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- each person’s
~same gave the doctrine the practical edge .

(Anglophone) world.! This conjunction of

. events brought Bentham considerable
- fame, since utilitarianism was thought to

capture the progressive spirit of the

“Revolution. His reformist writings made
- him the godfather of a group calied the
Philosophic Radicals, who advocated a
--series of reforms based on utilitarian

principles. Prominent amongst the

- Radicals was James Mli] the {athex of John :
. %tuazt I\/h}l o

-._’i‘he_d_ream {;f moml _mai;hematics -

Beniham s utilitarianism proc Jalmod that -

the worth of any action lay (.1“1111(,1} in its

“usefulness (or utility) for human beings.
. Hence the doctrine’s -name. But the
“distinctive character of the doctrine

depended on his further specification of

“what counted as useful: he claimed that
Chuman happiness was the measure, and
~further stipulated that happiness was not ~

some abstruse philosophical ideal, but
merely p!ean:me His further stipulation that
pleasure counted for the

which has always been, for its advocates,
one of its primary atiractions: it meant that
alternative courses of action could be

- assessed for their moral worth simply by

adding up their consequences in terms of

~the pleasure (+1) or pain (-1) imposed on
~those affected. The best course of action
was simply the course of action that =
generated - the highest score, Mozai :

nmihomatxc"s wa% bmn

. Utilitarianism thus construed can be .
- divided into two component parts: its form
~and its confent, The formal component is ifs -
~model - of reasoning, ‘that is,. its
- consequentialism: the conviction that
~alternative courses of action are fo be

measured purely by their consequences.
This element has become the main focus of

“attention inrecent years, and explains why

“consequentialism™ has become the

“preferred mode of self-description amongst

-philosophical sympathizers. But things
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~were not always so. In the beginning, it -
. 'was uiilitarianismy’s content that was the
. more striking and (to its followers) more -

atiractive component of the theory. The

absence of any appeal to higher
authorities or to metaphysical ideals made

itappear the ideal ihecny for a new qecuial

_'_*1007

The principal source of complaint from
its sympathetic critics lay in the thought

that the. secularism achieved was too
crude, psychologically speaking. The
reduction. ‘of happiness -~ and, by -
~extension, all human ideals - to the mere .

~guantity of (physical) pleasure led John

Stuart Mill to describe Bentham’s position -

.as moral philosophy reduced to the

“principles which regulate trade” * So Mill

. proposed a compromise view - indebted
--to the hierarchical moral psychology of -
"Plato - in which pleasures could be
- divided into higher (intellectual) pleasures
- and lower (physical) pleasures, such that

the higher always trump the lower, (He
famously observed: “It is better to be a

‘human being dissatisfied than a pig
“satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied
“than a fool satisfied”.*) But this proposal
~found little favour amongst his fellow-
utilitarians, because it destroyed what .-
-most found so attractive about the new
‘theory: its promise of Imihematicaliv— -

ceziam mor al c:onc]us;om

“The pursuit of this promise = p}:incipall_y

~in the hands ‘of fwentieth-century .
- economists - led to a significant change in -

- the theory itself. The basic currency of -
- utilitarianism, pleasure, allowed only very.

limited, and indeed misleadingly limited, .

- quantification. Bentham had “solved” the

problem by stipulating that everyone was

“to count for one. As a principle of basic -
-~ human equality, this may be all very well.

But as a principle of moral mathematics,

it allowed only the crude measures:
‘pleasure = o
and pains come in degrees, so, even if -

+1, pain = -1, But pleasures
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. Consequentialism and Rational
Cheice Theory '

In this light, it is plainly important to
examine the credentials -of the
consequentialist theory of -practical
rationality. In brief, it can be described as
the view that rational choice consists in
choosing some good outcome; that it is
more rational to choose the best amongst
alternative possible goods; and so rational
choice and action is to be defined in terms
of maximizing good outcomes. Ethics then
plugs into this basic framework by
specifying in what ferms the good
~putcomes are to be understooed, 1.e. in terms
of happiness or desire-satisfaction or
. character-development or even some
variety of ideal-attainment. Ethically good
action will therefore be the attempt to
E maximize the specified good outcome,

Rationality is thus defined purely in terms
of the maximizing tendency, and not at all
in terms of the actual values pursued: the
vational choice conception is newfral with
respect to actual values. This is commonly
taken to be the strength of this conception

of rationality: its neutrality is atiributed to -

- its degree of abstraciion and so also of
~explanatory power. This is, however, only
- half true, For varieties of choice and action

“that uncontroversially fit into this pattern,

the abstraction and s0 explanatory power =

~of this conception of rationality is
undeniable, But it is certainly not the case
- that ethics uncontroversially fits the

pattern: as mentioned above, traditional
“ethics is not purely consequentialist, and so
needs 1o be redefined in order to fit.
Traditional norms or duties have to be
reconceived as desires (and . perhaps also,
- as an intermediate step, as values). Such

