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Research and Education in Applied Ethics:
Integrating Applied Ethics and Politics

Hirotaka Yamauchi

Professor and Director of the Research Centre for Applied Ethics Project
Graduate School of Letters, Hiroshima University

(Translated by Shunzo Majima, and confirmed by Hirotaka Yamauchi)

Introduction

First of a;l, I would like to thank people in the Graduate Programme in Applied Ethics
(GPAE), who kindly give me an opportunity to present my paper on research and education
in the field of applied ethics. I am familiar with rescarch in applied ethics in the context of
German pract;cal natural phifosophy, which was established by Hans Jonas, and then developed
by Meyer-Abich and Ludwig Siep. In this context, it is quite clear to me what research in
applied ethics means; however, it is another story how I have been involved in education in
applied ethics. 1 have little thought about education in applied ethics in a reflective or
systematic manner. The® centre at which I am working as a director is not a centre for
education in applied ethics, but a research centre for applied ethics. However, I hope this
symposium would open the door for further understanding and discussion on research and
education in applied ethics. In this presentation, first, I will report on the current activities of
education in applied ethics at Hiroshima University; second, I will discuss research in applied
ethics in the context of German practical natural philosophy. In this context, I will make one

suggestion for research in applied ethics.

1. On Education in Applied Ethics

As I have said, I do not have any particular theory on education in applied ethics.
Therefore, I would like to discuss this topic in a self-reflective manner. When I heard
‘education in applied ethics', my first impression was such that education would be totally
diffcrent depending on students whom we teach. I thought the type, style, focus, approach and
contents of education would be totally different. We may ask ourselves such questions: Are we
teaching thc first-year undergraduates or final year's ones? Are we teaching undergraduates or
graduate students? And, are we teaching at School of Letters or at Medical School? I was
further sceptical about formalise applied ethics education as an education programme, because 1
think the programme-based education system is not suitable for applied ethics. In many
academic subjects, it is not necessarily impossible to educate students on a step-by-step
development basis, because requirements for education are quite clear at each level. However,
it seems cxtremely difficult to apply this step-by-step development-based education system to

applied ethics. This is because applied ethics is part of philosophy. This means that students
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are required to be familiar with a philosophical way of thinking, in which reasoning and
critical thinking are indispensable. (Ho;vever, from the next academic year, we will introduce
linear-style education programmes at Hiroshima University.)

Introduction of the linear-style education programmes is based on the premise that such an
education model would maximise the effects and efficiency of education. Education in Japan is
based on this premise. In particular, this education model is perfectly applicable to primary and
secondary education for which uniformed textbooks are used. In this linear education model, a
'good' lecture is considered as a lecture that 'proceeds from concrete issues to abstract ones,
from known to unknown, from feelings to intelligence, from small wholeness to large
wholeness, from entity to language, and from specific to general' (Hisatake Kato, Ethics of
Education, Maruzen, 2006, p. 98). This view on intelligence presupposes an idea of linear
development of intelligence that 'human intelligence fundamentally develops from concrete
thoughts to abstract ones and from feelings to intelligence'. This idea seems to coincide with
Hegel's idea outlined in his Phenomenology of Mind that the most primitive feelings of
'Certainty at the level of sense-experience’ would gradually be enhanced and develop into
absolute knowledge. Indeed Hegel's Bildung might be interpreted in this way.

However, we have to be careful about this interpretation. Let us explore the following
question: did Hegel think Bildung as a linear development of intelligence? In the introductory
chapter of Phenomenology of Mind, Hegel explores the following question: how can we obtain
such an experience? He also sketches an outline of the answer to the above-raised question.
Philosophy is an incessant activity to ask questions to the ground and to consider the questions
derived from the ground. This is the point which Heidegger argues in his Hegel's Concept of
Experience. So, for Hegel, the development of consciousness is a return to the ground. In fact,
it is not a linear development. However, I have to say that this view lacks in the linear model
of education system. Therefore, it seems problematic that the linear model of edui:qtion
becomes widely accepted, not only in secondary education but also higher education, and not
only in natural sciences but also in humanities. I think applied ethics is one of the fields of
philosophy, and so it may be defined. This indicates that applied ethics is concerned not only
with the questions concerning the application of theory but also with questions conceming the
foundation of philosophy. We have to bear in mind this point when we consider and condhct;
education in applied ethics.

