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STEM For Youth 

Subject: Medicine 

 

BIOMEDICAL ETHICS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This module introduces the students to the field of biomedical ethics. Biomedical ethics deals with 

moral issues arising at the interplay of new technologies, biomedicine and society. While the field 

of biomedical ethics has grown exponentially in the past decades, the activities that we propose 

here require no prior knowledge of ethics or moral philosophy. This module can be done either after 

having explored the other modules of the area “medicine” or as a standalone one. 

 

The activities that we describe below are designed to take between 1.30 h. and 2 h. However, in 

order to maximize the chances that the activities result in a stimulating debate, we also encourage 

the teachers to familiarize in advance with the present materials, exploring possible connections 

with other modules and eventually developing their own take on how they wish to structure the 

ensuing ethical discussion. 

 

Our main activity, The story of Villa Orchidea, requires no technological support other than the 

projector for the associated slides. It can be performed within a standard classroom setting. 

However, we recommend rearranging the spatial disposition to form a semi-circle or a circle as to 

facilitate the discussion and engage all participants. 

 

The following materials are divided in four main sections. First, we present the main objectives of 

this module. Second, we provide a synthetic description of what biomedical ethics is, and of what 

its characteristics problems and methodologies are. Third, we introduce our main activity, The story 

of Villa Orchidea, a short and surprising mental experiment meant to lead the students to engage in 

a structured, reasoned and stimulating ethical debate. Finally, we list other resources that may 
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support teachers and students in further exploring what biomedical ethics is, and why it is so 

important for our present and future as both individuals and society.  

 

1. GOALS OF THE MODULE 

The activities that we propose in this module have three main objectives: 

 

1. Introducing the students to the field of biomedical ethics. The proposed activity is designed 

to engage the students directly with some of the questions traditionally faced in biomedical 

ethics. Together with the brief introductory part contained in section (2), this activity is 

meant to provide a synthetic and yet direct introduction to what biomedical ethics is, why it 

matters, how it proceeds to deal with its problems, and what it reveals about how we think 

and decide as human beings about ethical issues. 

 

2. Introducing the students to the concept of legitimate moral disagreement. As we explain 

below, one of the main goals of this activity is that of fostering the idea that we, as individuals 

living in society, may sometimes legitimately disagree on what we consider right or wrong, 

good or bad, or on how we should prioritize between competing moral choices and values. 

The second general objective of this module, thus, is that of creating a climate of mutual 

respect in which moral diversity is considered an enriching factor rather than a problem. On 

a smaller scale, the activity that we propose is thus designed to: (a) recreate the structural 

moral diversity that is to be normally expected (and protected) within liberal democracies; 

(b) foster the idea that everyone is entitled to her or his own moral opinions but that, at the 

very same time, everyone must also respect the moral opinions of others. These two ideas, 

in turn, are important to understand the role that biomedical ethics plays today with respect 

to individual decisions and policy-making. 

 

3. Introducing the students to the value of a structured ethical debate. There are cases in which 

what we ought to so seem to be unclear, either because we are not sure which of the 

available courses of action is the “right thing to do”, or because our moral opinions and 
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preferences legitimately conflict with the ones of others. In both of these scenarios the 

methodology that we will adopt through the proposed activities is that of resorting to a well-

structured ethical discussion, exploring the meaning and implications of one’s and others’ 

moral positions and ideas, and providing logically sound and persuasive arguments to 

support or criticize certain views. The third main objective of this module is therefore that 

of leading the students to appreciate the idea that, in order to conduct an optimal ethical 

debate, all participants must respect some basics rules. This idea is important to understand 

both what methodologies are used in a research area such as biomedical ethics, and what 

kind of professional expertise is then required in order to properly conduct an ethical inquiry. 

 

 

2. WHAT IS BIOMEDICAL ETHICS? 

Biomedical ethics is an interdisciplinary area of studies concerned with moral issues arising at the 

interplay of biotechnological progress, ethics, and policy-making.  

 

With the terms “moral issue” (or “ethical issue”) we refer to questions concerning what is good or 

bad, admirable or despicable, right or wrong. Biomedical ethics concerns itself only with this kind of 

“value questions” or, which is the same, with “issues of value”. One of the chief characteristics of 

“value questions” is that they cannot be answered empirically. For instance, factual questions like 

“How many animals are there in the barn?” or “How many people live in extreme poverty?” can all 

be settled through empirical means – e.g. by counting the animals in the barn and by estimating 

how many humans live under the poverty threshold, respectively. By contrast, value questions such 

as “Should we eat other animals?” or “Should we aid humans in extreme poverty?” cannot be 

settled through objective means, as they depend on our subjective ideas of what is right or wrong, 

good or bad.  

