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June 20, 2000. Interview with Laurence J. O'Connell PhD, STD, President and Chief 
Executive Officer, The Park Ridge Center for the study for Health, Faith, and Ethics, 
Chicago. The interview is being conducted by Drs. Judith P. Swazey and Carla M. 
Messikomer at Dr. O'Connell's home. 

1 Messikomer: Can we start by asking you a little about your family background. Where you 

2 grew up and what your family constellation was like, what your parents did for a 

3 living, and your evolution. 

4 O'Connell: I was born on the south side of Chicago to Irish, Catholic, Democratic parents and 

5 you would find in my background everything you would expect in a background 

6 like that. My sister is a nun, I was going to be a priest. Mayor Daley was a good 

7 friend of my grandfather. My father was an engineer with the city of Chicago, 

8 my mother was a school clerk with the city of Chicago. I would say it was a very 

9 typical, southside Irish, Democratic Chicago family life. It had all the pluses and 

10 some of the minuses, and by that I am referring to, for instance, the fact that what 

11 besets any immigrant culture also would beset the Irish, south side Irish and west 

12 side Irish in Chicago. They are different, by the way. There was a form of 

13 isolationism. My grandfather, for instance, who was dead before I married 

14 Angela, would have flipped if he had known I married a German because you are 

15 supposed to marry Irish people. The same goes for racial biases, those kinds of 
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things. I am not trying to paint anything other than what is an accurate and well-

known picture. It's no big deal and I don't think it marked me in any way other 

than to alert me to the existence of these features of families and of cultures. As 

I've grown I actually value all those early experiences, because they give me 

something to resonate with and something concrete. That is part of my self 

understanding so I can enter into others' experiences. I went to Parochial School, 

Dominican Sisters, for three years, then I went to Military School; that is why my 

shoes are always shined and I act in certain ways. I think it was because I was 

formed very young and I think in good ways. I found the military academy 

difficult sometimes but I found it good. The main reason my parents sent me 

there was education; my father in particular was very high on education. The fact 

that I obtained two earned doctorates was very important to him. For the same 

reason I entered the seminary, there was an awful lot of implicit cultural influence. 

My sister is an Adrian Dominican nun today. She entered in 1 960 the first time. 

My sister is a very independent, smart, feminist. She lasted about six months in 

the pre-Vatican II novitiate. Later on she became a teacher and then one of the 

first woman police officers in Chicago, then she became a nun, then she came 

back and was the chaplain for the Chicago police department, she was the nun 

with a gun. There were stories on her in the Chicago Tribune, and all that. About 

twenty years ago she got a masters degree in psychiatric social work and she has 

been doing that in Houston ever since. She has done a lot with abused women 
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and children; she did that first as youth officer in Chicago, thirty-five years ago. 

She is two and one-half years older then I am; I'm 55. I have aunts, uncles and 

cousins here in Chicago. My mother's family were immigrants and I have learned 

to appreciate and understand what that means and how that plays out in one's life 

and it helped me understand my mother better. On my father's side they were 

well established; they came early on in the wave of the late 1 840's to Boston. 

Then they came here and established themselves. My grandfather was a great 

gentleman and real dandy. Of all of them, I am the first in line not to have been a 

boxer. My father won the golden gloves, my uncles won the golden gloves, my 

grandfather was a boxer, my great grandfather killed a man with bare knuckles 

and had to flee, and did. We kind of have that Irish stuff in us. I guess it's 

important to note that I went to the Seminary in my first year of high school, to 

Quigley here in Chicago. It was a real privilege at that time to get in there and be 

accepted. 

51 Swazey: Where was that in relation to military school? 

52 O'Connell: Military school was in the fourth and fifth grade then I went back to the parochial 

53 school in six, seventh and eighth grade. Another feature of that whole experience 

54 in military school is that I was with kids from all over and who were not south 

55 side Irish Democratic Catholics. It was in Chicago and I was a day student, so I 
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56 went there every day and came back home. High school in 1 959 to '63 was very 

57 normal seminary life. We went to school Monday, Tuesday, had Wednesday off, 

58 then went to school Thursday, Friday and Saturday. That was to keep us away 

59 from the girls and all the rest of "normal" life. That was a fairly happy time for 

60 me. I learned a lot there; we learned languages, we did Latin from first year on, 

61 we did Greek from second year on. By the time I got to Louvain I tested out of 

62 Greek, Latin and all that, we knew it all. Chicago clergy were extremely well 

63 trained and had very high standards at that time. They are very different now. 

64 They reflect what is going on all over the country in the quality of clergy. It does 

65 affect bioethics, quite frankly, because a lot of what I have been able to give to 

66 bioethics comes right out of the fabulous training I've had as a philosopher and 

67 theologian. We had it all. We had tremendous teachers. I was thinking about 

68 that this morning; that is where you get the Richard McCormicks. High school 

69 was pretty normal stuff and I did well. I was the star senior, they had me in the 

70 newspaper and silly stuff. That's okay; you were supposed to do that. There were 

71 never any expectations in the family but any time you did anything like that it was 

72 good. No one would ever articulate any expectations. 

73 Messikomer: They didn't articulate them but they were there nonetheless. Or not there? 

74 O'Connell: It's a very complex piece of psycho-history. I've done analysis for many, many 
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years; we'll get to that part. I would say in this kind of once-removed immigrant 

kind of community culture. It always plays out. I think it's a mistake to think that 

you are not marked by that when you are as close to it as I am. I also have an Irish 

passport which I am very proud of. I don't think it's a question of expectations 

that are pressed. I would express it in terms of hope and aspirations. I don't find 

it oppressive when I characterize it. On the other hand, if you really take a look at 

people my age, my sister's age, there are a lot of nuns and priests in those groups. 

And there are a lot of ex-nuns and ex-priests in those groups too, and none of that 

is an accident. That should tip people off to a lot of light and a lot of shadow, 

they are both there. 

I went off after high school to Niles, which was our first two years of 

college. It was near here but you leave home and you go home rarely. We went 

home for holidays. That was a first experience, living in a dorm and living an 

orderly monastic kind of life, although we were secular priests. We did not live a 

monastic life but we did have compline and all of that every day. We had very 

good teachers, the best, brilliant people. I think they taught us well. We had a lot 

of fun, we raised hell and got in trouble, drove them crazy. It was fun. Then after 

those two years we would go for six years to Mundenlein, which was the major 

seminary, Saint Mary of the Lake; there we would only come home at Christmas 

time. It changed while I was there; it got easier and now it's nothing like the way 

it used to be. We were completely restricted, we wore cassocks and we were not 
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96 allowed to leave. At Mundenlein we lived a very monastic kind of life; there was 

97 the grand silence, we didn't talk from prayers at night until after breakfast in the 

98 morning. We had morning prayers and mass, readings, silence; it was the real 

99 thing, medieval training. 