When [ saw the webpage of the GPAE at Hokkaido University, I realised that this
programme focuses on education for graduate students. In the mission statement, it says: "This
Programme is atmed at training research experts as well as professional practitioners in the
field of applied ethics in collaboration with other Faculties and Schools of the University'. 1
assume that professional  practitioners used in this context means what we call 'advanced
professionals', who leave university with master's degree. We have to carefully consider whether
or not the current education system can help master's degree holders become advance

professionals. We also have to consider whether or not occupational fields that need these
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advanced professionals exist in society. I have negative answers to these two questions.

I believe the most important thing in education in applied ethics is to train academic
researchers. Again, in the webpage of the GPAE, it says: 'This Programme (1) aims at
cultivating- human resources who have interdisciplinary knowledge and research skills by liaising
closely with other Departments and Schools, and (2) encourages students to acquire these
academic assets through literature-based, theoretical research.! We know well that it is
extremely difficult to  simultaneously pursue these two different educational goals in parallel.
Although I have been teaching at Hiroshima University for more than a decade, I have never
taught graduate students applied ethics. In the seminars which I lead, we read the German
original text written by Kant, Fichte, Schelling and Hegel (although we did not read through
all of these works from the beginning to the end).

I understand that it is fundamental for scholars to read and understand the original text, and
this is not easy. In addition to this, it seems extremely difficult for young scholars to conduct
research on applied ethics. One of my predecessors of the Research Group is Professor Chukei
Kumamoto, who is an expert on Fichte, another is Professor Yukio Miwatari, who is an expert
on Kant. Their successor, Professor Hisao Takayanagi did not change this tradition. We cannot
easily change the orthodox research style in the traditional Research Group, and I am
convinced that we should not change it.

Having said that, however, 1 am not saying that we do not need education in applied ethics.
In one term a year, I lead a class of applied ecthics for undergraduates, focusing on
environmental ethics, at which graduate students are also required to attend. In addition to this,
I frequently refer to applied ethics in the class of history of philosophy. Furthermore, graduate
students are required to attend the seminar at the Research Centre for Applied Ethics Project.
Our plan is, first, to make graduate students familiar with applied ethics and basic knowledge
on applied ethics through these educational opportunities on applied ethics. Then, second, after
students get PhD in the orthodox research style, we encourage these PhD degree holders to
focus on applied ethics. One of my students, who received a PhD on Fichte, wrote a paper on
information ethics. Frankly speaking, the quality of the paper is not excellent; but I am
confident that his academic career embodies my ideal on research in applied ethics. First,
foundational research on literature-based and theoretical research for PhD, and then applied
ethics.

This style of education and research in applied ethics seems to indicate that research in
applied ethics depends on the characteristics and dispositions of individual scholars. It also
indicates that experts on applied ethics are not properly trained. My colleagues, Professors
Mitsugu Ochi and Fumio Matsui take a different approach from mine. They more focus on
education in applied ethics at the undergraduate level. In such an educational environment,
experts on applied ethics have been more properly trained. This is the current situation of
education in applied ethics at our University.

I have not discussed whether or not education in applied ethics is necessary, because it is so
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obvious that education in applied cthics is necessary in the field of philosophy and ethics.

Applied ethics is a philosophical and ethical approach to contemporary issues.

