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Introduction

in a society as morally diverse as ours
what public bioethics needs is a discur-
sive method of  ethical inquiry and pol-

icy-formation that is able to work toward
consensus on shared bioethical guidelines
while simultaneously maintaining a respect
for differing moral points of  view by making
it possible for incommensurable moral and
ontological differences to be accommodated
in both the conversation itself  and the poli-
cies that will ensue. 
given the novelty of, ethical ambiguity sur-
rounding, and onto-metaphysical uncertainty
that often accompanies, many bioethical is-
sues, the problems we face when confronting
such issues are problems in the deepest sense
of  the term. the Spanish essayist and
philosopher ortega y gasset had claimed
that “[s]omething is a problem to me…when
i search within myself  and do not know what
my genuine attitude toward it is…” and went
onto argue that “the solution of  a problem”
entails “finding, among many ideas about it,
one which i recognize as my actual and au-
thentic attitude toward it”1. insofar as the
novelty of  many bioethical problems has pre-
cluded sustained prior reflection, an initial
uncertainty regarding the ethicality of  certain
procedures and actions often occurs. Addi-
tionally, insofar as bioethical dilemmas often
raise deeper ontological and metaphysical
questions regarding human nature they are
morally problematic in the sense ortega had in

mind. Hence, the solution each interlocutor
adopts as a potential resolution to the moral
dilemma she faces must be thought to be an
authentic expression of  her belief  system and
genuine perspective on the ethical life. 
this is to say, that in constructing what are
to be shared normative standards for dealing
with highly contested and ethically tumul-
tuous issues we ought to strive for guidelines
that members of  distinct moral traditions
can either consider justifiable within, and
hence compatible with, their own modes of
moral reasoning and methods of  ethical
analysis or, which enable them to implement
their respective modes of  moral reasoning.
We must seek to establish norms that allow
persons to sincerely respond to moral dilem-
mas and commit to resolutions that are gen-
uine expressions of  their beliefs. this means
that our shared guidelines either must hon-
estly be thought to be authentic representa-
tions of  the positions of  a number of  distinct
traditions, or that they must enable individu-
als coming from distinct moral traditions to
formulate their own authentic responses to
such problems and act accordingly. if  we
cannot find norms that are genuinely shared
across religious, cultural and moral traditions,
when it comes to public policy in a liberal so-
ciety we must seek to widen the array of  ac-
tions we consider ethically permissible.
maximizing viable options for action in-
creases the ability of  individuals to abide by
their diverse moralities and arrive at solutions
to their own personal dilemmas that they will
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truly consider authentic expressions of  their
moral perspectives. 
in that the questions raised by bioethical
dilemmas are often literally questions con-
cerning life and death itself  they are arguably
some of  the most important questions re-
garding human reality. Persons ought to feel
as though the solutions they arrive at, the de-
cisions they make, and the actions they take
(or are allowed to take) as a result are in ac-
cord with their unique conceptions of  the
good. it hardly seems possible to show some-
one that they are being respected as a person
while simultaneously telling her that her out-
look on life is, or her religio-cultural tradi-
tion’s beliefs and norms are, entirely
misconceived because they do not fit a par-
ticular portrait of  human nature and the
moral standards some claim to be universal. 
it is imperative that the norms, guidelines and
policies we enact are considered justifiable by,
at minimum, a majority of  interlocutors and
enable persons to act on their deeply held
moral convictions. in the interests of  non-
malfeasance, liberty, peaceability and mutual
respect the aim of  this intellectual endeavor
is to produce a method of  bioethical deliber-
ation that is able to adequately meet the chal-
lenge of  forging shared guidelines and
standards in secular, yet religiously, morally
and culturally diverse society.

Where We’ve Stumbled on the Path to Consensus

now certainly there have been numerous at-
tempts to devise a consensus position in
bioethics either through discourse or through
proposals for a common morality. Yet, many
of  our previous attempts to do so have hit
stumbling blocks along the way. the problem
with Beauchamp and childress’ principlism,
for instance, is not it’s aim to construct a
shared moral ground from which arguing
parties can appeal. nor is the problem to be
found in their attempt to construct a W.d.
Ross styled moral proposal that those akin to
virtue and those who feel bound to moral
laws can all simultaneously appeal to. the pri-
mary problem with their approach is that
they themselves are the ones postulating the