 

Another common way of stating this point is that of saying that while empirical sciences deal with 

what there is, ethics deals instead with what ought to be. Although in our life we confront both 

questions of fact and questions of value, the realm of facts (what there is) and the realm of values 
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(what ought to be) are ultimately distinct, so that what ought to be can never be derived from what 

there is. For instance, from the fact that today many people live in extreme poverty (which is a fact), 

it does not follow that it ought to be that way – i.e., that such state of affair is morally right and 

justifiable. Likewise, from the fact that slavery existed, it does not follow that it was and is a morally 

justifiable practice. 

 

Thus, (biomedical) ethics does not deal with “issues of facts”. Accordingly, its distinctive working 

tools are not the scientific instruments used in other empirical sciences but, rather, persuasive moral 

arguments, i.e. series of logically concatenated statements that can be used to justify or criticize a 

certain moral conduct or curse of action. As we explain below, our main activity is meant to spur an 

ethical debate in which the participants use structured arguments to identify, articulate, evaluate, 

support or criticize various conducts in front of morally dilemmatic choices. 

 

As for the breadth of its concerns, biomedical ethics deals with all the various “issues of value” that 

arise in relation to biomedicine. While in the past the focus of the attention has been on the moral 

issues related to clinical practice and clinical experimentation, in the last decades the normative 

reflection on the implications of biotechnological progress has gradually embraced all ethical 

questions arising within the vast domain of the life sciences. Thus, besides “medical ethics”, today 

there exists also other areas of specialized ethical debate, such as “environmental ethics”, “public 

health ethics”, “global ethics”, “animal ethics”, and so on. In sum, biomedical ethics focuses on a 

broad series of questions such as: 

 

 Is it right to use reproductive technologies such as in-vitro-fertilization?  

 What are the ethical issues pertaining to abortion and euthanasia?  

 Is there a relevant moral difference between killing and letting die? 

 What are the rights of patients with respect to the provision of therapies? 

 What is the ethics of the doctor-patient relationship?  
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 Should the doctor always tell the truth, even when the truth may harm a patient emotionally, 

psychologically and even physically? 

 What ethical principles should govern clinical research so as to acquire valuable knowledge 

while, at the same time, respecting the autonomy and the dignity of all the persons partaking 

in it?  

 What do we mean by “consent”, and how should doctors and researchers acquire the 

consent of a patient before administering a therapy? 

 Is it morally justifiable to use non-human animals for the purpose of developing new 

therapies and of understanding fundamental biological issues?  

 To what extent it is ethical to clone a biological entity – like the sheep Dolly –, to use stem 

cells as part of new therapeutic regimes, or to transplant organs from a living donor to 

another person?  

 Is it ethical to use genetic technologies to “design” the “humans of tomorrow” so as to 

ensure that they will suffer less from certain pathologies or will be more intelligent and 

stronger?  

 When a new life-saving technology comes into being – like the dialysis machine in the mid 

60’–, on what criteria should we prioritize among the waiting patients, hence deciding who 

ought to live and who ought to die? 

 What moral obligations do we have towards other human beings who live in extreme 

poverty and have no access to healthcare? 

 And, more generally, how should we decide, in a democracy, what kind of moral norms and 

policies ought to govern our life as a social community? 

 

As can be seen, biomedical ethics deals with different and important moral questions. In difference 

to more abstract areas of inquiry like moral philosophy, however, biomedical ethics deals with 

pressing practical issues, like the ones that doctors and patients face on a daily basis. From this point 

of view, biomedical ethics could be interpreted as a reaction to our moral uncertainty, that is to say, 

as an area of research finalized at providing different stakeholders – such as healthcare 
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professionals, individual citizen, policy-makers, institutions, etc.– with better interpretative tools, 

conceptual frameworks, and moral heuristics in order to decide what ought to be done in front of 

complex moral scenarios related to biomedicine.  

 

3. ACTIVITY: THE STORY OF VILLA ORCHIDEA  

So far we have referred to content of this module using the general term “activity”. Yet, a more 

precise description would be to say that at the core of this interdisciplinary module there is an 

“argumentative game”, that is to say, a game in which the participants take part by “giving and 

asking for moral reasons”. The main goal of this game is not that of diving the participants between 

winner and losers, but rather that of concurring, each one with her or his own arguments and ideas, 

to create a collaborative and stimulating debate. In other terms, what will be presented is a peculiar 

kind of “game”, in the sense that there will be rules to be followed in order to play it correctly and 

yet the final objective is to score a collective victory – i.e. structuring and conducting a good and 

respectful ethical discussion. 

 

3.1. A step-by-step synopsis of the main activity 

To aid the teachers in setting up the first activity, it is useful to begin with a step-by-step checklist 

of the three phases in which it is divided:  

 

1. Rules of the game (max 20 minutes). Before beginning the teacher introduces the “three 

rules of the game”, as they are explained in the next sub-section. 