2. On Research in Applied Ethics

On the early days when applied ethics was introduced in Japan, applied ethics was
considered not only as a discipline in which certain theory and principles are applied to the
practical issues, but also as a discipline in which we can deal with new, serious problems,
which could not be solved by conventional philosophy and ethics. (This understanding of
applied ethics aligns with the purpose of our centre, which you can find in our Journal
'Praxis'.) In the Japanese context, the former meaning of applied ethics has been less
emphasised and the latter has been widely publicised. However, in Germany, generally
speaking, applied ethics is understood as a discipline in which certain principle, for example,
Kant's principle on morality or a pleasure-pain utilitarian principle, is applied to the practical
issues. Practical natural philosophers like Siep find their own position in the field of applied
ethics, broadly speaking, but they also differentiate their position from top-down style applied
cthics. Practical natural philosophy is concerned not only about the application of principles but
also about the efficacy of principles and establishment of new principles. In the previous part
of this paper, I have defined that applied ethics is one of the fields of philosophy. In this
vein, | think practical natural philosophy is a modemn philosophy that involves applied ethics
because practical natural philosophers deal with contemporary issues with the above-described
attitude. However, 1 shall stop this discussion as 1 am still studying this topic. Let us move to
the suggestion, which is the main topic in today's presentation.

Today, I. would like to suggest integrating applied ethics into politics and political
philosophy. Because applied ethics is closely concerned with practical issues and able to
suggest solutions to these issues and problems. Applied ethics is not an academic field pursued
by research only. 1 argue that applied ethics must be integrated into politics, that ifs research
results must be inputted into the political process, and that the ideas and ideals contemplated
in applied ethics must be realised through political means. Practical natural philosophers in
Germany envisage the linkage between applied ethics and politics. 7

1 completed the translation of Meyer-Abich's A way fo Reconcile with Nature last year, and
1 would like to mention that its subtitle is 'practical natural philosophy for environmental
policy’. At the introductory remarks, he argues: 'The purpose of this book is to holistically
envisage and reasonably consolidate politics that reconcile with nature'. In order to realise this
vision, it is necessary to revive the close relationship between politics and philosophy since
Plato. In Abich's interpretation, through all his works, Plato aimed to regain a 'spiritual pillar
to Athens, which was spiritually devastated by Sophists and militarily defeated in Peloponnesian
War. It is a pity that Plato became a recluse in the wood of Academos after the death of
Socrates. However, [ believe, we should not keep indifferent to politics, but we must get

involved in politics for reconciling with nature.
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As is known, truth is the most important issue in philosophy and ethics. Abich proposes
truth as a vehicle to reconcile with nature. Therefore, living in such a way to follow this idea
as a norm means to living good. Moreover, when philosophy is involved in politics, other
people are also required to live in such a way. As history shows, philosophers' involvement in
politics was always disastrous. We can find one of the recent examples of failure in the
Stalinist States. However, according to Abich, philosophy has to get involved in politics, or
politics has to get involved in philosophy. In this context, he proposes the role of philosophy
as a device for coordination. By a device for coordination I mean a mechanism to integrate
the outcomes in the field. of each and every science into politics for reconciling with nature. 1
will shortly come back to explain what this means.

In order to reconcile with nature, it is necessary for us to change our lifestyle. Specifically,
according to Abich, reconciliation with nature requires us to change such an idea and ideal in
modem lifestyle that 'a ‘quality of life is characterised by the fact that we eat half a pound of
meat and consume. a huge amount of electricity everyday and that work is considered valuable
solely as a means to achieve these indulging sprees’. This demand brought by reconciliation is
denial of modemn political philosophy of Machiavelli and Hobbes, because the starting point of
modern political philosophy is denial of Platonic political philosophy in whicfx the purpose of
politics is to achieve justice. This is the tuming point that the purpose of politics shifted from
achieving justice to satisfying the desire of people. Alexandre Kojéve called the nation that has
succeeded in equally satisfying the desire of people the 'universally homogenous nation'. Francis
Fukuyama declared that the ideal of modern political philosophy, that is the universally
homogenous nations, was realised in the Western developed industrial countries in the twentieth
century. However, the result is the environmental destruction at the global level. We therefore
may argue that the ideal of modern political philosophy is no longer tenable. For Abich, by
giving up an idea to control nature, the ideal of political philosophy should have been
envisaged in an alternative framework based on the norm of reconciliation with nature.

