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This article analyzes the book “Bioethics: Bridge to the Future” by Potter VR as a personal message, a manifesto of an intellectual, a display of spiritual search
against the backdrop of a crisis of ideologies, then looks into the factors that shaped the bioethical concept and establishes the significance this work and the
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In 2021, “Bioethics: Bridge to the Future”, a book by Potter
VR, turns 50 [1]. Despite the fact that the author himself stated
the materials from the book were first published in 1962 (p.
7) [1], and regardless of the debate around the precedence
of use of “bioethics”, a key concept, the book of 1971 is
undoubtedly one of the keynote works that establishes the idea
and conceptual meaning of bioethical categories.

The process of rethinking and updating of bioethical
principles in theoretical and applied science, in social practice,
including the aspects of economic processes, political
decisions, is permanent, focused on the needs of an evolving
society that adapt to the current situation. Certain aspects of
the bioethical approach undergo critical analysis [2], but in
general, its relevance in the real world of the 20th and early
21st centuries is not questioned.

There is obviously every reason to consider the
bioethical strategy as a new sociocultural paradigm of its
time [3]. Indeed, the fairness and the degree of influence of
bioethical principles on the social processes of the 20th and
early 21st centuries allow characterizing the V. R. Potter’s
concept not only as an important stage in understanding
the eternal questions of collation of the nature’s resources
and civilization’s capacity, that of the world and the human
being, but also view those principles as a socio-cultural
phenomenon of that age.

Numerous studies have been published to date [2], but the
work of V. R. Potter can be considered in the light of a yet
another socio-cultural aspect. This article analyzes the book
“Bioethics: Bridge to the Future” as a personal message,

a manifesto of an intellectual, a display of spiritual search
against the backdrop of a crisis of ideologies.

There are two factors that are rightfully viewed as historical
conditions in which the bioethical concept was formed:

1) As a conceptual (in the broadest sense, moral) system,
bioethics emerged when the crisis of axiological guidelines,
which happened in middle of the 20th century, was gradually
subdued, and there was a need for the most critical rethinking
of the obvious and dramatic devaluation of what the European
community held as its values.

The significance of the dramatic events of the 20th century,
as perceived by Potter VR, is reflected in the book. This reflection
includes the emotional description of nature in terms typically
associated with the post-war chaos, and the didactic connotation
of the concept of “dangerous knowledge” linked to the deployment
of poisonous gases during World War 1 (pp. 35, 67) [1].

2) Bioethical strategy was formed when the civilization
was rapidly advancing technologically, the boundaries of the
humanity’s potential were boldly and “futuristically” reassessed,
human kind was ready to make smaller steps forward and
then leap into the future. Deontological stereotypes of the turn
of the 19th and 20th centuries were obviously archaic; they
nostalgically reanimated the formal continuity of values in the
scientific community, but objectively did not reflect the current
trends in the development of science and civilization. Thus,
there was a need for a new look at the problem of balance of
“facts” and their “meaning”, the dissonance between “goal-
driven ethics” and “means-conscious ethics.” The book by
V. R. Potter is full of the relevant ideas.
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But, in addition to these undoubtedly objective factors, the
background against which bioethics was developing contained
another influential component that usually escapes the attention
of researchers, although it was largely generated by the same
historical circumstances. Sixties and seventies of the 20th
century were the heyday of European (and Western, in a broad
sense) intellectual culture. All the media allowing to express
oneself back then, from academic and avant-garde literature
to cinema that was mastering new means of expression, were
actively used by Western intellectuals as a space for creative
self-identification, a platform allowing to manifest the new
values: aesthetic, humanistic, ethical [4]. “Future” was one of
the most popular topics at that time (p. 7) [1].

V. R. Potter himself saw the book as the result of rethinking
of personal and professional (“30 years of cancer research”)
intellectual experience. The “Bioethical Creed for Individuals”
(pp. 5-7, 209) [1], a kind of synopsis of Potter’s ideas, highlights
the “personal message” side of the book’s nature especially
strongly (pp. 5-7, 209) [1].

Potter VR formulates his task as an attempt to “understand
the nature of man and his relationship to the world.” To get this
understanding, “humanity urgently needs new wisdom, which
would be “knowledge about how to use knowledge” for survival
of an individual and improvement of his life” (p. 9) [1]. That is,
from a formal point of view, V. R. Potter proposes a universal
methodology, a way to support implementation of the progress
ethics standard from an epistemological perspective.

But for all the declared universality of bioethical methodology,
it is not democratic. “The fate of the world,” writes V. R. Potter,
“depends on the continued integration and expansion of the
knowledge held by a relatively small number of people.” This
means that bioethical axiology focuses on a special actor
of cognition, a type of intellectual Potter calls “survivalists”.
According to him, they come from academic environments and
share the specific trait of being especially concerned with the
problem of mankind’s survival (pp. 10, 164) [1].

