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Carl Friedrich Gethmann 

Human Nature and New Genetics 

 

Hardly any other, modern, technological development has given rise to such far-reaching 

controversies as New Genetics. These controversies, however, are interpreted by the 

participants in very different ways: some judge the new developments sceptically and hold 

that the objections raised by currently or potentially affected citizens, or groups acting in 

their name, are urgently warranted, whereby they refer, for example, to  “moral” or 

“ethical” considerations or to the general human rights aspect; in this, they accuse those 

who support or those conducting bio-scientific research of irresponsible over-eagerness in 

their urge to experiment and sometimes even that they are merely in ruthless search of gain 

and glory.  Others, including - above all -  researchers in the bio-scientific field,  regard this 

scepticism as a mere obstacle to research,  hampering progress, and they accuse the 

sceptics of lacking biological knowledge or of being hysterically afraid of the unknown. 

Decision makers in the field of economy, on the other hand, tend to consider these 

reservations as a brake on investment and failure to tackle the challenges of the future. All 

concerned, however, are widely in agreement – though certainly not without exceptions – 

that these discussions should not be conducted in the form of a sort of  religious war about 

what is the right belief or the false creed.  A consensus, based on more than just deception, 

compulsion or persuasion, is only tenable when it is achieved by presenting good reasons 

for one’s own position and by refuting opposing views by convincing counter-arguments.  

Any attempt to convince can only be successful if it meets certain standards of reasoning 

and justification. Though, of course, it must first be established whether such standards 

exist and how they should be formulated. This is where the philosophers are called upon to 

enter the arena.  When the confrontation is not only between two “interest groups” with 

their contrasting profiles carved in stone, but when, in fact, there are numerous different 

positions, expounding even more numerous argumentations, on a topic of general interest 

to society as a whole, such as in the controversy over New Genetics,  then it will often be a 

rational division of work to put the critical reconstruction and explication of such standards 

into the hands of professionals.  
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From the very beginning, it has always been one of the main tasks of philosophy and – as 

far as actions and the rules governing actions are concerned – particularly a task of ethics to 

develop such standards by reconstruction and to examine them with regard to their 

suitability for resolving this or that kind of conflict situation, for example to verify the 

cogency of typical modes of argumentation,  to examine reasons put forward in regard to 

their compatibility or incompatibility with others, to detect hidden premises and such like.  

From this description, it already becomes clear that philosophical ethics can not be 

expected to decide such conflicts in a material sense.  The ethicist does not possess any 

kind of “higher” insights, he has no privileged access to absolute, valid, moral values or 

eternal principles that could allow him to presume such competence. The specific 

capacities of the ethicist are rather more those of a consultant  who will recommend the 

parties concerned to reach an accord concerning certain standards and possibly also suggest 

comprehensive solutions or strategies for resolving a conflict. The competence that he 

needs to possess in order to achieve this is principally teachable and learnable and is based 

– as in the case of every other disciplinary competence – primarily on methodically trained 

routine.  In this there is a fund of proposals and recommendations to fall back upon, gained 

and conserved through a long tradition, although in view of the newness of the issues 

concerned this may not be fully sufficient. Yet, in spite of this, the newness of the issue in 

itself does not warrant the demand for a “new ethics“. First of all, the existing, proven 

instruments must be applied to meet the new challenges and only if they fail, should their 

replacement by new instruments be taken into consideration.  

1 Man as the Subject and Object of the Human Natural Sciences 

 

Without doubt, the human natural sciences, thus also New Genetics, are cognitively 

successful. In many an interesting case, they are also operatively successful (e.g. in some 

therapeutic areas) in a large number of cases similar success may be expected.  Man is an 

object of the natural sciences just like every other substrate of the universe. Therefore, the 

question is not whether man may be the object of the natural sciences but rather whether 

this is the sum total of his role.  The answer to this question, for principle, methodological 

reasons, before taking into account any normative considerations, must be in the negative, 

because it is, of course, man himself that conducts the natural sciences.  As long as the 
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sciences, including the human natural sciences, exist at all, man exists as the subject – 

namely in his active role as executor of the sciences.  Man cannot deny his own existence 

or repudiate himself as the subject and actor, most especially not by way of conducting the 

sciences.  

1.1 The Unsubversibility of the First-Person Perspective   

 

It belongs to the elements of the action experience of the actor that the author-ego of the 

action cannot be reduced to the actor in the sense of a description of an action without 

semantic loss. The perspective of the 1
st
 person (“the executive ego” of an action) must not 

be confused with the perspective of the 3
rd

 person ( “the reporting ego” on an action). The 

confusion of the executive ego, as the subject, with  the reporting ego as the object of a 

report constitutes an error in which the executive and the reporting perspectives are 

confused with one another. Anyone, for example, who executes a promise but behaves as 

though he has reported about a promise is performing a kind of contradictory execution 

(contradictio exercita). For the necessity to distinguish between the executive ego and the 

reporting ego, an argumentation based on a form of retorsion
1
 can be formulated. A being 

that in the execution of actions perceives itself as the actions themselves cannot set itself 

up purely as the object of reporting. Assuming that it reports about someone, then it must 

necessarily presuppose itself as the author-ego of the action of reporting (albeit not 

necessarily as the author of the reported action). Anyone who having once principally 

perceived himself as the author of an action, though he may see himself in relation to each 

and every event of an action as the mere object of the report, he may not uphold this view 

for every event of an action as such. The author of an action cannot repudiate his own 

original role. Thus the classification of possible objects of a report can be divided  

completely and disjunctively into two sub-classifications, namely those whereby it may be 

taken that they are merely the objects of a report, and those whereby it can be presupposed 

on penalty of contradictory execution that they are not. In this classification lies the basis of 

experience for the distinction in popular philosophy between subject and object. 

