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Abstract Only in recent years have theGerman bioethical and biopolitical debates
begun to decline due to rationalization concerning stem cell research or the pre-
implantation diagnosis related to the ethical status of the beginning of human life.
This is due to the fact that in these contexts we have to ask whether quality of life
assessment is ethically acceptable in principle. A fundamental premise in the
current debate is that quality of life assessment and human dignity are incom-
patible. In this paper four different standards of quality of life assessment are
distinguished (the naturalistic, the social, the interpersonal and the personal
standard). Then an interpretation of humandignity is developedwhich rests on the
essential feature of human beings to develop the capacity for personal autonomy.
Finally it is argued that human dignity in this sense is compatible with quality of
life assessments based on the personal and the interpersonal standard.

Zusammenfassung Seitdem in Deutschland im Kontext der Stammzellforschung
oder der Präimplantationsdiagnostik um den ethischen Status des beginnenden
menschlichen Lebens gestritten wird, ist das in den letzten Jahren gewonnene
Rationalitätspotenzial der deutschen bioethischen und biopolitischen Debatte
rückläufig. Dies liegt daran, dass in diesen Kontexten die Frage nach der ethis-
chen Zulässigkeit von Lebensqualitätsbewertungen unumgänglich wird. Eine
basale Prämisse in der gegenwärtigen Diskussion stellt die Annahme dar, dass
Lebensqualitätsbewertungen und Menschenwürde miteinander unvereinbar
sind. In diesem Beitrag werden vier verschiedene Standards der Leb-
ensqualitätsbewertung (der naturalistische, der soziale, der interpersonale und
der personale Standard) und konkurrierende Deutungen des Prinzips der
Menschenwürde unterschieden. Anschließend wird eine für säkulare und plur-
alistische Gesellschaften angemessene Deutung des Prinzips derMenschenwürde,
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welche auf der für Menschen charakteristischen Fähigkeit zur Entwicklung
personaler Autonomie gründet, entwickelt. Abschließend wird gezeigt, dass ein
so verstandenes Prinzip der Menschenwürde mit einem personalen und einem
interpersonalen Standard von Lebensqualitätsbewertung verträglich ist.

Résumé Depuis qu’en Allemagne, dans le contexte de la recherche sur les cell-
ules souches ou du diagnostic préimplantatoire, la controverse bat son plein sur
le statut éthique des débuts de la vie humaine, le potentiel de rationalisme
qu’avait atteint le débat allemand sur la bioéthique et la biopolitique perd à
nouveau du terrain. Ceci s’explique par le fait que dans ces domaines, la ques-
tion de l’admissibilité éthique des évaluations qualitatives de la vie est incon-
tournable. Une prémisse de base dans la discussion actuelle est le postulat selon
lequel l’évaluation qualitative de la vie et la dignité humaine ne sont pas com-
patibles. Dans cette contribution, on distingue quatre standards d‘évaluation
qualitative de la vie et des interprétations concurrentes du principe de la dignité
humaine (standard naturaliste, social, interpersonnel et personnel). L’article
élabore pour conclure une interprétation du principe de la dignité humaine
adaptée aux sociétés séculières et pluralistes, qui se fonde sur la capacité ty-
piquement humaine à développer une autonomie personnelle. L’article montre
enfin qu’une dignité humaine ainsi comprise est compatible avec un standard
personnel et interpersonnel de l’évaluation qualitative de la vie.

Wir reden also über Muster im Lebensteppich. Ludwig Wittgenstein

After the quarrel accompanying the process of passing a law dealing with organ
transplantation and several attacks questioning the concept of brain death, one
could get the impression that in Germany discussions in biomedical ethics were
freedmore andmore from ideology—it seemed that wewere able to objectivise the
crucial issues. The willingness to have an open and constructive dialogue between
politicians, scientists and ethicists seemed to develop; and the insight seemed to
gain acceptance that dogmatism isn’t helpful in this sensible area of our society.

