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Ethical Theories and Discourses through an 
Ability Expectations and Ableism Lens:

The Case of Enhancement and
Global Regulation

GREGOR  WOLBR ING

Introduction

Many different ethical theories have been developed over time in the Western 
World, Asia and other places following various traditions (for many articles, 
refer to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy [2012]).1 There are secular and 
religious based ethical theories. There are ethics discourses such as professional 
ethics, business ethics, healthcare ethics, bioethics, neuroethics and nanoethics.
 How does one reconcile opposing guidance linked to the adherence to 
different ethical theories? How do we govern our self, human progress and 
advances in science and technology? How do we regulate our ethics globally? 
Can there be a global ethics? 2–15 People make cases for employing all kind of 
ethical theories. Some make a case for employing a fusion of various ethical 
theories.16 Furthermore, there is no static set of ethical theories. New ethical 
theories are developed and deployed and taken up constantly.17 So what makes 
one choose a given ethical theory or none at all or generate new ethical 
theories?
 Ethics is about what one ought to do. However, as Sherwin recently stated, 
“we [ethicists] lack the appropriate intellectual tools for promoting deep moral 
change in our society”.18

 Ethics is deeply culturally situated.19–20 Ability expectations (want stage) and 
ableism (need stage) are an example of such a cultural dynamic.21–23 Individuals, 
households, communities, groups, sectors, regions and countries expect certain 
abilities from themselves or others.24 Ableism leads to an ability based and 
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ability justified understanding of oneself, one’s body and one’s relationship 
with others of one’s species, other species and one’s environment.21–26 The 
author submits that the cultural dynamic of ability expectation and ableism 
is entangled with ethical theories in three ways: 1) certain ability expectations 
were and are one trigger for the development of ethical theories; 2) a given 
ethical theory, depends on certain abilities to function; and 3) a given ethical 
theory, promotes certain abilities and as such its uptake correlates with the 
acceptance of certain ability expectations.
 This article analyses a sample of ethical theories for their exhibited ability 
expectations, highlights forms of ableism evident in various ethics discourses, 
and discusses the implication of the findings for how we govern ourselves, 
chart human progress and advances in science and technology, locally and 
globally focusing in particular on the topic of human enhancement. The 
purpose of this article is to highlight the linkage between ethical theories and 
the social dynamic of ability expectation and ableism. I do not judge any 
given ethical theory or ethical reasoning in this article.

What is Ableism?

The disabled people rights movements in the United States and Britain 
were the first to look at cultural dynamics and the cultural impact of ability 
expectations coining the term ableism as a cultural concept during the 1960s 
and 1970s.27 The disability studies field uses the term ableism to question and 
highlight the expectations towards species-typical body abilities (we expect 
certain abilities from different species; humans are supposed to walk but not 
to fly, birds are supposed to fly) and the disablement,28 the prejudice and dis-
crimination people experience whose body structure and ability functioning are 
seen as sub species-typical and therefore labelled as “impaired”.29–36 However, 
the cultural reality of ability expectations (want stage) and ableism (need 
stage) go far beyond how it is used within disability studies and by disabled 
activists. Individuals, households, communities, groups, sectors, regions and 
countries make daily numerous decisions based on ability expectations; some 
perceive the ability to protect one’s privacy as important, others do not; some 
perceive the ability to buy a house as essential, others not; some cherish being 
competitive, productive or efficient, others not; some find the ability to con-
sume essential; some the ability to live in a harmonious equitable society. 
When ability expectations (want stage) morph into a sentiment where a given 
ability is seen as essential and one starts judging oneself and others based on 
an ability seen as essential we have reached the stage of ableism (need stage). 
Ableism does not have to be negative: it simply indicates that one has certain 
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ability expectations one lives out. A society could decide that equity is an 
important ability of a functioning society, and this could be perceived as posi-
tive; however, ability expectations can and have been used in a negative way 
not only against disabled people, but also used to support negative –isms. 
Racism, for example, has been supported by judging cognitive abilities of 
various ethnic groups.24 The ability expectation of rational behaviour was 
used in sexist discrimination of women, with the claim that women do not 
have the ability of rational behaviour.24 Ableism used in a negative way leads 
to disablism:28 the lack of accommodation for the needs of people and other 
biological structures seen to lack certain abilities; and the unwillingness to 
adapt to the needs of others.

