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A significant problem surrounds Catholic
bioethics at the beginning of the twenty-first
century. Within the dominant culture, it suf-
fers from an imposed credibility gap. This
gap has two principal sources. First, because
Catholic bioethics is “Catholic,” it has fre-
quently been dismissed out-of-hand as noth-
ing more than a series of theological “pro-
nouncements” with little or no philosophical
merit. Second, and more generally, bioethics
itself has often been labeled by academics as
“philosophy-lite”— having a shiny intellec-
tual veneer, but neither very original nor very
profound.

Jaroslaw Kupczak’s recent book Destined
for Liberty (2000) may go a long way to-
ward closing the credibility gap on both
fronts, if bioethicists will only understand
its significance. Kupczak outlines, in a clear,
and concise fashion, the complicated philo-
sophical anthropology of Karol Wojtyla, the
poet, dramatist, philosopher, and theologian
who would later become Pope John Paul II.
The author—rector and theologian at the
Dominican House of Studies in Krakow—
makes no specific reference to bioethics,
nor does he offer to the field particular ap-
plications of Wojtyla’s view of man. Yet, for
the Catholic and non-Catholic bioethicist
interested in understanding the Pope’s view
of the human person at a foundational level,
the book will prove an invaluable resource.
Furthermore, the skeptic will soon realize
that so-called papal “pronouncements” in the
field of bioethics are actually practical mani-
festations of a highly sophisticated philo-
sophical structure that must be taken seri-
ously.

Wojtyla’s project, to articulate the signifi-
cance of being a human person revealed
through action, is not only central to the
great encyclicals of his pontificate—
Veritatis splendor, Evangelium vitae, and
Fides et ratio—but is also the sine qua non

of any authentic bioethics. For every ethi-
cal action presupposes the ethical person
who originates the action or to whom it is
directed. If we fail to understand the nature
of that person, we fall prey to the criticism
that bioethics is philosophically “toothless”;
we also make little progress toward truth if
we ignore the anthropology from which our
philosophy (or that of our adversaries) de-
rives.

In the first two chapters, Kupczak meticu-
lously traces Wojtyla’s thought in his early
writings—from his habilitation thesis
(1951-53) to his lectures at the Catholic
University of Lublin (mid-1950s). This is
not an easy task, given the complicated na-
ture of the philosophy involved; however,
Kupczak’s writing is clear, concise, and suf-
ficiently explanatory. The reader unfamiliar
with the history of philosophy will find the
reading challenging, but not impossible; the
more experienced philosopher will be de-
lighted by Kupczak’s lucid and intelligent
style. For this accomplishment alone, the
author deserves much credit.

From the beginning chapter, Kupczak con-
tinually measures the Pope’s philosophic
genius by pointing to Wojtyla’s ability to
draw on, and successfully synthesize, diver-
gent modes of thought. In constructing his
philosophical anthropology, Wojtyla relies
on two radically different approaches to
truth: the metaphysics of St. Thomas, and
the phenomenology of Max Scheler.
Scheler’s phenomenology is in large part a
reaction to Kantian formalism, a formalism
also heavily criticized by Wojtyla in his
Lublin lectures. Kant’s major objective was
to assert the primacy of reason over the con-
ditions of its own knowledge—all aspects
of knowledge must have the form of rea-
son. Scheler, however, saw what Kant failed
to see: that pure consciousness is not the
entirety of ethical experience, and that val-
ues and feelings have a pervasive role in hu-
man acts. Wojtyla sees Scheler as an im-
provement on Kant, and was deeply influ-
enced by him.

Wojtyla’s main criticism of Scheler is
that, since the subject is passively drawn to
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values, choice (and with it a prominent role
for the will) disappears from Scheler’s ac-
count altogether. The cornerstone of
Wojtyla’s theory, Kupczak tells us early on,
is the recognition by the person of his ac-
tion as his own. When the person experi-
ences himself as the efficient cause of the
act, he accepts responsibility for it. This
self-determination is necessary for the ethi-
cal act to ultimately transform the person,
to allow the person to fulfill his own being.

The author aims in chapter 3 to describe
the methodology of Wojtyla’s project: how
does he accomplish the synthesis of
Thomistic metaphysics and Schelerian phe-
nomenology to produce a theory of the act-
ing person? This is perhaps the most com-
plicated section of the book. Kupczak de-
scribes in too much detail the background
debates in Polish academia surrounding
Wojtyla’s more controversial approaches to
philosophy. The bioethicist should be pre-
pared for a rigorous mental hike, but cer-
tainly not be deterred from moving for-
ward—for at the end of the steepest trails
lie the most satisfying vistas.

The final two substantive chapters (chap-
ters 4 and 5) of Kupczak’s work elucidate
the core principles of Wojtyla’s theory in
the defining Acting Person (1969). It is here
that we find the subjects of specific inter-
est to the bioethicist: causal efficacy, self-
determination, the will, freedom, and con-
science.

