropriateness of allowing religion to infl uence the work of persons 
wielding legislative, judicial, and executive power, whose obligation is to be 
neutral (see  Greenawalt, 1987 ). As  Waldron (1993)  notes, any concern about 
the obligation of persons imbued with state authority to be neutral also ap-
plies to citizens acting as citizens (e.g., when voting), for in a democracy 
voting citizens ultimately wield authority and power as well (827 – 8):  “ We are 
all offi cials in a democracy ”  (829). Thus, if it is true that persons wielding 
political power must remain neutral in exercising political authority, all citi-
zens exercising their political authority must remain neutral, for example, 
disregard any religious convictions when voting. 

 Refl ections on bioethics issues sometimes incorporate these assessments 
of the role religious positions may play — or rather, not play — in the public 
sphere. For example, when the National Bioethics Advisory Commission, 
appointed by President Clinton, was asked to explore human cloning, the 
Commission invited members from multiple religious groups to explain their 
views to the Commission. In part, the goal was to enable Commissioners to 
understand the traditions and values that would shape the way many US citi-
zens would think about cloning. The decision to include explicitly religious 
voices in the Commission’s work drew criticism from some observers who 
held that religious positions had no legitimate place in the public sphere 
(see, e.g.,  Pence, 1998 , 35). If, as some argue, secular bioethics refl ects a 
 “ search for a secular or civil religion that might bind the sentiments of citi-
zens who are at least nominally divided by religious, cultural, or other moral 
differences ”  ( Wildes, 1994 , 1222), then strong criticism of including religious 
discourse in public bioethics should come as no surprise. A goal in bioethics, 
on this view, is to overcome religious differences and fi nd common beliefs 
that are shared despite religious and other differences. 1  

 In short, some have held that decisions in the public sphere are to be 
grounded in reason uninformed by faith or religious premises. Secular rea-
son is shared in a way that religious insights are not, rendering reason the 
only appropriate contributor to public discussions. (For rebuttals of this posi-
tion, see  Waldron, 1993 ;  Guinn, 2002 .)   

 Religious Views Offered in Secular Terms or Accessible to Secular Reason 
May Be Included in Public Bioethics 

 Some hold that religious insights that are (or in some cases can be) articu-
lated in secular, rational terms or in ways that are intelligible to persons who 
do not share them may be included in public discourse. 

  Rawls (1993)  distinguished between public and nonpublic reason in 
 Political Liberalism  and argued that when citizens  “ engage in political 
advocacy in the public form ”  and when citizens  “ vote in elections when 
constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice are at stake, ”  they must 
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rely solely on public reason (215). That is, their activities must not be 
shaped by religious, philosophical, or moral considerations. The nature of 
and content of public reason are public in that it is  “ given by the ideals and 
principles expressed by a society’s conception of political justice ”  (213). 
Comprehensive doctrines, whether religious or not, have no place in public 
deliberation about constitutional essentials or matters of basic justice: 

 In discussing constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice we are not to 
appeal to comprehensive religious and philosophical doctrines — to what we as indi-
viduals or members of associations see as the whole truth — nor to elaborate econom-
ic theories of general equilibrium, say, if these are in dispute. As far as possible, the 
knowledge and ways of reasoning that ground our affi rming the principles of justice 
and their application to constitutional essentials and basic justice are to rest on the 
plain truths now widely accepted, or available, to citizens generally. ( 1993 , 224 – 5)   

 Insofar as religious, philosophical, or moral reasons one holds happen also 
to qualify as part of public reason because they refl ect widely accepted, 
 “ common sense ”  beliefs or follow  “ from premises that we and others recog-
nize as true, or as reasonable for the purpose of reaching a working argu-
ment ”  ( Rawls, 1987 , 1), those reasons may be used in public discourse. 
Comprehensive doctrines, religious or otherwise, are excluded from public 
deliberation unless they also qualify as public reasons that can be and are 
expressed in neutral, secular terms. Later,  Rawls (1997)  revised this position 
to allow inclusion of reasonable comprehensive doctrines in public delibera-
tion as long as eventually public reasons were offered in support of those 
nonpublic reasons. (This is odd in that legitimacy of using religious dis-
course today relies on translation of those ideas into public terms at some 
point in the future, so one cannot judge the legitimacy present day discus-
sions until the future.) 