100 Messikomer: This was six years there? 

101 O'Connell: Yes, I was there only two years because I was sent away; your last four years are 

102 theology and I was sent away. Thank god . .  thank god .. .  praise be Jesus, that is 

103 what saved my life! I shouldn't be saying this, it's all on this tape here. I did well 

104 academically and so the Rector and the Cardinal decided to send me to Europe for 

105 theology. It was pure luck that I was sent to Louvain because only four people in 

106 the whole history of this archdiocese have been sent to Louvain, otherwise it's to 

107 Rome. I think it would have played out differently in Rome. I could conceivably 

108 have been a priest, which, in retrospect, is a terrifying prospect for me and maybe 

109 for the priesthood. Louvain is the liberal north; it's where all of the great 

110 professors of the Second Vatican Council, or many of them, were trained and 

111 many of them virtually lived in Rome during the Second Vatican Council. These 

112 were my professors they were the last cohort of mega stars, who would have in 

113 some cases even taught Dick McCormick or been with him. For instance, my 

114 professor of moral theology was Louis Jansens who was the first Roman Catholic 
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to defend the use of birth control pills. We were trained across the board. The 

PhD I have is not the terminal high degree; it's the STD, and most people throw 

that away or leave it off and that annoys the hell out of me because that is the one 

I worked for. The PhD is an aside, basically, in our system because after college 

and everything else you start again and it's a minimum seven year program. You 

have three years baccalaureate and you are trained at Louvain in the historical 

method across all four disciplines. So you are trained equally in sacred scripture, 

that is Old Testament, New Testament, and you're trained by greats, these are 

people who know the Old and New Testament, they know it by heart. We spoke 

in Latin. At Mundlein we were still taught in Latin, our texts were in Latin and 

we spoke Latin. In Louvain, in your three years, in your baccalaureate, you spoke 

French. Then when you went to the major school where you switched to Latin, 

but thank god by the time I got there the Latin was out. My point was we were 

trained in Louvain in all four key areas. You were trained in Old and New 

Testament, and that's where people from Chicago had an advantage because we 

knew the Biblical languages so well that they loved to have us around. Then we 

were trained in the second area, moral theology, ethics. The third area is 

dogmatic, systematic, philosophical -- chose a name -- and the fourth area is 

history. Because it's the historical method it really taps into the tradition and you 

learn the tradition and not 1 9th century scholasticism. When we learned Luther 

we studied Luther. This training was broad and deep, and you have got to 



1 36 

1 37 

1 38 

1 39 

140 

1 41 

1 42 

1 43 

144 

1 45 

1 46 

147 

1 48 

1 49 

1 50 

1 51 

1 52 

1 53 

1 54 

1 55 

1 56 

Laurence J. O'Connell 

The Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 

Page 8 

remember I was already pretty well trained in many ways. We were prepared to 

do the kind of work that they wanted us to do at Louvain. All of that treasure can 

be brought to bear in bioethics, and the human way of being in the world, in moral 

analysis, and all of this. Another important piece in my transition to Louvain is 

that I also had gone to the Dominican Republic back in '62 to be with my aunt; 

she was the head of the Collegio Santo Domingo there, she was an Adrian 

Dominican and still is there. I learned a lot there and then in 1 965 I went to 

Mexico and Guatemala for a whole summer and that is when my eyes were 

opened. That is when the kid from Chicago saw what the real world was like; we 

were in the jungle province. I lost 28 pounds, it was fine. I worked with the 

Italian Franciscans. I remember many things about that experience, but the one 

that blew me away was my first day there when we went to the Childrens 

Hospital. It was near the banana plantation, where Chiquita was exploiting these 

countries, that was certainly going on then. There was unrest there, there was gun 

firing and stuff I had never experienced. We went to the so-called Childrens 

Hospital, and there were cribs the size of this table and there were four children in 

each crib, one in each comer. There were filthy rags that were supposed to be 

sheets. That is just one of the kinds of abject poverty that I experienced and saw 

there. I began to realize what the rest of the world was like. Then I go back to the 

beginning: south side Irish kid from Chicago, how could you possibly imagine 

this? And I think too that the vast majority of Americans don't imagine what the 
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rest of the world is about. They have not got a clue, which also colors a scenario 

like bioethics. That's why it is so highly individualistic or has been, changing a 

bit. 

After my second year at Louvain I decided to leave the seminary because I 

woke up one day and decided I wanted to be a theologian, I didn't want to be a 

priest. I was supposed to come back. Cardinal Cody and I had an agreement I 

would come back and I would go Mundeline and I would teach. That would have 

been fine with me if that's the way it had played out, but I decided I didn't want to 

do that. I should tell you one interesting story about the day I was called on 

August 3rd in 1 967 by the Rector and he said, "Larry, the Cardinal wants to see 

you downtown on August 1 5th. I think you know, I'm not allowed to tell you, but 

I think you know what the Cardinal is going to ask." I said, "Yes," but I didn't 

know what. So that morning I went to see Cardinal Cody and he assigned me to 

Louvain and at that time I didn't know anything about Louvain, and I thought I 

don't know ifl like this! Then, I still had grand designs that I was born to be a 

Cardinal, also part of south side grandiosity. I went to see the Cardinal. It was a 

very pleasant meeting and he said you and your classmate, Tom Schindler, will go 

to Louvain, you will leave on September 1 4th aboard the Rotterdam, and all the 

arrangements have been made. I said, "but your Eminence, I don't know French," 

and he said in his own inimitable way, "don't worry Larry you will learn it. Go to 

Berlitz." Tom, my classmate had studied French, I was doing Spanish for obvious 
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reasons. I went to Louvain and I didn't know a damn word, nothing, but that's 

how they did it and that's fine. It worked. 

That was the morning of August 1 5, 1 967. At noon they were dedicating 

the Picasso, our famous Picasso, in what is now Daley Plaza. Mayor Daley (the 

first) was still reigning and I had been invited by John Canary, who is today the 

Rector of the major seminary here, Father John Canary. It's a very small world, 

everyone knows everyone here; in fact, everyone in the Church knows everyone 

too. John's mother had invited John downtown for the dedication. He had been 

our prefect; he was a year or two older, than us. He said, "when you are finished 

with the Cardinal why don't you and Tom come down. My mother invited me 

and someone else for lunch, and we'll go to lunch." So we said great, we went 

down, they dedicated the Picasso and that was fine. We were standing on the 

street comer with Mrs. Canary and the Mayor's limo came around the comer and 

it stopped. That's when they still had limousines; today the Mayor drives around 

in a Chevy. The window went down and it was Mrs. Daley, who is still alive. 

She was a good friend of the Canary's, also south side Irish types, they opened the 

door and the Mayor said to Mrs. Canary, "how are you and blah blah .... Then he 

said, "well, bring the boys over for lunch." So I had breakfast with the Cardinal 

and lunch with the Mayor. That was pretty good for a kid from the south side. 