If the “I” of the primary act experience cannot be completely reduced to the “he” of the act 

description, then the attributive self-ascriptions of the actor are not to be regarded as 
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special cases of third-person ascriptions either.  By means of ascriptions, the actor ascribes 

to himself attributes of self-experience, with descriptions the author reports on moments of 

third-person experience, which in borderline cases can also be those of third-person self-

experience
2
 . One difficulty in rendering the distinction plausible through language lies in 

the fact that grammatically the surface structure of ascriptions and descriptions are often 

indistinguishable. The ascription “ I am in pain.”, being structured the same way, can be 

misconstrued as, “He is in pain”.  The respective deep structure of the two utterances, 

however, signifies quite a different status. This can be recognized, for example, by the fact 

that the utterance, “I am in pain.” can be revised by the actor himself but can not be 

falsified by another actor.  The ability to be falsified is at all events no criterion for the 

sense of ascriptions.  In contrast to this, the utterance “He is in pain.” can be treated in 

regard to behavioural pain indicators according to criteria applicable to the ability to be 

falsified. The example shows that between ascriptions and descriptions there is no simple, 

translation relationship   (for example, of the kind:  “I am in pain” is true when “He is in 

pain” is true, and he = I).
3
 

 

The human natural sciences fundamentally presuppose man as the object of research, i.e. as 

seen from the reporting perspective. From this it is already clear that although they are able 

to make absolutely valid, descriptive statements about human nature, they are not able to 

give a full, ascriptive description or explanation of the human being.   

 

The differentiation put forward here between ascriptions and descriptions has nothing to do 

with the problem of introspection. Here it should be noted that besides the self-ascriptions 

(which usually remain implicit) there are also reports of the type self-reports, which 

because of the emphatic use of “I” are easily confused with self-ascriptions. This shows 

                                                                                                                                                    
1
  Vgl. C.F. Gethmann, Art. ‘Retorsion’.  

2
  The differentiation between ascriptions and descriptions is made with a certain reference to the 

English law philosopher, H.L.A. Hart, who thereby set off a discussion on the theory of action  (‘The 

Ascription of Responsibility and Rights’). On this discussion, compare, for example, the contributions of J. 

Feinberg, G. Pitcher und P.T. Geach in G. Meggle (Hg.), Analytische Handlungstheorie. Hart confines his 

research on ascriptions to moral self-ascriptions like,“ I am responsible.”; but in principle it is also possible to 

regard self-ascriptions that are not “morally” relevant in this sense.  Hart, however, does not differentiate 

clearly between executive and report perspectives so for his critics the necessity to make a differentiation 

remained in doubt. – A more detailed examination of the history of this discussion cannot be undertaken here.  
3
  Thus the argumentation is close to the results of H.-N. Castañedas’ philosophical language research 

into the meaning of ‘I’ and ‘he’, above all for example, in: ‘‘He’. A Study in the Logic of Selfconsciousness’. 

Compare also Sprache und Erfahrung. An overview is given by  C.F. Gethmann, in his article, ‘Ich’. 
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that the self-experience of the actor in the sense of act presuppositions must be strictly 

distinguished from so-called “self-observation”, i.e., self-reports in the sense of act 

propositions. Thus introspections are also act propositions.  

1.2 Pragmacentrism 

 

The questions in applied philosophy that deal with the relationship between man and nature 

are currently often posed in the form of a question regarding the right “ ... centrism”.  For a 

number of philosophers,  (alleged) “Anthropocentrism” is a position that has played a 

major role in determining contemporary philosophy, science and technology and which is 

responsible for the exploitation of nature by man. In contrast to this, the position of 

Pathocentrism is propounded, the primary advantage of which exists in the fact that, 

besides the human being, animals capable of experiencing pain or suffering are also 

recognized as moral subjects. For many authors, this conception is also too narrow and they 

demand “Ecocentrism”, which includes all living beings in their entirety, including their 

respective habitats, in the practical reflection.  The criticism levelled against 

Anthropocentrism has gained particular emphasis through the criticism raised by Peter 

Singers against  “Specie-centrism”  as the core error of Anthropocentrism
4
.  Specie-

centrism, according to Singer, is the conception that man is entitled to a special normative 

status solely by virtue of the fact that he belongs to the species homo sapiens.  This self-

authorization is compared by Singer with racism or sexism within the species, so that 

Anthropocentrism falls under suspicion of being the ideological justification of man’s 

position of power in respect to his environment.  

 

The dispute over the right  „...centrism“ is obviously founded upon differing views as to 

who is at the “centre” of a life sphere  and how this “central” position is to be understood.  

This question shall be dealt with explicitly in the following considerations.  

   

The fact that it is impossible to substitute completely the executive perspective by the 

reporting perspective can indeed be well illustrated by the optical metaphor of centre and 

periphery.  Just as he who sees is always at the centre of the optical periphery, even when, 

                                                 
4
 P. Singer, Practical Ethics. 
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in borderline cases, he is moving at the periphery of his field of perception, the I-author of 

the (speech) act always positions himself as the centre of his world.  This centrality is an 

operative A priori, that always begins to function when an action is taken.  Since it is a 

matter of the central position of the actor, “Pragmacentrism” is always suggested for this 

as the corresponding proposition of the structure.  “Pragmacentrism” is thus the short form 

for an a priori structure proposition.  This short form completely leaves open the questions 

as to which living beings, evidencing the structure of this operative centrality, are rightfully 

subsumed within a zoological classification.  Only when the operative centrality is 

correlated with the empirical theory that precisely the species homo sapiens evidences this 

structure will Pragmacentrism become “Anthropocentrism”. Empirical premises may be 

true or false.   

 

Whether the empirical premise leading from Pragmacentrism to Anthropocentrism is true 

is currently subject to considerable doubt.  In this respect there exist problems of surplus 

and deficit, i.e., on the one hand, it is discussed whether or not non-human living beings 

have the structure of centrality (other reasoning beings, beings capable of feeling pain or 

suffering), on the other hand, it is under discussion as to whether certain human beings 

should not or cannot be regarded as qualifying for operative centrality (embryos, foetuses, 

newborn babies, comatose persons or those suffering from advanced dementia, among 

others).  With regard to this discussion, taking the position of Anthropocentrism also 

means taking over a considerable empirical and/or normative  burden of proof.   