We can find that Abich's vision on reconciliation with nature underlay the political manifest
of the Social Democratic Party for the 1982-3 general election in the former West Germany.
That political manifest was adopted in a unanimous at the party congress in Dortmund in
January 1983. One year after, as a minister of environment of the Hamburg City, Abich lead
City's environmental policy. His political goal as a minister of environment was 'to construct
the public sphere concerning naturc and environment by means of politics through democratic
deliberation'. As a promising way to overcome the current environmental crisis, Abich
repeatedly stresses that it is indispensable to enhance our public spirit in order to implement
the environmental policy that defines the future relationship between human beings and nature.
Indeed he reported that the enhanced public spirit enabled us to change the environmental
policy. Abich points out that the merit of the involvement of a philosopher in politics was in
that he was frec from political pressure made by political parties and other groups. As an

environment minister, Abich could exercise extensive executive powers at his own discretion.
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Although this is his frank comments on his experience as an environment minister, it is
unimaginable in the context of Japan that a philosopher gets involved in politics and uses his
influence on the environmental policy.

In the introductory note of his new book (Konkrete Ethik), Siep wrote that his experience
as a member of the government-sponsored committee triggered his interest in writing the book.
There was an existing law on the protection of embryo called, Gesetz zum Schutz von
Embryonen, enacted in 1990. However, Siep and his committece members contributed to make a
new law that meets the emerging issues in the era of the rapid development of genetic
engineering. As a result of their effort, so-called Stammzellgesetz was enacted in 2002. This
law is called Gesetz zur Sicherstellung des Embryonenschutzes im Zusammenhang mit Einfuhr
und Verwendung menschlicher embryonaler Stammzellen. This law, in principle, bans import
and use of human embryonic stem cell. However, the purpose of this law is 'to respect and
protect human dignity and rights to life, and to ensure the freedom of research’
(Stammzellgesetz, Section 1). This clause indicates that the import and use of human
embryonic stem cell are exceptionally permitted only for research purposes. If we positively
assess the latter point, then we may consider that Siep's activities at the committee have
opened the way for approving of the import of embryonic stem cell and its research.

Let me just give you some more details surrounding this committee on the operation of
Stammzellgesetz. The issue of operation raises the following question: who authorises the import
and use of embryonic stem cell for research purposes as an exceptional case? This law
assumes an application-based system for the import and use of embrydnic stem cell.
Researchers have to submit an application to the Robert Koch Institute that has power for
authorisation. The application is then considered at the committee at which Siep chairs. This
committee is called Zentrale Ethik-Komission fiir Stammzellenforschung. The final decision of
approval/disapproval of the application is made by the Robert Koch Institute, but its deéision is
based on the result of deliberation at Siep's ethics committee. This decision-maidng system
indicates that the responsibility of the ethics committee members is grave.

We can find a typical way of philosopher's involvement in politics in the structure of Siep's
committee. As the list of the members of the committee shows, members are selected from the
ficlds of biology, ethics, medicine and theology (each two or three experts are delegated from
all fields), and Siep is the chair of the committec. As I mentioned that the role of th;:
philosophy and ethics is to integrate the outcome of the different fields of science, Siep is
expected to play such a role as a chair of the committee. This example indicates that it has
never been more important than ever in today's world that philosophy needs knowledge on
sciences (including natural sciences). I argue that the traditional role of philosophy to integrate
all sciences is practised (however weakly it is) in the government-sponsored committee in
Germany. It is quite interesting to see that two theologians (one Catholic and the other
Protestant) are elected as members of the committee from the field of theology. We may see

that the reason of election is concerned with cultural backgrounds peculiar to Europe: however,
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I think this fair selection of members is a necessary condition to form an ethics committee
that is expected to work in a responsible manner. I noticed that the intellectual tradition in
Germany is quite different from ours when I saw the list of the committee members. It seems
very difficult that applied ethics (philosophy) is involved in politics in Japan, unlike in
Germany; however, professional practitioners and advanced professionals might have a chance
to find their role as coordinators to integrating the outcome of sciences if philosophy found its

role in politics.
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