Ableism Exhibited in Ethical Theories and Abilities 
Needed for Ethical Theories to be Operational

If one reads the description of various ethical theories in the Internet Encyclo-
pedia of Philosophy,37 one can link various ability expectations to ethical theories. 
I contend that different ethical theories depend on different abilities and support 
different ability expectations. To give just a few examples of ability expectations 
intrinsic to different ethical theories, various understandings of distributive 
justice exist, all with different ability expectations. Egalitarians emphasise the 
ability to distribute benefits and burdens equally among everyone; Merit-
Platonism is about the ability to reap rewards based on one’s intelligence 
and capacity for devotion to the public good and education; Merit-Seniority 
Persons supports ability to reap awards based on one’s seniority; Merit-Effort 
is the ability to reap awards based on one’s own efforts; Socialists are seen 
to assign burdens according to abilities and benefits according to need; and 
Libertarians ruminate on the ability to reject burdens as ones sees fit, the 
ability to benefit others, and the ability to create benefit for oneself. Kantian 
deontology among others is based on the ability to be rational as a being.38

 At the same time, ethical theories also depend on certain abilities; again to 
give some examples. For consequentialists, an act is morally right based on the 
teleology of an event (whether they are actual, foreseen, foreseeable, intended, 
or likely consequences). If one wants to apply this theory, one needs the abi-
lity to generate data on actual consequences. One also has to agree on whether 
a certain consequence is desirable or not, whereby the calculation is worked 
out in respect to the ability expectations one has. Utilitarianism depends on the 
ability to articulate what is the greatest possible balance of value over disvalue 
for all persons affected. It also depends on the ability to come to an agree-
ment as to what is of value and disvalue. Deontology purports to guide moral 
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action based on duties, and ethical choices depend on the ability to agree on 
these (most starkly, one has to create rules in respect to what one can “will”). 
In this respect, plausibly different ability expectations lead to different rules. 
Although the tenet of deontology is about duties (or obligations) independent 
of consequences, one may suspect that “right” obligations were developed in 
times past based on ability expectations.
 Sometimes, ability expectations exhibited by ethical theories are seen as 
problematic; for example, the ability expectation and form of ableism with 
respect to rationality have been used over time in a negative way against 
women24 and disabled people.39–40 New ethics approaches are still developed; 
for example, a feminist approach to ethics considers that there are telling 
(and morally important) gender differences in how the world is seen and how 
we react to it; that is, what abilities are seen as important. In this respect, 
a disabled people’s rights approach, or an indigenous people’s approach to 
ethics, also have different ability expectations.

Ableism, Ethics Discourse and Disabled People

Nearly every issue that arises in ethics — including, but not exclusively, 
end-of-life decision-making; the allocation of healthcare resources; the use of 
genetic technology (gene therapy, genetic testing); research on individuals who 
are not competent; questions of futile care; selective non-treatment of new-
borns; debates about personhood; mercy killing and disability adjusted life 
years; nanotechnology; bionics; and info ethics — affects disabled people, their 
self-perception and how they are perceived by others.41 Certain ethical principles 
examine, and exemplify certain abilities are put forward time after time, 
namely the principles of autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice. 
However, these principles are often interpreted differently by different social 
groups based on their different ability preferences and ability expectations. 
For example, whether one follows an ableism that favours species-typical body 
abilities41 versus an ableism that cherishes body ability diversity leads to dif-
ferent thoughts and actions related to the principles. Given this, the question 
arises over whose interpretation is visible in the discourses around ethics and 
which of the two forms of ableisms? I submit that the form of ableism that 
adheres to species-typical functioning is dominant within ethics discourses 
(which does not mean that there are no people within ethics discourses 
that question the species-typical form of ableism).40, 42–48 The idea promoted 
by disabled people — that they do not have to be species-typical — is often 
questioned by bioethicists (e.g. see discussion between Harris questioning it 
and Koch and Reindall defending it).43, 48–51 That was one reason why a disabled 
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people rights approach to ethics emerged and continues to be important. 
Which abilities are seen as essential in a discourse, and what forms of ableism 
are exhibited, does not only impact disabled people.