Both “Pragmacentrism” as well as “Anthropocentrism” are concerned with structure 

propositions, whereby Anthropocentrism contains, at the same time, an empirical 

subsumption with regard to which the structure propositions are to hold valid.  Normative 

problems in the narrow sense are thus far not referred to.  If, however, the theory is 

supported that those examples of the species homo sapiens to which centrality is attributed 

in the framework of Anthropocentrism shall have special rights, then one can speak of 

(human-) Specie-centrism.   Thus Specie-centrism as opposed to Pragmacentrism contains 

both an empirical and a normative premise.   

 

This normative premise can be specialised further, for example along the lines that those 

examples of the species homo sapiens determined by specie-centrism have the right to 
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“exploit” all other living beings for the purpose of their own survival (or formulations of 

that kind). This position could be labelled as “Human-egoism”.   

 

In the sense of a clear differentiation of positions it shall be emphasised that one can be a 

pragmacentrist without being an anthropocentrist, then one leaves it open, whether, for 

example, angles, chimpanzees or other beings possess the characteristic of centrality. One 

can, for example, also be an Anthropocentrist without being a Specie-ist, in that although 

one regards human beings as precisely those actors possessing centrality one does not, 

however, make essential reference to the zoological category of the species. Then, one 

holds the conviction that precisely the human being, by coincidence, meets the qualifying 

criteria of the structure of centrality, but not for the reason because he is to be allocated to a 

particular species.  And finally, one can be a specie-ist without being a human-egoist, for 

example, in that one is of the opinion that although the human being is entitled to a 

“special status”, this is specifically derived, however,  from altruism,  the capacity for 

modesty, the capacity for circumspect concern towards the environment and so on. If one 

accepts the validity of the differentiations put forward, then one realises immediately that 

the historical, philosophical theory of P. Singer, according to which the modern philosophy 

of subjectivity is claimed to be “specie-istic”, is too strong, and that it even reflects features 

of a certain deviousness. In fact, however, the historical, philosophical reconstruction 

shows that the core of the modern philosophy of subjectivity is pragmacentristic, that in 

regard to Anthropocentrism, certain casual approaches are observable, but that under no 

circumstances can one speak of human-egoism.   
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1.3 Moral Competence 

 

The problem of „Anthropocentrism“ as a structure problem has so far been clearly 

distinguished from the normative question as to who is recognized as having authorizations 

and obligations.  Every actor must  come to terms with the possibility that the aims he sets 

may conflict with those that in their realisation do not coincide ( not only: not 

simultaneously) with his own. If the aim set by the actor, holding for himself priority 

before all other aims, is characterised by being inaccessible in the third person ascription, 

and if this “privilege”, however, also applies equally to the other actors involved, 

incompatible aims will ultimately collide so that there is no “natural” privilege ranking for 

the setting of aims. The actors find themselves in a situation of  “conflict”. Conflicts form 

the basic life-world experience through which the invention of moral convictions and 

ultimately their criticism in the framework of ethics is to be explained.  Conflicts among 

parties of principally equal rank can only be overcome by the relinquishing (at least) of a 

purpose, the modification (at least)of a purpose or by a trade-off of the consequences of a 

course of action  (quartum non datur). An elementary sub-division of such means of 

resolving conflicts can be made by distinguishing between the non-discursive (i.e. those 

that are settled by more or less manifest forms of force) and the discursive (i.e. those that 

pursue a path step-by step through reasoning and counter-reasoning).
5
  Discourses 

concerning the resolving of conflicts shall be called “moral” discourses.
6
  The aim of the 

“undertaking” of ethics, as a philosophical discipline, consists in making a critical 

contribution to the discursive solution of conflicts. This aim is valid to the same degree for 

the important paradigms of ethics, the ethics of virtue, the ethics of duty, and the ethics of 

usefulness.  If the question is raised with regard to moral competence, then the question is 

more accurately expressed by who shall be recognized by the actor as being competent to 

                                                 
5
  By the reference to “discursivity” the points are in no way already set in the direction of “discourse 

ethics”; Discursivity in the meaning of Aristoteles and Kant rather signifies the dynamic form according to 

which a finite being must work out its convictions, namely by pursuing step-by-step a process of 

argumentation - while a finite being acquires its convictions “in one fell swoop” (by intuition). Compare:  C.F. 

Gethmann / Th. Sander, ‘Rechtfertigungsdiskurse’. 
6
  They concern, namely, those questions in which the mores are settled in the  ≥η0.  This definition of 

morality is neutral towards certain moral convictions, e.g.. egoistic or altruistic. Technically it is inept to 

define only certain moral convictions (e.g. as is common practice in the English language area: the altruistic) 

as “moral”.  One disadvantage of this, among others, lies in the fact that by labelling altruistic actions as 

moral, analytically it becomes true.   
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take part on an equal level in moral discourses.  In ethics, the standard answer to this 

question is that “everyone” must be recognized as having this competence.  This 

proposition of  ethical universalism is, however, extensionally in no way clearly 

determined.  Differentiations with regard to the way of  viewing possible actors , thus, for 

example, that of Kant between human beings and reasoning beings, draw attention to the 

necessity to determine a logical, clear  use of “all” in moral contexts.  Were one now to 

argue that “all” signifies precisely examples of the species homo sapiens, one would indeed 

have fallen into the trap of specie-ism.  It is indisputable that Singer’s criticism of specie-

ism  constitutes a warning sign against too simple solutions.
7
 

Thus the methodological problem remains, namely, to formulate a proposition for the 

extension of “all” without specie-istic argumentation and without the metaphysical 

presupposition of a realm of “reasonable beings”.  Initially, it appears to be simple to reject 

both ethical Particularism, viz. the awarding of moral privileges on the basis of belonging 

to a species, faith, nation, race, class, gender - and also a fortiori ethical Solipsism.  Ethical 

particularism potentially always produces conflict when the thus morally privileged groups 

begin to interact with one another.  If one refuses to recognize the moral competence of 

someone who acts in a conflict-oriented manner, the conflict is not resolved but rather 

aggravated and made more acute.  Consequently, it will be useful to relate the extension of 

moral competence to “all” those that are capable of producing conflicts and thus at least to 

all those who understand how to confront others with their own desired ends, claims, 

interests, viz. modes of making demands.  With this intentional aim it may be possible to 

facilitate the extensional, but fundamentally the question remains, however, how to decide 

which beings one wishes to recognize as having the capacity to produce conflicts.  Should, 

therefore, universalism be right in the sense that particularism (and more especially 

solipsisms) should be regarded as disfunctional positions, the question still remains to 

whom we should attribute moral competence with good reason and according to what rules 

the process of awarding this attribute should be accomplished.   