 

2. The story of Villa Orchidea (max 1.30 hour). The teacher introduces the mental experiment 

of “Villa Orchidea”, reading the short text below and explaining what the students should 

do. Once the students have completed their tasks, the teacher must coordinate the following 

ethical debate. 

 



 
 

 

7 

3. Wrap-up phase (max 10 minutes). The teacher and the student wrap-up and summarize 

together what they have found and learnt. The teacher takes the final assessment test, 

either alone or together with the students. 

 

 

3.2. The rules of the game 

In order to have a well-structured and stimulating ethical discussion it is mandatory that all 

participants respect a few basic rules. But while any meaningful discussion between speakers is 

based on social and linguistic conventions, such rules are absolutely critical while debating sensible 

issues like the one faced in ethics. Therefore, it is important to establish some general norms of 

conduct at the very outset. Presenting these norms as the “rules of the game” allows the teacher to 

introduce these precepts in a way that it is easy to understand, remember and subscribe to by all 

participants. 

 

I. There are no moral experts!  

In difference to empirical sciences, in ethics there are, properly speaking, no “experts”. Of 

course, people with a degree in moral philosophy may have studied the history of moral 

philosophy, and thus be already acquainted with the ideas, problems and arguments that 

were and are used in the public and academic ethical debate. Probably, someone working 

as a professional bioethicist will have stronger and more sophisticated opinions about what 

is right and wrong concerning a host of different topics and problems. However, none of 

these experts is, on the basis of this kind of knowledge and competences, entitled to decide 

in our place when we face some difficult ethical choices, especially in medical contexts where 

the value of our personal autonomy is paramount. For instance, the decision to enter or not 

a clinical experimentation, or the decision to become an organ donor, are personal decisions 

that should depend directly on one’s own values and ideas, and not on what other say or 

think is right. Since in ethics there is no source of ultimate moral authority, then everyone is 

entitled to have her or his own beliefs about what is right or wrong, or more or less morally 

valuable.  
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This is a crucial point for what follows. As we describe below, at the heart of our activities 

there are several moral dilemmas, i.e. situations in which an agent must necessarily choose 

between two or more competing courses of action none of which seems to be optimal. In 

facing these moral dilemmas, different people may decide differently which course of action 

is eventually morally preferable. The first rule of the following activities is therefore meant 

to underscore that, in front of such ethical dilemmas, there is no absolutely “right” or 

“wrong” answer. We can disagree, and yet this does not entail that someone is necessarily 

wrong. This also implies that not even the teacher conducting the activities “knows” what 

the right answer is, as she or he is no more “expert” in issues of values than other 

participants.  

 

“The following game is about making choices. Each one of us will be asked to choose between 

different options and courses of action. However, since these choices will all be about “issues 

of values”, it is important to state that there are no absolutely “right” or “wrong” answers to 

be given. In ethics there are no moral experts. So, you just have to choose depending on what 

you think, and not on the grounds of what others –me included– say or have said”.  

 

II. Arguments and reasons, please! 

The second rule of the game is that one must support her or his choices with at least one 

“reason”. By reason, we mean here an argument or a rationale for making that choice, and 

thus for acting in a certain way. As all the choices that will be presented are moral choices, 

we should henceforth speak of “moral reasons” or “moral arguments”. The core of the 

following games will be that of asking for, making more explicit, articulating and criticizing 

one’s and others’ moral reasons as grounds for acting or not in certain ways. Hence, within 

such a game it is not enough to say “I will do A instead of B”, but one must also add why one 

has decided to choose A over B.  
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“Second, while making your choices it is important that you think why you eventually decide 

to choose one option instead of the other. Hence it is important that you support your moral 

choice with at least one moral reason. Of course, do not forget the first rule of the game. Just 

as there is no absolutely “right” or “wrong” choice, so there will not be any absolutely “right” 

or “wrong” moral reason, so don’t be shy, you cannot go wrong!” 

 

III. Ideas and moral reasons can be criticized, not people! 

The choices that the student will make concern highly divisive and morally sensible issues – 

like the moral value attributed to different animals or to human biological precursors, such 

as fetuses and blastocysts. Since people often take their views on these issues as a core part 

of their personal identity, there is a potential risk that some participants might interpret the 

criticism addressed to what they say as a criticism addressed to whom they are. Thus, it is 

very important to make it clear, at the very outset, that this should not be the case. What is 

at stake is not who the participant are, but what kind of moral reasons they provide to 

support or criticize certain courses of action.  

 

The third rule of the game is thus meant to make explicit that what will be under scrutiny is 

not the identity of the people participating in the game but the moral reasons and the ethical 

views they provide. This idea can be further instantiated by asking the participants to image 

an ideal “public space for the ethical debate”, ideally situated in front of all of them, where 

all the “ideas”, “reasons” and “views” are put to be seen and evaluated by others. In this 

way, the attention is visually decoupled from the people and is focused instead on the moral 

reasons and arguments they provide. 