  Gutmann and Thompson (2004)  defend a somewhat similar position. They 
hold that  “ [t]he guiding principle of deliberative democracy on which we 
base the standards [by which health care policy decisions should be made 
and judged] is reciprocity: citizens and their accountable representatives seek 
to give one another mutually acceptable reasons to justify the laws and poli-
cies they adopt ”  (139). One criterion for fulfi lling this reciprocity require-
ment is that  “ the reasons that decision-makers . . .  give should be accessible ”  
(144). They note that  “ [t]he justifi cation, if it is to be mutual, is irrelevant if 
those to whom it is addressed cannot understand its essential content. Sim-
ply citing a revelatory source therefore has no reciprocal value, but making 
an accessible argument that  includes  citing a revelatory sources is not ruled 
out by this criteria ”  (144). Unlike citing a revelatory source, they argue, an 
appeal to scientifi c authority and expertise is accessible even if initially lay-
persons might fi nd it diffi cult to understand the concepts and judgments in-
volved because conclusions based on scientifi c authority can be expressed 
in accessible terms (145 – 6). Interestingly, the very authority of scientists and 
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the basic values that ground their judgments are not necessarily recognized 
as legitimate nor are they necessarily accessible. A Christian Scientist may 
not fi nd the claim that medical treatment is necessary because studies have 
demonstrated that an intervention is effective and that failure to treat results 
in permanent injury to a child persuasive. The scientifi c claims made to jus-
tify the need to treat are not trusted or deemed reliable, and the premise that 
medical treatment is a licit means to restore health is not shared. Respect for 
scientifi c inquiry and a willingness to rely on medical care already presup-
poses a worldview. Thus, there is reason to question whether scientifi c au-
thority is accessible in the relevant ways. Others have expressed similar 
accessibility criteria for including religion in public discourse and encour-
aged religious thinkers to articulate their commitments in neutral or acces-
sible terms (e.g., see  Rae and Cox, 1999 ;  Mahoney, 2003 ). 

 Whereas Gutmann and Thompson seem only willing — not enthusiastic — 
about admitting religious insights into public debate,  Habermas (2003)  
attempts to draw  “ secularized religious insights into secular discourse in his 
effort to condemn the use of genetic engineering on humans ”  (see also 
Engelhardt, 2009   ). Habermas proposes that religious positions be translated 
into secular terms before they are admitted to the public sphere and that, once 
translated, religious insights  should  inform public debates. He is also willing to 
allow persons to advocate for particular policies based on religious perspec-
tives and to invoke those religious reasons in public debate as long as more 
than one religion recognizes those reasons as reasons (see  Yates, 2007 ). 

 Even Cahill (1990), who explicitly rejects the notion of translating religious 
views into secular terms (11   ), speaks of the powerful role played by Catholic 
thinkers who have set out to engage in  “ cross-traditional communication, 
aiming at the broadest community possible ”  by advancing positions in terms 
that are not explicitly religious (Cahill, 1990, 13). She notes that  “ [t]heir ef-
fectiveness in achieving this goal — and even their legitimacy in attempting to 
achieve it — depends on their success in framing the moral issues in terms 
that can in fact strike a responsive chord in a constituency formed from a 
plurality of communities within the larger political order ”  (Cahill, 1990, 13). 
Thus, appeals to a  “ universal common good ”  or to the signifi cance of  “ hu-
manity ”  are meant to foster conclusions about ethical issues that align with 
religious teachings without invoking explicitly religious insights. There is, 
Cahill argues, an important role for these types of theological contributions 
to bioethics. They not only serve religious communities but also help move 
religious communities  “ toward active participation in the broader or overlap-
ping communities with which [their] members are in some way affi liated, 
and in which specifi c norms and policies for those communities are ham-
mered out ”  (Cahill, 1990, 14). Although she does not argue that religious 
views should be excluded, she highlights the importance of presenting reli-
gious views in secular terms so that they may be incorporated successfully 
in public deliberation and infl uence public views. 



Ana S. Iltis 226

 In short, insofar as religious views can be articulated in rational, nonreli-
gious terms, they may legitimately enter the shared space of the public do-
main and infl uence public deliberation. Religious commitments that are not 
accessible to or intelligible by others should not shape public policy or be 
used in public deliberations.   

