
Paul Root Wolpe, Ph.D.
Raymond Schinazi Distinguished Research Chair of Jewish Bioethics
Professor of Medicine, Pediatrics, Psychiatry, Sociology, Religion, & 

Neuroscience and Biological Behavior

Director, Center for Ethics



We ought to have been brought 
up in a particular way from our 
very youth, as Plato says, so as to 
both delight in and to be pained 
by the things that we ought.

-Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, 1104b, 11-13)



1. A different definition of ethics

2. Three truths about ethics

3. Isn’t ethics arbitrary?

4. Values are Converging

5. Where is Bioethics Going?

6. How Do I Fit in?

Outline:



• Formal definitions of ethics:

• “Rules of behavior based on ideas about what 

is morally good and bad”

• “The branch of philosophy that deals with 

morality”

• “A moral philosophy or code of morals 

practiced by a person or group of people”

• My Definition of Ethics (and morality)

“How we determine, express, and assess our values 

in the world (ethics); and how we establish, 

maintain, and conduct our relationships as 

expressions of those values (morality).” 



Truth #1: Ethics is based on Values.



Could you do anything 

“unethical” stranded on a 

deserted island?

Truth #2: Ethics always involves 

Relationships



We are taught the wrong thing 

about ethics.

We can all answer this question 

easily:

“Ethics is deciding the 

difference between ______ and 

______.”



Truth #3: Ethical dilemmas 

involve a conflict in 

values:

A right vs. a right.

Honesty LoyaltyIndividual liberty Common GoodAutonomy Beneficence



 “Isn’t ethics just a matter of 

opinion?” 

“Is there one ethic for all 

time, or 

does ethics change in time 

and 

place?”

“Why is there so much ethical 

controversy?”





USA and 

Western Europe

Asia

Africa

Latin 

America

Ethical variation is generally about 

differentially weighing competing values, not 

about a difference in the values themselves.
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Global Neuroethics Summits





 Artificial Intelligence and Big Data 

(Federated Machine Learning)

 CRISPR, Genetic Engineering

 Consumer Medicine, Home-based 

Diagnostics and Treatment, Digital 

Phenotyping (FML)

 Public Health, Pandemics

 Environmental Health, Food

 Diversity, Inclusion, Internationalism 



There are significant problems to be solved in the 
coming years. How do we in bioethics represent 
the highest level of ethical leadership in solving 
the challenges ahead of us?

 International collaboration
 Recognizing value differences while

focusing on areas of convergence
 Flexibility of regulations
 Open debate on value propositions
 Real moral leadership



Igniting the Moral Imagination of 21st Century Leaders
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