                                                 
7
  Singer’s historical, philosophical theory, according to which classical universalism is per definition 

specie-istically based, is, however, untenable.  Thus Kant’s proposition on the extension of  “all” is 

emphatically not related to  “human beings” but rather to “reasonable beings” (compare in particular: WW IV 

446f; WW VI 223) . Kant is, of course, not to be understood as speculating about reasonable beings that are 

not human, such as purely mental beings. It is far more a matter of the methodological question as to the 

“binding grounds” that can lie neither in the  “nature of man” nor in the “circumstances in the world”.  Kant  
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Every actor, in setting an aim, presupposes that he himself is competent to participate in 

moral discourses, since, given that he is serious in pursuing his ends, he will ascribe to 

himself the capacity to stand up for them in moral discourses – irrespective of the fact that 

he may possibly prefer to assert his aims by non-discursive means.  By experiencing 

himself as the actor, the actor presupposes an ability: in that being sure that he has a 

scheme of action at his disposal, he is sure that he is able to carry out the act (transform the 

scheme into reality) without having to actually perform the act for the purpose of verifying 

the ability. 
8
  Here it is not a matter of a metaphysical relationship between act and potency, 

but rather of elementary presuppositions in the self-experience of the actor, namely to be in 

possession of a scheme of action that under certain surrounding conditions can be 

implemented at any time.  It is a matter of pragmatic competence in relation to pragmatic 

performance. In this, the performance, although it is in the reporting perspective, the reality 

out of which  the competence is characterised in the executive perspective is not the 

criterion that evidences the existence of the competence.  In the borderline case there is 

always competence that is performatively not put into practice.   

In the context of moral discourses it is always a matter of the ability to plan the realisation 

of aims and to proceed by actions along the path towards their realisation. Anyone who sets 

aims may experience that these can come into conflict with others and with aims set by 

others, i.e. that they are not simultaneously realisable.  According to the aforesaid, knowing 

how to incite action also does not mean actually carrying out such incitements. Also in the 

case of incitement it is necessary to differentiate between the scheme of action and its 

realisation, between competence and performance.  Whoever is cognizant of the means of 

incitement can provoke conflicts and, at least in an elementary manner, participate in 

discourses on how to overcome them, he possesses moral competence.  

The predicates that semantically characterise the moral competence of the actor are to be 

understood as ascriptive self-ascriptions. The originator of the action  perceives himself in 

the executive perspective as the practical subject. This presupposes that he, being qualified 

to be recognized as morally competent in moral discourses on the setting of aims, makes a 

                                                                                                                                                    
(in the terminology of this paper) starts out from the centrality of the actor, but does nor confine in any way the 

scope of possible actors to examples of the species homo sapiens.  
8
  The two connected terms “Act” and “Scheme of Action” derive from  W. Kamlah / P. Lorenzen, 

Logische Propädeutik, 58. Vgl. ebd. 100ff. The relationship between Schemes of Action and the Ability to 

Actualise is established in  W. Kamlah, Philosophische Anthropologie, 66f. 
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demand that he implicitly directs at himself and others, addressing it, namely, to everyone 

that he himself recognizes as morally competent.   Anyone who, in the social context, 

performs an act sees himself confronted with the aims set by others who claim the 

recognition of moral competence. “Moral Competence“ is, in the first instance, an 

ascriptive predicate, which also applies to possible definers like “self-conscious”, “capable 

of remembering”, “capable of suffering”, etc.  For this reason, it is methodologically 

impermissible to formulate the question regarding an actor in terms of the criterion whether 

or not he possesses those attributes on the basis of which he would qualify in the reporting 

perspective to be awarded moral competence.  A question of this nature is an instance of 

the error of confusing the executive with the reporting perspective. This does not preclude 

that understanding can be reached descriptively regarding the capacities of living beings 

and that there are contexts in which such an understanding is sensible.  This also applies to 

understandings concerning “ability”, if one asks, for example,  “Is he finally able to speak 

English?”.  The “ability” of the moral competence is, however, an ability of self-

interpretation, through which  uno et eodem actu a self-claim is raised. This, as already 

repeatedly underlined, cannot be translated into the reporting perspective without semantic 

loss.  

 

2 The Human Genome as a Given Phenomenon and Task  

The term “Nature” is often linked to the refined language connotation of the culturally 

invariant and non-accessible-to-action foundation of human existence.  Thus a dualism is 

suggested that differentiates disjunctively between circumstances that are unchangeable by 

actions and  circumstances that are changeable by actions. New Genetics is an example for 

the fact that this disjunctivity is not valid.  Apart from the fact that also unchangeable 

circumstances can at least be interpreted differently in a way that may have serious 

consequences on action  – they can appear as constraints on action or as factors enabling 

action, as a gift of God or a warning of disaster, or as the grounds for rejection or approval 

– thus advances in the natural sciences show that the human being is becoming increasingly 

successful (according to the Bacon Programme for modern science and philosophy) in 

shifting cognitively and operatively the border of the inaccessible and invariable.   
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2.1 The Constructive A-priori of New Genetics 

 