These things too affect who you are, because I know the inherent power of 

shared culture, shared religion. There is no way to deny it, no reason to deny who 
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you are or where you came from. It's rather trying to understand how you where 

shaped and broadened in constructive ways without doing violence to the 

goodness that has been bequeathed to a family and all the rest. Life is interesting 

at 55. So, it was the second year at Louvain that I left the seminary, but I stayed 

there because I wanted to finish my doctorate, and soon after that I had met 

Angela. 

You say finish your doctorate, your STD? 

PhD first, and then STD. Some people stop at the PhD but that's not the terminal 

degree at Louvain. There are a lot of interesting stories about why Angela was in 

Louvain, why we got married, and all the rest of it. This interview isn't my 

biography, I don't think. Although I would say, the fact that I married someone 

who was brilliant and so sophisticated had a huge influence on me. In terms of 

my philosophical complexion, she was an expert in phenomenology. She knew it 

better then most people anywhere, and if she didn't die that young, she was really 

on the path. She had given up a lot for our son. She was coming into her own, 

and coming into her own bioethics; she was bringing all of that into bioethics. 

She would have been a force, I am absolutely convinced she would have been a 

force beyond belief. 
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A much needed one. 

I finished my third year, and Angela and I were engaged. She was always a little 

behind me in terms of her academic path. She was at the Philosophy Institute at 

Louvain, which is where the Husserl archives are. We were married in '70, Brian 

was born in '72, the whole family came from Chicago, friends, family the whole 

thing. I don't know how much of a 747 they took up but they all came and raised 

hell for about week. It was fun. We lived a very nice life in Louvain and we 

never expected to leave. I was lucky because the university split in 1968. 

Louvain was founded in 1425; it's one of the older ones -- it's not Bolgona, it's 

not Paris, but it's old. It split in 1968 into a Flemish and a French university, and 

now they are in different places. The Louvain that I grew up in is the Louvain --

it's Leuven in Flemish. The reason most of us went with the Flemings is that they 

were starting an English faculty, which was a lot easier for us. It also created 

opportunities for us. I was the first American to be named an assistant to one of 

the department heads. I was the assistant to Professor Benjamin Willaert, who is 

still alive and a good friend. I was Benjamin's assistant and I taught younger 

ones. Then they named two more, one of my classmates from Bridgeport, Conn 

who had left the seminary and had gone back to the States, and then came back to 

Louvain. He was in moral theology and I was in fundamental systematics 

although I studied a lot of scripture and I'll explain how that changed. And Shea 
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Kelly, who was our classmate from Dublin, was in history, and now he's an 

analyst and professor of psychology at Trinity in Dublin. But Joe, the third one of 

us, is still there; he is a full professor at Louvain. And that is what I thought I was 

going to do and I had the first shot at it. 

There are lots of reasons why we came back. Because I finished in 1 976 

and I was also heavily influenced by my doctor- father, who was Jan Hendrick 

Walgrave, who is the great authority on John Henry Newman. Jan Hendrick 

Walgrave and his brother were very famous Flemish Dominicans. Until the split 

in 1968, order priests could not teach at Louvain; they were all secular priests, all 

dioscescan. Then the Jesuits and some Dominicans came in. Walgrave was very 

influential in my formation because he played very much into my philosophical 

interests. He was very much into cognitive theory and epistemology and that had 

always fascinated me from the earliest time when we were doing that classic 

medieval epistemology, cosmology, and all that back at Mundelein. He opened 

that whole world of Husserl, William James, Una Muno. It was a joy to go to his 

lectures and I didn't go to a lot of lectures, believe me! The system is very 

different; you don't have to go sit there as long as you perform, and all of our 

exams were always oral. As long as you knew what you were supposed to know 

that was fine by them. He had a tremendous impact on me, tremendous. A lot of 

stuff I have written, like in the transplantation book, is very much influenced by 

the direction he set for me, and Angela too. That is who we are, that's where we 



258 

259 Swazey: 

260 

261 O'Connell: 

262 

263 

264 

265 

266 

267 

268 

269 

270 

271 

272 

273 

274 

275 

276 

Laurence J. O'Connell 
The Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 

Page 14 

come from, we were trained in that Continental field. 

Why would you say that American bioethics has so little interest in or use of that 

kind of philosophy? 

I think there are a number of reasons. One goes back to our earlier discussion 

with reference to me personally and where I came from. It's where the United 

States comes from culturally. We are more Anglo then we know. We were 

trained in analytic philosophy at Louvain, we just didn't take it as seriously as our 

colleagues did here in the states. I just think there is an intellectual predilection 

for this way of analyzing the world. I think it's culturally attuned to the Anglo-

American way of understanding and moving around in the world. There is 

nothing wrong with it. It has its strengths, but to my mind it's severely limited. 

It's only part of the puzzle and, at it's worst, it's reductionistic. You can go either 

of two ways: you can go towards forms of reductionism, you can do that in 

analytic philosophy, you can do that in Continental philosophy. You can go that 

way towards reductionism in any philosophical world view or you can go towards 

romanticism, which is the dangerous side of a more existential way of interpreting 

the world. You can make mistakes either way. So number one, I would say, there 

is a certain cultural medium here in the United States, and secondly, also because 

so many of our philosophy faculties went to it so quickly. There is a reason for 
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that too, because a lot of what they were standing against was this 19th century 

Thomistic philosophy that I am talking about. There is enough blame to go 

around. So if you are dealing with that stuff and don't really know the fullness of 

a tradition, you're going to react. That is fair enough, that's okay. It's also a 

shame in many ways but I think it's recovering in many ways. 

A third reason is the way we train people here: we don't train people in 

historical methods; that's a prejudice of mine, because that's the way I'm trained. 

We send someone to Harvard, University of Chicago, or wherever you choose, 

and they are trained as a philosopher simply, and a specialization in philosophy, 

like moral philosophy for instance, or they are trained simply and solely in terms 

of what their professors happen to know or whatever happens to be in vogue at 

Harvard during that five year period or something. 

289 Swazey: You're talking about training in philosophy? 

290 O'Connell: Philosophy and theology, it works for both; it's not broad and deep to my mind. I 

291 know it's an indictment and probably not an entirely fair characterization, but 

292 there is some truth in it as with any caricature. I don't think it is historically 

293 sensitive enough to actually get what they need, but they think they know it all, 

294 that their philosophical analysis is exhaustive and somehow other than the product 

295 of where they're coming from. Another reason - you know, we're all hybrids in 



296 

297 

298 

299 Swazey: 

300 

301 O'Connell: 

302 

303 

304 

305 

306 

307 

308 

309 

3 10 

3 11 

3 12 

3 13 

3 14 

Laurence J. O'Connell 

The Acadia In stitute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Page 16 

bioethics - is that maybe that kind of analysis sometimes is easier for the doctor-

types to understand. They're comfortable with formalismus -- you know, "don't 

give me nuances, give me data." 

