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Chapter 1
Introduction: Engaging in Comparative
Bioethics

In 2004, an Israeli sociologist and a German bioethicist met at an international
conference on bioethics in a cloister in the Netherlands. Following a presentation
they started conversing and the Israeli sociologist asked: “How is it that Germans
are so reluctant about genetic testing?” The German bioethicist paused a bit and
answered with uncertainty: “I am not sure whether they are so reluctant. The
geneticists I met are all very supportive.” After sharing some comparative data, they
realized that the existing research consisted mainly of policy analysis and surveys
of professionals. There were two important lacunas. First, public opinion and lay
attitudes have not been well-studied. Second, the question “why” was still open,
requiring a more empirically grounded and nuanced understating that ventures
beyond important (yet easily flagged) premises such as the historical legacy of the
Holocaust—an issue that is perhaps always in the background when a German and
an Israeli meet.

Indeed, our task in this book concerning a contemporary re-examination of the
lessons of the Holocaust presents a relatively new stage in the history of
German-Israeli research collaborations in the social sciences and the humanities.
The first stage (around the 1950s–1960s) could be characterized by avoidance, with
some beginnings of German-Israeli collaborations in the basic sciences but none in
the humanities. In the next stage (around the 1970s–1980s), the subject of “German
history” was allowed back into Israeli universities, nevertheless while avoiding the
Holocaust. This book is the outcome of a relatively recent phase of re-examination,
expressed by studies that take the Holocaust as a focus for re-examining
present-day cultural scripts of eugenics and euthanasia with a focus on the com-
mon, yet also very different, legacy and interpretation of the lessons of the
Holocaust.

Five months after their first and unplanned meeting, the German bioethicist and
the Israeli sociologist embarked on an intensive exchange by making plans for joint
research projects. Now, ten years later, we decided to write a book. This book is a
comprehensive, empirically-grounded exploration of a culturally embedded
bioethics. Its aim is to develop, methodologically and theoretically, a research
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