Initially, it must be pointed out that New Genetics as well as traditional genetics, as 

cognitive undertakings, already contain a reference to action. Knowledge in the field of 

genetics is first and foremost ‘knowing how’, not ‘knowing that’, it is historically and 

systematically thanks to a certain ability: to intervene in a precisely directed manner into 

the genetic inventory.  Before the emergence of molecular biology, this “knowing how” 

was acquired on the basis of having experience in breeding, without a theory about the 

relevant biological principles being available.  All the same, Mendel’s Laws, as an attempt 

to establish general rules on the basis of experience in breeding, were already a good 

example for the founding of a “knowing that”.  Today, in connection with the ability 

relevant to the acquisition of  knowledge in the field of genetics, one sooner thinks, for 

example, of the skill involved in integrating DNA in the genome of a bacterium. The fact 

that knowledge in the field of genetics is “founded” on ability means: the more you wish to 

know, the more you must be able. Given that genetic knowledge in relevant degree is 

desirable, because in this way one hopes to achieve certain aims ( viz. the treatment of 

diseases) better than up to now,  then there is a scientific, ethical obligation to maximise 

such knowledge: In order to enable the acquisition of more knowledge, the underlying 

ability must be made available. This standpoint, to expand skills and abilities in order to 

enable the realisation of certain aims, characterises the attitude of most expert scientists.  

Thus the reproach that, in the field of genetic technology, research is being conducted 

solely for its own sake may be correct in regard to the motivation of some individual 

researchers, but for the theoretical, scientific structure of this branch of science in general, 

however, it does not apply.   

The fact that knowledge is built up upon ability is by no means the exception in the 

sciences.  Just as genetic technology is founded on the ability to intervene in the genetic 

inventory of organisms, mechanics rests on the life-world skill in constructing machines – 

ability is also a precondition for mechanics, for example the mastery of measuring 

techniques, in which, following pre-determined methods, measuring instruments such as 

the yardstick, chronometer, and weighing machine are used, the availability of which is, in 
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turn, dependent on being able construct the measuring appliances themselves.
9
  Similarly it 

applies – mutatis mutandis – for the empirical sciences in general: the ability (to construct) 

is the pre-condition that enables the acquisition of knowledge.  In terminological reference 

to Immanuel Kant it can also be said that producing knowledge in the empirical sciences is 

characterised by an A-priori of construction.
10

 

The empirical sciences (e.g. biology and physics) differ from the practical sciences (e.g. 

medicine and law) in so far as they are mainly concerned with  productive - poietic – Acts.  

In the context of the doctor-patient relationship, however, or in the relation between family, 

law and the State the organisation of  inter-personal  – practical – actions is involved.  

Practical acts differ from production not through characteristics of behavioural description 

(a productive act can indeed be in a practical context), but rather through the characteristics 

of failure. While the failure of a poietic act manifests itself in instrumental malfunctions, in 

the widest sense,  (an artefact „doesn’t work“),  a practical act is seen as having failed 

when it provokes a conflict among the persons involved in the act.  Thus, for example, the 

genetic modification of plants, which, of course, initially belongs in the sphere of the 

poietic, of  productive action, then becomes describable, applying categories of inter-

personal, practical actions, if it (potentially) provokes conflicts, for example, between the 

one who wishes to execute the modification or who sees the promise that the product will 

alleviate health impairment, on the one hand, and the one who regards such modifications 

as too risky because they are interfering in the complex interactions of nature or the one 

who possesses a legally valid patent on the modification process to be applied, on the other 

hand. 

In this context, two functions of poietic action are frequently mixed with one another in 

this discussion: the application level and the constitutional level. Whereas the application 

level is characterised by the transformation of the already available knowledge into poietic 

action – i.e. application -  and in this way the (fundamental) knowledge is primarily not 

expanded,  on the constitutional level it is a matter of the expansion of knowledge through 

and expansion of ability in the sense of the constructive a priori.  This differentiation is of 

particular significance for the moral assessment of actions, especially those of researchers.  

Firstly, it leads to alleviating the burden of responsibility on those working in the filed of 

                                                 
9
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basic research, in that they can no longer be taken to task for all the consequences ( and the 

consequences of the consequences) arising from the application by others of the knowledge 

they produce.  The moral problems involved in the production of knowledge, however, 

must be shouldered by the basic researcher because everyone must bear responsibility for 

the immediate consequences of his actions. It is often overlooked that  – regardless of the 

freedom of research – the research scientist has to accept commitments already in the 

production of knowledge and not only on the application of such knowledge (for example, 

regarding safety in the laboratory)  and must observe prohibitions – neither the production 

of knowledge nor equally the application of knowledge occur in a morally indifferent 

space.  

 

2.2 Morality and Naturalness  

 

Man, surrounded by a not always human-friendly natural environment, already began a  

long time ago to intervene by breeding in the genetic makeup of various species of animals 

and plants, modifying them to his purposes, in order to preserve his existence and improve 

the circumstances of human life. Hardly ever in the past has this been declared on principle  

to be morally reprehensible, and even from the present day perspective there are no 

recognizably sound  arguments to be seen in this regard against the activity of breeding. 

Initially, through genetic technology merely the instruments applied to intervene in the 

genetic makeup are being refined without any change affecting the planned purpose of 

breeding and its moral qualification.
11

 If certain aims pursued by man in regard to nature, 

for example to produce foodstuffs or for the treatment of diseases, can be justified to 

everyone, then intervention in the genetic inventories from the ethical point of view is not 

only a permissible action but even under certain circumstances to be regarded as an 

advisable option.  

                                                                                                                                                    
10

 Compare: Mittelstraß (1974), insb. S. 75f. 
11

 This would only be the case if the direct intervention in the genetic constitution of an organism were to be 

morally assessed differently from the traditional intervention by means of breeding by the reproduction of 

whole individuals. Though such assertions are occasionally put forward they remain, however, notoriously 

problematic.  
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Aims that are set by man for his actions are not natural phenomena but are set for cultural 

purposes. Depending on life conditions and circumstances of action, they can be widely 

different and vary accordingly.  They are in no way merely subject to random discretion.  

