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Precisely four decades ago, Van Rensselaer Potter (1911-2001), then a professor at the 

University of Wisconsin and a scientist of great repute and experience in biochemistry, 

published a paper entitled ―Bioethics: The science of survival‖2 and, a year later, a book 

Bioethics: Bridge to the Future.3 Influenced by some of the ideas of Margaret Mead, Aldo 

Leopold, Teilhard de Chardin, and others, Potter expressed his concern about the 

dehumanisation of science: according to him, contemporary sudden technological and 

medical progress had brought knowledge, but not the wisdom to use that knowledge properly. 

For Potter, a new science was needed to re-establish ecological balance and protect natural 

resources. He coined the term ―bioethics‖ by combining ―biological science‖ with ―ethics,‖ 

suggesting a new ―bridge‖ between natural sciences and humanities. According to Potter, 

bioethics was supposed to help biology regain its lost moral values.4 

Potter's idea was first embraced by André Hellegers (1926-1979), a Dutch obstetrician and 

fetal physiologist who had strongly opposed the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church on 

fertility control, and founded Georgetown University's Joseph and Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy 

Institute of Ethics in Washington, D.C.: by associating the institute's orientation with Potter's 

notion of bioethics, Hellegers institutionalised and, in a way, ―saved‖ Potter's teaching from 

oblivion, even if without crediting Potter‘s contribution itself. 

Europe reacted very slowly to Potter's and Hellegers' moves, being especially resistant to the 

term ―bioethics‖: one exception was the Borja de Bioètica institute, founded in Barcelona 

back in 1976. So it was only in 1983 that the first national bioethical committee became found 

in France (although still without using the term ―bioethics‖): Committee consultatif national 

d'èthique pour les sciences de la vie et de la santé, as well as the Council of Europe Ad-hoc 

Committee on Genetic Experts (transformed into Ad-hoc Committee on Experts on Bioethics 

in 1985). Slowly but surely, Potter‘s and Hellegers‘ ideas were conquering the world. 

Eventually, the first bioethics historians started to appear. Warren Reich,5 Tina Stevens,6 H. 

Tristram Engelhardt, Jr., Ivan Šegota, and other authors considered bioethics ―a thoroughly 

American phenomenon [... reflecting] a particularly American version of a liberal democratic 

                                                       
1 Correspondence to: Amir Muzur, M.D., M.A., Ph.D., Full Professor and Head, Department of 

Social Sciences and Medical Humanities, Faculty of Medicine, B. Branchetta 20, 51000 Rijeka, Croatia. 

Phone: +385-51-651-213; Fax: +385-51-651-219; e-mail: amir.muzur@medri.uniri.hr 
2 Van Rensselaer Potter, »Bioethics: the science of survival«, Perspectives in Biology and Medicine 14 

(1970): 127-153. 
3 Van Rensselaer Potter, Bioethics: Bridge to the Future (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 

1971). 
4 See more about the life and work of V. R. Potter in: Amir Muzur and Iva Rinčić, Van Rensselaer 

Potter i njegovo mjesto u povijesti bioetike [Van Rensselaer Potter and his place in the history of 

bioethics] (Zagreb: Pergamena, 2015); Amir Muzur, Iva Rinčić, and Stephen O. Sodeke, ―The real 

Wisconsin Idea: the seven pillars of Van Rensselaer Potter‘s bioethics,‖ Journal of Agricultural and 

Environmental Ethics 29, No. 4 (2016): 587-596. 
5 Warren Thomas Reich, »The word 'bioethics': its birth and the legacies who shaped it«, Kennedy 

Institute of Ethics Journal 4, No. 4 (1994): 319-335; Warren Thomas Reich, »The word 'bioethics': the 

struggle over its earliest meanings«, Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal 5, No. 1 (1995): 19-34. 
6 M. L. Tina Stevens, Bioethics in America: Origins and Cultural Politics (Baltimore/London: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000). 
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ethos with its special emphasis on individual autonomy and personal rights‖,7  or ―an 

indigenous American product.‖8 

 

The Jahr “confusion” 

 

When, in 1997, Rolf Löther of Berlin Humboldt University first referred9 to the European 

origin of the word ―bioethics,‖ indicating the 1927 paper10 by the Halle theologian and 

teacher Fritz Jahr (1895-1953), very few might have heard of it.11 The same can be supposed 

for the 1999 article12 by Eve-Marie Engels of Tübingen. However, much more difficult to 

explain is the ignoring by the North-American authors of the series of papers 13  by 