But since the days that the ‘biopolitical‘ and bioethical debate in Germany has
focussed on the early stages of human life, this rationalization of our culture of
discussion is declining. The questionwhether research on human embryonic stem-
cells should be legalised or criminalized caused emotions to run high.1 Actually
this research is possible only if human embryos are killed. Therefore the dispute
escalated in such a way that some got the impression a new ‘Kulturkampf’ had
begun.2 This impression is fed by the fact that in this dispute the position of
Germany concerning research and economy in comparison to other countries has
been an import aspect from the very beginning. Some thought that now the free-
dom of research was at stake and had to be defended against anti-scientism and
reactionary ideologies which tried to get back lost power in our society. In some
other cases, e.g. pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), massive economic
interests come into play which are regarded as being in danger if we accept far too
restrictive ethical standards based on the German Grundgesetz.

1Cf. the very informative account concerning these issues within the European context given in
Solter et al. (2003)
2For more details cf. the illuminating analysis in Vieth (2003)
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1 The shared premise

In view of this trend our questionmust be:Why is the rationality of our discourses
in biopolitics and biomedical ethics declining and why are we in danger of dis-
solving agreements which have already been reached? It is suspicious that at
present the concept of ‘‘human dignity’’ is used again not to make progress in
bioethical debates but to end them abruptly. This is in need of philosophical
analysis. In such an examinationananalysis is alsoneeded as tohow the arguments
relying on the concept of human dignity run in different contexts in biomedical
ethics.

My thesis is that this contemporary step back results from the fact that
progress in reproductive medicine raises the question of how to deal with the
beginning of human life appropriately and in such a way that persistently has
been avoided in the German discussion (and the German law) or is generally
regarded as being ethically inadmissible. Falling back on human dignity so
quickly comes—as I see it—from the fact that an assessment of these new
medical options of stem cell research or PGD forces us to think about the ethical
acceptability of quality-of-life assessment (QLA) of human life.

The political solution for the issue of abortion and discussions of other
problem cases like euthanasia or physician-assisted suicide in Germany have one
feature in common: nearly everybody tries to avoid the question as to whether
conditions or situations might arise in which a QLA is acceptable or even de-
manded—this is the case especially in the context concerning the option of
intentionally ending human lives.3 But both at the end of human life as well as at
its very beginning, progress in biology and medicine makes it inevitable to
discuss the question whether QLAs are ethically inadmissible in general.

Those who rely on the concept of human dignity, normally referring to the
German Grundgesetz, to qualify PGD as ethically wrong, presuppose in their
argumentation that the assessment of human life and its selection because of
QLA—indisputably essential aspects of PGD—are incompatible with human
dignity.4 Some years ago Regine Kollek formulated this position with desirable
clarity:

‘‘A process in which potentially human beings are intentionally produced
on a trial basis and are judged to be worthy of existence and further
development by the future parents only after a genetic diagnosis is not
compatible with the dignity of human life’’ (Kollek 1999).5

This intuition that QLA is incompatible with human dignity—referred to here
as the incompatibility-assumption (ICA)—is a widely shared premise in our
debates in biomedical ethics. Even many of those who defend that PGD is

