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Fundamental concepts 

Three core questions:

1. What does it mean to be a human person?

2. What duties and responsibilities do we owe to human persons?

3. What kind of society do we want to build for the future? 

1.  What does it mean to be a human person?

Secular utilitarian answer: “A being evolved by random evolutionary processes which has developed sufficient brain function to become aware of their own existence and capable of valuing their own life and exercising choice (autonomy).  The value of a human life depends on the ability to satisfy its own choices and preferences.”
Excludes: embryo, fetus, newborn baby, brain-damaged adult, mentally impaired, severe psychiatric illness, dementia and confusion.  These would be described as human non-persons.

Includes: chimpanzee and other primates, ?dolphins, mammals etc, ?self-aware computer, ?alien intelligences…   These would be described as non-human persons
Judaeo-Christian answer: “A human being descended from human parents, a unique individual called into existence by God, who reflects God’s character and being.  Human beings are God-like beings who are fundamentally equal in their intrinsic value”

Includes: all members of the human species – (is this “speciesism??”)

Historically the concept of a “person” is derived from Christian theology.  To be a person is to be like God.  

Discussion points:

- Embryonic humans

- Malformed fetus

- Severe brain injury including Persistent Vegetative State

- Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia

What duties and responsibilities do we owe to human persons?

Preference utilitarianism answer:  “We must respect the individual autonomy (right to choose, decide) of each human person, provided that it does not infringe the autonomy of others”.  The most important moral good is to maximise the opportunity to satisfy choices which human persons make.  If you do not qualify as a human person then you do not have an automatic right to life and you do not have an automatic right for your preferences to be satisfied.  Others may decide to end your life provided that the sum total of human happiness/choice satisfaction is maximised.”
Judaeo-Christian answer:  “Our first responsibility is to care for and protect weak and vulnerable humans from abuse or neglect.  The most important moral good is to love our “neighbours” and enable them to fulfil their God-given potential.  We must also try to respect people’s choices and liberties, but only within the limits set by our common human nature and by the hidden moral order of the universe which come from the Creator”
3. What kind of society do we wish to build in the future? 

Preference utilitarianism answer:  “The best society is one in which all human persons have the maximum freedom to make individual choices about their lifestyle with the minimum interference from others.  Independence is a fundamental human right and to be dependent on others is dehumanising and degrading because it limits choice.  It is important to minimise the suffering of human “non-persons” and their lives can be ended if this will increase the sum total of human happiness.” 

Judaeo-Christian answer. “The best society is one in which we respect and care for one another as wonderful and unique beings who are equal in value and status before God.  We find our meaning in showing love for others.  Respect for the sanctity and value of all human life is part of the glue, which binds society together, and the deliberate destruction of human life weakens our society.  Dependence and weakness should not be seen as degrading but as an integral part of human life, which comes from the nature of created reality.”     

ABORTION AND INFANTICIDE 

This is an ancient argument that has continued for more than 2000 years.  Abortion and infanticide were both common in the ancient world and were generally approved of by philosophers of the period including Plato and Aristotle.   Abortion has always occurred, but it has become much more common in UK and most other developed countries since the 1960s. 

What would be an appropriate moral justification for the deliberate destruction of a human fetus/unborn baby?  What we believe about the moral significance of the human embryo, fetus and newborn baby makes a real difference to the way we behave towards them.  

Secular utilitarian perspective: “A fetus-has no self awareness and hence the killing of a human fetus is not significantly different from the killing of an animal such as pig, cow or rat, provided that it is performed painlessly.  The most important good is to allow the mother’s choice about abortion to be carried out, as this will maximise the total amount of happiness.  If the future life of a fetus or a newborn baby will be full of suffering or disability then it is better to ensure that that life is terminated” 

Christian perspective:  “A fetus is a unique being called into existence by God, which reflects his character.  All human life has intrinsic value and should not be deliberately destroyed.  The fetus and newborn infant are uniquely vulnerable and therefore should be protected from abuse.   Even in the case of severe disability or illness a human life has intrinsic value.”
Specific Christian arguments against Abortion

1. The possible benefits of abortion cannot provide sufficient moral justification for ending an innocent human life. (see Genesis 9:6)

2.  We have a duty of hospitality or neighbourliness towards the fetus and newborn. 

3.  God is intimately involved with the life of the unborn baby (see Psalm 139).   As we trace back our own personal history into our mother’s womb, there is no point at which we can confidently say, “That is not me.” 

4.  Jesus was an embryo, fetus and newborn baby and yet he was God in human form.  (Luke 1:41-44)  “Because Jesus was a fetus, therefore all foetuses are special.”
5.  Abortion can cause lasting psychological and physical harm to women and their partners.  This includes psychiatric disorders, emotional distress, increased risk of serious infections and premature delivery in subsequent pregnancies.