Do you see phenomenology, for example, as making any inroads into American 

bioethics? 

Not very much. We know Zaner, and I have sometimes written from 

phenomenological perspective, but I've never done any great work, a book or 

anything like that. I think Angela would have been capable of that. There are 

people who now pay attention to it and who kind of bow in its direction. But I 

don't see any overwhelming turn toward it and maybe that wouldn't be good 

either. I believe that there are lots of different ways of interpreting and 

understanding the world and they all, given certain ground rules, have some 

validity. Buddhism and Christianity are very different yet they approach certain 

basic truths about what it means to be a human person and community that makes 

sense. In some ways they are mutually exclusive and in other ways they are not. 

It's always easy to tell where systems, perspectives etc. disagree; it's hard to know 

where they really agree. That is what I often look for and look at -- where is the 

line of agreement here, where can we achieve the deepest insight into what it 

means to be a person in this moral context. That is always culturally conditioned. 
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That is why our book Beyond Principlism is okay. I'm annoyed when it doesn't 

get into bibliographies in books on principlism, and I don't know why. It's an 

alright little book and at least it makes the point, and it made the point in the early 

90's. And also I would say, I'm not talking about me: I'm talking about the stream 

of tradition I represent, that's why the Park Ridge Center did it; that's how the 

book got there. It's the same reason we retrospectively imposed the methodology 

on the transplantation book; that was retrospectively imposed, I did it backwards. 

It made sense; I kind of knew what we were looking for; Stuart did, he and Alan 

Weisbard, and then Renee and I got involved and started moving around. Angela 

too, she had a lot to do with it, it's very phenomenological. 

Do you think that one reason that Beyond Principlism isn't cited in the bioethics 

literature is because it comes out of Park Ridge? 

327 O'Connell: Yes, among other things. I think, I don't know how to say it and again I don't 

328 know ifl want to say it publicly, but we were either at times dismissed by 

329 University based professors which really annoys the hell out of me, or we are 

330 suspect on the other hand, of either being religious in a narrow sense or religious 

331 in the sense of lightweight. 

332 Messikomer: When you were at Louvain you said you were the person who was in systematics 
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and Joe was in moral theology. What then led you into bioethics? 

One thing is because of the way we are trained so comprehensively, for at least 

seven years, we can move back and forth with some fluidity. Until my fifth year I 

was supposed to be doing exegesis; in your sixth year you have ten more hours 

and you have to decide, and at the last minute I changed. But also I had done five 

years, three years under grad and two years licentiate and after the licentiate is 

when you get your PhD. For us a STL is a PhD. You're really trained; it's not 

your speciality but you're very familiar with it and you can go into it. 

In 1976 we left Louvain and went to Saint Louis University. I often 

describe myself as an accident of history because a lot of strange things have 

happened to me, there are so many stories, I've met so many people and such 

unusual circumstances. I can tell you story after story. With the exception of my 

loss of Angela, my life has just been blessed. We went to Saint Louis University, 

that happened because Christian Brusselmans, who was teaching in Louvain was a 

good friend of Richard L. Foley, who had been the dean at the American College 

in Rome and then became chairman at St. Louis University. He stopped at 

Louvain and liked me, we got along. He had a very classical training, and I had 

Louvain training and I had American clerical training, so I knew how to behave 

around him. He was a bit of a prince to say the least. He was ill, and after the 

first year there he made me director of the summer program. I was just a kid, 31 
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at the time, and he promptly fell ill, he had always had heart trouble. He was gone 

the first six weeks or so of that '77 term, and they just left me in place. I went 

there as the program director of the corporate ministry program, one of which was 

health care. I am certified as a CPE supervisor and I was on the boards of those 

organizations, so I know clinical pastoral education and I've written some stuff on 

that too. Then the next year I was again acting chairman during the summer Foley 

came to start the new department at St. Louis University. It was the third largest 

in the country, because they closed the Jesuit Divinity School, which was huge; 

they closed the undergraduate department, they closed the graduate department 

and made one department of Theological Studies. So you had four factions, more 

then thirty tenured professors. It was a zoo. 

365 Swazey: The best of the ivory tower! 

366 O'Connell: Right. None of them could agree about anything. So what happened, to make a 

367 long story short, is that they made me acting chairman and then, when I was 32 or 

368 33; they decided the kid could add two and two, he has a nice wife, they throw 

369 good parties, so why not. I was made chairman. I am still stunned. 

370 Swazey: You still sound horrified. 
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I was, and it inverted my whole career; it's not supposed to work that way. We 

were giving at that time three doctorates, five masters, and teaching 4,000 

undergraduates a semester. I had a full time tenured faculty of about 30 and who 

knows how many part- time and the rest of that. Strangely enough I made my way. 

I had two terms and then I was going to become Dean, that was the next stop. I 

had serious conversations with Seattle and New Orleans because I had gotten into 

the academic stuff and administration, and lots of things happened to make it all 

feasible. 

But I decided after the second term, I didn't want to do this for the rest of my life, 

this is not what I want to do. So I stopped and took a sabbatical, and that is when 

I went to health care. Sister Mary Roch, who was then the president of Sisters of 

Mercy Health System in St. Louis, a big one, asked me to help her in the area of 

ethics, pastoral care, all that. I did a study for her and that's how I really initially 

got into health care on the national level. I came back from sabbatical, I was like 

38, and they were treating me like a 60-something full professor. They gave me 

one graduate seminar and a huge office with a fireplace on the third floor. I 

thought this is crazy, I didn't go to school for this. But I have an entrepreneurial 

side and I got more and more involved in health care and all, because I was 

twiddling my thumbs and doing a lot in theological reflection. There was a whole 

movement in theological reflection at that time. Over those years I got to know 

important people who became friends for life: Dick McCormick, Charlie Curran, 
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people like that. They had a big influence on me. The turning point then came in 

'84-' 85. Sister Rock was the chair of the board at the Catholic Health Association 

of the United States. She talked to Jack Curley, who was the president then. They 

had no internal capacity in health theology or ethics and they are responsible for 

20% of health care delivered in the United States and they are Catholic. To make 

a long story short, I went there, took a leave from the university and then in '88 I 

gave up tenure. I never regretted it. If I want tenure I'm arrogant enough to think 

I could go back and get it. I had doctoral candidates until 1993; they don't go 

away, they are kind of like kids. I enjoyed them very much. I worked with the 

Catholic Health Care Association for four years, and was responsible for ethics 

across the whole national system. I learned the issues, social, clinical, 

organizational, ethical issues, all of these. Then in 1989, they asked me to come 

to the Park Ridge Center, and I saw there an opportunity to really blend all of that 

background with an applied side. I said to Martin Marty, I'm kind of tired of 

association life, I'd like to write, and he said Larry, "you can run it right out of 

your back pocket, out of a shoe box, you can do what you want for 4 Y2 days." 