 

“Third, and more importantly, we will discuss and evaluate together the various moral 

reasons and ideas that you will provide. Yet, our goal will not be that of judging anyone, but 

that of evaluating together ethical ideals and moral arguments. So, instead of saying “John 

is wrong”, try to say instead “I think that that argument does not work, or it is not so 
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convincing, for the following reason…etc.”. Remember, our goal is to discuss and evaluate 

together abstract moral arguments, not the people who have uttered them.” 

 

3.3. Let’s play: The story of Villa Orchidea  

The core of the main activity is The story of Villa Orchidea. This short story is a mental experiment 

with multiple ethical dilemmas meant to spur an ethical discussion. After presenting the initial rules 

of the game, the teacher reads the following text: 

 

Villa Orchidea is a biomedical structure of excellence for care and research. Unfortunately, due to a 

short circuit, an entire floor of the structure is set on fire. On this floor there are seven different 

rooms: 

 

1. In the first room, there are ten primates that are part of a research project on cognition and 

mental pathologies 

2. In the second room, there are one hundred rats that are part of a research project on the 

mechanisms of cancer 

3. In the third room, there are a few frozen human cells and tissues used for pharmacological 

experimentation 

4. In the fourth room, there are a few children who are affected by severe pathologies 

5. In the fifth room there are one thousand fruit flies that are part of a research project on 

fundamental biological processes 

6. In the sixth room, there area few elderly patients affected by curable diseases 

7. In the seventh room, there are a few clinicians and researchers working in the structure 

You are in charge of the rescue team. You task is to decide in which order your team will evacuate 

the rooms of the structure. Based on the situation, the first room that will be evacuated will certainly 
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be safe, while the last one will have only a slim chance of escaping the fire. In which order would you 

evacuate the rooms? 

After reading this story, each student must prepare a list in which she or he indicates the order in 

which the rooms ought to be evacuated – a task that should ideally take approximately 5 minutes. 

It is very important that each student compiles her or his list individually, without being influenced 

by what the other students do or say. 

Next, the teacher asks each student to name what is the first room that she or he has indicated as 

the first to be evacuated. Having completed this first round, the teacher asks then, in a reverse 

order, to indicate which room each student has indicated as the last to be evacuated. From this 

point on, the teacher coordinates the ensuing ethical debate, asking the students to provide and 

analyze their moral reasons for prioritizing one room (and its content!) over the others.  

 

3.4. The purpose of the game and how to conduct the debate 

The main purpose of the story is that of letting the students face a series of nested ethical dilemmas 

concerning the “moral value” of diverse biological entities – e.g. questions such as “Are, from a 

moral point of view, sentient primates more important than frozen human embryos?” Often we 

tend to assign different moral values to different entities, yet we seldom think how we should 

prioritize between them in the case we must save one of them at the expense of the others. 

 

  It should be noted that, the same kind of ethical dilemmas emerges in any context with scarce or 

limited resources. For example, research institutions must prioritize between several competing 

projects, as their funds are limited. Likewise, care institutions must prioritize between patients, as 

the resources to provide optimal care are scarce. Similarly, any doctor working in an emergency 

room must prioritize whom, between all the patients in need, ought to be treated first. In other 

cases, instead, in order to promote the good of certain entities, one must literally sacrifice others. 

This is the case, for instance, concerning the use of various animals in clinical research that, 

unfortunately, it is still essential today if one does not want to test directly new and potentially risky 
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treatments directly on human subjects. Thus, although in an unusual form, the Story of Villa 

Orchidea shares the same fundamental structure of other ethical dilemmas that are pervasive in 

biomedical settings (and in our everyday life). 

 

In any case, the ethical debate should focus on the moral reasons motivating the students’ choices, 

rather than on the list of priorities that they provide. So, after having inquired into the first and each 

room that the students would evacuate, the teacher should ask why the students have expressed 

such preferences. Why the room with the rats before the one with the primates, or vice versa? Why 

that room as the last one, and that one as the first? And so on. After the first rounds of questions, 

the coordinator may expect the following patterns of debate to emerge: 

 

a. Identify the sites of moral disagreement. The first objective is that of showing how different 

people may assign diverse moral values to different entities. These differences are reflected 

in the diverse lists provided by the participants. Although sometimes the lists will tend to be 

homogeneous – especially with respect to the “first” and the “last” room –, usually there will 

be relevant differences in the order of the rooms in between (2-6). From the point of view 

of the coordinator of the ethical debate, these differences are all “conversation starters”, 

because one could then ask “Why did you prioritized A over B? And why you, instead, choose 

to do the reverse?”. So, the first advice for having a good ethical debate is thus: “First, look 

for the differences. Second, look for the moral reasons beneath such differences”. 