6.  We can never predict the outcome and significance of a future life, even if there is a high risk of disability (cf. Beethoven)   

7.  Selective abortion of abnormal foetuses is a form of eugenics and represents social discrimination towards disabled individuals.  

8.  Selective abortion of abnormal foetuses (e.g. Downs Syndrome) leads inevitably to the devaluation of children and adults with disability within society.

9.  We provide expensive medical care to ensure that many premature babies can survive at 23 and 24 weeks of gestation, so it is illogical to allow abortion at this stage of development.

10.  Christian support groups and churches are able to provide practical and emotional help for mothers with unwanted pregnancies.  Compassionate alternatives to abortion, such as adoption are available.  

Some Christian traditions have argued that the “soul” enters the fetus at some stage in development, and that abortion before this stage is a lesser evil compared with abortion at a later stage.  However most Christian theologians now reject this concept of the soul entering the body or “ensoulment”.  Instead a human being is seen as a psychosomatic unity with both physical and immaterial/spiritual aspects.  

Hard cases

1. The fetus with a lethal abnormality (such as Edwards syndrome)

2. The fetus whose presence threatens the life or health of the mother

3. The fetus conceived through rape

4. The fetus that will suffer in future because of a severe medical disorder 

Further resources and information

“Matters of Life and Death”,  John Wyatt,  InterVarsity Press

Ethics for schools website:   www.ethicsforschools.org
Christian medical fellowship website:  www.cmf.org.uk
EUTHANASIA

Definition – “Euthanasia is the intentional mercy killing, by commission or omission, of a human being whose life is felt to be worthless or burdensome”
Euthanasia can be voluntary where there is a persistent request from a competent adult or non-voluntary where there is no request, or where the patient is not competent.

Euthanasia is not the same as stopping medical treatment which is futile or whose burdens exceed the benefits.

Whether doctors should engage in mercy killing is again an ancient argument which goes back to the time of Hippocrates 3-400 BC

What would be an appropriate moral justification for intentionally ending the life of an adult human being?

Euthanasia and suicide are closely linked both in theory and in practice.  Is suicide a right to be protected or a harm to be avoided?

Do doctors have a special commitment to the preservation of life or do they have the right to kill under certain circumstances?

Secular utilitarian perspective:  “The value of my life is ultimately that which I give to it.  Hence if I decide that my life is not worth living, I should be free to kill myself and doctors should have a duty to assist me to end my life.  Dependence on others reduces the value of life and destroys human dignity.  If an incompetent human being has a life that is not worth living (including a child with severe brain damage, a person with severe untreatable mental illness, or an elderly person with Alzheimer’s disease) then it is a doctor’s duty to end that life, with or without a request to die.”
Christian perspective:  “A human life has intrinsic value, even if the person themselves doesn’t value it.  Dependence on others does not reduce human dignity or intrinsic worth. Suicide is a despairing and harmful action, which we should try to prevent, not to assist.  The intentional taking of innocent human life is always wrong.  However Christians recognise that life cannot be extended indefinitely and that death may be a mercy.  Christians have been in the forefront of developing palliative care so that terminally ill people can die at peace and free of pain.”  

Christian arguments against euthanasia

1.  All human life is sacrosanct because it is made in God’s image and reflects his character.  Human beings are god-like beings

2.  The weak, vulnerable and defenceless deserve special protection from being killed.  

3.  Suicide is never seen as a noble way to die in the Bible nor in Christian history.

4.  However martyrdom – the giving of your life in order to save another – is the highest form of Christian love.   Martyrdom is to give your life because there is something wirth dying for.  Suicide is to give your life because there is nothing worth living for.

5.  The prohibition of killing and the protection of innocent life is part of the glue which binds society together.  It is part of the common good.  Suicide and euthanasia strikes at the heart of social integrity.

6.  Suicidal thoughts and the desire to die are very common symptoms of depression, which will respond to medical treatment.  We should be caring for depressed people not helping them to kill themselves.

7.  The diagnosis of terminal illness is frequently wrong.  Many people who were thought to be dying have lived for many years and some have recovered completely. 

8.  Modern expert palliative care is highly successful and over 95% of dying people can be relieved of severe suffering.  

9.  The availability of euthanasia may lead to covert pressure on vulnerable old people who do not wish to be a burden to others.  “The right to die may easily become a duty to die”
10.  Euthanasia legislation may allow relatives and other to manipulate elderly people for their own ends.    

11.  Involvement in mercy killing has a traumatic and brutalising effect on doctors.  For more than 2000 years doctors have taken a solemn oath to use their medical skills only to heal and never to kill.  If doctors are involved in euthanasia it will weaken patients’ trust in doctors.  If euthanasia is legalised it would be better to use professional mercy killers and not doctors.  