The realisation of such aims is dependent upon what is technically possible and what 

“nature permits”.  Of course, however, „nature“ at all events imposes the limits on what 

can be done but not, however, in itself, on what is permissible  – whether it be that water 

from a  river is diverted to irrigate a field, or whether it be that seeds shall be genetically 

modified:  For the question whether an intervention affecting “nature” is ethically 

justifiable or not, it is not the reference to the given state of nature, but rather the reference 

to normative needs that is decisive.  Of course, in determining these needs, the causal 

knowledge provided by the natural sciences plays a significant role, since clearly conflicts 

emerge especially when a third party is affected in an unwelcome manner by the (distant) 

consequences of an action (to pursue the example: the field of a neighbour is dried out, the 

risk of possibly creating monocultures limits the options for action for future generations)  

Arguments to be found against intervention through genetic technology are therefore not 

solely confined to those referring to the instruments that are so new in comparison with 

those applied in the traditional practice of breeding -  the ethical assessment of the use of 

these new instruments is based exclusively on the compatibility of the safe and risked 

consequences caused by their application with the aims set by everyone.  

The structural Pragmacentrism explained above in no way precludes that man may come 

into conflict with non-human objects of nature, from which may emerge obligations upon 

him – this would only be the case if from the very outset the capacity for conflict were 

solely confined to human agents.  It this is not presupposed from the start, it is no problem 

to speak in this sense of  “the rights of nature”.  The non-human, natural beings have a 

“right“  to be treated by man in a responsible manner.
12

  But man’s respect for nature 

reaches its limit when it is a question of the ends-means relationship between moral 

subjects and other beings.  In the event of conflict, the moral subject may never be 

instrumentalised, i.e. must never be completely and exclusively the means for non-human 

beings.  

                                                 
12

 To this so-called tutorial model of man’s responsibility towards nature see as an example for animal 

protection Gethmann (2001). 
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In consequence of the approach outlined here, acting in accordance with nature does not 

mean interpreting moral rules from certain natural (biological or physical) characteristics of 

objects and living beings, a view contained in certain versions of “The Ethics of Nature” 

and  “the Law of Nature”.  Hence, acting in accordance with nature much rather means 

establishing orientation markers with respect to the fact that many things (including our 

own selves) have come into being without our assistance, that we and other objects are not 

to be treated merely as the products of our own self. This can be illustrated by the example 

already drawn upon by Aristoteles of the relationship between the sculptor and his work. In 

order to be successful in the creation of his work, the sculptor must respect the nature of his 

material.  This respect for nature does not exclude, however, that the sculpture is 

completely his work. The sculptor and no-one else, not even nature, has accomplished 

anything in the completion of his work – the sculptor and nature indeed do not appear as 

the collective author.   Acting in accordance with nature means recognizing that the 

spectrum of options for action is limited – it does not mean that the spectrum is limited to 

one sole possibility for action.  Even if we cannot do what we want to do, nature does not 

tell us what we should do.  

When discussing questions regarding the permissibility of genetic technological 

interventions,  stereotype utterances are to be heard expressing two kinds of concern that 

are often mixed together in the factual discussion.  For one thing, it is a matter of assessing 

the dangers that threaten man and his natural environment through the activities of genetic 

technology – here it is a question of weighing the risks and the chances, which raises a 

problem of how to weigh them, and/or the question as to whether there are principle limits 

for weighing risks and chances.
13

  For another thing, genetic technology comes up against 

rejection not only because of its risk potentials but more because of a loss of familiarity 

with the natural environment, which it is thought to or which in fact it really does bring 

about . The “shoat” ( half sheep, half goat ) – is presumably not seen as dangerous because 

of its risk potential.  It is more likely that the creation of such beings is mostly rejected 

because it is perceived as an attack on the form of nature with which one is familiar.
14

  

                                                 
13

 Compare to this the following passage. 
14

 Hare (1992, S 160-165) has pointed out that, as a general rule, the preferences of an individual are time-

oriented.  He differentiates between  “now for now”, “now for then” and “then for then” preferences.  “From 

the moral psychological point of view, it is therefore understandable when someone has the  “now for now” 

and perhaps also the “now for then” preference that a certain technique, for example germ line gene therapy 
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Thus the question is posed whether there is such a thing as the right to familiarity with the 

natural environment, one could also call it, the “Right of the Natural Homeland”, which 

though it does not signify a constant, unchanging environment, it does, however, contain a 

kind of right to a moderate velocity of change. Therefore, one will have to consider, 

particularly in view of genetic technology, not only whether changes in nature within 

certain dimensions are ethically justifiable but also whether, for example, in certain fields, 

a slowing down of the speed of change ( for example by way moratoria) should be 

demanded.   

With regard to scientific development, it appears to be advisable – at least prima facie  - to 

behave in a way one normally behaves towards all kinds of change in the life-world: one 

should try to seize the chances of a development while avoiding the risks involved.  In so 

far as the rationality of action is concerned, here, as in all other life-world contexts, it is 

primarily characterised by the weighing of the chances against the risks.  From elementary 

examples, it can easily be seen, however, that people are far from always willing to be 

guided in forming their judgements regarding the options for acting solely based on the 

result of such a process.  Keeping a promise,  the rejection of lying, the duty to give 

assistance are elementary, normative convictions that are held by many as necessary 

requirements and which they adhere to even when the disadvantages of adhering to these 

convictions in a specific case may make it appear wiser to lie or not to keep a given 

promise.   

There is no need for long debates in order to recognize the chances offered by the 

development of genetic technology that one would like to seize after weighing them against 

the risks. But the question must be answered as to whether there should be limits to 

weighing chances against risks and whether these limits can be used to delineate a corridor 

of action options the boundaries of which may not be crossed for ethical reasons, so that for 

such cases an absolute, i.e. categorical prohibition would be justified.  An example of such 

a limit is the ban on the total instrumentalisation of a human being – viz. on his use solely 

                                                                                                                                                    
shall not be applied. But it many cases it is questionable whether,  in the event that germ line gene therapy 

should one day become a safe method in the technical sense, the “then for then” preference would still speak 

against the application of the germ line gene therapy.”.  
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as a means.
15

 So it must be examined, for example, whether in the case of research on 

human embryos and/or the (imaginable) reproductive cloning of the embryo, the clone is 

instrumentalised in a way that is morally impermissible.   