Hans-Martin Sass of the Kennedy Institute of Ethics, more thoroughly analysing Jahr's 

concept of Bio-Ethik (―disregarding‖ might be a better term, since, although Sass's first paper 

on Fritz Jahr had already been published in three languages in 2007, the international 

symposium entitled Founders of Bioethics, held in June 2010 at Edinboro University, PA, 

listed only American speakers with no reference to Jahr.14) 

So who, in fact, was Fritz Jahr? A humble teacher and curate who never left his home city of 

Halle, an old university center on the Saale river in Eastern Germany (the Sachsen-Anhalt 

region). He had studied theology, philosophy, music, and history, at the same Pietist Francke 

Foundation schools where years later he would go on to teach. Married but without children, 

Jahr chose retirement in 1933, at the age of 38, due to ―nervous exhaustion‖ and died in 1953. 

Within some twenty-five years, 1924-1948, Jahr published 22 short papers,15 the importance 

of which only started to be recognized about 70 years later. 

There are many differences between Potter‘s and Jahr‘s concepts of bioethics. Jahr departed 

from other influences and sources, like Pietism, the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, or Buddhism. Unlike Potter, Jahr coined his Bio-Ethik out of ―bios” (the 

Greek word for life) and ―ethics,‖ thereby associating ethics with life (of humans, but also of 

animals and plants), and not ethics with science. Jahr conceived primarily a philosophical 

notion, while Potter tried to provide a philosophical background for a quite practical 

discipline. Fritz Jahr, probably, would not have associated bioethics primarily with medical 

problems: Van Rensselaer Potter thought of medicine as applied biological science when he 

was advocating the ―new ethics.‖ For all those reasons, we can certainly consider Jahr's and 

                                                       
7 J. F. Peppin, M. J. Cherry, eds., The Annals of Bioethics: Regional Perspectives in Bioethics 

(London/New York: Taylor & Francis, 2003). 
8 Ivan Šegota, Nova medicinska etika (bioetika): priručnik [New medical ethics (bioethics): a 

handbook] (Rijeka: Katedra za društvene znanosti Medicinskog fakulteta u Rijeci, 1994). 
9 Rolf Löther, „Evolution der Biosphäre und Ethik,― in Ethik der Biowissenschaften: Geschichte und 

Theorie – Beiträge zur 6. Jahrestagung der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Geschichte und Theorie der 

Biologie (DGGTB) in Tübingen 1997, edited by Eve-Marie Engels, Thomas Junker, and Michael 

Weingarten (Berlin: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 1998), 61-68. 
10 Now we know that it was in the 1926 paper when F. Jahr first used the term. Fritz Jahr, »Bio-Ethik: 

eine Umschau über die ethischen Beziehungen des Menschen zu Tier und Pflanze«, Kosmos 24, No. 1 

(1927): 2-4; Fritz Jahr, »Wissenschaft vom Leben und Sittenlehre (Alte Erkenntnisse in neuem 

Gewande)«, Mittelschule 40, No. 45 (1926): 604–605. 
11 See more about the life and work of F. Jahr in: Iva Rinčić and Amir Muzur, Fritz Jahr i raĎanje 

europske bioetike [Fritz Jahr and the emergence of European bioethics] (Zagreb: Pergamena, 2012). On 

the reception of Jahr's ideas, see: Amir Muzur and Hans-Martin Sass, eds., Fritz Jahr and the 

Foundations of Global Bioethics: the Future of Integrative Bioethics (Münster: Lit, 2012); Amir Muzur 

and Hans-Martin Sass, eds., 1926-2016: Fritz Jahr's Bioethics – A Global Discourse (Münster: Lit, 

2017). 
12 Eve-Marie Engels, »Bioethik«, in Metzler Lexicon Religion, Vol. 1, edited by Christoph Auffarth, 

Jutta Bernard, and Hubert Mohr (Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 1999), 159-164. 
13 Cf. Hans-Martin Sass, »Fritz Jahr‘s 1927 concept of bioethics«, Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal 

17 (2007): 279-295. 
14 Edinboro University, http://bioethics.edinboro.edu/schedule/. 
15 For the complete opus in English translation, cf.: Fritz Jahr, Essays in Bioethics, edited and 

translated by Irene M. Miller and Hans-Martin Sass (Münster: LIT, 2013). 

http://bioethics.edinboro.edu/schedule/
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Potter's teachings as being far from identical. And yet, we should still find it intriguing how, 

in two such separate parts of the world and in two such different periods of time, without in 

any way being linked, these two similar ideas emerged. 

