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Culture, Race and Identity

1

Could one uniquely ground a 
conceptual foundation to an African 
American Perspective on Biomedical 
Ethics?
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“Reason is, and ought only to be the 
slave of the passions.”
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Bioethics since it’s inception has mostly 
been about “generalized” and/or “abstract” 
principles and virtues derived from within 
the context of medicine and science.  An 
example of this, is how ‘beneficence’ or 
‘autonomy’ is discussed as a  principle
and/or virtue in the halls of academic 
bioethicist.
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An African American Bioethics is more 
about the “particular” or “actual” 
viewpoints or perspectives of principles
and virtues seen from the “life-world” (a
phenomenological view).  For example, 
“trust” and “honesty” for an African 
American participating in a clinical trial 
(who unconsciously reflects on the 
Tuskegee Syphilis study) might view these 
virtues with ambivalence.
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So, why should we look at African American 
Bioethics from a particular perspective?

ü Well, first Kenan Malik’s book, The Quest for 
a Moral Compass: A Global History of Ethics
shows us that the search moral clarity has 
arisen from a historical, cultural and 
geographic worldview.

ü Secondly, the sub-discipline of philosophy 
called Comparative Philosophy studies 
different philosophical views from different 
cultures, such as Chinese, Japanese, Greek, 
Italian, etc.  

Thus, an African American Bioethics can be 
viewed as a study of comparative bioethics. 9
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“Do people of differing ethnicities, 
cultures, and races view medicine and 
bioethics differently? And, if they do, 
should they? Are doctors and researchers 
taking environmental perspectives into 
account when dealing with patients? If so, 
is it done effectively and properly?”
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“CULTURE” is perhaps the slipperiest 
concept in the social sciences.  Some years 
ago, Kroeber and Kluckhohn collected 164 
definition of culture.  Of the many 
definitions available, we believe Kuper
best captures the connotations of the word 
in his crisp characterization of culture as a 
“collective cast of mind.
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ü “collective cast of mind” to be a 
summation of all those things that 
gives identity to persons, nations, 
ethnic groups, and organizations. 

ü Under this rubric we include all those 
things humans value, those things that 
define them as who they are, what they 
perceive themselves to be, and want to 
be. 

12
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ü Additionally, these are the things they 
value enough to work for, live for, and die 
for. These are things that define their 
view of the good life and shape their 
morals, that is, their judgments of right 
and wrong, good and evil. 

ü Every human and every group has its own 
perception of a specific configuration of 
values and beliefs that reflects its history, 
life experiences, and aspirations .

13

ü Humans belong to many “cultures” in this 
sense: to nations, families, clubs, political 
parties, and so on. No two persons have 
precisely the same “cast of mind” as the 
other who might share their “culture.” 

ü However, it is in those things that are 
held in common that the profile of a 
culture is established. African Americans, 
therefore, like all Americans, have a 
collective cast of mind on some things, 
and an individual perspective on others.

14

ü We all arise from some place, some 
past; we have a context and a history.  
We do not rationally reason from 
within empty vessels.  

ü Like shadows, our “perspectives” (our 
perceptions, insights, and beliefs) arise 
from within and outside us, from our 
exposure to families, friends, history, 
religious beliefs, and our social 
structures in which we live our lives.

15
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ü W H A T could make for a perspective on 
medical ethics/bioethics that might be 
meaningfully and helpfully described as 
African American? 

ü (a) its topics, for example, a focus on the 
distribution of services, and their delivery 
to the poor, or on certain illnesses 
disproportionately common or severe 
among African Americans (e.g., prostate 
cancer, sickle-cell anemia, or 
hypertension); 

16

ü (b) maybe its methodology, for 
example a, “common morality,” as 
advocated by Gert, Culver,and Clouser, 
or a principlist method in the manner 
of Beauchamp Childress, 

ü (c) or maybe the principles, virtues, 
or values at work, as in Cheryl 
Sanders’ claims about African 
American culture in our book

17

What is important is not so much a 
medical ethics/bioethics that is 
distinctive of African Americans from a 
academic theory perspective (topics, 
methodology, principles, etc.), as one that 
is faithful, informed by, and seriously 
responsive to important forms of 
experiences characteristic of African 
Americans.

18
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ü Garcia goes on to say, that this 
standpoint epistemology and virtue 
ethics may be a starting point we 
might all agree upon for an African 
American Bioethics.

ü That is we humans may perceive 
morally significant features of a 
situation to which others are blind.

19

Pellegrino’s introduction to an African 
American Bioethics offered a brief 
summary on: 

ü the development of bioethics, 
ü the background and development of our book, 

and 
ü the implications of this topic on other cultural 

groups. 
He raised two fundamental questions that 
emerge from within the book, particularly a topic 
specific to culture and/or cultural diversity 
and bioethics: 20

ü 1) Does the acceptance of the 
importance and reality of cultural 
diversity entail the acceptance of 
moral relativism?

ü 2) In light of the relationship between 
morality and ethics, can there 
actually be ‘one cultural 
perspective’ that can be generalized 
to others?

21
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ü More than two thousand years ago, 
Plato in the Theaetetus desccribed the 
position of Protagoras of Abdera in 
Thrace.  “Man is the measure of all 
things—alike of the being of things 
that are and of the not-being of things 
that are not.”  Thus perception by an 
individual is the domain of that 
individual.

22

A millennia latter, Friedrich Nietzsche 
coined the term “perspectivism.”  He 
reached Plato’s view of Protagoras and 
noted “all ideations take place from 
particular perspectives, and that 
there are many possible conceptual 
schemes, or perspectives in judgment 
of truth or value can be made”

23

“Finding the keys to better multicultural 
relations, (as well as moral and ethical 
understanding) is an imperative for global 
survival.”

24