Case Study: Human Enhancement

For the longest time, the ability expectation of species-typical body abilities 
and an ableism that favours species-typical over as sub species-typical perceived 
body abilities was highly visible within society and led the disabled people 
rights movement to coin the term ableism in the first place. Various Supreme 
Court decisions in the USA highlight the obligation of people with disabilities 
to “fix” themselves if such a fix is available. If they choose not to do so, they 
lose their protection under the American with Disability Act.52–53 The obliga-
tion to fulfil species-typical ability expectations is everywhere. The question 
is who pays for the fulfilment of such obligation? The people who are seen 
to have the obligation to modify themselves or the entities who believe the 
people have the obligation?
 Furthermore, ability expectations creep (the social dynamic that it is 
expected that humans always “improve” on their abilities and can add new 
“essential” abilities to their repertoire) and creeping ableism (where the con-
stant improvement of one’s existing cherished abilities and the addition of 
abilities newly seen as essential to one’s repertoire is expected) is evident.
 Science and technology advancements are envisioned to increasingly enable 
the ability to modify the human body in such a way that it obtains beyond 
species-typical abilities. This facilitates the move beyond species-typical ability 
expectations toward an enhancement form of ableism that expects beyond 
species-typical of humans.24, 54–57

 Many ability expectations — often used to justify the preference ableism of 
species-typical body abilities over those which are sub species-typical — can be 
employed.54 How far down this path we go depends on how many products 
will appear that really enhance beyond the species-typical and the perceived 
utility of the enhancement products appearing. If they are seen to enhance 
the ability for a social entity to be more competitive, the products will gain 
acceptance in circles that believe in improving competitiveness. It will also 
depend on how the consumer perceives the product. If the utility is seen to 
be outweighed by the problems, the uptake will be less. The less bodily inva-
sive the product is, the higher the uptake is likely to be. If it involves body 
modifications that need health authority approvals, the consumption level will 
be lower than if it is classified as a consumer (“over the counter”) product.
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Human Enhancement and the Role of Ethics

Human enhancement is also a topic debated by ethicists. Some push for 
enhancements to be legalised or at least deregulated;58–68 others question the 
promotion of an enhancement form of ableism.69–78 Ability expectations of 
beyond species-typical abilities can be justified through various ethical theories 
such as individual relativism, psychological egoism, psychological hedonism, 
libertarianism, and preference utilitarianism — all of them share the feature 
of a presumption to favour liberty or choice. Virtue and Confucian ethics and 
consequentialism are employed to support some enhancements.79–81 Here the 
support hinges on the ability of putting forward certain ability expectations 
as virtues and positive consequences that are accepted by individuals and or 
households, communities, groups, sectors, regions, countries or cultures; if 
such ability expectations are found, it is easy to use virtue ethics and conse-
quentialism to support human enhancement. At the same time, one could 
deploy consequentialism to also question enhancement whereby the support 
hinges on the ability to convince others that the consequence is indeed nega-
tive and unbearable. Rights based approach and distributive justice could be 
deployed to question enhancement.
 In general, any given ability expectation can be looked at through the lens 
of various ethical theories; some ethical theories supporting a given ability 
expectation, and others questioning the uptake of a given ability expectation.
 At the moment, it is not clear which enhancement beyond the species-
typical will, in the end, be accepted, if any. I submit, however, whether human 
enhancement in general and which human enhancement in particular will be 
accepted in the end if any, will to a great extent depend on ability expecta-
tions and forms of ableism a given societal structure adheres to. What sells in 
many societal dynamics and situations is that the product is seen to have a 
high ability utility, such as the NBIC report.82 “Nanotechnology, Biotechno-
logy, Information technology and Cognitive science (NBIC): Converging 
Technologies for Improving Human Performance” used the ability expectation 
of productivity over 60 times, efficiency 54 times and competitiveness 29 
times. Competitiveness is an ability expectation used by many countries and 
regions.83 Competitiveness is used to sell environmental policies.84 Competitive-
ness is also evident in judging disabled people generating the so-called super-
crip who can compete.85–93 Productivity is also used as an essential ability 
in many discourses (such as Gross Domestic Product) and also in regards 
to disabled people who are often seen as unproductive.94–96 It might well be 
that there is an ethical theory that could be employed to justify the ability 
expectation of competitiveness, productivity and efficiency but the NBIC 
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report did not employ any ethical theory to do so. Although the report men-
tions the term “ethics” 67 times, it was exclusively in a generic fashion: we 
need ethics, we need to look at ethical social … issues. Not once did the report 
state what the ethical issues might be and not once was an ethical principle 
or theory deployed to make the case for enhancement or to reject it.
 In general, I submit that in many societal settings, ethical reasoning might 
not be the deciding factor for the acceptance of an ability, but the ability 
utility of a given ability expectation. This might be one cause of the lack of 
influence of ethicists perceived by Sherwin.18 This does not mean that ethical 
theories are not employed, but that if a certain ethical theory is employed 
and convinces people, it is because the ethical theory allows for living out 
certain ability expectations; for example, people who believe in the ability 
to maximize one’s self interest might be open to someone promoting certain 
actions using the ethical theory of psychological/ethical egoism. Within a 
cultural setting that does not believe in maximising one’s self interest, the use 
of this ethical theory to sell certain actions might be limited. In the same 
way if one leans towards cost/benefit as a valid way of judgement, one might 
also employ an ethical theory that allows for cost/benefit analysis. If one does 
not believe in a cost benefit analysis one very likely is not convinced by an 
ethical theory that is based on the ability to perform a cost/benefit analysis.