The revelation of human efficacy happens
only in what Wojtyla refers to as “man-acts”
(actus humanus); man-acts are active, for
they involve the conscious activity of the
subject, and are the only acts capable of be-
ing ethical acts. Unified with man-acts
within the person—but conceptually dis-
tinct—are “acts-happening-in-man” (actus
hominis). The key point, Kupczak claims,
is that he subject is involved in both “act-
ing” and “happening.” Wojtyla therefore
seeks another kind of synthesis: to unite the
subjective experience of self with the ob-
jective transformation of the person through
his action. It is the realization of oneself as
the cause of one’s action that leads to what
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Wojtyla calls vertical transcendence—
self-determination and freedom of the per-
son. Kupczak’s analysis admirably compels
the reader to reflect on how poverty-stricken
“self-determination” is simply equated with
autonomy. For Wojtyla, self-determination
involves not merely willing, but also a trans-
formation of being itself.

The will has a subtler role; it chooses ob-
jects or values (defined Thomistically as the
good for the being of the person), and in this
choosing, subordinated always to truth, hu-
man freedom is revealed. The objectivity of
freedom is realized through conscience, the
experience of the moral duty to do or to
avoid something. Conscience represents the
attempt of the person to grasp the truth;
therefore it is linked intrinsically to self-
determination.

The conclusion (chapter 6) of Kupczak’s
book is a summary of the entire work, help-
ful for those who have finished Destined for
Liberty clinging to the edge of understand-
ing. It is here that one really appreciates the
Dominican’s outstanding ability to simply
teach. The final summary aids even the ac-
complished philosopher to grasp the signifi-
cance of Wojtyla’s project and retain the “big
picture,” a task neglected in some earlier
attempts to describe Wojtyla’s thought.

Kupczak shows the astounding consis-
tency of Wojtyla’s thinking throughout, re-
ferring to papal documents to show the con-
nection between his early philosophical and
current theological mind. This connection
is significant, for Wojtyla’s promising
philosophical career was limited and then
terminated by his duties as cardinal and ul-
timately as pope. Thus even Kupczak ac-
knowledges that there are still gaps within
Wojtyla’s methodology. Yet, Wojtyla’s phi-
losophy does continue through his theologi-
cal writings, it is evidenced in his unfailing
subordination to truth, and most obviously
perhaps, it is witnessed through his over-
whelming love for the human person.

If any shortcoming could be noted in
Kupczak’s work, it is only that its scope is
necessarily limited to description; such a
keen mind could be of great service in ex-
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plicitly directing us to the practical appli-
cations of Wojtyla’s work. For Destined for
Liberty is not merely a service to philoso-
phy because of its descriptive power.
Kupczak’s underscoring of the originality of
the Pope’s work should prompt Catholic and
non-Catholic scholars to continue work in
practical philosophical anthropology. The
Catholic bioethicist certainly has an excit-
ing task before him, for he will no longer be
satisfied with simply quoting the Pope;
Kupczak’s book compels us to understand
him. The adversaries of authentic Catholic
bioethics would also be foolish to continue
to oppose papal teaching without grasping
the mind of the man and his view of the per-
son. If we meet Kupczak’s challenge, we
shall have, at last, a truly philosophical foun-
dation for Catholic medical ethics, and a
bioethics with bite.
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In this book, Macklin tackles a critically
important topic: the question of ethical rela-
tivism in a multicultural world. She dis-
cusses this topic against the backdrop of a
number of provocative practices that are
raising important questions in contempo-
rary bioethics—female circumcision, sex-
selection abortion, consent for treatment or
research by families or tribal leaders instead
of patients themselves, the denial of brain
death for cultural or religious reasons,
breaches of confidentiality on the basis of
a social grouping’s “right to know,” and the
practice of withholding the truth from pa-
tients with terminal diagnoses. These views
and practices are fairly widespread among

various cultures. But while this has undoubt-
edly been so for many centuries, the global
reach of mass media and increasing immi-
gration mean that experience with such cul-
tural diversity in health care is no longer
exotic or rare. This experience is raising trou-
bling questions for practitioners who view
these practices as morally wrong but also
believe they have duties to respect the in-
tegrity of their patients’ cultures.

Macklin points out how the controversies
raised by these practices are even dividing
the monolithic American liberal academy.
Consider, for example, the case of sex-se-
lection abortion. In this practice, prenatal
genetic testing is performed to establish the
baby’s sex, and if the baby turns out to be a
girl, an abortion is performed solely because
of a culturally embedded preference for a
boy child. This practice has become wide-
spread in India, and among Indians living in
Europe and the United States. What can
Western bioethics say about this practice?

In Western universities (and increasingly
in the culture at large), tolerance has been
metamorphosed by the postmodern dictum
that nothing is objectively true; that every-
thing one claims to “know” merely reflects
unexposed biases and has resulted from vari-
ous struggles for power and control. This
view has marched hand-in-hand with the even
more pervasive view that morality is either
purely subjective or culturally relative.
There is no such thing as universal moral
truth or anything approaching objectivity in
the determination of right and wrong.

So, on the one hand, in the current moral
milieu of Western academe, the moral judg-
ment that sex-selection abortion is morally
wrong has been condemned as a species of
“Western ethical imperialism”—an “impo-
sition of values” by powerful Western na-
tions upon weaker developing nations that
simply hold different sets of values. On the
other hand, many feminist ethicists would
quickly claim that the preference for boys
is itself an “imposition of values,” reflect-
ing the views of powerful, patriarchal males
imposing their collective will upon weaker
females, and so would condemn the prac-
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