Well, that was true when I came but that's not how I'm made. So I had to build; it 

didn't take long. 

How did you know Martin Marty? 
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I knew Marty from back in the old days because of our work in theology and 

the American Academy of Religion, but I didn't know him well. Also when I was 

chairman at St. Louis University he would send me his graduate students, so you 

would always talk to him. And Marty is Marty; he has always been that way for 

years and years. Then of course when I came here he was the president I 

followed; he was the first president of Park Ridge. He's a spectacular human 

being. I've been here over eleven years and he's been right at my elbow every 

step of the way. He's a phenomenal resource and now we're very dear friends, I 

know his wife very well, I know his sons. I've gotten to know him in a very 

special way. 

Why are you ready to leave, which I know you have been for a few years? 

Well, I think in principle, firstly, presidents are only good for eight years. You 

kind of run your course and you create a lot and do a lot if you are doing your job. 

If things aren't in your way. You can have structural problems and political and 

other problems. I didn't have too much of that, but I managed. Let's say eight 

years into the mission I would have been fifty- one. I figured that was the right 

time, and Angela got sick and quite frankly that had a lot to do with what I did or 

didn't do. But that's life. One reason why I would want to leave the Park Ridge 

Center is, number one; in principle it's good for me as a person, it's good for the 
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institution. I don't think leaders should reign, even if people want them to. So 

that is that, and if the truth be known it's just a very hard job in many ways 

because we are tethered to a huge health care system. More importantly, I am just 

not tired or fatigued in that sense, I'm overly comfortable. I think there are greater 

challenges out there. I think I can contribute more elsewhere; that is fairly clear to 

me. I can draw upon a lot of the experience that I've had at the Park Ridge 

Center. In principle I think it is time to go; personally and institutionally, I think 

it's the right thing to do. I sense somewhere over the horizon is something 

exciting and life giving. For personal reasons, because Angela's gone it's a 

different world and I've got to come to terms with that. You know, you've been 

there, so what do you do? 

441 Swazey: Corne to terms with it. 

442 O'Connell: Right, and figure out what it is that you want to do with the rest of your life. 

443 Swazey: How would you characterize bioethics, Larry? 

444 O'Connell: I think you can answer that on several levels. One is, again I go back to the 

445 question of culture, it's emerging with some force in our culture at this time for a 

446 reason that I think that has been documented: the emergence of technology, now 
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particularly genetic medicine. To think that this is going to go on in a culture 

without at least some acknowledgment that there are significant moral dimensions 

associated with what one does, would be almost silly. We shouldn't be surprised. 

So there is the cultural. You asked how I would characterize it, and I gave you 

more of a reason of why it is emerging. I think it has become politically 

important. It plays a political role, which doesn't mean it is very influential. I 

think it's probably less influential than the little clan of bioethicists think, but it is 

very important for politicians to find some way of convincing the public that they 

are interested in and attending to the moral dimensions of medicine. Here I'm 

thinking of technology, the whole HMO thing, the whole health care system in the 

United States. Now we have the NBAC; that's very good. I know most of those 

people and I respect them. 

I also would characterize bioethics as an in- group that's breaking down to some 

degree. I saw this year's bioethics' summer camp list, and there are many names I 

didn't recognize; there was a time when I knew every single person without 

exception. That's when it was smaller, and as it got bigger I still knew them all 

without exception. There are now young people appearing there I've never heard 

of, and they are probably very good. But camp is more than camp. Camp is 

enculturalization, camp is a style that is transmitted. It can be a style in terms of 

substance, of what's important, and it certainly can be a style in terms of process, 

how people do things. Style in terms of manner of expression. For a long time, 
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the Hastings Center controlled the style of debates. When a mid-westerner would 

go there, these eastern New York types would scare the hell out of us because they 

are so aggressive. And for a long time I think a lot of people thought that meant 

smart; no, they just have mouths and they are good at using them. That summer 

camp is more important than meets the eye. 

We have thought it is much more important than any of the formal organizations 

like the ASBH; it's the invisible college. 

475 O'Connell: Yes, in many ways. 

476 Swazey: How long have you been going to summer camp? 

477 O'Connell: A long time. How old is it -- ten years? It's probably more than ten years. It goes 

478 pretty far back. I can't tell you but I can go up and count my t-shirts, I have a t-

479 shirt from each one. 

480 There is another moral dimension. People created the International 

481 Association of Bioethics for a reason: for themselves. One was to be on these 

482 international boards, go to Japan, and do all this. To me it was rather transparent. 

483 I don't think it's bad; it just caused a lot of trouble in the business. Someone like 

484 Arthur Caplan takes some understanding. I've known him for years and I knew 
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his first wife; she was a Catholic; we used to have fun beating up on the nuns and 

all the rest of that. Arthur and I have always gotten along famously, I think there 

is a genuine mutual respect. I know he can be difficult, I know how he is, but I 

think he's at times vilified because people are jealous. He is a very capable guy, 

he's got hutzpah, and he knows how to make it happen and he does. 

He is a very good entrepreneur. 

Yea, he is, and people don't like entrepreneurs by the way. That's why some 

people here in Chicago in bioethics dismiss the Park Ridge Center. There is that 

whole stuff that goes on in bioethics. There is a lot of self-promotion and that's a 

little different from entrepreneuralism. And then there are other people who are 

so genuine and so constructive in whatever they do, and that would be someone 

like a Tom Murray. I think he is a very good person and I'm very happy that he's 

at Hasting Center. And by the way, I have never considered Hastings a huge 

enemy or anything else. Dan Callahan and I always got along very well and I 

participated in their work. I consider them doing something parallel and 

important. Some people at times have tried to characterize us as competing, but 

that's not true. I think we have always had a real sense of mutual respect. Murray 

worked on the transplantation book with Renee and me. There are true giants in 

the field, -- like Stuart Youngner, he's a big contributor. I can think of a lot of 
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504 very fine people and I wouldn't want to leave a negative impression. Original sin 

505 works everywhere. 

506 Messikomer: Can you talk a little bit about the relationship between bioethics and religion. As 

507 you reflect on bioethics' history, what the relationship was in the beginning and 

508 how it's evolved over time. 