 Incorporating Religious Views to Minimize Infringement 

 There are a number of examples of bioethics issues that have been ad-
dressed in the public sphere where attempts have been made to accom-
modate religious views that confl icted with the conclusions reached through 
secular moral reasoning. The goal in including religious positions in public 
discourse seems to be not to allow religion to drive public policy but to 
avoid severely infringing on religious views if possible. This presumes that 
public bioethics should avoid unnecessary offense to persons who hold 
religious positions that may be at odds with the secular rational discourse 
that informs public bioethics. To avoid unnecessary infringement on per-
sons with religious views, those views must be introduced into the public 
sphere even though those views are not meant to shape public discourse 
itself. 

 Accommodations can involve two main approaches: compromise or ex-
ceptions. Sometimes, efforts have been made to create a compromise prac-
tice or policy that applies to everyone in society; it incorporates different 
elements of what competing parties sought and serves as a compromise. 
Some believe that the Bush administration’s decision on funding embryonic 
stem cell research (ESCR) was an attempt to reach this type of compromise. 
On August 9, 2001, President Bush announced that federal funding for ESCR 
would be available if the research was done using certain previously created 
stem cell lines (see  http://stemcells.nih.gov/ ). Some opponents of ESCR were 
dissatisfi ed because the policy did allow some federal funding of ESCR. 
Many supporters of ESCR opposed the decision because they believed it 
would stymie important research. The President’s position can be characterized 
as an attempt to fi nd a compromise that respected elements of competing 
views, though left many dissatisfi ed because they believed either that a fun-
damental value was being disrespected or that the policy did not incorporate 
respect for their position to a suffi cient degree. 

 Alternatively, public policy may be crafted in a way that could infringe 
deeply on certain commitments if exceptions are not made for specifi c indi-
viduals. Religious insights may be admitted to the public sphere to identify 
those cases of deep infringement and identify reasonable accommodations. 
Two examples pertinent to bioethics discourse include the defi nition of death 
based on neurological criteria and vaccination requirements. Although all 
states in the United States recognize death determined by neurological criteria 
( “ brain death ” ) as death, New Jersey accommodates some religious objections, 

http://stemcells.nih.gov/
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particularly some Orthodox Jewish positions, to the claim that a person 
who has lost all brain function permanently is dead. In 1991, the State of New 
Jersey enacted the  New Jersey Declaration of Death Act , which includes a 
conscience clause (Section 5) that allows death to be decided using solely 
cardiorespiratory criteria, not neurological criteria, when the religious exemp-
tion is invoked. (See  Ollick, 1991 , for further discussion.) 

 A second and much more widely used accommodation concerns religious 
objection to vaccinations. Many states require that children be vaccinated 
against a range of infectious diseases and often vaccination is a requirement 
for school attendance. Most states allow individuals who hold a religious 
belief that leads them to oppose vaccination to forgo vaccinating their chil-
dren, though there is signifi cant variation in how states interpret  “ religious 
belief ”  and what parents must demonstrate to invoke the religious exemp-
tion. Some states also allow exceptions for nonreligious, that is, philosophi-
cal or personal, reasons. Both exceptions to brain death determinations 
of death and exceptions to vaccination requirements refl ect a decision to 
create public policy that is objectionable to people who hold particular 
views but minimize infringement by allowing individuals to stand outside 
those requirements or standards. 

 Many have held that the work of public bioethics is to be conducted in 
secular, rational terms and that such work is not to be driven by religious 
views. For some, this means that religious positions must be categorically 
excluded from public discourse. For others it means the religious views must 
be translated or offered in ways accessible to nonbelievers. Yet others main-
tain that religious views are to be included so that they may be accommo-
dated while not allowing those positions to drive decisions or dominate 
public discourse. All these views refl ect an effort to render the public square 
neutral in a way necessary for legitimate public deliberation.    