 

b. From moral reasons to moral principles. After having asked for the moral reasons 

motivating the differences in the lists, the nest step is that of trying to interpret such moral 

reasons as particular instances of more general ethical principles. For instance, some student 

may list in the order of their priorities first all the rooms containing human beings, and then 

all the rooms containing non-human animals (with the one with the frozen embryos in 

between). In this case, the likely underlying moral principle guiding such choice may be 

phrased as follow “Human beings have a greater moral value than other animals”. Another 

option is that of prioritizing the number or lives at stake, regardless of their being human or 
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animals, hence listing first the rooms with more occupants and then those with less 

occupants. In this case, the likely underlying moral principle is as follow: “Every life has the 

same moral value, so one must choose the course of action that lead to save more lives”. In 

general, there are some common moral principles (or moral heuristics) that are likely to 

emerge, and they include the following ones: 

 

i. Humans have greater moral value than animals; 

ii. Sentient (e.g. “conscious and self-aware”) entities have greater moral value than non-

sentient entities (so, living animals, humans included, have greater moral value than 

frozen non-sentient embryos); 

iii. The more an entity is “sentient”, the more it has moral value (so, the primates have 

greater moral value than rats and flies); 

iv. The more an entity is useful the more it has moral value (so, the researchers and the 

clinicians have greater moral value because, once rescued, they can aid others; 

likewise, the rats may have greater moral value because they are used in experiments 

that are potentially more useful than the one involving the primates); 

v. The greater the capacity to feel pain and suffering, the greater is the moral value (so, 

all living entities have greater moral value than the frozen embryos, and the case of 

flies is perhaps disputed); 

vi. Etc. 

 

Of course, people may adhere, consciously or not, to more than one moral principle. 

Sometimes, it will be unclear which is the underlying moral principle guiding someone’ 

choices, or if such choices are not random. Again, these inconsistencies are all good 

“conversation starters”, as the teacher conducting the debate may use them to ask further 

questions of the form “Would you subscribe, then, to the principle that ...?”; “Which of these 

two principles seem to you to take priority over the other?” Etc. So, the second advice to 

have a good ethical debate is: “First, look for the similarities between the moral reasons 

provided. Second, look for the underlying moral principles guiding the participants’ choices”.  
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c. Questioning the theoretical and practical consistency of moral principles. Even when some 

of the underlying principles get uncovered, this does not mean that the ethical dilemmas will 

automatically dissolve. Although one may be inclined to endorse one principle (i.e. a moral 

view) instead of another, it may be still unclear how that principle applies, and what its other 

implications are. Also, people may be inconsistent in the way they adhere to a certain moral 

view, either because it conflicts with their other beliefs and values or with what they do in 

practice. So, the third step is to question the consistency of the proposed moral principles 

by asking participants to further develop the theoretical and practical implications of their 

moral views. For instance, this can be done by asking the following questions: 

 

i. This view entails that all humans have greater moral value than other animals; but 

why is it so?  

ii. What distinguishes human being, from a moral point of view, from other sentient 

animals? Are not human being animals? 

iii. If the criterion is that of having human DNA, would a human cell have greater moral 

value than a fully sentient primate?  

iv. And if the criterion is that of being able to think, would a human being in coma have 

less moral value than a sentient primate?  

v. Are fetuses human beings? Are fetuses “persons”? How would you define what a 

“person” is? Is a primate a “person”? 

vi. If the criterion is that of being “alike”, then would the same line of reasoning imply 

that people who belong to different genders/cultures have different moral values, or 

that people who are “different from us” in any other way have a different moral 

value? And why? What consequences would follow by endorsing this line of 

reasoning? 

vii. If all entities that feel pain have moral value, what would follow from this recognition 

in how we deal with non-human animals in our everyday life? If a primate is a sentient 
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being – and if cows and pigs are likewise sentient beings – how should we treat them 

if we acknowledge their own moral value? 

viii. Etc. 

 

In this third phase of the ethical debate, the main goal is that of articulating the moral 

reasons behind each principle in the light of their practical consequences. At this point, the 

aim of the ethical debate is that of showing how little we tend to think in normal 

circumstances about what are the ethical and moral norms guiding our choices and actions, 

and how difficult it is to identify, articulate, and refine them in a way that is clear and 

consistent with our beliefs and with the way in which we normally act in our everyday life. 

So, the third advice for having a good ethical debate is: “First, look for the difficulties and 

inconsistencies in the principles. Second, make explicit the practical implications that would 

follow by adhering to certain principles, testing whether they are reasonable/acceptable or 

not”. 