509 O'Connell: I would say the contemporary expression of bioethics is embedded in religious 

510 history. What do I mean by that? I mean that you can go back to at least the 13th 

511 century, and I can go back more then that. But Thomas Aquinas, who he died in 

512 1275, you would have to say he was a bioethicist. Just take, for instance, his 

513 analysis of the status of the fetus, and of course his approach was conditioned by 

514 what they knew at that time. He divided it into three stages: first you had the 

515 vegetable, then you had the animal, and then you had ensoulment, the human 

516 being. Therefore in Thomas' terms you could have abortion, technically, until the 

517 sixth month. That is clearly bioethics. That is just one example; there are lots of 

518 them throughout history. A lot of the people that we identify with the early part of 

519 bioethics in the United States were in one way or another associated with religious 

520 studies or religious studies faculties. You've got a Richard McCormick and 

521 people like that Gustafson, lots of famous people. I think it is absolutely true that 

522 bioethics finds its earliest beginnings in religious history, in the history of 
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religion, history of theology. You have to be careful about what you mean by 

those words. But it's definitely there, and then I think what happened is the 

Anglo-American ambivalence towards religion took it's toll. In the late '60's and 

early '70's there was a separation, and I think Dan Callahan would really represent 

that in the sense that he was taking bioethics down a strictly philosophical path 

that was directed towards social policy, and he saw no particular need to include 

religion. And of course the Hasting Center has come full circle, as have many 

others. So I think there was this recent, perhaps healthy, separation from the mid-

70's to the mid-90's. You can say it's healthy because maybe it did clarify a bit 

the way people go at this. And maybe it also gave space for people to enter 

bioethics who normally wouldn't enter because they find religion, even if they 

don't know anything about it, repugnant; anything that's associated with religion, 

well forget it. That's the rap that the Park Ridge Center took early on, and now 

everyone thinks our mission is just great, that it is appropriate that religion and 

cultural perspectives should take their place in any thoughtful evaluations of the 

moral dimensions of health care ethics. 

You said religion is being embraced again as important for understanding 

morality. Would you say it's being embraced by mainstream bioethics, or by 

whom? 
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By mainstream bioethics institutions, whether it's the people down in Houston or 

the people in Philadelphia or the Hasting Center or Steve Post and the people 

there at Cleveland, or the people in Indiana. I'm thinking of the programs that 

they are doing, and they are talking religion because they are reflecting the culture 

and they know that it plays. I don't know if that is unworthy, but I think it's the 

truth. So maybe religion has been brought back to the table unwillingly or 

grudgingly, but it's there and it's obvious that, for example, there's the whole 

movement towards spirituality in this country. I think it's there. Will it stay there 

if the winds change and have we converted any hearts? I doubt it. That is rooted 

in not just indifference or outright hostility to religion, it's also rooted in 

ignorance. People who want to deny religion a place at the table of culture, you 

might say, are largely ignorant of what it is about; it's not dogma. Now, I am 

talking as someone who comes out of religion studies theology. I sense that a lot 

antipathy towards religion is simply rooted in ignorance. They don't know the 

philosophy of religion, they don't know what it's about; they are thinking of 

dogma, and that's something else. I've written a lot about that too. I've tried to 

make applications and look for broad theological contexts, like Tillich, I've used 

Tillich for end-of-life stuff in the Western Journal of Medicine. 

Does the view that religion equals dogma partly account for why it is perceived as 

not having a role in bioethical policy formulations, like NBAC's work, for 



562 

563 O'Connell: 

564 

565 

566 

567 

568 

569 

570 

571 

572 

573 

574 

575 

576 Swazey: 

577 

578 

579 

580 

Laurence J. O'Connell 

The Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Page30 

example? 

Probably yes, and that is to the detriment of NBAC and society. Arthur Caplan 

knows the vice president very well, and obviously the first lady is a friend of a lot 

of friends of mine. Until I decided that I was taking another direction I was going 

to try to make that happen; I or someone senior on my staff was going to get 

appointed to NBAC. It's also a part of my pride thing, and the Park Ridge Center 

belongs there; if anyone else does, we do too. Not that everyone that should be 

represented there is represented or can be represented, but it's my job if possible 

to put us there. We believe in our mission; it is distinctive and we could 

contribute. But when I decided that I wasn't going to continue I let that and 

several other things drop; in the past I would have been after that very fast. I was 

distracted for a couple of years there, and then when it was actually established 

during that time I thought, I don't need that. That is another reason why I'm 

leaving, I don't have the fire anymore. 

I think that the three of us are intrigued by the extent to which there is a 

perception in policy arenas that you can listen to religious voices "over there" but 

you can't incorporate their perspectives because religion in America is so 

pluralistic. That says to us "why do you think 'secular voices' are homogenous in 

our society?" 
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581 O'Connell: I think that is changing. You should take that up with Marty tomorrow, that is his 

582 speciality. We have done some work, as you probably know, on civil public 

583 discourse and religion. I think that's changing, I really do, maybe not in bioethics 

584 but in public policy. 

585 Swazey: One sense I've gotten from a number of people in bioethics is that one of their 

586 fears is allowing the religious right voices in; if you open the door to genuine 

587 religious participation in the polity the right wing may take over. 

588 O'Connell: Well, this is what I would characterize as destructive timidity, because that is the 

589 way the world is. If you want to be fully engaged and fully honest you have to 

590 confront what most worries you, bothers you, threatens you, because it's not going 

591 away. It is far more dangerous out there on its own, if you ask me. I have the 

592 same problem, and it's not just in bioethics, it's everywhere, but I think it's a very 

593 unhealthy perspective. 

594 Swazey: I think you might apply that to religion in general, and I am speaking there of 

595 mostly the philosopher/bioethicists. 

596 O'Connell: And they use the analytical framework or a reductionistic approach to bioethics to 

597 defend themselves. You see, that is my point with Beyond Ptinciplism, and 
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everything I say and do, is to say to them, "okay if that's the way you want it fine, 

but know that you are sitting in a hermetically sealed pen." I will argue with them 

anytime, anywhere, but they like that. It's like those people who were also there 

with Hillary's ethics group with us -- they would not give. Bill May is one of the 

smartest, most refined thinkers that you would ever want to run into. He is one of 

the greats. 

Pat King was almost in tears over how Bill was treated on the task force; she said 

it was just awful. 

606 O'Connell: I know. I remember Bill and I sitting underneath the fire escape, literally. 

607 Looking back it was like we were hiding. It was really trashy. When you see a 

608 great like William F. May and people don't know it and are abusive, it says to me 

609 "you poor little man." 

6 1 0  Swazey: And it's no wonder that someone like Bill May has found other things to do with 

6 1 1  his life than bioethics. I haven't seen him for years but I've always thought he 

6 1 2  was a special man. 

6 1 3  O'Connell: He is, and as I've said I've been very blessed by the people that I know, the people 

614 I've met that I can really call friends. So I can do without the famous jerks. Nice, 
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kind people, they are all over the place. So to the degree that you hear a little 

negative thread running through my commentary, it's still largely positive. 

Switching back to NBAC, it was taken to task by Congressional staff as not 

having any people from religious institutions or programs as commissioners. 

619 O'Connell: I was aware of that opening; that is when I just didn't want to do it. That was 

620 when I knew among other things that I was done. 

621 Swazey: I'm not really sure they were prepared to add more commissioners to satisfy the 

622 Congressional staff, but it was noted in Washington. 

623 Messikomer: What do you see currently as the strengths of bioethics, and weaknesses, and 

624 in terms of the issues that are being dealt with are there important issues that are 

625 being left out? 