3I discuss the relation between human dignity and a right to life on the one hand and the ethical
issues concerning active euthanasia on the other hand in chapter 6 of Quante (2002a)
4The idea that QLA is incompatible with human dignity can actually be found in the vote of
those members of the Nationaler Ethikrat, who defend the position that PGD should be
prohibited by law (Nationaler Ethikrat 2003)
5My translation of: ‘‘Ein Verfahren, in dessen Zusammenhang potentielle menschliche Wesen
bewußt auf Probe erzeugt und von den zukünftigen Eltern erst nach einer genetischen Un-
tersuchung für existenz- und entwicklungswürdig befunden werden, ist mit der Würde mens-
chlichen Lebens nicht vereinbar‘‘
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ethically acceptable and should not be prohibited by law generally hold ICA.
Therefore they argue that a human embryo (or even earlier stages of human life)
cannot be regarded as bearers of human dignity in a strict sense.6 Since ICA is a
shared premise on both sides the debate now runs into a fruitless all-or-nothing
controversy: either the human embryo (or a human embryonic stem cell) is the
bearer of human dignity (in the full sense) or it is not.7 In the heat of the moment
this shared premise doesn’t come into view as something which might be
questionable. But as long as ICA is taken for granted biopolitical and bioethical
debates are in danger of resulting in a stalemate. Therefore in this paper I want
to question this widely shared premise and ask: Is it really true that every kind of
QLA is incompatible with human dignity? Or are there any good reasons to
reject ICA or to restrict it in scope at least?

2 The bad dialectics of our present discussions

In cases where the prohibition to intentionally kill a human being has to be
assessed ethically (e.g. active euthanasia, physician-assisted suicide or abortion)
or in the context of dealing with early stages of human life (e.g. embryo research,
cloning, or PGD), it is obvious to consider QLA as ethically relevant. But if you
try to defend that active voluntary euthanasia or active non-voluntary eutha-
nasia (e.g. in the case of severely disabled newborns) might be ethically justified
because of the expected quality of life of those individuals whose life is under
consideration, the following objection arises both immediately and vehemently:

Fundamental objection: Every account in bioethics, in which the pressing
problems are answered by relying on QLA, draws a line between human
lives worth living and human lives not worth living. But, firstly, this
distinction is incompatible with human dignity unshakeably embodied in
the German Grundgesetz. Secondly, this distinction is brought into
discredit historically—the National Socialists’ crimes against humanity
have shown that a social and political catastrophe is unavoidable if a
society tries to solve problems of biomedical ethics relying on QLA.

As I see it, fundamental objection is untenable because of three reasons. Firstly,
we are not toldwhat the content and justifying basis of humandignity is. Secondly,
no distinction is made between different accounts of QLA. Therefore, thirdly,
evidence is not provided for the crucial premise of ICA.But instead of asking those
questions which have to be asked if one follows my threefold criticism of the
fundamental objection, many bioethicists—probably captivated by ICA them-
selves—counterattack in a just as fundamental way. This fundamental counter-
attack can take three forms (I begin with the crudest and harshest):

Counterattack I: The concept of human dignity is senseless, it has no clear
meaning and it cannot be justified by rational philosophical arguments.

6I will say more on the distinction between a strict (or strong) and a weak conception of human
dignity in the next paragraphs of this paper
7This aspect of the German discussion in bioethics is given a more detailed analysis in Quante
(2002b); the special case of PGD is analysed in Quante (2003a)
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Counterattack II: (1) The fundamental objection relies on a notion of
human dignity which is based on the theological conception of the sanctity
of (human) life. Such a theological substantiation cannot, on the one hand,
be convincing in a secularised society. Therefore in a pluralistic society
such a notion of human dignity cannot, on the other hand, be used to
justify ethical norms or even laws. (2) Human dignity cannot be applied in
its philosophical sense to the early stages of human life, since these early
forms of human life do not have those capacities and features necessary for
being a bearer of human dignity.
Counterattack III: (1) & (2) Same as in Counterattack II. (3) We can define
human dignity in a weak philosophical sense which is connected only to
weaker claims of ethical and legal protection (and, in fact, our social praxis
dealing with the early stages of human life shows that we rely on such a
weak philosophical sense of human dignity).

As far as I can see, Counterattacks II and III are the only ways out if you
want both to block the fundamental objection and accept ICA.8 They agree that a
human embryo cannot be the bearer of human dignity in the strong philo-
sophical sense while human persons can be, and that the theological reading of
human dignity cannot be used in a secularised and pluralistic society. But while
in Counterattack II the philosophical notion of human dignity is not refined but
used in one philosophical sense, it is only in Counterattack III that we find the
suggestion to distinguish a strong and a weak philosophical notion of human
dignity (Birnbacher 1996).