The problems involved in the absence of accessibility to the process of weighing the risks 

include the problem of long-term responsibility. Namely, if one were to debate the 

responsibility for future generations in reference to the procedure of weighing the risks and 

chances, the responsibility would quickly expire as a result of the discounting effects.
16

 

Long-term responsibility plays an important part in the discussion on gene technology, e.g. 

in connection with the demand that from the responsibility towards the “Inheritance of 

Mankind as a Whole” it should be imperative to take over responsibility for the entire gene 

pool.
17

 The fundamental problem of long-term responsibility is its justifiability.
18

 A 

possible approach is offered by the consideration that the acceptance of a limited validity of 

human rights would lead into a pragmatic contradiction.  The contradiction reveals itself 

when one realises that any time limitation to the n-th generation towards the n+1th 

generation would be arbitrary. 
19

  

 

 

2.3 Evolution as an Imperative   

 

The perspective possibilities of New Genetics again raise the question concerning 

eugenics – however, no longer in the sense of action options in the field of classical 

breeding (e.g. by influencing the behaviour of partners, for instance, by means of race 

laws or compulsory sterilisation), but rather in the sense of genetic modifications that 

influence the progeny  (e.g. by interventions in the germ line).  The question is then 

whether it is permissible for man to influence the results of evolutionary processes and 

thus participate in shaping the process of evolution.  

 

                                                 
15

 This prohibition – going back to a version of Kant’s Categorical Imperative – can be found in the so-called 

Object Formula also in the judicial interpretation of the Dignity of Man paragraphs of the Basic Law by the 

Federal Constitutional Court.  
16

 Birnbacher (1988), Gethmann u. Kamp (2000) 
17

 UNSECO 1997 
18

 Gethmann (1993b) 
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Since the beginning of his existence, man has intervened in the courses of natural life (by 

his life-style, choice of partner, breeding, etc.) without fundamentally harbouring any moral 

reservations in this respect. His strategies for action evolved already, in part, from his 

naked will to survive.  At least when regarding the context of breeding, but probably also 

man’s behaviour in the selection of a partner, it should become perfectly obvious, even 

without explicit knowledge of Mendel’s Laws or Darwin’s Theory of mutation and 

selection, that these represent an intervention in hereditary mechanisms and thus in the 

constitution of the gene pool.  Furthermore, the answer to the question concerning the 

legitimacy of such actions does not essentially depend on whether one explains the 

evolution of man by a godly plan of creation, or solely in accordance with Darwin’s 

schema.  In both cases, the evolution of animals and humans can be described as the result 

of the laws of nature and fluctuating outside influences of the environment that have 

exerted selective pressure and thus controlled the process of evolution.   Accordingly, man 

is the product of the process of successive mutations and changing conditions of selection.    

 

The decisive question now is whether man, with his increasing knowledge of the 

mechanisms of evolution and hereditary processes, not only inevitably (in a certain sense as 

the side-effect, e.g. of his breeding activity) is permitted to intervene in these processes – 

which would surely constitute a new quality – in a purpose-oriented, planned and orderly 

manner.   Thereby it may be certain that in the future, evolution will continue according to 

the same principles as ever: driven by mutations and fluctuating selective pressures.   

Watson, for example, pleads on principle that man is not only permitted but even well-

advised, the more he understands the mechanisms of evolution and hereditary processes, to 

apply this new knowledge also in order to influence the evolutionary processes, controlling 

them towards an improvement of his life conditions.  Instead of continuing to remain 

subject to the random effects of outside forces beyond his field of action, he may – he 

should - shape these processes as far as possible according to the purpose of his actions.    

 

One must concede that Watson is right that this normative conclusion does not constitute a 

sinful presumption but rather that it represents a consistent line of thought arising from 

man’s necessity to come to terms, operatively and cognitively, with his natural 
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environment and that essentially it does not differ from those rights to intervene in natural 

causal processes that he has already claimed (through technology, medicine, etc.). 

Furthermore, if man regards it as his imperative to utilize his natural environment for his 

own purposes in order to improve his life conditions, then it would be negligent not to want 

to expand his room for action with respect to his knowledge of genetics.   

If one accepts this argument, then consequently it must be concluded that it is not only 

permissible for man to participate in the shaping of evolutionary processes towards an 

improvement of his life conditions, but they he indeed should do it.   Man, as a self-

conscious and self-determined being, is not only entitled but has the duty to carry his own 

responsibility in the shaping of his own fate, as far as his knowledge and strengths allow.     

 

If the driving forces of evolution are mutation and selection, then the shaping of the 

evolutionary process could be tried either by way of mutation through the genome, or 

through selection.   In the current public discussion, the debate centres above all on the 

question whether man is entitled to modify the genome directly to cause planned mutation 

(e.g. by intervention in the germ line).  In contrast to this, in the following, a plea shall be 

made to see the priority options for action in the field of selection, both for genetic as well 

as for ethical reasons.   

Attempts to shape evolutionary processes are not confined to the individual but are 

ultimately aimed at the population, and Genetic Measures, the purpose of which is to 

influence the genetic distribution (allele distribution) in a population towards a pre-

determined aim, are eugenic measures.  The aim of negative eugenic measures is to reduce 

the frequency of certain gene variants (allele) in a population, for example, by preventing 

the carriers of these allele from reproducing  (internment, compulsory sterilisation).  The 

purpose of positive eugenic measures is to increase the frequency of certain allele in a 

population, for example, by means of breeding programmes (“Lebensborn”) or gene trans-

fer (germ line modification).   Given the present state-of-the-art of our knowledge and 

skills, however, there is very little prospect of success for attempts to influence evolution 

by means of eugenic measures.  