Enhancement and Disabled People

If enhancements are really seen as essential by individuals or households, 
communities, groups, sectors, regions and countries, because they are seen to 
fulfill certain ability expectations and forms of ableism, if we buy into the 
enhancement version the beyond species-typical version of ableism, then in 
regards to disabled people we are faced with various issues. 1) Should we con-
tinue to focus on restoration of the sub species-typical to the species-typical 
or move them right away beyond the species-typical 97? Why would the sub 
species-typical be content with restoration to the species-typical if that is an 
obsolete standard in the nearer future 97–99? Are we willing to spend resources 
on the sub species-typical versus the enhancement of the species-typical?
 The instrument of disability adjusted life years was developed to give 
guidance as to the allocation of health dollars. It generated a hierarchy of 
worthiness of interventions. Murray, who developed the disability adjusted life 
year measure, stated, for example,

In fact, as shown above the results are quite consistent across groups that 
individuals prefer, after appropriate deliberation, to extend the life of healthy 
individuals rather than those in a health state worse than perfect health.100
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 This is more an economic than an ethical argument that seems to have 
currency here. If we assume that we moved already to an enhancement model 
of ableism, the same quote could be rewritten as follows: “individuals prefer, 
after appropriate deliberation, to ENHANCE the life of healthy individuals 
rather than treat those in a health state worse than perfect health.”57

 As stated elsewhere: “This position could be used to justify favoring 
‘enhancement medicine’ over ‘curative medicine’ seeing pure curative medicine 
to the species typical state as futile and waste of health care dollars”.57

 As for the discourse about distributive justice and the availability of en-
hancement products, many enhancement proponents follow a negative right 
framework (something like “you should not stop me but I have no obligation 
to make sure you have the same opportunity”).101–103 Indeed, given how we 
apply distributive justice to other products, the distribution will be first based 
on who can afford it. If an ability expectation reaches a certain level of desira-
bility, money will be spent by certain social entities on certain enhancements 
for certain social groups to reach the goal of certain abilities. Here again, it 
is likely that certain forms of distributive justice theories that fit dominant 
ability expectations will be on the rise whereas others will not be taken up. 
Given the history, it will not be a form of distributive justice that gives every-
one the opportunity.

Changing How to Do Ethics

Ethicists want to influence social and political change; but some see problems 
with doing so. Sherwin recently stated, “we lack the appropriate intellectual 
tools for promoting deep moral change in our society. To find ways of addres-
sing these difficult questions, we need to learn about the levers of social and 
political change. We probably need also to develop skills in communicating 
effectively with the public and to engage in some version of political lobbying. 
In other words, we must develop new types of understanding and new ways 
of practice”.18