 

Do we need a new bioethics? 

 

Years after Potter‘s pioneer book, bioethics still looked like a rising new hope for a world 

accumulating more and more insoluble dilemmas. But has bioethics fulfilled those 

expectations? 

There are many points compromising the ―mainstream‖ (―American‖) bioethics as propagated 

from the Georgetown Kennedy Institute of Ethics. 

First, without having answers (that is, scientifically proven answers) to crucial questions – 

such as, when does life begin, what is death,16 is there a sense/purpose to suffering, what is 

the primary motivation for acting, where are the limitations of acting freedom, or where are 

the borders of personality – bioethics cannot and should not proscribe a particular behavior or 

sanction it. 

Second, even Potter expected bioethics to force natural scientists to improve their education 

in humanities. However, one can find numerous examples of very educated scientists who 

committed crimes or devised dangerous innovations, proving that education cannot be 

considered any guarantee of wisdom (that is, of comprehending ―good‖). Moreover, there has 

never been any consensus about ―universal good,‖ leaving space for all kinds of 

relativisations about it (good vs. better, good for majority vs. good for minority/individual, 

etc.). 

Third, unlike ethics, bioethics deals with topics of vital importance and therefore cannot 

reconcile itself to being stopped at the level of debate. Bioethics tends to institutionalise its 

views and to transform them into legal norms.17 Norms based on ignorance and non-scientific 

argumentation, however, necessarily rest on a shaky ground. 

Fourth, a plea for respect for cultural diversity may function for anthropology, but not for 

bioethics: if, namely, being ―culturally approved‖ is enough for a norm to be bioethically 

accepted, it means that no moral progress is needed or possible, and neither is imaginable any 

criticism of practices from other cultures.18 

Fifth, if medical knowledge is important, how can decisions be delegated to the less informed? 

Is ―informed consent‖ not just a way for physicians to avoid responsibility? 

Sixth, American classic bioethics textbooks have tried to reduce decision down to a matter of 

principles.19 And that principalism has been broadly promoted, as evidenced by the 1974 U.S. 

Congress act that established the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects 

of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, aimed at identifying ―basic ethical principles.‖20 

However, even Robert Veatch, advocating a set of six moral principles, has to recognize that 

―some case-by-case judgments of what is ethically required are necessary.‖21 

For all these and many other reasons, the ―mainstream‖ (―American‖) bioethics might be 

considered to be in crisis. In which case, it is high time to start looking for a new theoretical 

and practical platform for the subject.22 

                                                       
16 Cf. Gary S. Belkin, „Brain death and the historical understanding of bioethics,‖ Journal of the 

History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 58 (2003): 325-361. 
17 Cf. Amir Muzur and Iva Rinčić, ―Etika i bioetika: sličnosti i razlike u odnosu prema pravu‖ [Ethics 

and bioethics: similarities and differences with respect to the law] in Bioetika i medicinsko pravo 

[Bioethics and medical law], edited by Iva Sorta Bilajac (Rijeka: Katedra za društvene znanosti 

Medicinskog fakulteta u Rijeci, 2009), 111-116. 
18 Tomislav Bracanović, »Respect for cultural diversity in bioethics: Empirical, conceptual and 

normative constraints«, Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy 14, br. 3 (2011): 229-236. 
19 Cf., for instance, J. K. Walter, E. P. Klein, eds., The Story of Bioethics: From Seminal Works to 

Contemporary Explorations (Georgetown University Press, Washington, D.C., 2003). 
20 The National Research Act (Pub. L. 93-348), http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/guidelines/belmont.html. 
21 Robert M. Veatch, A Theory of Medical Ethics (New York: Basic Books, 1981). 
22 Cf. also Peter J. Whitehouse, »The rebirth of bioethics: extending the original formulations of Van 
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Does Jahr provide answers to those dilemmas and, therefore, can the study of his writings be 

helpful in our search for a more efficient form of bioethics? Actually, it can: some of the 

current conundrums in bioethics have really been addressed by Jahr in a particularly inspiring 

way. 