 III.       RELIANCE ON SECULAR REASON DOES NOT RENDER THE PUBLIC 
SPHERE NEUTRAL OR SHARED 

   Appeals to rationality have turned out to be appeals to a particular form and way of 
life asserted to hold the convictions of most contemporary educated persons. The 
argument then is made not from a timeless understanding of rationality, but rather 
from a particular understanding of proper, common governance embedded in a 
particular view of the reasonable. (Engelhardt, 2006, 179   )   

 Attempts to create a neutral shared space within which public bioethics dis-
cussions may be conducted fail. The space created by such efforts is neither 
neutral nor should we expect those whose beliefs are cast out or marginal-
ized to occupy the space alongside those who dismiss their positions. Cahill 
(1990) argues that no one engages in public bioethics  “ via an objective, 
traditionless, secular version of philosophical reasoning ”  (11). Even the 
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 “ preeminent and supposedly neutral vocabulary of public policy debates in 
the U.S. today (liberty, autonomy, rights, privacy, due process) itself comes 
out of a rather complex but distinct set of political, legal, philosophical, 
moral, and even religious  traditions  ”  (11). In other words, there is no neutral 
shared source of morality. Once one recognizes this, one recognizes that any 
attempt to elevate a particular version of secular moral reasoning to the status 
of the legitimate public framework for public bioethics will require a much 
more eloquent defense than has been offered thus far. Secular moral reason-
ing is not neutral, just as no tradition-bound form of moral analysis — religious 
or otherwise — is neutral. The assumptions that inform individuals’ secular 
rational moral analyses are no more tradition-free, objective, or neutral than 
the insights that inform religious positions. Moreover, theories of deliberative 
democracy like that of Gutmann and Thompson presume a particular world-
view that is not neutral. To defend the importance of deliberating using the 
framework they propose and endorsing their restrictions on what count as 
reasons refl ects a series of values, convictions, and goals that are part of a 
particular worldview in which a series of often-undisclosed, nonneutral as-
sumptions shape discourse. The foundational principles of such a worldview, 
like those of a religious worldview, ultimately are assumptions, and there 
is no way to determine which initial premises are correct, a point Kevin 
W. Wildes, SJ, has defended: 

  . . .  there are just as many starting points for consideration of secular, content-full 
bioethics as there are for religious bioethics, and scholars have no way to determine 
which starting point is correct. Yet without some initial set of premises or moral as-
sumptions moral controversies cannot be resolved. Content-full assumptions there-
fore must be made if fi elds of applied ethics, such as bioethics, are to resolve moral 
controversies. Without any way to know what initial assumptions are correct many 
different  ‘ bioethics ’  — both secular and religious — will result with no way to know 
which of them is correct. ( Wildes, 1994 , 1221)   

 Wildes ’  work on bioethics in a morally pluralistic society has explored the 
relationship among secular and religious approaches to bioethics (see Wildes, 
2000). He argues, like Cahill does, that no bioethics is neutral: 

 Every systematic approach to bioethics — theological, philosophical, legal — is par-
ticular in some way. Ever method needs content . . .  . Two key points are worth 
bearing in mind . . .  . First, any attempt to address moral issues involves choices 
about some particular method in which to frame the issue. The choice of structure 
represents a particular view of moral reason and a way to view the moral world. 
Second, even if there is a common agreement about the method and structure to 
be used[, t]here will still be a need for a content and its specifi cation in order to ad-
dress issues in bioethics. The fi led is not simply an argument about doing good and 
avoiding evil but an attempt to argue for which evils should be avoided and which 
goods should be done. Each choice of content represents a particular point of view. 
( Wildes, 2002 , 169)   
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 In other words,  “ Philosophical bioethics . . .  does not escape the challenges 
of particularity. Any content-full philosophical ethics can be said to be par-
ticular ”  ( Wildes, 2002 , 170). 

 The same observation has been made by others as well. Gilbert 
Meilaender, for example, argues that it is impossible to eliminate  “ from 
public discourse or debate insights and principles that grow out of our 
deepest religious and normative commitments. ”  He holds that  “ those who 
profess neutrality (or suppose they have  ‘ set aside ’  all metaphysical under-
pinnings) often turn out to be committed to views that can hardly be said 
to be neutral with respect to comprehensive doctrines ”  ( 2005 , 79). Here, 
Meilaender offers the example of John Rawls who professes to exclude 
comprehensive doctrines in public discourse but has a footnote in  Political 
Liberalism  in which he identifi es three values relevant to the permissibility 
of abortion and asserts that  “ any reasonable balance of these three values 
will give a woman a duly qualifi ed right to decide whether or not to end 
her pregnancy ”  ( Rawls, 1993 , 243, n. 32; quoted in  Meilaender, 2005 , 79). 
Meilaender observes that Rawls ’   “ view manages to be simultaneously ad 
hoc and (unwittingly) laden with normative commitments ”  (79). 