626 O'Connell: I would say its importance is that it does provide, if nothing else, a label for a 

627 whole constellation of concerns that should be addressed in public policy and in 

628 personal and institutional life. If nothing else, it's a label, and that's good. It's 

629 also positive to the degree that it does encourage widespread public debate of 

630 sensitive issues like cloning and kind of gives it a focal point, and has a cast of 
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characters who are reasonably well informed. They can be prejudiced one way or 

the other, but they kind of know how moral analysis engages these public policy 

issues. So to the degree that it provides encouragement for public debate about 

these issues as they emerge, like now in genetic medicine, and genomics, it's very 

important. But that being said, I don't think that it possess any kind of powerful 

internal coherence, and maybe that's not necessary; it's a very young discipline. 

Is bioethics a discipline? 

I've been around that track a few times. It depends upon the what you mean 

by discipline." If you want to go back to the medieval disciplina, there are not 

that many disciplines. One could argue that medicine and law are not disciplines. 

I have no vested interest; I don't care if it's a discipline or not. For me, most of 

my life, it's been a hybrid. And now if they want to call it a discipline, that's fine. 

It goes to coherence. Analytic philosophy is analytic philosophy, it is what it is. 

Continental philosophy or phenomenological approaches to Continental 

philosophy are what they are. It's clear, you kind of know the parameters and the 

rest of it. I think bioethics as a discipline, if it is a discipline, and if it becomes a 

stable discipline, will need more refinement; it's not refined, but again you can 

say it's so young. 
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What sort of refinement? 

If is nothing else, a kind of a taxonomy of the discipline and a shared 

understanding, a shared point of departure. Right now you can say "bioethics" 

and are you talking medicine or are you talking law, or social policy, and each of 

those does proceed along certain lines. You really couldn't do that with bioethics 

right now. But that's also because it is a hybrid, it is what is for pragmatic 

reasons. It was convenient for the politicians and others to use this as a focus 

once they caught on, and prior to that it was good for us individuals who wanted 

to define ourselves, who wanted to say, "you can buy this from me." Then the 

politicians said "oh yeah, that sells, we'll take a little bit of that." I think it's just 

that simple. 

660 Swazey: Have you defined yourself as a bioethicist? 

661 O'Connell: No, I often introduce myself as an interloper. I can make some claims with regard 

662 to moral theology and ethics. My in-depth training is really epistemology and 

663 hermeneutics, which frees you up from the narrowness of this kind of rigid four 

664 principles or whatever. It's like a lot of bioethicists, I think, like the doctors, have 

665 their way of going in and have got their hands on one part of the elephant; then 

666 you have the lawyers and they have another part of the elephant. They all think 
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667 that's it, that's the world, because they can't get around it, and I think the 

668 advantage from the arrogance of my point of view, is that we know better. 

669 Hermeneuties just teaches you that there is no closed objective circle, there is also 

670 the objective/subjective play, and the world is always constituted, which doesn't 

671 mean made up. 

672 Messikomer: It was interesting at the Belmont Revisited conference in Charlottesville when Al 

673 Jonsen gave a talk on how hermeneutics could be applied to bioethics. Judy and I 

674 thought it was the best talk of the whole thing. It was strictly how it could be 

675 applied and the dimensions of it. He really didn't relate it to any of the principles 

676 that they were talking about, and it was the most powerful piece that was given. 

677 O'Connell: Al's another example of someone who has real depth and breadth, he really 

678 does. Thomasma is the same way, his Dominican training would blow you away, 

679 he's formidable. No one was better or more refined or deeper than Dick 

680 McCormick; that's a quote, that is true. 

681 Messikomer: What about bioethics relationship to other disciplines beyond religion? Say to 

682 social sciences? Recently there has been, just as you say, a kind of an opening up 

683 to religion. There seems to be an opening up to social science, but the closer we 

684 look at it the more it seems to us that social science comes into bioethics more 
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through the voices of the philosophers then it does the voices of social sciences. 

686 O'Connell: I think there is a link between the life sciences and almost any other discipline. If 

687 you need legal analysis of an issue in the life sciences then you have bioethics 

688 played in the key of legal. If you are Patty Marshall in India you have life 

689 sciences played in the key of anthropology. I think there is an openness and 

690 possibility, and that's what makes it hard to define too. That is why you might say 

691 it's not a discipline, it's a parallel mode of analysis that is helpful for a given 

692 discipline to get a handle on the moral aspects of what they are about, but in of 

693 and in itself it doesn't have the critical mass to stand up as a discipline. I can see 

694 the argument going either way. I have no particular interest in defining it as a 

695 discipline. And probably if you made me really think about it and write about it 

696 or something, I'd probably come down against it. 

697 

698 Swazey: Very few of the people in mainstream bioethics we've interviewed have 

699 argued that it is. Most of them say it's a field and it might become a discipline 

700 some day but they are not sure what it's methodology would be. 

701 O'Connell: Right. That's a good distinction between the field and the discipline, and I guess 

702 that's what I was trying to get at about the point of departure; that's the method, 

703 that's the foundation. And I don't think it really matters. As I get ready to depart 
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the field, the bottom line is, not that much of that is important. I think the 

important stuff is what we were talking about in terms what does it do for society. 

It creates a focal point, it creates the possibility for public discourse about this 

range of topics, it can help focus a political campaign, it can help focus charity 

work, it can do all kinds of stuff. So I'm a lot more pragmatic about it; it's 

something, it serves a purpose. And it will probably go away, too. 

What would make it go away? 

A shift in the culture. What made Continental philosophy go away in the United 

States was analytic philosophy among other things, but it's a lot deeper then that. 

Say it takes place in academe, that's often how things happen. The academics 

decide that bioethics is a field and they could say, "well now, this has been really 

good and the importance of this movement has been to clarify for us the necessity 

of concentrating on this field, that this is a field of engagement within several 

disciplines, it's very important and it's important for people who are working in 

those fields and different disciplines to communicate and all that. But we've 

decided that bioethics is not an independent discipline and it's not helpful for us 

to understand it that way anymore, so we are going to do it this way." I don't 

know if that will ever happen but it could. They decide lots of stuff that way. 
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723 Swazey: Would that also make it vanish from the hospital medical care landscape? 

724 O'Connell: I think the most potent adversary of the continued existence of bioethics in 

725 hospitals and elsewhere is money, resources. They didn't and don't hesitate to cut 

726 back pastoral care, so why wouldn't they cut back bioethics? The argument often 

727 made to protect bioethics is an economic argument rooted in liability. 

728 Swazey: Are you saying that right now that they have to keep bioethics around or .. .  ; what is 

729 the liability? 

73 0 O'Connell: Well, because good ethical analysis saves money, it's demonstrated. You can get 

73 1 out of a lot of law suits that way. You know, in corporate compliance now it's 

73 2 called "business conduct." 