This overall constellation of arguments leads to two debates which partly
overlap. On the one hand supporters of the fundamental objection criticise those
who want to distinguish a weak and a strong philosophical sense of human
dignity (against followers of Counterattack III and partly in agreement with
followers of Counterattack II); and they argue against the attempts to remove
the beginning of human life from the scope of the strong notion of human
dignity (against followers of Counterattacks II and III). On the other hand,
followers of Counterattacks II and III agree on two fundamental issues: firstly, a
theological interpretation of human dignity is not acceptable, and secondly, the
strong philosophical notion of human dignity cannot reasonably be applied to
the early stages of human life.

As long as all accept ICA the whole discussion is marked by an all-or-nothing
stalemate which leaves no room for compromise and mediation. If we want to
overcome this annoying result of the current debate’s bad dialectics without
undermining the principle of human dignity and without eliminating the
beginning of human life from the scope of human dignity altogether, we have to
scrutinize ICA. This is especially justified if we accept the fact that in many
contexts of bioethics and everyday ethical judgements, QLAs are in use and that
this is an ethically unavoidable and legitimate way to deal with the pressing

8A defender of Counterattack I regards the concept of human dignity as senseless or mean-
ingless. Therefore he obviously cannot hold ICA. Since in this paper I am interested in ICA
primarily I will ignore Counterattack I in the following (it has been mentioned here because it
plays some role in German biopolitical and bioethical debates); see Merkel (2002) for a crisp
and detailed discussion
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questions in biomedical ethics and biopolitics. To overcome this stalemate, I will
defend the three following theses:

Thesis 1 QLAs and ethical judgements relying on them are ethically acceptable
if we base our arguments on a proper understanding of quality of life.
Thesis 2 QLAs based on such a proper understanding of quality of life are
compatible with human dignity (in the strong sense), if we too rely on a
proper understanding of human dignity, i.e. an understanding of human
dignity which takes into account the fact that we live in a secular and plu-
ralistic society.
Thesis 3 Taken together, QLA and human dignity, both interpreted in an
appropriate way, can be used to justify a reasonable pluralism ethically
suitable for the society we live in.

3 Four accounts of QLA

To clear up the debate it is useful to distinguish four accounts of QLA by means
of the standards of assessment they call on:

– The naturalistic standard
– The social standard
– The interpersonal standard
– The personal standard

The naturalistic standard pretends to deliver a concept of QLA—the famous
quality adjusted life years—which is based only on biological and medical facts,
free from any evaluations and norms. But since the quality of life cannot be
grasped free of evaluations, such a concept of QLA is implausible.9 Nevertheless
this standard is an underlying feature of our current bioethical or biopolitical
debates since many adherents of the fundamental objection allege that the
defenders of QLA do have the naturalistic standard in mind, that they adhere to
‘biologism’ (to say the least).

The social standard consists of those evaluative and normative judgements
(or preferences) which in fact dominate our society (it might be that those
who hold these judgements and preferences cannot even articulate them
explicitly). Although nobody in the current debate seriously wants to rely on
it, the social standard is operative in the arguments of those defending the
fundamental objection. Either they insinuate that the recommended criteria for
QLA are de facto products of our societies’ ideology. Or they argue
that—maybe against the intentions of their defenders—QLAs will automati-

9It is based on a naturalistic fallacy; see Quante (1994) and chapter 7 of Quante (2003b) for
more on this. I should add that such a naturalistic standard seems to be attractive for three
reasons: firstly, it seems to help us avoid hard ethical questions by referring to ‘objective facts’;
secondly, it suits well with current naturalistic tendencies in other domains of philosophy (e.g.
philosophy of mind, language or epistemology); and thirdly, it is naturally allied with the
(implicit) naturalistic strand of utilitarianism ( in many varieties)
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cally end in using the social standard, since our evaluative praxis will be
influenced by social modes and cultural prejudices.10