 

d. Some practical advises. In addition to the above points, we provide here some practical 

advices that may be useful to conduct a good ethical debate: 

 

a. Focus on the experiment. Especially in the initial phase, the students may try to avoid 

the ethical dilemmas by looking for other ways of extinguishing the fire, or asking for 

more rescue teams, etc. If this occurs, politely remind them that this is a game, and that 

the rules are clear: they should only provide and discuss their lists; there is no other way 

of avoiding the choices that they will have to make. 

b. Look for definitions and further information. Although the debate concerns “issues of 

value”, sometimes relevant “issues of facts” will emerge. For instance, one may ask 

“What is a fetus?”; “Do flies feel pain?”, “How do you define “sentience”? “How useful 

are these experiments?”, What is “alive”? etc. These are, of course, all very difficult 

questions. If one of these questions emerges and act as a “conversation stopper”, then 

we encourage the participants to look for an answer elsewhere, for instance by looking 
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online. Sometimes it could  be helpful to pause the game, look for a definition, and then 

resume the debate incorporating these new information. Further exploring these 

questions may give the teacher a good opportunity to think about other related didactic 

and interdisciplinary activities. 

c. Try to engage everyone! As the debate progresses, it is likely that the participants will 

form groups, and that one or more leaders will emerge. Although these “active 

participants” are important to spur the conversation and keep it entertaining, do not 

forget that this activity is meant to engage all the participants, even the ones that are 

apparently more shy. If someone is not willing to express a position try to restate the 

above “rules of the game”, including the one for which no one is a “moral expert”, and 

thus “one cannot go wrong”! 

 

 

3.5. Further rooms, more ethical dilemmas 

The story of Villa Orchidea provides teachers with a simple example to start a structured ethical 

debate over some of the most traditional issues faced in biomedical ethics. However, the example 

described above is only a blueprint, and teachers should feel free to modify it according to their 

needs and creativity. The simplest way to expand the story of Villa Orchidea is, of course, that of 

adding or swapping some of the rooms. Below we suggest other possible rooms, briefly explaining 

what they could add to the ethical discussion: 

 

a. Room with human a few embryos used for the purpose of assisted reproduction techniques. 

Adding this room is useful to spur the debate about the problematic definition of key-notions 

such as “person”, “personhood”, “individual”, etc. For instance, are embryos already  

“persons”, and if yes/no why? When can we say that a new individual comes into being? 

Introducing this room allows to hint at some of the issues pertaining to the ethical debate about 

abortion; hence, it should be introduced with great care, being aware that it can potentially 

touch on very personal and sensibile issues. 
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b. Room with plants. Adding this room is useful to discuss the “gradualist” moral principle, 

according to which the criterion for assigning moral value to an entity depends on its ability to 

think, being sentient, or feel pain, and thus one can order the various entities in all the rooms 

on a hierarchic scale, from the least complex up to the most complex ones. Where do plants fit 

on this hypothetical moral scale? And if yes, in which sense? 

 

c. Room with valuables goods–the economic resources of Villa Orchidea. Adding this room is useful 

to let the participant assign a moral value to inert goods with respect to other living entities. An 

interesting spin on this room is to add to these good a valuable piece of art (a book, a painting, 

etc.) that will be destroyed if reached by the fire. How valuable is a unique work of art when 

the life of living entities is at stake? Is the loss of one thousand flies worth the saving of such 

unique piece of art? And of ten primates? And of a few persons? 

 

d. Room with the person(s) who sat the structure on fire. A very delicate dilemma emerges 

whether the choice of whom we ought to save regards people who have committed some 

wrongdoing. In the case of the story of Villa Orchidea, this can be represented by the case of 

someone who had maliciously set the Villa on fire (for instance to profit by the reimbursement 

of insurances), and that is eventually trapped in one of the room on the floor that is on fire. This 

case is interesting because often people tend to punish others in ways that may seem 

disproportioned and unreasonable. If one is prepared to save all humans before all the non-

human animals, to what extent it affect the choice of the final order the fact that one is the 

factual responsible of this situation? Among the rooms, this is a particularly sensible one – for 

it touches other complex issues having to do with how we attribute moral responsibilities and 

with retributive justice –, and so it needs to be introduced and discussed with greater caution. 

 

e. Room with one’s own pet (or friends). Adding a room with one’s pet or with someone that one 

personally known is interesting, because it allows to explore how our moral-decision making 

shift in relation to the proximity that we feel towards other entities and human beings. This 

may spur an interesting conversation on the ethics of altruism toward other human beings (or 



 
 

 

18 

animals) that are in dire needs but that live far away from us. Is geography a morally relevant 

criterion?  

 

f. Room with the last individual of an endangered species. Adding a room with the last pairs of 

individuals of an endangered species (which are hosted by Villa Orchidea in order to start a 

program of repopulation) allows exploring the moral value that the participants would to assign 

to biodiversity, i.e. to the fact that one species does not go extinct. Is the moral value of these 

last individuals greater in virtue of their being the last of their kind? And if yes, why? 