principles and norms said to be universal
rather than allowing a variety of  people com-
ing from distinct moral traditions to voice
their perspectives, share their points of  view,
and actually converge upon common moral
claims. We cannot expect a robust consensus
on a set of  guidelines if  the members of  the
society who will necessarily be affected by the
norms guiding such proposals have not been
involved in the processes of  deliberation and
discourse themselves. 
Additionally, across the board there has been
a strong push for the use of  secular thought
and language in public bioethics. Although a
number of  religious thinkers helped breath
life into the field of  bioethics, religious and
religio-cultural voices have tended to be mar-
ginalized in today’s mainstream bioethics as a
result of  a push towards professionalization
and desire to be a quasi-scientific secular dis-
cipline. i have neither the time nor the space
to address this issue adequately here however,
suffice it to say that if  bioethics is really going
to be a domain for public intellectual activity
we must allow the varied types of  perspec-
tives found in the civil and public arenas to
actually engage in the conversations that help
enact the norms that govern their lives. 
often common morality approaches to
bioethics demand assimilation to the princi-
ples, codes and norms they claim are “com-
mon” yet, which do not draw upon, or seek
input from, the panoply of  distinct moral tra-
ditions that actually guide people’s modes of
moral reasoning. this is, at least in part, the
result of  a failure to recognize different moral
perspectives as possessing valid insights on
bioethical matters and as being equally wor-
thy of  representation in the processes that
will eventually lead to mutually binding
norms, guidelines and policies. this is not to
say that each member of  each moral tradition
views all other systems of  morality as being
equally true as her own, nor should this be
seen as an endorsement of  either ethical rel-
ativism or moral subjectivism. Rather, it is to
say that if  our goal is the establishment of  a
common bioethical framework we mustn’t
eschew moral perspectives that differ from
our own and we mustn’t assume that the
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achievement of  such a task is even remotely
possible if  a number of  distinct perspectives
are not incorporated into processes of  delib-
eration and policy-formation we implement
to do so. 
confronting moral diversity and religious
pluralism in bioethics raises the spectre that
any principles which attempt to respect the
claims of  all religious groups will either not
succeed in achieving their intended goal or
they will be too vague to accomplish any sub-
stantive results, pos-
sessing no practical
usefulness or applica-
ble proposals. As the
preeminent bioethi-
cist daniel callahan
has said, “the hard
part is to devise a the-
ory that can readily
join universality and
the moral complexity
of  everyday life”2.
Since the turn of  the millennium, there have
been a number of  attempts to devise a theory
and implement a methodology that could
provide solutions to the problem of  coping
with moral pluralism in bioethics. many such
attempts however, simply import theories
and methods from other fields, such as polit-
ical philosophy, rather than incorporating in-
sights from these fields to develop a
methodology that is uniquely designed to ad-
dress bioethical issues in a public forum.
Hence, i ask, is there a way to cope with
moral and religious diversity in biomedical
ethics that can resolve some of  the tensions
that arise in a pluralistic society seeking com-
mon ethical standards for biomedicine while
simultaneously respecting difference? 
in order to achieve this, i have been develop-
ing a method of  discourse i refer to as “prag-
matic perspectivism.” this method attempts
to come to terms with the view that divergent
perspectives are an inevitable part of  the so-
cial and cultural realities we live in. it recog-
nizes that those involved in the discussions
will inevitably hold distinct, and possibly in-
consistent, beliefs regarding core truths of
reality. Without necessarily passing an episte-

mological judgment on the contents of  the
participants beliefs and moral claims, this ap-
proach requests that everyone in the dialogue
comes to realize that others might be justified
in holding their views regardless of  the actual
truthfulness of  those positions and to search
for similar values and beliefs inherent in each
other’s paradigms. Rather than seeking agree-
ment on universal metaphysical truths, en-
dorsing contractual agreements that will
potentially require interlocutors to compro-

mise core beliefs, or
appealing to a shared
mode of  moral rea-
soning, this method
aims to discover moral
propositions that are
justified by people em-
ploying distinct modes
of  moral reasoning.
the aim is to propose
ethical guidelines that
do not necessarily re-

