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Ethics in Delft

There was a time when I studied medicine. In those days, the issue of ethics never 

came up at all. At Delft University of Technology however, ethics is a compulsory 

subject for all the faculties. This is not as peculiar as it may seem.

Ethics is the part of philosophy concerned with such issues as what should we 

do, what is morally acceptable, desirable, or objectionable? In our part of the 

world, ethics used to be closely tied in with the Christian religion, but these days 

it is trying to get by on its own because non-Christians also want to know what is 

and what is not desirable. Contemporary literature on ethics hardly mentions the 

words God or the Bible.

Ethics could well be the solid core of philosophy. Other parts of philosophy tend 

to become separate sciences the moment they become successful. This is how 

natural philosophy transcended into physics, and how logic became mathematics 

and information technology. However, this won’t work with ethics, since whatever 

the facts may be, and however good we may be at reasoning, we will always be 

wondering what we should be wanting, doing, and not doing.

Delft University isn’t the only university of technology where ethics is a 

compulsory part of the curriculum. Other countries also recognise its importance. 

Canadian engineers wear an iron or steel ring on their little fi nger to remind 

them of their social responsibilities. The story has it that the original rings were 

made from the material of a bridge that collapsed in Quebec, killing almost all 

the construction workers. The ring is to remind its wearer that one cannot deliver 

slipshod work without worrying about the consequences. It is a good thing that 

this message is rammed home during engineers’ training.

Ever since I came to Delft I’ve known why it is that technical education values 

ethics higher than medical training institutes do. In medicine your responsibility 

is fairly limited. As a doctor all you have to worry about is the fate of individual 

persons. It’s diff erent with technology, which often involves the well-being of 

hundreds of people. In January of this year the readers of the British Medical 

Journal voted for what they considered to be the most important medical 

breakthrough of the last 140 years. What they chose as winners were piped 

drinking water and sewer systems. In other words, technical solutions. The readers 

were right, of course, since technology aff ects society far more than medicine 

does. An engineer therefore carries a much greater responsibility than a doctor, 

and so it is hardly surprising that while medical training ignored ethics, the 

engineering courses in Delft do not.

And there is something else going on. Doctors work on creations of nature, 

whereas engineers deal with man-made objects. As a result, the latter embody our 

insights, standards, and values. Why do cars have safety belts, and why do nuclear 

power plants have lead shielding? Not because of any laws of nature, but because 

of our innate desire for safety. The entire world of engineering is imbued with the 

essence of ethics. It pervades every aspect of our technical artifacts. It’s just as well 

to be aware of the fact. I’m glad that by playing my part in education and research I 

can contribute in my own way to upholding the standards of ethics in Delft.
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taking tests. It greatly improved the efficiency of 
language education. In addition, software has been 
developed to enable students to take tests and do 
exercises without the help of the teacher.
Sciarone: “The sophisticated test program — which 
has been available on CD-ROM for the past ten 
years or so — tests all students on every aspect of the 
curriculum, and informs them about the learning 
results and the effect of their learning method. It 
shows them the mistakes they make, forces them 
to immediately repeat learning tasks that were 
insufficiently completed, informs the teacher about 
their progress, and provides the teacher with a basis 
for specific advice. It enables the teacher to find out 
which group of students — with Roman, Germanic, 
or non-Western backgrounds — profit most from 
extra help on a certain subject. It also leaves more 
time for supervising free conversation, which is the 
teacher’s real work.”
Even so the Delft method has never managed to 
occupy more than a niche position in the language 
education field. It is hardly used at all in further 
education. The method only works when student 
and teacher both believe in it, and if the students 
diligently do their homework. The latter is where 
things often go wrong. The reason why the Delft 
method never caught on in a wider field is also to 
do with teachers and teacher trainers refusing to 
abandon their traditional language methods.
Nevertheless the Delft method was adopted by a 
number of other organisations during the nineteen 
1990s. Commercial language institutes were quick 
to embrace it, followed soon afterwards by other 
universities, regional training centres, and adult 
education. The method is also being used abroad, in 
particular at a number of universities.

With acknowledgments to Drs. P.J. Meijer and 
Professor Dr A.G. Sciarone.

Cover of the Green Book, the beginner’s book of the Dutch 

language course for foreign speakers. The book comes with a 

CD-ROM. 
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