73 3 Swazey: What makes a good bioethics center or program? 

73 4 O'Connell: Most importantly, I would say good people and the "good" doesn't only mean 

73 5 morally. They should be good morally, one would hope, but I think the good 

736 refers to qualitative characteristics where you have rich diversity of gender, 

737 ethnicity, the whole mix. And also that you have people who are trained and 

73 8 come from very different places. For example, we have a Rabbi, we have a 
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Baptist, we have three lawyers on our staff right now, and we have a nurse. There 

is a certain critical mass necessary for a good bioethics center, and I think there is 

nothing particularly wrong with centers that are associated with a particular 

faculty like law or religion, but there is a little danger there too that they are not 

going to be as diverse as I think would be desirable. 

Is Park Ridge a bioethics center in your mind? 

The analogy I would use is the analogy to the field/discipline. Bioethics is very 

important to what we do, however it's understood. But our discipline, our raison 

D'etre, the bottom line, is how health, faith, and ethics interact in the lives of 

individuals and communities. If you want to call that bioethics you can, and I 

would identify with it, but I would say it's not exhaustive. There is more to us 

then that, so we are a bioethics center and more, is what I would say. We find 

bioethics very important and congenial a place where we hang out, but we are not 

embarrassed about doing the spirituality of health care or moving towards other 

so- called fields. So the Center itself, I think, is unique. It tends to be identified 

with bioethics centers, and that's fine in my mind as long as people understand 

that it is that and more. 

756 Messikomer: I think we've hit everything on our list, just about. 
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I guess the final topic is  all the issues now swirling around the globalization of 

American bioethics. What are some of your perspective on all of that. 

759 O'Connell: It's not public yet but we are getting a $150,000 grant from the Rockefeller 

760 Foundation to do globalization ethics. To develop a framework. Not an 

761 exhaustive globalization ethics but a framework that they could use and that 

762 would be appropriate. That ties in with our "religion counts" project at the UN; 

763 that's how we will cover it but it really is for Rockefeller. 

764 Swazey: You will obviously have to help create it, but what is Rockefeller thinking 

765 of in terms of globalization? What does that term mean to them? 

766 O'Connell: I don't want to speak for them, but my understanding would be that if, first of all, 

767 you accept the phenomenon of globalization and if you also have a shared 

768 definition, then I think people like Rockefeller, who are into giving money and 

769 into affecting lives and communities etc. etc., have a moral responsibility to at 

770 least, in some general way, attend to the moral dimensions of what they will bring 

771 about or collaborate in bringing about. I don't have an answer to that. All I know 

772 is that they are interested and sensitive to it, and that's about as far as we've 

773 gotten. But it makes a lot of sense to me. There have got to be certain parameters 

774 that either reveal the destructive character of globalization, how it plays out in a 



775 

776 

777 

778 

779 

780 

781 

782 

783 

784 Swazey: 

785 

786 

787 

Laurence J. O'Connell 

The Acadia Inst it ut e Project on Bioet hics in American Societ y  

Page 42 

specific context, or reveal the positive impetus that will really help people. Some 

people think globalization is uniformly negative. Well, sorry -- it's the same kind 

of timidity; it's there and it's not going away, so try to get a handle on it. That's 

what they are looking for, and I told them when they phoned me I can tell you all 

the guys that have written on this stuff, but none of them has been successful in 

constructing a global ethics, it's not going to happen. But you can take the new 

stated mission of the Rockefeller Foundation, and if nothing else you can at least 

say you can recognize and acknowledge that there are moral stakes here, and 

that's something, which is better then nothing. 

But in saying that, and this may be an overly broad characterization of a lot of 

what we see going on in American bioethics when we talk about globalization, its 

their sense of sort of parachuting the American bioethicist everywhere around the 

globe. 

788 O'Connell: That kind of parachuting is silly, that's ... when you asked me about globalization I 

789 went right to our work with Rockefeller; that other stuff is silliness. 

790 Swazey: But they are doing it. 

79 1 O'Connell: Oh I know they are doing it but it's very destructive. I saw it in Italy. I did a 
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lot of work in Italy. The American bioethicists come in with their four principles, 

and say we are going to tell the lady she's dying of cancer. That's mayhem. It 

creates moral mayhem in the Italian context, it's wrong. They do all kinds of 

things like that. They are doing that in Eastern Europe in a big way. They are 

doing a lot in Hungary, and now in the Chezch republic. In Austria they have 

their own way about going about things. I am critical of that, and it's almost like I 

forgot about it. I think it's wrong. It's imperialism. 

But not to Ruth Macklin and others. Have you read her book? 

801 O'Connell: No, I saw it but I didn't read it. Maybe I should, what's her point? 

802 Swazey: Basically that there are universal ethical principles in which, if they are not, 

803 should be binding on all people, at all times, in all cultures. 

804 Messikomer: The other thing that is very curious is that when you talk to the "bioethicists" who 

805 are involved in this globalization movement, they basically cite the fact that 

806 they've been to many countries and they sat on many committees in these 

807 countries, talking to people they have trained, basically. 
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808 O'Connell: Have they ever lived there in a hut? Married a foreigner? 

809 Messikomer: Or have they ever met a person on a street? When you asked them that they 

81 0 dismiss you. 

811 O'Connell: That's American stuff too, though that's American imperialism and arrogance. 

812 They really think they can penetrate the meaning structures, to get hermeneutical 

813 about it, of other peoples and they do violence that way. And take it from 

814 someone who was in a cross-cultural marriage; for a long time I thought we talked 

815 the same language because we spoke English. It took me a long time to 

816 understand that I was dealing with someone from another world, and I don't mean 

817 Venus and Mars, and that her sensibilities were different and that she received 

818 things differently and she gave things differently and that's the beauty, I love it, 

819 it's a tremendous gift. 

820 Swazey: But it takes a lot of work. 

82 1 O'Connell: Thirty years and it was just getting started. 

822 Swazey: One thing that we find fascinating, and problematic cross-culturally, is the 

823 extent to which Beauchamp and Childress' Principles of Biomedical Ethics is 



824 

825 

Laurence J. O'Connell 
The Acadia I nstitute Proj ect on Bioethics in American Society 

Page 45 

being used as the textbook for teaching bioethics in other countries, like Pakistan 

and Japan. It will be interesting to see how that plays out. 

826 O'Connell: It's a big mistake. Often the oligarchy of these countries are trained in the West 

827 and therefore it's easy for them to impose this on their own people, and it's not a 

828 good thing. Also, a lot of these characters, where did they ever live? Did they 

829 ever live in a bario, did they ever live in the African countryside for a long time? 

830 Most of them, I bet, haven't. 

83 1 Swazey: That's a great final note. Thank you, Larry. 

832 O'Connell: Your welcome. 

833 END OF INTERVIEW 