quire the adoption of  deeper onto-metaphys-
ical commitments. 
Where this method differs from those pro-
posed by Rawlsians, or even Rawls himself
for that matter, is that it does not call upon
interlocutors to adopt a common mode of
“public reason” in order to discover and es-
tablish our consensus. While the Rawlsian
method might work quite well within a forum
addressing purely political concerns, when it
comes to bioethics there are questions re-
garding the nature of  persons, life, death,
normalcy and illness - some major onto-
metaphysical issues – that simply do not arise
in the same way as they would if  we were
talking about welfare or foreign relations. de-
spite being a well-intentioned means of  pro-
moting the common good and of  facilitating
constructive dialogue, when it comes to eth-
ically problematic issues in medicine, adopt-
ing Rawlsian public reason tends to
undermine freedom of  expression insofar as
it makes it requests that interlocutors adopt
a “neutral” form of  speech, and conse-
quently a mode of  reasoning that is supposed
to be shared, but which in reality turns out to
be motivated by the ideals of  secularity and
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impartiality that may be foreign to the moral
considerations and epistemic contexts of
both religious thinkers and more metaphysi-
cally inclined philosophers. 
Public reason might be incompatible with, or
unable to capture the logic inherent within,
their indigenous modes of  moral reasoning
and hence, might unintentionally mask their
genuine ethical concerns. For instance, if  one
cannot express her conception of  human
personhood in debates regarding the ethical-
ity of  removing life support from a patient in
a permanently vegetative state or, her views
regarding the relation between mind, body
and soul in debates over appropriate ethical
and legal determinations of  death, on the
grounds that such concepts are too ontolog-
ical or metaphysical, and thereby too deeply
rooted in a particular comprehensive doctrine
to be expressed, we will be unable to have ro-
bust discussions of  a myriad of  bioethical is-
sues.
in an area of  ethical inquiry in which ques-
tions of  an ontological and or metaphysical
nature often arise in relation to brain death,
PVS, abortion, stem cell research, human
cloning and so on, requiring an onto-meta-
physically neutral form of  ‘public reason’ in
bioethical deliberation deters interlocutors
from expressing their authentic reasons for
endorsing a public policy or asserting moral
claims. in a liberal democracy those involved
in public bioethics deliberations ought to be
able to express their ethical concerns and
moral arguments in a manner that they be-
lieve will effectively convey their authentic
positions and genuine perspectives, especially
when many of  those issues are literally about
life and death. 
one of  the main problems with importing
Rawlsianism into bioethics tout court is that it
is a method of  public discourse that was not
developed with bioethics in mind. We must
devise a method suitable not solely for the
public arena but for public discussions of
bioethical issues. this is where those thorny
issues relating to the nature of  personhood,
moral truth and ultimate reality need to be
recognized as creating trouble for consensus.
if  we do indeed come from a variety of  reli-

gions and cultures and, if  we are truly trying
to be a pluralistic and multicultural society,
we must find room for members of  the
panoply of  points of  view to come to the
table. Requiring a common mode of  reason-
ing undermines the ability of  interlocutors to
be candid when it comes to their moral views.
Further, if  we desire an actual common
morality than it should be a morality that we
all actually agree is common to us and that
are agreed upon in discourse, not a pre-de-
termined set of  ethical principles. 
Unlike principlism, it seeks to promote dis-
course that is capable of  discovering the con-
ceptual links already present amongst various
perspectives yet, does not proclaim those
principles ahead of  time. Additionally, this
method differs from other forms of  pragma-
tism insofar as the consensus-building
process is conceived of  as being multi-tiered
and is not restricted to agreements on ethical
norms. it goes beyond other consensus-dri-
ven methods of  discourse by seeking to es-
tablish a range of  acceptable interpretations
of  shared norms and encourages tolerating a
range of  ethical positions so that mutually ac-
ceptable parameters of  permissibility can be
established when we arrive at a stalemate. A
method that does not eschew consensus,
which is not afraid of  interpretive differences,
and which is modest enough in its aims to ac-
cept toleration into its paradigm, will better
enable us to cope with morally diverse points
of  view. 