It is  – for one thing - practically hardly possible at present to achieve (completely) the 

aims of   negative eugenics.   It will not be possible to remove defect-allele from a 

population completely and/or to prevent completely their carriers from reproducing.   
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Most hereditary defects are recessive, and there are far more carriers of these defect-allele 

than sick persons. However, it is impossible to prevent all the carriers of recessive defect-

allele from reproducing.  Furthermore, defect-allele, in the heterozygotous condition, often 

also have selective advantages for recessive diseases, for example the defect-allele for 

sickle cell anaemia, which gives the heterozygotous carrier protection against malaria.   

Therefore, it would presumably be of no advantage at all for the population if one were to 

try to eliminate defect-allele for the majority of recessive hereditary diseases. A further 

reason for the impossibility to remove defect-allele completely or even to a wide extent 

from a population is that they recur constantly through mutation.   If one regards  - further 

– the monogenic hereditary diseases, both the recessive as well as the dominant ones that 

are so grave that in the presence of defect-allele abortion is medically indicated, one 

discovers that the number of monogenic hereditary diseases that meet these conditions is 

very small. In none of theses cases is there a realistic chance of being able to remove the 

defect-allele completely from the population by negative eugenic measures.  – This 

applies similarly also to positive eugenic measures.  At present, in most cases, it is still 

also practically impossible to achieve the intended purpose to spread pre-determined 

genetic characteristics and the corresponding genes in a human population by selective 

breeding or gene transfer.   

All in all, eugenic measures in the sense of interventions in selection processes are 

unacceptable also from the ethical point of view. The moral rejection of eugenic measures 

is based, above all, on the fact that the attempt to prevent an individual from reproducing 

by referring to the quality of the gene pool represents an instrumentalisation of that 

individual in a biologically defined, collective interest.  

The question remains to be asked, however, whether it would not be a desirable aim to 

remove defect-allele even though maybe only partially from a population, i.e. to decimate 

them.  From the medical perspective, in relation to the individual, e.g. to avoid health 

damage for the mother, this aim is condoned in Germany and forms the basis for the 

current practice in regard to abortion. From the genetic point of view in regard to the 

population as a whole, however, a partial elimination will not be crowned by sustainable 

success and any attempt to this end would presumably have to be given up again after a 

short period of time. Therefore, it is not sensible to take measures towards reaching an aim 

of this nature in the form of  a systematic programme.   In summary, it may be concluded 
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that the removal of defect-allele for grave hereditary diseases is only ethically justifiable 

on the basis of medical indication in individual cases but not as a man-made programme 

for shaping evolution stemming primarily from an intention with genetic effects on the 

population as a whole.   

One imaginable parallel exception in the field of positive eugenic measures would be, in 

turn, an individual, medically justified intervention.  Supposing parents wished to 

introduce a gene, resistant to a viral infection, into their germ lines in order to produce a 

“genetically improved child” that would be resistant to this virus, for example the 

influenza - or HIV-virus.  There would then ensue an ethical analysis of this measure with 

the result that it is acceptable if it is medically justifiable as being primarily intended as a 

preventive measure for this individual child, and if it causes no damage that would be 

greater than the expected benefit.  The result of this analysis would be that the measure is 

not acceptable, however, if the intention behind it is of primary genetic relevance to the 

population, i.e. if the intended aim is not related to the health of one single individual but 

to the improvement of the genetic constitution of all his progeny or the entire population.   

 

Apart from eugenic measures, however, there are a number of other possibilities for man 

to bear his own responsibility in contributing to the shaping of the selective evolution 

processes.  The most obvious of these is his freedom in the choice of his partner. In this 

way, the human being and all of his evolutionary predecessors have always exerted an 

influence on evolution, albeit unintentionally. Morally, there would be nothing against  

planned behaviour in respect of choosing a partner provided that the partner is not 

instrumentalised (against his will) merely for the purpose of reaching a predetermined, 

biologically defined collective aim.  A second possibility is an indirect one that ensues 

through shaping the natural and social environment.  Owing to the fact that man directs 

his attention, for example to education, sport, nutrition and performance in the 

professional sphere, and the fact he awards them with high social esteem , there will be an 

increasing number of people in human society that will strive harder and harder to meet 

such social expectations. In the long run, endeavouring to reach such social targets will 

not fail to also have an influence on the evolution of the human species, even though 

today it is not possible to give an exact, scientific description of these affects.  Also in this 

respect it is true that, just as in the case of eugenics, it is practically impossible to produce 
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complex genetic characteristics by breeding. Nevertheless, in the evolution of man there 

has been a development towards an increasing complexity of skills and it is therefore 

indisputable that a selective process towards complex characteristics has, in fact, taken 

place. Man’s evolution is not yet completed, but continues on with undiminished velocity. 

So, although one cannot put forward a concrete, strategic plan by which to influence our 

environment  and its selective processes, and in so doing shape evolution, this does not 

change the fact that the autonomous human being is entitled and even has the obligation to 

do so -  it is taken for granted that this must occur in accordance with the general criteria 

of circumspective concern or sustainability, which, in any case, should govern all of his 

interventions in the natural course of events.      

The result of these considerations is that the primary benefit of research on the human 

genome, in contrast to a currently widely held opinion, does not lie in opening the 

possibility to manipulate the human genome for eugenic purposes.  It is much rather the 

case that for the foreseeable future the main benefits will stem from a better understanding 

of the mechanisms of evolution with regard to their normal workings and of the 

aetiopathology of the human body, through which means it will be possible to achieve 

improved diagnostic methods and the development of new therapeutic approaches.  The 

improvement of life-style (also, above all, of nutrition ) together with the advance of the 

bio-medical sciences are purposeful acts that have an intentional, direct affect on each 

human individual.  Indirectly, however, man is thus assuming his task in regard to shaping 

the “gene pool”: He is entitled to do this - and he should.   

 