So, to the question ―when does life begin,‖ Jahr answers by stressing the inviolability of life 

in humans, animals, and plants, meaning that it is not the appearance of consciousness that 

starts a new life but the mere presence of life, even in the smallest unit like a cell. Jahr 

consistently forbids the causing of every type of suffering in humans, as well as in other 

living beings. Jahr's extending of Kant's categorical imperative onto animals (Jahr calls that 

extension the ―bioethical imperative‖) is something we encounter too in our times: however, 

his insistence upon the sanctity of the life of plants (very similar to A. Schweitzer's reverence 

for life) has always been quite an isolated attitude in Western culture. 

When considering the problem of ―universal good,‖ Jahr's thoughts are especially helpful. 

Namely, Jahr acknowledges egoism as a natural and useful drive, as well as altruism. Altruism, 

however, is not conceivable without an admixture of egoism: to prove that, Jahr invokes Jesus 

and Matthews (Golden Rule), Kant (categorical imperative), and Schopenhauer (―reciprocity 

deal‖; Vertrag auf Gegenseitigkeit), all basically suggesting the same – do unto others as you 

would have others do unto you. A kind of a useful blend of egoism and altruism, according to 

Jahr, is the ―collective egoism‖ typical of institutions and organisations. Such a ―realistic‖ 

approach, breaking with Kant's idealism, also promises a more realistic platform for modern 

bioethics considerations of the relativeness of good. 

For Jahr, the truth cannot be comprehended by ―intellectualism‖ but by ―the force of love of 

compassion.‖ Thus, the modern ―paradox― of the possibility of enforcing norms based on 

non-scientific argumentation, may not be a paradox at all. (One should not think that Jahr was 

opposing science: on the contrary, he strongly advocated the scientific approach in school 

education. Moreover, by promoting the necessary and tolerant consideration of various 

viewpoints – Gesinnungseinstellungen, even when they oppose each other – Jahr seemed to 

be anticipating by 60 years the major idea of Professor Ante Čović of University of Zagreb, 

Croatia, and his ―pluriperspectivistic integrative bioethics.‖) 

Neither of our dilemmas to do with bioethical acceptance of ―culturally approved‖ norms, or 

with ―case-by-case judgments,‖ seemed to bother Jahr too much: for him, morality has a 

universal psychological rather than a cultural basis, and thus has to be based upon firm 

principles. 

 

A bridge over troubled bioethics 

 

Several personalities and events have been claimed as the inventors of bioethics. From Pope 

Pius XII to God's Committee, from Jahr to Potter, bioethics has been appearing (even if not 

always known by that name) forever as a constant human need to improve control over 

ourselves, to avoid over-stepping the subtle line into knowledge abuse. Bioethics is the 

platform for patient dialogue, an interim phase between getting-to-know and getting-to-use. 

Bioethics has not emerged as powerfully as Potter might have wanted, but it has certainly 

proved its ability to function as a useful and beneficial filter for many individuals, institutions, 

communities, and entire nations. At the beginning of the 21st century, we have to admit that 

bioethics now more resembles a Utopia than a science: it has, however, to be accepted as an 

important method, a necessary tool that serves as a brake preventing science from falling 

short. 

Many shortcomings of modern ―mainstream‖ (―American‖) bioethics might be overcome by 

studying Jahr's older concept. Comparing those two sets of ideas should not only have the aim 

to better understand them and to find a place for them in the common human intellectual 

heritage, but primarily to discover some combination of Jahr's philosophy, Potter's 

pragmatism, and Hellegers' institutionalism that would better respond to the challenges of our 

time. Instead of ignoring each other or conducting wars over primacy, the two bioethics 

                                                                                                                                                           
Rensselaer Potter,« American Journal of Bioethics 3, No. 4 (2003): W26-W31. 
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should better explore each other's cultural backgrounds and evolve jointly into a new, more 

useful and successful bioethics – one that is really global. Such an endeavor certainly would 

not represent the first time for Europe, America, and other continents to collaborate; it might, 

nevertheless, represent a new hope that bioethics might stop being so ―boring.‖23 

 

 

  

                                                       
23 Albert R. Jonsen, »Why has bioethics become so boring?« Journal of Medical Philosophy 25, br. 6 

(2000): 689–699. 