Building Consensus

discussing his involvement in a project at the
Hastings center, in which consensus was
sought through pluralistic and multicultural
dialogue, the bioethicist Erik Parens notes
just “how difficult it is for people who are sig-
nificantly different to participate in mutually
respectful conversation”3, commenting that
skepticism and mistrust were prevalent ob-
stacles to mutual understanding that stifled
the process of  consensus-building. i suspect
that much of  the skepticism and mistrust that
arises in morally pluralistic, interfaith, inter-
cultural and religio-secular discourse is a di-
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rect result of  the role of  truth-claims in the
dialogue. mutual skepticism of  one another’s
views is far more likely to prevail if  the dis-
cursive process is seen as a mechanism by
which we will either discover or produce
shared ethico-metaphysical truths and estab-
lish some sort of  common universal morality
based upon them. if  during the course of  the
discussions interlocutors are constantly seek-
ing to discover such shared truths and or if
the goal of  the dialogue itself  is to produce
consensus regarding absolute truth itself, the
nature of  the conversation will be far more
prone to fostering skepticism and mistrust.
Alternatively, if  the aim of  the discourse is
forging agreement on practical guidelines de-
signed to help us manage our moral quan-
daries and offer guidance on ethically
troublesome issues rather than discovering a
set of  principles that supposedly mirror or
embody “universal truths” we set a far less
difficult and contentious task for our inter-
locutors. 
if  shared ethico-metaphysical truths are the
aim of  our conversation, an interlocutor will
be more prone to skepticism at the first sight
of  a concept, claim or idea that is, at least
prima facie, incompatible with, or contrary
to, her own beliefs and values. When the at-
tention of  interlocutors is directed toward the
discovery of  shared truths – be they meta-
physical or ontological – we effectively set up
the conversation in such a way as to hinder
understanding by inviting evaluative moral
judgments to enter the discourse at the outset
rather than requesting that such morally eval-
uative attitudes be expressed and such judg-
ments be exercised only after a more
thorough understanding of  another’s per-
spective is had. thoroughly understanding
another requires each interlocutor to engage
another’s conceptual paradigm and moral lan-
guage, which in turn requires mutual compar-
ison and a receptive attitude. 
to ensure the success of  a project such as
this, consensus ought to be construed as a dy-
namic process in which agreements that do
arise are taken to be tentative and provisional
rather than as indications of  absolute or uni-
versal truths. Although, pragmatic perspec-

tivism does not deny that these concurrences
might in fact be truths it does not require that
we view them as such for the purposes of  es-
tablishing a bioethical guidelines. instead, any
points of  agreement can seen as revisable
pursuant to further developments in the dis-
course itself. to reiterate, fostering mutual
understanding is a crucial aspect of  this
method, both insofar as it becomes a neces-
sary component of  arriving at something
more than a mere superficial agreement on a
particular issue and in that through a thor-
ough understanding of  another each inter-
locutor can achieve a greater understanding
of  her own perspective by acquiring a more
robust and nuanced comprehension of  how
her perspective relates to those of  others. 
At this point some might correctly perceive
some similarities between Amy gutmann’s
deliberative democracy and my own method.
With consensus as its goal, deliberative
democracy calls for on-going, transparent
and society-wide discussions of  fundamental
values that will serve to anchor our policy
recommendations. Furthermore, it concep-
tualizes consensus as an on-going process
that is itself  open to revision and which re-
quires mutual learning for its success. in
these aspects, gutmann’s method resembles
that of  the pragmatists and in certain in-
stances shares much in common with the
method of  pragmatic perspectivism i am ar-
guing for. However, as will become evident,
gutmann and i have different views on what
it means to find a policy or claim mutually
justifiable and the types of  language that can
be used in the public domain. While i believe
her proposals are on the right track and are
a welcomed step in the right direction when
it comes to creating bioethical guidelines and
policies for a society as diverse and pluralistic
as our own, her methodology has the poten-
tial to fall short of  resolving some of  the
problems and ameliorating some of  the ten-
sions that pervade public bioethical dis-
course by falling back onto common
presumptions made in contemporary politi-
cal theory. Ultimately, much like Rawls, her
method was not developed with bioethical
issues in mind. 
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deliberative democracy’s Rawlsian tendencies
hinder its ability to actually widen the array
of  consensus positions. despite deliberative
democracy’s best efforts to allow interlocu-
tors to speak with a religious voice this
method inherently curtails the types of  lan-
guage one can implement in the discourse by
requiring a sort of  translatability clause, which
requires the translation of  one’s claims into
mutually justifiably reasons. gutmann has
claimed, “all citizens also are responsible for
making political arguments that at least can
be translated into mutually justifiable reasons
for mutually binding policies”4. Any call for
translation of  this
sort, together with a
conception of  mutual
justification as en-
dorsing shared rea-
sons, is an obstacle to
achieving the desired
goal of  mutual under-
standing. this kind of
translation privileges
secular language, in
terms of  accessibility,
and precludes an authentic expression of  re-
ligious convictions, thereby preventing gen-
uine learning of  another’s perspective to
occur. 
As is the problem with public reason, a gen-
uine learning of  another’s beliefs cannot take
place if  those beliefs must be translated into
some pre-existing set of  mutually justifiable
concepts. Unlike deliberative democracy,
pragmatic perspectivism argues that mutual
justification must be conceptualized in terms
of  being able to discover norms, concepts
and guidelines that all parties can agree to yet,
at times, for very different reasons. our focus
should be on the fact that our group of  in-
terlocutors, regardless of  how varied the per-
spectives of  its members, justifies a given
policy rather than focusing on holding shared
reasons for a given policy. it is possible for
interlocutors to agree that a policy is justifi-
able yet, without implementing the same rea-
sons for agreeing to adopt a particular policy.
We can agree with gutmann that the legiti-
macy of  a policy will indeed rest upon mutual