The interpersonal standard is explicitly normative. It consists of those features,
which rational subjects would choose rationally because of their being human
beings (e.g. embodiment, sensitivity, social needs, capacity to develop personal
autonomy).11 This standard is relevant in all contexts of QLA, since it is com-
plementary to the personal standard, and it is dominant in all cases in which the
life of a human being is assessed which actually cannot lead its life as a person.12

One of the central questions in the following will be whether ICA is valid if we
have the interpersonal standard in mind.

The essential capacity of human beings to lead their lives as persons is the
core of the personal standard. It takes into account that persons do stand in an
irreducible evaluative relation towards their own existence (in the sense of
‘‘identifying with’’ their present and future existence) in developing life plans,
trying to realise their own interests in actions, or making evaluative judge-
ments. The capacity to develop and realise such an individual plan as one’s
own biography is an essential part of the human life adjusted to personal
autonomy.13

The personal standard recognises this essential feature of human persons
and is an articulation of personal autonomy since here the quality of one
person’s life is understood as the extent to which this human being ascribes
such quality to her own life (understood as auto-biography). Since person-
hood and personality are constituted in mutual relations of recognition the
personal standard is not based on something private (e.g. the famous qualia
so prominent in the philosophy of mind or the even more famous private
language Wittgenstein discusses) or something which cannot be understood by
other persons (at least in a high degree).14 Therefore, the interpersonal and
personal standards are complementary aspects of QLA which cannot be
separated completely (although it depends on the context and the case under
discussion how these standards are adjusted to each other).

10For sure, nobody in the actual debate defends such a social standard. Besides the fact that the
fundamental objection very often relies on slippery slope arguments (without giving any
empirical evidence for the claims included therein) the main weakness of the fundamental
objection lies in the fact that it presupposes that defenders of QLA rely on (or have to rely on)
the naturalistic or the social standard
11On the notion of personal autonomy see Quante (2002c) and chapter 5 of Quante (2002a)
12It is ethically important to distinguish four kinds of cases here: (1) human beings without the
potential of developing personal autonomy at all, (2) human beings with the potential to
develop personal autonomy in the future, (3) human beings who have lost their personal
autonomy but still have the capacity to regain it, and (4) human beings having lost their
personal autonomy without any chance to regain it. In the third and fourth case the problem of
living wills and other means of extending one’s autonomy comes into play; see Quante (1999)
for details. The difference between the first and the second case is that in the latter the inter-
personal standard can be used since the human being assessed can be taken into account as a
person counterfactually. This presupposes that we can give a reasonable account of potenti-
ality—see chapter 3 of Quante (2002a) for more on this. In the first case the interpersonal
standard can rely only on those aspects which are appropriate for human beings. Since the focus
of this paper is on ICA I cannot go into the details here
13On the evaluative aspect of personal autonomy—related to the notion of ‘‘identification
with’’—compare Quante (2002c and chapters 5 and 6 of Quante (2002a)
14This misunderstanding is criticised in by Ach et al. (2000), pp 127–132. It is worth noticing
that ‘‘to understand’’ the evaluative stance of another person is not the same as ‘‘to accept’’ it
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The disciples of the fundamental objection often have the naturalistic and
the social standard in mind; defenders of QLA normally refer to the inter-
personal and the personal standard. Thus we have to ask whether or not ICA
holds for all these accounts of QLA. But before we can answer this question
we have to have a closer look at the notion of human dignity. As already
noted in formulating the three counterattacks against the fundamental objec-
tion it might be the case that we have to distinguish different accounts of
human dignity, too, before we are able to examine ICA.