 

Clearly, these additional rooms are only suggestions, as there are endless possibilities of creating 

new dilemmatic scenarios. For instance, one can swap all the rooms with other rooms occupied only 

by people with different medical conditions, thus effectively recreating the dilemmas faced by 

emergency doctors in triage, or by government and research institution that ought to decide how 

to allocate their limited fundings. We encourage the teachers to consider in advance the topics they 

want to discuss, planning accordingly which rooms they want to include in the story. 

 

3.6. Concluding the first activity: wrap-up and taking the final assessment test 

After the ethical debate is over, the teacher and the students’ wrap-up what they have learnt and 

observed. On the slides, there are three general questions meant to support this phase. Then the 

teacher may then decide to take the final assessment test either alone or together with the 

students. This test aims at assessing whether the first activity has been successful or not, and 

comprises the following questions: 

 

I. Have the students respected the three “rules of the game”? 

II. Have the students provided sufficiently different lists? 

III. Have the students successfully articulates the moral reasons behind their choices, providing 

sound and convincing arguments? 

IV. Was the ethical debate engaging and interesting? If not, what has gone wrong, and what can 

be improved? 
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V. Have all the students participated in the various phases of the debate? 

VI. Has someone changed her or his initial position as a consequence of the public discussion? 

VII. Would you want to repeat this activity? 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION AND FURTHER MATERIAL 

 

In this final section we provide additional and supporting material for teachers and students who 

are willing to further explore issues related to biomedical ethics, broadly understood. This material 

may provide the ground to elaborate further activities along the lines described above for The story 

of Villa Orchidea. 

 

 The Moral Sense Test (MST). The Moral Sense Test is a fascinating ongoing empirical 

experiment meant to aid researchers in studying how we take moral decisions. In order to 

conduct the tests it is necessary to have an Internet connection. This test can be the center of 

another activity, as its structure is to some extent similar to the one of Villa Orchidea. The test 

can be reached at the following link http://www.moralsensetest.com/. We recommend in 

particular taking the test listed in the section “morality”, which presents a series of ethical 

dilemmas similar to the one presented above. In order to keep the integrity of the data sample, 

it is important that only one person takes the test, without being influenced by others. 

Alternatively, and ideally, all the participants should take the test simultaneously, and then 

compare and discuss together their results. 

 

 Recommended books. Today the literature in biomedical ethics is rich and covers many 

different topics. However, there are a few books that, in the last decades, have changes or 

heavily influenced the public debate. Here we suggest only a few books, all of which provide 

ample opportunities for setting up a structure ethical debate, or to write short commentaries 

and essays. 

http://www.moralsensetest.com/
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o Brave New World, by Aldous Huxley, 1932. A classic novel anticipating many of the ethical 

questions now at the forefront of the contemporary debate on whether we should or not 

resort to genetic engineering in order to artificially design human beings. 

o Animal Liberation: A new ethics for the treatment of animals, by Peter Singer, 1975. This is 

the book that has jump-started the animal right movement worldwide in the seventies. 

Written by one of the most renowned and important bioethicist and philosopher of today, 

it provides a compelling and very accessible introduction to the moral issues still at the 

center of the debate in animal ethics.  

o Would You Kill the Fat Man? The Trolley Problem and What Your Answer Tells Us about Right 

and Wrong, by David Edmonds, 2014. This book presents in clear and very accessible terms 

one of the most pervasive thought-experiment in contemporary moral philosophy: the so-

called “trolley problem”. In doing so, it touches on some of the most important problems of 

moral philosophy, empirical psychology and biomedical ethics. A funny and highly 

recommended reading.  

 

 Recommended movies. Like books, there are many movies that touch or revolve around 

classical (bio)ethical questions. And like books, also movies are ideal to set up a structured 

ethical debate: 

o GATTACA, 1997 (PG 13). Set in sci-fi future, a thought-provoking film about prenatal 

selection, genetic engineering, and social injustice. 

o Lorenzo’s oil, 1992 (PG 13). Based on a true story, the movie reconstructs the fight of Augusto 

and Michaela Odone to find a cure to save their son Lorenzo from adrenoleukodystrophy 

(ALD), a rare and fatal nerve disease that strikes only little boys. This movie provides a good 

starting point to discuss issues related to the ethics of clinical research. 

o Other movies can be found by consulting the following list online 

https://highschoolbioethics.georgetown.edu/bibliographies/BioethicsMoviesTableMay201

5.pdf 

 

https://highschoolbioethics.georgetown.edu/bibliographies/BioethicsMoviesTableMay2015.pdf
https://highschoolbioethics.georgetown.edu/bibliographies/BioethicsMoviesTableMay2015.pdf
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OBJECTIVES OF THIS MODULE

1. Introducing the students to the field of biomedical ethics

2. Introducing the concept of a legitimate moral disagreement

3. Introducing the value of a structured ethical debate

BIOMEDICAL ETHICS



This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No. 710577

WHAT IS BIOMEDICAL ETHICS? 