justification however, we do not have to con-
ceptualize mutual justification as entailing
shared modes of  justifying a particular policy. 
the neo-pragmatist Jeff  Stout would “insist
that the ideal of  respect for one’s fellow citi-
zens [and reciprocity, for that matter] does
not in every case require us to argue from a
common justificatory basis of  principles that
no one properly motivated could reasonably
reject”5. in accord with gutmann’s sentiment
yet, going one step further in addressing the
issue of  justification in a pluralistic society,
Stout argues, 
no ethical community could sustain a discur-

sive practice without
imposing on its mem-
bers the necessity of
keeping track of  the
normative attitudes
and entitlements of
their interlocutors…
But, as we have seen,
ethical communities
have different ways of
going about their dis-
cursive business. they

employ different concepts6. 
He goes onto to describe a group of  demo-
cratically-minded interlocutors as “a commu-
nity of  reason-givers…constituted by our
mutual recognition of  one another as those
to whom each one of  us is responsible in the
practice of  exchanging reasons”7. thinking
of  the process of  mutual justification as mu-
tual involvement in the practice of  reason-
giving, rather than a quest to find a shared
mode of  justification, interlocutors can im-
plement distinct modes of  reasoning in their
respective justifications of  a policy without
undermining the fact that the policy is itself
mutually justified and hence, legitimate.
While the differences between deliberative
democracy’s and pragmatic perspectivism’s
view of  consensus may appear insignificant
to some, the distinct views of  justification
operative in the two methods leads to differ-
ent conceptions of  legitimate agreement and
thereby different ways of  viewing the legiti-
macy of  a shared norm and correlative pol-
icy.
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By allowing interlocutors to justify policies
for different reasons, pragmatic perspec-
tivism anticipates the fact that once consen-
sus regarding a set of  ethical guidelines is
secured there may still be disagreement re-
garding the importance of, and application
of, such guidelines. The guidelines might be inter-
preted in radically different ways by different in-
dividuals and by different groups. in response
to such a concern, given the nature of  the
pragmatic perspectivist method there is an at-
tempt to respect such interpretive differences
from the outset in that no one is required to
alter or amend their moral paradigm, vernac-
ular or modes of  reasoning. the similarity and
compatibility of  concepts must not be conflated
with identicality, and consensus must not be conflated
with unanimity. By allowing and encouraging
distinct perspectives to justify similar con-
cepts in their own unique ways, pragmatic
perspectivism acknowledges that their will be
interpretive differences from the outset, yet
does not see this as a threat to the possibility
of  consensus envisioned as an on-going and
multi-tiered processes of  forging agreements,
discovering compatibilities despite differ-
ences of  opinion and enjoining in a recipro-
cal endeavor to mutually understand one
another’s perspectives. 
if  we incorporate the notion of  “indigenous
Pluralism,” a notion developed by the theolo-
gian david Hollenbach in his work on human
rights discourse8, into our dialogical process
itself, we may be able to allow for a degree of
interpretive differences and still work toward
an overall general consensus regarding par-
ticular issues. “indigenous Pluralism” states
that religious traditions must look within their
own paradigms of  thought for ways of  re-
specting the interpretive differences of  other
traditions; it is a call for one to search one’s
own moral and religio-cultural traditions for
means of  accepting, or coping with, the phe-
nomenon of  pluralism. this later suggestion
forms the crux of  “indigenous pluralism.” it
is meant to serve as a means of  respecting
other traditions while simultaneously retain-
ing the particularities of  one’s own faith in
one’s endeavors to uphold shared norms and
create the foundation of  a common ethical