 In defending the use of Care theory in bioethics, Ruth Groenhout re-
sponds to critics who have argued that Care theory depends too heavily on 
a theory of the good to be relevant and useful in public moral discourse. 
 Groenhout (1998)  argues that  “ [a]ny theory rich enough to offer satisfactory 
responses to the complex moral questions that partially constitute the crisis 
of health care will also rely, explicitly or implicitly, on a fairly rich concep-
tion of the good. There is no absolutely privileged position from which to 
survey contemporary health care ”  (182). 

 Finally, H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr., has argued repeatedly that despite 
claims to the contrary, even those philosophers most intent on relying on 
secular reason to secure moral content, such as Immanuel Kant and many 
thinkers who have developed contemporary bioethics theories, have  “ smug-
gled ”  nonneutral, tradition-bound, value-laden content into their theories 
(see  Engelhardt, 1996 , 40 – 65 and 105 – 8). 

 All three positions on excluding or limiting religious insights from infl u-
encing public discourse fail to render the public sphere neutral. To exclude 
religion altogether does not render the public space neutral. The decision to 
exclude religion and favor secular reason itself is grounded in some non-
neutral position. Moreover, reasons grounded in secular rationality are them-
selves informed by some source of moral content that are value-laden. The 
decision to privilege those positions is nonneutral nor is it based on justifi ca-
tions shared by or accessible to all persons. Similarly, including religious 
insights only when they can be offered in secular terms or are accessible to 
persons who do not share them is to privilege the nonreligious point of view 
as the legitimate one or the one that should reasonably be accepted by all 
reasonable persons. The view that religious discourse is to be included in 
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public bioethics to minimize infringing on persons who hold those views 
suggests a recognition that the secular is not neutral and that the insights 
secular moral reasoning yields are not shared insights. To exclude or margin-
alize certain positions is to create a space that is not neutral. Persons whose 
positions are excluded or marginalized are likely to view the space created 
as hostile, not common, ground. To include religious voices in public bioeth-
ics discourse to minimize infringement on religious positions by, for exam-
ple, exempting persons who hold certain views from particular requirements 
does not render the public space neutral. Rather, it creates separate space for 
alternative views within a society dominated by a particular normative frame-
work. Were the results of public bioethics discourse truly neutral or shared, 
they would not require exceptions. At the very least, exceptions would not 
be treated and labeled as exceptions to general requirements but as one 
choice among others and no one would require special permission to choose 
those options. The language of exception or accommodation already refl ects 
a lack of neutrality by marking some off as deviations from the norm. When 
public bioethics aims to identify compromise positions, the results may not 
be neutral. The compromise may be a position different parties are willing 
to live with because, for example, they represent the least objectionable ap-
proach to all persons, but this is different from saying that the position is one 
they endorse or would claim to share. 2  

 In short, appeals to secular moral reasons are not neutral and moral analy-
ses derived from secular rational discourse are not neutral. All discourse re-
quires a foundation — a series of assumptions — that generate content. Moral 
content does not come from nowhere, and to privilege some sources (e.g., 
secular reason shaped by particular philosophical traditions) over others (e.g., 
Orthodox Jewish insights) is to ignore the fact that all these positions rely on 
fundamental assumptions that cannot be defi nitely defended as the valid start-
ing point for deliberation and none of which can be proven to be the right 
starting point. In the face of this robust secular moral and bioethical contro-
versy, one is forced to ask whether a truly neutral public discourse would not 
admit all moral perspectives and their bioethics, both secular and religious, to 
the public forum and its refl ections on health care policy and uses of biotech-
nology. The issue of whether human life has ultimate meaning and is gov-
erned by the requirements of a personal God should be a matter of signifi cance 
for all persons. The discussion of such issues should at least be admitted into 
the public forum for all to explore and assess. Given this backdrop, it is no 
surprise that our society now fi nds itself steeped in the culture wars.   