Further resources and information

“Matters of Life and Death” John Wyatt, InterVarsity Press

Ethics for schools website:   www.ethicsforschools.org
Care Not Killing website:  www.carenotkilling.org.uk
Christian Medical Fellowship website:  www.cmf.org.uk
Genetic engineering, stem cells and reproductive technology

Unlike the ancient issues of abortion and euthanasia, these are new ethical issues centring on the creation, modification, manipulation and enhancement of human life.

Is my human nature something that is given to me by God, or am I free to use technology to manipulate and enhance what it means to be human?

Reproductive technology provides a range of methods for creating and manipulating human life:

In vitro fertilisation – sperm and egg are fused in the laboratory and then implanted into the uterus

Gamete donation – the sperm and/or the egg are obtained from anonymous donors 

Surrogacy – the embryo created in the laboratory is placed into another women’s uterus and then given back to the genetic parents after birth.

Preimplantation genetic diagnosis – A large number of embryos are created in the laboratory and then the DNA from each embryo is tested using a genetic probe.  Selected embryos are then implanted into the uterus

Reproductive cloning – The DNA from an adult cell is inserted into an empty human egg to create a new embryo.  The embryo is implanted into the uterus and the resulting child is genetically identical to the donating adult.

Therapeutic cloning – The DNA from an adult cell is inserted into an empty human egg to create a new embryo.  After a few days the embryo is then destroyed and embryonic stem cells, which are genetically matched to the donating adult are obtained.  These are then inserted into the original adult donor to treat an underlying disease.  

Animal/human hybrid – The DNA from an adult cell is inserted into an empty animal egg to create a hybrid embryo.  After a few days the embryo is then destroyed and embryonic stem cells, which are genetically matched to the donating adult are obtained.

Adult stem cells – These can be obtained from a range of sources including bone marrow, blood, umbilical cord and amniotic fluid.  They do not involve the destruction of a human embryo.

Gene therapy – DNA is attached to an infectious agent such as a virus and is then inserted into human cells in order to repair abnormal DNA in genetic conditions such as cystic fibrosis.  

Enhancement technology – the use of new technology (genetic, neuroscience, nanotechnology, human-machine interfacing) to enhance human characteristics and functioning.  E.g. increased intelligence and memory, enhanced perception, enhanced happiness, extended life span.

Secular utilitarian perspective “Human life has evolved by random processes over millions of years.  There is no fundamental meaning or significance to the present structure and function of the human body.  Hence any form of reproductive technology is appropriate, provided that the sum total of human happiness is increased.  The destruction or manipulation of human embryos is of very little significance compared with the happiness, which may result from new therapies.  Parents should be free to use whatever form of reproductive technology they like and to select the characteristics of children according to their choice.  This includes selecting sex, intelligence and other characteristics.  All forms of cloning are acceptable, but if a disabled child is accidentally created, it should be killed to minimise its suffering.  All forms of human enhancement are acceptable provided that the benefits outweigh the risks”
Christian perspective: “Human life has been lovingly created by God in order to reflect his character.   Each life is like a unique artistic masterpiece but one flawed by decay and disease.  Medicine is analogous to art restoration.  We are free to use modern biotechnology to restore the masterpiece according to the artist’s intentions, but we are not free to improve on the original design.  Restorative therapy is appropriate and part of medical care but enhancing therapy is unethical.  Embryonic humans are worthy of respect and protection just as much as human beings at other stages of their lives.  The deliberate destruction of embryonic humans to assist the life and welfare of other humans is incompatible with respect for human dignity and protection of vulnerable human life.  Medical researchers should concentrate on the development of adult stem cells for therapy rather than embryonic stem cells.”  

With regard to the creation of human life, in Christian thinking making love and making babies belong together.  A baby is the physical expression of the love between a man and a woman.  Reproductive technology separates making babies from making love and turns it into a complex technological enterprise.

The risk of reproductive technology is that it changes the nature of parenthood.  In Christian thinking a child is a gift from God, which is equal in dignity and status to ourselves.  We are not free to manipulate and control our children to fulfil our own desires.  But reproductive technology changes the child into a product of our choices.  This is the child that I planned and selected.  The child is subservient to us and subject to our wishes.  

As we consider future use of technology, we have to ask ourselves what kind of society do we wish to create.  Do we wish to create a society where parents are free to create children according to their wishes, and where the weak are destroyed for the good of the strong?  Or do we wish to create a society where the weak, the disabled and the vulnerable are protected, nurtured and valued as unique individuals, and where technology is used to restore health but not to manipulate or enhance human characteristics?  Which society would you prefer to belong to?    

Further resources and information

“Matters of Life and Death” John Wyatt, InterVarsity Press

Ethics for schools website:   www.ethicsforschools.org
Christian Medical Fellowship website:  www.cmf.org.uk
Center for Bioethics and human dignity website:  www.cbhd.org
   www.stemcellresearch.org
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