framework. Applying Hollenbach’s notion of
“indigenous pluralism” to such a scenario
would entail encouraging different traditions
to respect pluralism from within the bound-
aries of  their own paradigms of  thought by
requesting that they search for ways of  ac-
cepting these interpretive differences
amongst distinct groups when dealing with
the guiding norms of  bioethics. 
However, it is crucial to note that, moral and
hermeneutical differences are not only pres-
ent after the creation of  and agreement upon
a given set of  principles but are present from
the outset of  any endeavor that attempts to
formulate and implement new norms or poli-
cies. it is not as if  these different value sys-
tems and interpretive schemas magically
appear after shared norms are created. inter-
pretive diversity may indeed be an obstacle
for the smooth and uniform application of
shared norms and guidelines, however it is
hardly an unforeseen phenomenon. imple-
menting a notion resembling Indigenous Plural-
ism from the outset and during a consensus
building process, as opposed to after norms
and guidelines are established, would seem to
provide more of  a guarantee that mutual re-
spect toward interpretive differences will be
maintained. 
A guideline of  hermeneutical diversity, so to speak,
would serve as a supplement to a given norm
or policy, say for instance a policy requiring
autonomy or beneficence, and would allow
for an agreed upon range of  varying interpre-
tations of  said norm or policy. We can re-
quest that the various tradition’s present in
the dialogue look for indigenous concepts of
respecting pluralism itself, at least in regards
to a particular issue and given certain agreed
upon parameters. Incorporating these ideas into
the structure of  consensus-building itself, we may be
able to move toward the establishment of  subsidiary
norms, policies, or clauses which would allow for such
hermeneutical differences from within the structure of
the agreed upon guidelines. in this way a degree
of  interpretive difference could be allowed
and supported by the various perspectives
and may be justified not by a foreign mode
of  reasoning but from within the parameters
of  each interlocutor’s own epistemic context.
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Conscience Clauses, attached to laws regarding
the determination of  death, are existing ex-
amples of  what adopting a policy of
hermeneutic diversity in our process of  con-
sensus-building might look like. 
instead of  defining the term or concept
which is to serve as the initial policy or norm,
say a policy to respect autonomy or a norm
to respect human dignity, we would be asking
that the various groups come to recognize
that there will inevitably be different interpre-
tations of  that concept and then move to dis-
cover, or create, an agreed upon set of
interpretive limits. this way, the principle itself
would still warrant a certain degree of  respect
and would retain a certain authoritative qual-
ity, yet it would be flexible enough to allow
for multiple modes of  employing it from the
outset. this suggestion makes the guidelines
we seek to establish more concrete than if  we
were to avoid defining our norms all to-
gether—merely postulating a number of
vague concepts that could potentially have an
unlimited number of  interpretations—yet,
retains a degree of  flexibility which is absent
from formal definitions. the benefit of  imple-
menting a supplementary policy of  hermeneutical
diversity, or interpretive pluralism clause, so to
speak, is that it may work toward preventing, or
at least ameliorating, future conflicts and disagree-
ments over the appropriate interpretation of
principles, policies, norms or guidelines. 

Dealing with Disagreement

What happens however, when we are faced with
a situation in which it is not only our reasons
for endorsing certain norms, policies and po-
sitions that differ but when our beliefs and values
are so incommensurable that they preclude the achieve-
ment of  even the most minimal and pragmatically-
oriented consensus or the acceptance of  one
another’s interpretive differences? this would
be a situation in which the ethical perspec-
tives and epistemic contexts of, what tris-
tram Engelhardt calls “moral strangers,”
collide9. 
take the issue of  abortion for example, pro-
choice and pro-life advocates often speak
past one another, insofar as the reasons they