4 Human dignity and personal autonomy

A thorough examination of ICA not only requires discussion of the four
standards for QLA distinguished separately, but we also have to clear up the
notion of human dignity (its content and the basis on which it can be justified).
In a secularised and pluralistic society committed to pluralism, human dignity,
too, must be given an interpretation compatible with the self-image of such a
society.15 The normative force of the principle of human dignity depends a lot
on the grade of its coherence with our remaining web of evaluative and nor-
mative beliefs. If inconsistencies in this web become manifest because some of
our central ethical principles and our fundamental and widely shared ethical
intuitions don’t match (e.g. concerning the question of how to deal with the
beginning of human life in the context of reproduction techniques and human
genetics), all ethical intuitions, beliefs and principles are under close scru-
tiny—even our concept of human dignity.

Before we reject this principle stock and barrel claiming that it is no longer
suitable for us or antiquated because of recent developments in our society,
and before we limit it in strength or scope we should ask whether we can
deliver an interpretation of the principle of human dignity giving it a content
appropriate to our modern evaluative self-image. In this paragraph I will
suggest such a conception of human dignity which—at least to my
mind—still has its place in a secularised and pluralistic society.

4.1 Human dignity: two traditions

In one tradition ‘‘human dignity’’ is interpreted within the doctrine of ‘‘sanctity
of human life’’.16 The special moral status of human life is justified by the ‘fact’
that god has given human life this special ethical value. The theological impact
of this is made obvious by the term ‘‘sanctity’’. Since in a pluralistic and secular
society a theological justification of moral claims and even more of legal rights is
problematic (to say the least), many authors have tried to give an analysis of

15It is indisputably very difficult to give an idea of the self-image of our society which is at least
fairly adequate; but I take it for granted that secularisation and pluralism as well as the
importance of personal autonomy are essential elements of every picture we might outline
16An overview of the many aspects of our notion of human dignity is given in the contributions
included by Bayertz (1996) and Stoecer (2003)
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‘‘sanctity’’ in non-theological terms.17 And the main candidate is the notion of
‘‘absolute value’’. In another tradition the special ethical status of human beings
marked by ‘‘human dignity’’ is justified by special capacities of normal18 human
beings. Most prominent here is the following feature: Human beings are able to
lead their lives autonomously in the sense that they can decide and judge in the
light of self-given moral rules. As I understand it this interpretation of human
dignity can be freed from theological assumptions (although it might not be
possible to free it from all metaphysical assumptions). The basic idea is that
human beings can lead their lives as persons. Included therein is the idea that
human beings have a sense of meaning and worth of their own existence. It is
this outstanding capacity to lead an autonomous life as a person which demands
and justifies that we owe respect to each other. And it is this respect which is the
central aspect of the absolute value of human life which is expressed by ‘‘human
dignity’’.

There are three crucial differences between both conceptions of ‘‘human dig-
nity’’. Firstly, they are based on different kinds of justification (theological versus
philosophical), none of which is self-evident, purely empirical or value-free. Sec-
ondly, the source of human dignity according to the theological reading is external
(its source is god) and the internal structure of a human beings’ mental life is of no
importance. Within the philosophical account the source of human dignity is
internal, i.e. a special capacity or feature of human beings (which I have named
personal autonomy above and which might consist itself in a set of capacities and
features). As a consequence of this, thirdly, the theological version of human
dignity doesn’t take the perspective of individual human beings into account since
‘‘human dignity’’ doesn’t reflect the internal structure of a person’smind, while the
autonomy-based conception is based in a constitutive and essentialwayon the self-
relation human beings enter into qua leading a life as a person (this means that
‘‘human dignity’’ reflects the internal structure).

