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Bioethics in an Asian context 
Ren·Zong Qiu 

The paradigm of "Western" 
bioethics is rooted in the belief 
that individual pursuit of self
interest will eventually favour 
the interest of society at large. 
But from an Asian perspective, 
the self-interest theory is self
defeating in many cases and 
is even not moral. 

The bioethical issues that are 
raised and debated in different 
sociocultural contexts are not at 

all the same. Abortion in the United 
States is not only a moral issue but a 
political issue that is unavoidable 
even in the presidential election 
campaigns; it tends to split families , 
communities and political parties. 
But it has never become a moral 
issue in contemporary China, where 
the moral issue is late abortion, not 
abortion itself. 

An elderly woman enioys o traditional meal with her daughter. In many Asian countries, medical 
information is often disclosed to family members rather than to the patient- or is not disclosed at all. 

The Chinese believe that a human 
being or a person starts with his or 
her birth, not at the instant when the 
sperm penetrates the ovum. This 
belief has lasted for more than 
2000 years . It may change in the 
future, but at present there is no sign 
that the Chinese will give it up. 

The concept of brain death has 
been widely accepted in the 
"Western" countries, yet in Japan, 
one of the most developed countries, 
people are reluctant to accept it. The 
same issue may be seen in different 
ways in different social and cultural 
contexts. Withholding or withdraw
ing treatment from the terminally ill 
is usually a matter of appeal to the 
legal process in the United States, but 
in China it is usually resolved by 

. invoking the convention: if all par
ties concerned agree, do it. Medical 
information has to be disclosed to the 
patient himself or herself in the 
United States, but in many Asian 
countries it is usually disclosed to 
family members of the patient or is 
never disclosed. Overpopulation is 
not an issue in the West, but is of 
concern to almost all Asian coun
tries, since their very social develop
ment is largely dependent on its 
proper solution. 

Seeking a balance 
The development of bioethics in Asia 
has its own characteristics, and some 
of the most important involve seek
ing a balance between the individual
ist and comrnunitarian approaches, 
and between rights and duties. The 
paradigm of bioethics in the West is 
rooted in an individualist approach 
which implies that an individual 
action pursuing self-interest is ratio
nal, and that all such action will 
converge to favour the interests of 
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A work day begins in China. From an Asian perspective, the community approach tends to take 
precedence over individual rights. 

society at large. This approach is 
justifiable in the sense that individual 
interests should be protected from 
inappropriate and unreasonable 
intervention by society. 

However, from an Asian perspec
tive the self-interest theory is self
defeating in many cases and is even 
not moral. In a meeting on ethical 
issues of genetics, some Western 
participants were against any regula
tion on prenatal sex selection for 
non-medical reasons. However, in 
the Chinese cultural context some 
regulation or even prohibition of 
prenatal sex selection is necessary, 

since many parents would prefer to 
have a boy rather than a girl. 
Preferring a boy may seem a rational 
matter to parents but if such a choice 
is permitted, the cumulative effect 
will be an excess of young men in 
future years, with far-reaching social 
implications. Why cannot the gov
ernment promulgate some regulation 
to deter such "sex-cleansing"? 

An individual action can be 
convergent with or divergent from 
the interests of other people and of 
society itself. An individual is only 
relatively independent, and from the 
viewpoint of many Asian cultures, 

A young girl feeds her baby nephew. Chinese wisdom holds that- in an ideal society - everyone 
has a duty to support other members of both family and community. 
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the individual and the community or 
society are interdependent. Society 
is more than the mere sum of all its 
members. Thus if an individual did 
some good or some harm to the 
community or society, that positive 
or negative effect would in tum 
affect all its members- including 
that same individual. So the ideal 
society for Confucianists is one of 
"Great Harmony" in which people 
bring up other people's children just 
like their own, and support other 
people's parents just like their own; 
the central principle of Confucian 
ethics is ren which means "loving 
and caring for others". For a great 
many Chinese, an action cannot be 
justified ethically only by the benefit 
it would bring to themselves. 

Again, in clinical settings in 
China, a patient's decision is rarely 
an individual personal decision, but 
is usually that of a family. Some
times the community too is involved 
in the decision. So we can say that 
in any medical decision there are 
individual, personal elements as well 
as collective elements (family, 
community). It does not exclude the 
extremes: an exclusively individual 
decision or an exclusively collective 
decision. There will be no tension if 
the interests or preferences of the 
individual and those of the commu
nity are compatible. But in many 
cases there is tension between indi
vidual and community, and a com
promise between them has to be 
reached. 

Rights and duties 
As regards rights and duties, argu
ments based on rights are over
whelming in Western bioethics, and 
we must admit that the rights ap
proach is positive and helpful in 
many cases. The recognition of 
women's rights has really helped 
women to fight for equal status with 
men. Traditionally, rights arguments 
in our region were very rare. In 
Confucian ethics the dominant 
arguments concerned duties, obliga
tions and responsibilities, and in this 
cultural context individual rights 
were easily ignored or neglected. 
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However, the rights approach has 
its own problems, especially in many 
countries in Asia. First, many rights 
result in conflicts not only between 
different persons but also in one and 
the same person. Secondly, the 
rights approach is usually not con
cerned about whether the community 
has sufficient resources to meet the 
needs of all individuals who exercise 
their own rights, nor does it ask who 
has the obligation to provide the 
necessary means to have these rights 
exercised. Thirdly, not all claims, 
needs, wants or wishes are rights. 
When a claim of an individual be
comes a right, it possesses a moral 
power to force others to provide 
conditions for that individual to 
exercise the right. 

The exercise of rights depends on 
social, economic and cultural condi
tions. When the per capita income in 
a country is very low, how can all 
citizens enjoy, for example, free 
health care? In some traditional rural 
areas in China, women's social status 
is low, they have no employment, no 
education and all their life are depen
dent on their husband or his family; 
how can a woman exercise her repro
ductive rights in such circumstances? 

So it would be correct to say that 
the exercise of human rights evolves 

Vietnamese girl at school. Cross-cultural 
discussions have to be based on mutual respect 
for each other's culture. 
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Immunization in a refugee camp in Thailand. Social, economic and cultural conditions have a 
direct bearing on people's access to health care. 

over time, and the state must foster 
this process by creating the appropri
ate social, economic and cultural 
conditions. And in this process every 
person who enjoys the rights has the 
responsibility to participate in creat
ing the conditions for them. Every 
citizen should both enjoy the fruit 
and plant the fruit tree. The exercise 
of a right always implies or is associ
ated with duties or responsibilities. 
So exercising one's reproductive 
right implies taking responsibility for 
raising and caring for one's child. 

Cross-cultural debate 

It might be said that in each culture 
there is a moral community with its 
own moral value system. The value 
systems of different moral communi
ties or different cultures may overlap 
to some extent, and may have some 
of the same values, virtues, rules and 
principles, but they can never be 
identical. Any attempt to impose one 
paradigm of bioethics that has been 
shaped in one culture on another 

culture might be harmful. However, 
those overlapping areas do form 
common ground for inter-cultural or 
cross-cultural discussion and criti
cism. I believe that the common 
ground will grow, along with a wider 
and deeper dialogue, against the 
background of worldwide economic 
integration and cultural communica
tion. The integrity of each culture 
should be respected in order for 
cross-cultural discussion to be 
justified. • 
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