assert for the norms and policies they sup-
port are founded upon entirely distinct sets
of  values, that even if  commensurable in a
particular interpretive schema, often clash as
a result of  incommensurable interpretations
of  those values. For instance, a pro-choice
supporter might espouse the values of  auton-
omy and equality, implementing them as the
basis for her argument that abortion is ethi-
cally permissible and ought to be legal insofar
as women have the right to choose what hap-
pens to their own bodies. Such modes of  rea-
soning will claim that autonomous agents
have the capacity for self-determination and
must be ensured the ability to exercise it in
social and clinical contexts. Here, the self  in
question is a competent adult human person
and the values being espoused are socio-po-
litical and ethico-political in nature. 
A pro-life advocate, on the other hand, might
very well hold no objection to the values of
autonomy and equality per se however, will
often not interpret these values in such a
manner that leads her to believe in the ethi-
cality of  abortion. the values that our pro-
life advocate might implement in her mode
of  reasoning on this issue could be the sanc-
tity of  life and human dignity, which will
often be inseparable from her ontological be-
lief  that human personhood begins at con-
ception. Here, the concept of  self  at play,
while still holding broader social implications,
is bound to a deep onto-metaphysical belief
regarding the nature of  personhood and the
dignity of  non-rational forms of  human life.
if  it is believed that an embryo bears person-
hood and that all persons have an inherent
dignity, then it is maintained that this dignity
would be violated if  that life were to be ter-
minated. if  our interlocutor asserts such a
position, regardless of  her position regarding
an adult agent’s autonomy and equality in
socio-political situations, she will most likely
maintain that no human ought to be allowed
to terminate another human life on the
grounds that doing so violates the innate dig-
nity all human lives possess. 
this is not to say however, that our pro-
choice interlocutor does not necessarily hold
a deeper ontology. As is often the case, she
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might believe that human personhood arises
at a later stage of  gestation and hence, does
not consider the embryo a full-fledged
human person bearing the same degree of
dignity or worthy of  the same degree of
moral consideration as others. thus, any at-
tempt to resolve the matter by delving deeper
into each interlocutor’s respective compre-
hensive doctrine will not resolve the issue;
though it can enable a deeper mutual understanding
of  the perspectives in ques-
tion and the nature of  the
debate and hence, is still
an important part of  the
discourse. the greatest
problem we face in
such a case is not the
disagreement regard-
ing abortion per se,
but rather the fact that
our interlocutors not
only employ different
values as the basis for
their modes of  reasoning on the issue but
also hold different value-hierarchies, distinct
onto-metaphysical schemas and appeal to dif-
ferent sources of  moral authority. there can
be no deep moral agreement in this situation
because of  the divergent modes of  moral in-
quiry being implemented by our interlocu-
tors. 
once we have arrived at a point in the con-
versation in which our prospects for consen-
sus seem bleak, requiring tolerance as a
minimum standard would appear to be the
prudent move. However, despite the exis-
tence of  staunch moral conflicts and the im-
possibility of  discovering consensus we do
not necessarily need to adopt Engelhardt’s
grim picture of  a struggle between “moral
friends” and “moral strangers” in order to in-
corporate the ideas of  toleration and permis-
sion into our conceptual framework. Rather
than think of  toleration as something based
merely upon self-interest or indifference, as
is often the case in modus vivendi thinking, and
rather than speak of  permission solely in
terms of  an individual’s consent and personal
autonomy, pragmatic perspectivism suggests
a more optimistic way of  thinking of  the role

that toleration and permission can play in our
method of  discourse. Furthermore, unlike
other calls for tolerance, it is imperative to re-
alize that: we only turn to tolerance as a last resort,
after sustained efforts have been made to achieve con-
sensus. 
given the fact that we only make an appeal
to toleration when faced with deep incom-
mensurability amongst conflicting points of
view it is extremely important that our notion

of  toleration not be
founded upon an un-
derlying value pre-
sumed to be universal
and that it is not ex-
alted as a virtue or
principle in and of  it-
self. instead, i suggest
that we conceive of
toleration as a practice
that all interlocutors
can participate in
rather than a virtue or