4.2 Human dignity: absolute or intrinsic?

Additionally we can distinguish now between different interpretations of the
intended strength of the value of human life indicated by ‘‘human dignity’’. I

17Basing human dignity on the concept of ‘‘human nature’’ is no way out. Either we rely on a
non-evaluative, e.g. scientific concept of nature, where in this case we face a naturalistic fallacy,
or we ascribe a special ethical value to the biological species. In this case we are committed to an
untenable ‘speciesism’. The third option would be to give an evaluative notion of ‘‘human
nature’’. This might be done in a theological or philosophical fashion unfolded in the two
traditions described above
18This normality-condition is meant in the following sense: All human beings (in the sense of
individual human organisms) fall into the scope of ‘‘human dignity‘‘, since they normally—qua
species-membership—do have the potential to develop those features necessary for human
dignity in the strong sense. Some human embryos with genetic defects de facto will not develop
these features during their development. But even in these cases it makes sense to ascribe them
the potential to develop them counterfactually: Such a human being would develop these fea-
tures, if there were no genetic defects. But such a counterfactual claim makes no sense in at least
two cases: if we refer to an entity belonging to a species whose members normally don’t develop
the features in case; or if we refer to an actually non-existing entity (e.g. a human embryonic
stem-cell). The latter claim presupposes that ‘‘human dignity’’ is a feature of human organisms
not of ‘sub-organismic’ human life. For detailed and critical analysis of these and related
matters I refer the reader to the papers collected by Damschen and Schönecker (2003)
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want to discuss only two of them: the absolute-reading and the intrinsic-
reading.

In the absolute-reading there are two crucial features of human dignity and the
value of human life:

The special value of human life is: (1) not derived from something else (e.g.
human interests)—except probably god;19 (2) it cannot be given up; and (3) it
is not allowed to be weighed up against other ethical values.

This absolute-reading is an essential part of human dignity in the strong
philosophical and theological senses.

This is not the case with the intrinsic-reading where:

The special value of human life: (1) is not derived from something else (e.g.
human interests); (2) it cannot be given up; but (3) it is allowed to be
weighed up against other high-ranking ethical values.

This intrinsic-reading is suggested in Counterattack III as ‘‘human dignity’’ in
the weak philosophical sense (and has no counterpart in the theological reading
or in Counterattack II).

As should be clear, the official understanding of ‘‘human dignity’’ in the
German Grundgesetz is of the absolute kind. Although the right to life may be
weighed up against other very important ethical values human dignity may not.
The intrinsic-reading would be a serious revision of our meaning of ‘‘human
dignity’’. Such a revision might be necessary and ethically justified if our notion
of human dignity causes ethical problems in the new contexts created by new
technical developments like PGD. But before we reach such a revisionary
conclusion we should first try to make our ethical intuitions in these contexts
cohere with the absolute-reading of human dignity. As I will show now it is
possible to find such a reflective equilibrium if we combine the absolute-reading
of human dignity with the conception of human dignity based on personal
autonomy. This is good news since every society devoted to pluralism is well-
advised to protect the capacity to develop a personality and to lead a life
autonomously by accepting human dignity—in the strong philosophical sen-
se—as an essential element of our ethical praxis not to be weighed up.

5 Human dignity, QLA and pluralism

5.1 Against ICA

If we give human dignity the interpretation just outlined it is easy to see that
neither the naturalistic nor the social standard of QLA is compatible with human
dignity. This incompatibility is due to the fact that these standards don’t take the
actual (or counterfactually ascribed) evaluative self-understanding of human
persons as a starting point but instead override it in the name of some external
standard of assessment (be it ‘scientific’ or ‘social’ acceptance). Beyond that it is

19As long as we don’t eliminate this qualification the theological interpretation of human
dignity is covered by the absolute-reading as is the philosophical account of human dignity in
the strong sense
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not hard to realise that ICA cannot be correct in general. It is an essential feature
of being a person to develop an evaluative stance towards one’s own life and its
quality. Therefore there cannot be a general incompatibility between QLA and
human dignity if the latter is based on personal autonomy.