[t should be noted that V. R. Potter’s description of the
community of intellectuals and the specifics of their activity
closely resembles the concept of “creative class”, which is
widespread in the American historical tradition. Generalizing
the parameters of this approach, R. Florida (George Mason
University Schar School of Policy and Government) stated that
the “core of the creative class” includes holders of competencies
in various scientific and technological spheres, in “architecture,
design, education, art, music and entertainment... the creative
class also includes a large group of creative professionals
working in business and finance, law and healthcare and the
related fields” [5].

The overall socio-economic function of the “creative
class” generally seconds the tasks Potter VR saw before
the community of intellectuals described in his book. He
agrees with D Lilienthal’s requirements that are “universal”
for all fields of activity: the ability to imagine (creativity as it
is), independent thinking, factual perception of the reality,
“intellectual independence combined with the ability to accept
criticism and analysis of the results by other specialists”,
scientific universalism, scientific viability. “The path to wisdom,”
as Potter VR notes, “runs through a consensus reached in
interdisciplinary groups.” For him, freedom of creativity for is
one of the problems of urbanization (pp. 59-61, 76) [1].

The tasks set before the “creative class” are “design” or
“creation of new ideas, new technologies and new creative
content”, “solution of complex problems.” The hallmarks of
an intellectual here are “significant independence of thought,
a high level of education and human capital ... creativity,
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individual characteristics and personal merit.” This approach,
according to R. Florida’s calculation, allows listing 38 million
people, which is about 30% of all working Americans, into the
“creative class” [5].

[t should be noted that the “broad” approach to the
reproduction of intellectual environment adopted in the “creative
class” theory compensates for the dissonance created by
the “exclusivity” and the extended list of tasks set before the
community of intellectuals Potter VR appeals to.

The appeal to the need to synthesize the creative and
ethical potential of intellectuals and the power resource is also
traditional for intellectual manifestation [4]. Stating that “the
age-old question of the nature of man and his relationship with
the world becomes more and more important in view of the last
three decades of our century ... when political decisions are
made without accounting for biological knowledge”, Potter VR
develops the idea of the need to influence political processes
and power wielded by groups competent in natural science
and humanitarian knowledge. According to V. R. Potter,
“the attitude of society to a specialist and the attitude of an
intellectual to his role in the society” are two current problems
(pp. 12, 88, 161) [1].

V. R. Potter characterizes himself as an “adept of the
mechanistic theory”, “a pragmatic mechanist”. At the same
time, he finds it important to prevent the premature conclusion
that the mechanical explanation of the world cancels teleological
meaning of the development [6]. Criticizing teleology of Teilhard
de Chardin relying on the “strict sequential mechanicalism” of
12 “paradigms of mechanistic biology,” V. R. Potter believes
that “a mechanist never doubts that all the facts unknown today
will be discovered and explained in the future.” In other words,
the actuality of mechanistic teleology is not a paradox for him,
as is the possibility of combining the concepts of “personality”
and “cybernetic machine” in the characteristics of a person (pp.
19, 22-31, 39-49, 126) [1].

From the standpoint of the comparative ideological maturity
of the 21st century, it is possible to criticize the sophistic nature
of Potter’s VR appeal to “wisdom” (regardless of who wields it,
be it intellectuals with their “exclusive wisdom”, specialists with
“‘competent wisdom or the masses with the wisdom of fatal
inevitability) and the path of evolving ideological compromise
that it opens. However, it is obvious that the practical value of
bioethical appeal to “wisdom” is disavowed by the indication
of the possibility of transition (“Bridge”) to a new biological and
ethical rationality, marking the only productive way to overcome
conservatism. In this sense, bioethics is a declaration of
humanistic rationalism (“realism”) seeking to mobilize a person’s
spiritual potential and aiming to push this person to his/her
moral maximum.

The Creed, which concludes Potter’s VR book, is an element
of a slightly naive but touching attempt at immortalization:
the author hopes that descendants “will remember him with
gratitude” (p. 209) [1]. This phrase expresses perhaps the most
important thesis of the book — trust in the person of the future.
It is the trust in man, his mind and spiritual integrity that ensured
the stability of bioethical approach in determining capabilities
of science and technology employed to solve urgent problems
the society faced in the 20th century. This trust remains as
important in the 21st century [7].

Assessing the book by Potter VR, it is important to note
that he avoids one of the specific temptations of intellectuals
and abstains from condemning imperfections of the world
and calling for an individual “fight against evil”, which would
have represented the vigilante fixation popular in American
culture.
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Today, bioethics is a reminder that humanistic freedom is
ensured by humanistic responsibility. According to Potter VR,
“cultural evolution would have been very slow if it were not for
the persistent desire of a person to introduce something new
into his life and to not follow instructions to the letter.” This
“new” is introduced into the soil of bioethics, when in certain
areas of science there is a deficit (“crisis”) of methodology that
factors in the general ethical aspects of medical research [8];
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