value to be adopted as to avoid the all too fa-
miliar problems that arise when values con-
flict and conceptions of  virtue come into
competition. As a practice, toleration will en-
tail active interpersonal engagement and will
not be divorced from our more general pro-
motion of  mutual understanding in an at-
tempt to avoid fostering a detached
indifference amongst interlocutors. 
one might ask, “how are we to achieve real
consensus once we have incorporated the
cold and sterile notion of  procedural tolera-
tion into our method? Will this not impede
our chances of  resolving conflicts by provid-
ing a way out of, or around, the types of  sus-
tained and respectful discourse pragmatic
perspectivism seeks to enable?” genuine tol-
eration is that moment when someone who
holds her own beliefs so strongly that to part
with them is equivalent to the death of  one’s
identity recognizes how integral the other’s be-
liefs, practices, community, and values are to
that person’s identity, way of  life, and mode-
of-being that she puts up with what she per-
ceives to be false beliefs out of  a respect for
the other as a person pursuing her vision of
the good life. the bottom line here is that:
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toleration doesn’t have to be thought of  in
terms of  acceptance of  another’s views in
order for it to be a deep-seated expression of
a desire for truly peaceable encounters and
mutual respect. 
the Practice of  Toleration involves recognizing
how integral the other’s beliefs, practices, and
community are to that person’s identity and
way of  life and acknowledging that her per-
spective is as valuable to her as our own is to
ourselves. toleration does not have to imply
being indifferent toward other persons. What
is involved is an empathetic stance towards
the importance and value the other places on
her beliefs in the overall framework of  her
life. Even if  someone cannot agree with or
accept the truthfulness of  another’s perspec-
tive, the practice of  toleration requires that
the ways in which another values her perspec-
tive is respected. in this way, tolerating some-
one else’s point of  view does not have to
imply accepting the validity of  all of  her be-
liefs nor must it entail indifference toward
other persons. Rather, toleration requires em-
pathy for the importance and value another
person places on her beliefs. As a practice,
tolerating another requests that we respect
the other as she is rather than as we think she
should be.
once conceived of  in this manner we can re-
quest that at times of  irresolvable disagree-
ment and irreconcilable differences
interlocutors engage in mutual deliberation
to discover shared limits of  what they consider tol-
erable / intolerable; And, to respectively deter-
mine which practices they could consider
permissible, though not necessarily best or
virtuous. to this end, the value-pluralist
William galston calls attention to a very im-
portant and relevant distinction between Permis-
sion and Support10. To support an idea or practice is
to accept its validity, accept its goodness, or to accept
and endorse it as being morally correct whereas giving
permission need not entail the belief  that the partic-
ular act being performed is in and of  itself  good or
morally praiseworthy. When coupled with our
notion of  tolerance, permission enables in-
terlocutors to actively support particular val-
ues and endorse particular practices without
having to impose their values on either the

other interlocutors involved or consequently,
the members of  the various religious, cultural
and moral communities and associations that
are constitutive of  the larger society. 
Furthermore, if  we acknowledge the distinc-
tion between permission and support we can
come to recognize that: finding ways of  per-
mitting certain practices, which we may consider less
than virtuous or not entirely moral, to occur in the
larger society is not tantamount to actively supporting
or endorsing such practices and might very well be in-
tegral part of  establishing a mutually acceptable set
of  bioethical guidelines. Hence, a crucial part of
partaking in a practice of  toleration will in-
clude discovering and establishing the param-
eters of  permissibility that they can all consent
to. The practice of  toleration can serve as a means
to a third-order form of  consensus regarding the
parameters of  permissibility, which will be those limits
to action beyond which none of  the interlocutors could
possibly tolerate a given act. An example of  such
a limit might be if  an interlocutor is able to
tolerate assisted-suicide, for instance, even if
she does not approve of  the practice in and
of  itself, but not being able to even remotely
tolerate involuntary euthanasia. in this sce-
nario, if  the group agreed that involuntary
euthanasia was beyond the limits of  what is
tolerable it would fall outside of  the parame-
ters of  permissibility, thereby giving legiti-
macy to the endorsement and enactment of
a norm and corresponding law or policy that
prohibited such a practice.

Concluding Remarks

once consensus is reconceived as a continual
process, as pragmatic perspectivism suggests,
our quest for commonalities and compatible
ideas does not have to come to a halt simply
because we have agreed to disagree on certain
issues. Additionally, the dual request that in-
digenous pluralism and the practice of  a gen-
uine toleration be incorporated into our
method does not necessarily prevent the orig-
inal search for consensus nor does it neces-
sarily entail abandoning dialogue. Such
discussions must be carried out on an issue-
by-issue basis, hence disagreement on one
issue does not necessarily prevent consensus
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on another nor does it imply that there is no
way of  ameliorating, if  not resolving, our
conflicts. in Sum, the process of consensus-build-
ing consists of:
• Arriving at points of  moral agreement on a spe-

cific issue; 
• Acknowledging that we might endorse similar

claims for different reasons; 
• Arriving at a second tier of  consensus by creat-

ing a range of  acceptable interpretations of  a
given norm and accepting diversity when it comes
to putting our shared norms into practice;

• & arriving at a tertiary agreement on the general
parameters of  what we collectively consider per-
missible and setting boundaries to what we can
tolerate when it comes to our differences.

it is my hope that through this non-argu-
mentative conversational approach to dis-
course we will be able to arrive at a set of
practical ethical guidelines and policy recom-
mendations that all participants consider jus-
tifiable; which they do not see as impinging
upon their ability to act in accordance with
their sincerely held convictions; and that can

retain a degree of  normative rigor while si-
multaneously accommodating diverse points
of  view.
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