 IV.       BIOETHICS AND THE CULTURE WARS 

  Callahan (2005)  examined the relationship between bioethics and the cul-
ture wars and called for bioethics to  “ extricate itself from the culture wars ”  
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(430) and return to its intellectual roots. He acknowledges that most of the 
people involved in bioethics have liberal, secular leanings, but he argues 
that individuals with conservative leanings should not see this as a reason to 
step aside from bioethics. Rather, liberals and conservatives alike should 
share the fi eld, acknowledge each other with something other than vitriolic 
labels, and read each other’s intellectual work and judge that work based on 
its  “ value and cogency ”  (430). Callahan argues that 

 [a] fi eld that aspires to serious ethical thinking and analysis, that aims to speak to 
everyone, not just those of a certain ideological stripe, and that wants to be taken 
seriously even by those who disagree with many of those within it cannot for long 
fl ourish under the present conditions. There should be one national bioethics fi eld, 
not multiple fi elds based on party or ideological affi liations . . .  . Both liberals and 
conservatives have been at fault, each a bit too comfortable with his or her own 
party labels, too little self-critical, too prone to roam in packs, and inclined to con-
fl ate their political and bioethical identifi es. (431)  

  Bioethical analyses grounded in secular reasoning can no more escape 
the culture wars than religious analyses. All works in bioethics rest on 
fundamental assumptions or premises, and we lack shared grounds for eval-
uating these premises. Even among secular thinkers we fi nd controversies 
over what constitutes a morally neutral point of view and what follows from 
secular moral reasoning. It is not merely the presence of religious, especially 
Christian, believers that engenders controversy. Some, such as Kevin W. 
Wildes, SJ, have characterized secular bioethics as an effort to fi nd  “ a secular 
or civil religion that might bind the sentiments of citizens who are at least 
nominally divided by religious, cultural, or other moral differences ”  ( 1994 , 
1223). If successful, we could indeed  “ rise above ”  or step outside the culture 
wars on bioethics matters. But the attempts to identify such shared ground 
have done so by privileging partial starting points and marginalizing or ex-
cluding others such that neutral, shared space has not been created. In light 
of these circumstances, bioethics as a fi eld may not be able to extricate itself 
from the culture wars and in fact it might be inappropriate for it to try to do 
so. If bioethics takes diversity seriously and, as a fi eld, includes persons with 
different backgrounds, and if bioethics continues to address matters of life 
and death, then it is very likely to participate in the culture wars. Certainly, 
the work of bioethicists should not involve hateful speech and name-calling 
(see Macklin, 2006); assumptions bioethicists use to develop arguments 
should not go unquestioned; and there should be an effort to engage those 
with whom one disagrees. But as long as the fi eld of bioethics remains di-
verse and welcomes people of different backgrounds and traditions, there 
will be a connection to the culture wars. At the very heart of the culture wars 
is the signifi cance of different starting points for moral deliberation and rules 
of moral evidence. These starting points are what we cannot ultimately agree 
on, and we cannot prove to one another which starting point is right and 
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true. No starting point can claim to be neutral or common, whether Christian 
or otherwise. As a result, there can be no public bioethics that establishes a 
secular, neutral moral point of view and from the perspective deliberates, 
recommends, and establishes social policies and practices concerning 
health care and biotechnology. Not only will Christian bioethics serve 
as the basis for foundational disagreements, in that it recognizes reality 
as having ultimate signifi cance and human life an ultimate destiny, but, as 
demonstrated here, the disagreements in secular bioethics are more than 
suffi cient to deprive the public forum of a single, neutral, moral discourse 
neutrally to be shared by all.   

 NOTES   

  1  .   There has been much discussion of the secularization of bioethics, with some contending that 
religious thinkers had much more infl uence in the early days of bioethics in the United States than they 
do today (see  Callahan, 1990 ). Others have argued that despite the early role of religious thinkers, many 
of them engaged in bioethics using both religious and secular philosophical language and others partici-
pated in bioethics primarily using secular modes of reasoning ( Messikomer, Fox, and Swazey, 2001 ).   
  2  .   For further discussion of compromise and consensus in bioethics, see  Moreno (1995) .    
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