 However, the question is: who is the “we” in Sherwin’s quote? Do all ethi-
cists have the same problem of lack of influence? I submit that understanding 
ability expectation dynamics is essential for understanding how to make a real 
difference. I stated above that ethical reasoning and the use of ethical theories 
per se does not lead people or institutions to change. Change in ability expec-
tations are the levers of social and political change; for example, the use of 
a given science and technology product will not be rejected because one uses 
ethical theories or ethical reasoning but because its deployment is threatening 
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ability expectations an individual or social structure holds dear. Research on 
a given science and technology product will take place and the product will 
be sold if it is seen as having a high ability utility especially for powerful 
social groups within a social structure. The ability expectation and ableism 
lens is one intellectual tool that academics and the public both can use. In 
2008, the area of Ableism Ethics was proposed.104 What does communicating 
effectively with the public mean? What would one communicate? I submit 
that it might be effective to communicate consequences of exhibiting certain 
ability preferences. The same might be true for political lobbying.
 Sherwin wants bioethicists to orient “at least some of their energy towards 
promoting health and morality by demanding greater social justice, peace, 
and greater environmental stewardship and to think creatively about moral 
responsibilities writ large.”18

 I submit that in order to do so, ethicists have to employ ethical theories 
that support the ability expectations of having peace, social justice and greater 
environmental stewardship. I submit further that other ability expectations 
are a big influence on whether the ability expectations Sherwin wants (peace, 
social justice and greater environmental stewardship) are accepted; for example, 
the ability expectation that science and technology allow us to go on in our 
way of life and fixes environmental problems will diminish the willingness to 
change environmental stewardship. There are other ability expectations that 
influence the mode of environmental stewardship.25 Therefore, one (ethicists 
among them) has to convince others of the validity of abilities seen in sync 
with greater social justice, peace, and greater environmental stewardship and 
the problems attached to abilities that decrease the chance for greater social 
justice, peace, and greater environmental stewardship.
 Sherwin asks for reorienting theoretic tools used in bioethics to guide the 
field in a new direction.18 She asks for adopting an ethics of responsibility; 
exploration of the responsibilities of various kinds of actors and relationships 
among them and the expansion of the types of participants engaged in 
bioethics.18

 Indeed, indigenous people and disabled people are just two groups that 
are underrepresented in the bioethics field; two groups with different ability 
expectations than the general public. Involving them per se should not be a 
problem, if space is made for their view of the world. However, selling the 
ethics of responsibility which by its very goal must include highlighting nega-
tive consequences of certain ability expectations and one’s responsibility to 
change certain ability behaviours might be a difficult sell. We see in various 
places an increase in individualism with no responsibility towards the “other”.
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Global Regulation
Globalisation105–110 and glocalisation111–118 are two dynamics on the rise that are 
seen to influence how humans relate to one another locally and globally. To 
come to an agreement as to how to behave, what abilities to adhere to and 
who has what responsibility becomes more difficult the more one moves from 
local to global.23 A lot has been written about achieving a global ethics,2–15 

but less if anything about which ability expectations might enable or disable 
a global “we” 23 (literature exist around global values,119–121 but values are not 
synonymous with ability expectation). UNESCO and its Universal Declaration 
on Bioethics and Human Rights122 was one try to give global ethical guidance 
for among others policymakers. However, the reaction was mixed with many 
questioning its usefulness.123–124 I submit that global regulation does not come 
through the global acceptance of a given ethical theory or a global ethic 
theory. In the end, what has to happen globally is that reconcilable ability 
expectations are developed and supported. As I stated elsewhere, “one could 
make an argument that an agreement in negotiations such as the climate summits 
is impossible as long as the ability expectations of different players such as 
countries or strong social groups within a given country are irreconcilable”.25 
One could employ certain ethical reasoning to support the push for certain 
reconcilable ability expectations; however, in the end, one has to use various 
means to convince the stakeholders of any given ability expectation as being 
useful or detrimental for a global “we” and the global population.

Conclusion
Ability expectation and ableism are a united cultural dynamic impacting how 
people judge themselves and others and how they act and behave. Ethical 
theories are linked to ability expectations in two ways: a) by exhibiting ability 
expectations; and b) by depending on certain abilities in order to be opera-
tional. Achieving political and social change happens among others through 
ability expectation changes. Change in ability expectation does not only 
impact political and social change but also which ethical theory and which 
ethical reasoning might be employed. Ethic theories might also lead to a 
manifestation or change in ability expectation. Using an ability expectation 
and ableism lens within ethical reasoning might be one possible tool to 
help achieve the goal of influencing political and social change Sherwin is 
envisioning.
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