
ERA-NET NEURON Mid-term symposium JTCs 2017 17th -18th September 2019 
 

Workshop 17th September  
  

1 
 

 

Title:  Practical Ethics – practice examples of the Munich Graduate School for 
Ethics in Practice (MPEG) 

Organized by PD Dr. Alexander Bagattini, Coordinator of the Munich Graduate School 
for Ethics in Practice Ludwig Maximilian University Munich 

 

Highlights and objectives for the workshop: 

− Presentation of the MGEP 

− outline of research areas and methodological issues 

− exemplary project by PhD student “Acting Minds” 

− Is there such a thing as ethical expertise and how it can be defined 

 
Abstract:  

Presentation of the MGEP, by Alexander Bagattini (MGEP Coordinator): 

What Bob Dylan expressed in his famous song “The Times They Are A-Changing” is still 
and actually even more true this day: we live in times of rapid social, technological and 
environmental changes on local and global levels. New technologies like AI, ART or 
CRISPR/Cas are supposed to intrude deeply in social and ecological systems and neither 
the established legal rules nor common morality seem yet to be able to cope with the 
correlated consequences. Further complexity is added by interrelated phenomena such 
as climate change and migration. Such radical changes cause uncertainties, especially 
concerning normative questions such as: Who is responsible for the climate change and 
how shall we allocated the related costs? Should the application of ARTs be part of the 
personal liberties of wannabe parents? Are we entitled to develop strong AI if possible? 
Under which conditions can strong AI be considered to act autonomously? Who is 
responsible for the programming of algorithms and according to which rules should 
they be programmed? These questions exemplify the societal need for ethical reflection 
which is the guiding idea of our Munich Graduate School for Ethics in Practice. Our 
four-year program comprises a PhD thesis and an internship of a 6-12month period 
where our students work as “embedded” ethicists and consultants in companies or 
institutes such as Daimler, Fraunhofer Institute, OttoBock or Vaude. The aim is to 
combine philosophical research with insights in concrete practical fields in order to make 
philosophical ethics more sensitive to real life problems and as well more applicable. 

In my presentation I will firstly sketch the general idea of our graduate school and 
present an outline of research areas and methodological issues. A more detailed 
presentation of one of our projects will be given by our PhD student Sebastian 
Drosselmeier (see below). I will then, secondly, discuss one of our methodological issues 
in greater detail, namely the question if there is such a thing as ethical expertise and 
how it can be defined. 
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Acting Minds: Conceptualizing Actions and Attributing Responsibility for Using Brain-
Computer-Interfaces, by Sebastian Drosselmeier (MGEP PhD Student) 

Brain-Computer-Interfaces (BCIs) allow users to perform actions without the 
engagement of the peripheral nervous and muscular system. By measuring neural 
activity and computationally translating these signals in a way that enables users to 
control a machine or a program, BCIs generate an artificial output path for realizing 
actions that circumvents the body’s standard way of doing so. This novel way of acting 
leads to a variety of philosophical questions ranging from the conceptual analysis of 
actions through BCIs to normative worries about the proper attribution of accountability 
for potential wrongdoings. A starting point for discussing these issues is the difference 
between ordinary, bodily-mediated actions and novel, BCI-mediated actions. What, if 
anything, is the difference between raising my arm to grasp a cup of coffee and using a 
BCI-controlled prosthetic arm to do the same thing? 

One common way to distinguish bodily- and BCI-mediated actions is to employ the 
notions of basic, non-basic, mental, and bodily actions. According to this line of 
thought, ordinary actions consist of basic, bodily actions, while BCI-mediated actions are 
realized by non-basic, mental actions. This classification appears apt, since BCIs are 
activated by brain activity that is in turn triggered by mental activity, such as thinking a 
specific thought. In contrast to the ability to grasp a cup of coffee by merely raising an 
arm, a BCI-user first has to activate his or her prosthetic arm through the respective 
brain activity instantiated by thoughts. If this action-theoretical description of BCI-
mediated actions is correct, a variety of normative issues arises. Which part of the action 
can be rightfully attributed to the human agent, and which part is performed 
autonomously by the machine? Who is responsible for wrongdoings, if actions are 
performed jointly by both agents and machines? And how much control do human 
agents exercise over their BCIs and the respective end effectors? 

 In this talk, I will address the question whether BCI-mediated actions can ever be 
conceptualized as basic actions. Arguing that this is the case, I will critically assess the 
normative issues that are typically associated with BCIs. By drawing on the concept of 
skilled action as well as empirical findings concerning learning effects when using BCIs, I 
will argue that BCIs ought to be classified as tools which users can learn to control and 
for whose use users can be made morally responsible. 

 