• Biomedical ethics is an interdisciplinary area of studies concerned with

moral (or ethical) issues arising at the interplay of biotechnological

progress, ethics, and policy-making

• The terms “moral” or “ethical issues” refer here to all “issues of value”

concerning what is good or bad, admirable or despicable, right or wrong
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“ISSUES OF VALUES” VS. “ISSUES OF FACTS”

• “Questions of value” differ from “question of facts” because they cannot be

answered empirically

• Issues of facts like “How many animals are there in the barn?” or “How

many people suffer from extreme hunger?” can be settled through

empirical means – e.g. by counting the animals and by estimating how

many humans live in poverty

• By contrast, questions like “Should we eat other animals?” or “Should we

aid humans in extreme poverty?” cannot be settled through objective

means, as they depend in part on our subjective ideas of what is right or

wrong, good or bad
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BIOMEDICAL ETHICS – METHODOLOGY  

• Since it deals only with “issues of value”, the working tools of biomedical

ethics are not measuring instruments or data but persuasive moral

arguments

• An “argument” is a series of logically concatenated statements that can

be used to morally justify or criticize an action
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BIOMEDICAL ETHICS – EXAMPLES OF

PROBLEMS/1

• Is it right to use reproductive technologies such as in-vitro-fertilization? 

• What are the ethical issues pertaining to abortion and euthanasia? 

• Is there a relevant moral difference between “killing” and “letting die”?

• What are the rights of patients with respect to the provision of therapies?

• Should the doctor always tell the truth, even when the truth may harm a 

patient emotionally, psychologically and even physically?

• What ethical principles should govern clinical research so as to acquire 

valuable knowledge while, at the same time, respecting the autonomy 

and the dignity of all the subjects partaking in the research? 
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• Is it morally justifiable to use non-human animals for the purpose of 

developing new therapies and understanding fundamental biological 

issues? 

• To what extent it is ethical to clone a biological entity – like the sheep Dolly 

? 

• Is it ethical to genetically “design” the “humans of tomorrow” so that they 

will suffer less or will be just more intelligent and stronger? 

• When a new life-saving technology comes into being – like the dialysis 

machine in the mid 60’–, on what criteria should we prioritize among the 

waiting patients? 

• What kind of moral obligations do we have with respect to other human 

beings who live in extreme poverty and that have no access to healthcare?

BIOMEDICAL ETHICS – EXAMPLES OF

PROBLEMS/2
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THE MAIN ACTIVITY – The story of Villa Orchidea

1. Rules of the game (max 20 minutes). Before beginning, the teacher 

introduces the “three rules of the game”

2. The story of Villa Orchidea (max 1.30 hour). The teacher introduces the 

mental experiment of “Villa Orchidea”, reading the short text below and 

explaining what the students should do. Once the students have completed 

their tasks, the teacher coordinates the following ethical debate

3. Wrap-up phase (max 10 minutes). The teacher and the student wrap-up 

and summarize together what they have found and learnt
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RULES OF THE GAME – introduced by the teacher

1. THERE ARE NO MORAL EXPERTS!

2. ARGUMENTS AND REASONS, PLEASE!

3. IDEAS AND REASONS CAN BE CRITICIZED, NOT PEOPLE!
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The story of Villa Orchidea/1

• Villa Orchidea is a biomedical structure of excellence for care and

research.

• Unfortunately, due to a short circuit, an entire floor is set on fire!

• On this floor there are seven different rooms:
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The story of Villa Orchidea/2

1. In the first room, there are ten primates that are part of a research

project on cognition and mental pathologies.

2. In the second room, there are one hundred rats that are part of a 

research project on the mechanisms of cancer.

3. In the third room, there are a few frozen human cells and tissues used 

for pharmacological experimentation.

4. In the fourth room, there are a few children affected by severe 

pathologies.

5. In the fifth room there are one thousand fruit flies that are part of a 

research project on fundamental biological processes

6. In the sixth room, there are a few elderly patients affected by curable 

diseases.

7. In the seventh room, there are a few clinicians and researchers.
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The story of Villa Orchidea/3

• You are in charge of the rescue team.

• You task is to decide in which order your team will evacuate the rooms.

• Based on the situation, the first room that will be evacuated will certainly be

safe, while the last one will have only a slim change of escaping the fire!

• In which order would you evacuate the rooms?
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CONCLUSIONS

1. What have you found about the way in which different people decide

about the same “issue of value”?

2. Can you imagine a real-life scenario presenting similar ethical hurdles to

the ones raised by The story of Villa Orchidea?

3. How do you think we should decide, as a society, what ought to be done

in a field like biomedical ethics given that we may disagree between each

other?
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