Thus the personal standard must—in principle—be ethically acceptable (this
is not to say that it must be the dominant standard or can be applied in all cases)
since this standard explicitly takes the individual’s evaluative stance towards its
own life as a starting point.20 Furthermore we have to bear in mind that a
human being’s personality can’t develop and exist without processes of social
interaction and recognition which are possible only on the basis of shared
biological, anthropological and cultural starting conditions. Acknowledging this
fact is not only sufficient to block the objection that QLAs based on the personal
standard are hopelessly ‘private’, it also makes clear that the interpersonal
standard is a necessary complementary component of QLA, since relations of
recognition and criticism are constitutive for becoming a person, too. Personal
autonomy requires critical examination and acknowledgement; a person’s
autonomous decisions are open to rational evaluation and criticism—they have
to be measured against not only internal coherence (much of which fits into a
person’s biography) but also against objective standards of rationality and
plausibility. Besides that, the empirical research on QLA shows that we de facto
are provided with good instruments to determine an individual’s quality of life
(Schumacher et al. 2003).21

The personal and the interpersonal standards go hand in hand. The more a
human being has realised personal autonomy or has developed the features
necessary for exercising personal autonomy the more the personal standard
becomes dominant (this can be seen, e.g. in the case of voluntary active
euthanasia). The less a human being has realised or is able to realise personal
autonomy in articulating an evaluative stance towards its own existence the
more important will the interpersonal standard become (this can, for example,
be seen in cases of non-voluntary euthanasia).>

5.2 Conclusion

Since the personal and interpersonal standards of QLA are compatible with
human dignity (a plausible and philosophically attractive interpretation), ICA is
wrong. Therefore the fundamental objection must be rejected since it fails to
distinguish different standards of QLA, ascribing to their opponents always
those standards (like the naturalistic or the social one) which really are
incompatible with human dignity (in any sense). Furthermore, defenders of ICA
often rely on an understanding of human dignity which cannot lay the foun-
dations for our secular and pluralistic society.

20My aim in this paper is to show that (and why) ICA is wrong. Furthermore my premise is that
QLA is ethically important in bioethics. Defending these claims does not come down to the
claim that QLAs are overriding all the other ethically relevant aspects (and I don’t hold this
latter thesis)
21To say that good instruments are available is neither saying that these instruments are perfect
nor saying that they cannot or should not be improved by further research. Quite the opposite is
true: If I am right that QLA is a helpful and necessary element of our ethical thinking these
instruments have to be optimised
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In fact we find an irreducible plurality of conceptions of the good and the
individually succeeding life in our society. The interpretation of human dignity,
suggested above, accepts that we are in need of a non-theological foundation of
human dignity which at the same time takes into account that our society not
only is pluralistic de facto but that pluralism is an important value. Acknowl-
edging and welcoming pluralism allows us to make the principle of respect for
personal autonomy the basis for our ethical praxis (not only in bioethics or
biopolitics). So the interpretation of human dignity I have argued for in this
paper not only shows how QLA and human dignity might be compatible, it also
makes clear in which sense human dignity and respect for human dignity can
and must be an essential element of every pluralistic society.22

Having reconciled human dignity, with QLA and pluralism as suggested in
this paper we are in a position to develop an ethical theory and, in practice, an
ethical stance in which neither personal autonomy is overridden by absolute
values nor are intrinsic values generally given away in favour of actual prefer-
ences of individuals in our society. We can overcome the bad dialectics of
current bioethical and biopolitical discussions in Germany and regain room for
an open and constructive dialogue. Doing this we regain leeway for argumen-
tation which has to be shaped with ethical, social and political content in a
responsible manner. As I see things this can only be done if we openly discuss
what quality of life means for us, and if—in an open dialogue—we find out what
we want to understand by leading a life in human dignity. As long as we do not
accept that accounts of quality of life guide our ethical intuitions in many
contexts of biomedical ethics, we will not be able to quarrel rationally about
those aspects of our ethical self-images which are dominating our ethical praxis.
Overcoming ICA is the first and a necessary step towards such a debate—but it
cannot replace it.
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