.reconception is plainly not a neutral

- process, so why should it be accepted? -

* In order to explain this, a thoroughly non-
“neutral commitment of modern rational
choice theory needs to be brought to the

- fore: its conception of zreason as a

calculative capacity in the service of given
values. The calculative aspect lies in the fact
that rationality on this model essentiatly
amounts {o addmg up the quantity of
goodness of each alternative, in order to
choose the highest scoring alternative. The
givenness of the valuesis plain from the fact

“that the model accords them no theoretical

attention whatsoever. Reason is thus
conceived as a service industry, a method

- applicable to one’s values in order to assist

in their attainment: the values themselves
are not open Lo rational assessment. Why
noi7 The standard rationale for thls view

.is that values are not subject to rational
Cassessment because values are subjective.
They come into the world through human

desires, and do so because they are in fact

©wothing more than human desires. (And, it
is usually added, since humans are all
- different and desire different things, values

~are wholly per sona} -
‘desires.}

what each person

The model of reason built into rational
choice theory is thus a version of the
“Humean” {or instrumental} theory of
reason: reason serves desive, and does so by

- calculating how desires are most efficiently
~salisfied. Reason cannot therefore judge

between alternative desires; and, given that

“values and desires are equated, reason

cannot judge between alternative values.
This theory of reason amounts to a
reinterpretation of human nature:

_ specifically, of the idea that the human

“being is the rational being. Traditionally,
“this meant that the lwman being is a being
- who acts in the light of :'ationailynacquired
- knowledge of | the world, including

knowledgc of objective goods. In the

- Humean reinterpretation, it means only
‘that the human being is a bemg which.
- calculates how to satisfy its desires: itis an
~animal distinguishable from other animals
only by its greater capacity to figure out
-how to get what it wants, To see what is
Jlost in this reconception, it is only necessary

10 observe that it implies no difference in

~ dignity between animal and human life. So

the idea that there is a distinctive dignity

- -to human beings turns out to be un]usizfled_ -
on this conccpt;on
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Footnotes

1 The view was certainly in the wind elsewhere (a point often neglected in Anglophone

philosophical writings), and Bentham’s claim fo eriginality is not beyond dispute. Karl Marx,

. for example, claimed that Bentham “simply reproduced in his dull way what Helvétins and ©
other Frenchmen had said with wit and ingenuity in the eighteenth cenfury”. (Karl Marx,

Capital, trans, Ben Fowkes (Harmondsworth, I’engum 1976), 1, 758n.)) Marx here thinks
of Bentham a¢ a nineteenth- century f:gule since it was m i‘lw emlv nmeteenih centmv

- that his mflut.nce Was ai its helgﬂhf

2 Su,, for exampk, Jamu F. Crimmins, Seuda: Urziztatramsm. Social Science and !he C iy mque
of Rel.rg.rrm in the le(mgizr of Jw oy Bentfmm (Oxlord LH!VH‘SI[V Press, 1990) :

h -'3 Jeilu Stuart Mlll “Bentham”, in lolm Stuari M:!i .and Jeremv Bentham, Unhtauanum anr! :
.()tlzer L.ssav:» (Hﬁrmaudsworih Pcng,t:m, 1987), 156, -

-:'4 John Stuart Ml Ufi_li:_’(u_'ianism (Oxi‘qrcl _F_Juiversit_v Press, 1998}, §7.

5 The fact that getting what vou want jight not make vou happy is a residual embarrassment

> to the theory, about which philosophers secasionally fret. The economists, for their part,
“have ignored happiness as a goal, despite its pepularity as a measure of a successful life.
~ Why?-8Several possibilities suggest themselves: because it is not measurable and so not fo
‘be accepted as a scientific concept; or because they have esswmed that getting what vou

want eqrals happiness; or even because they have defined happiness in ter ms of pxeﬁ,iuue

g mt;siactwu. 1n ‘;3101! Ihev imw swcpt the p;oblem under the L&rpu

6 See Aristotle, Mewaphysics, I 1 (many editiens); and cf, John Locke, An Essay cmmceming .
CHuman Understanding, ed, P, H, Nidditeh (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), e.g. L 1. '5:

“We shall nof have much reason to complain of the narrowness of our mmds, if we w1II bnt

emplov them abfmt what may be of use: fox us”.

7 The pofat, and its limiting effects on human life, are central concerns in a famous 19th-
“century examination of the utilitarian spirit, Ivan Turgenev’s novel Futhers and Sons {1861)

Sce, in particular, Bazarev's remark that “we base our conduet on “ha! we Jecog,nue as

usefui”' Iarfzws (md ,Sam (H.«unmnds\s orth: Pulgum (1)7‘%), 12'%
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With respect to (by above, Inote:

“And there's another very important
limitation.. which is that the embryonic sten
cells themsclves are carcinogenic. That is, if
you transplant them, :/au gwe rise to n

- pmtzcuim Lmd of cancer., :

In this regard it is worth recalling l.ord
- Robert ‘Winston’s recently-reported
criticism of scientists for ‘hyping’ the
- therapeutic potential of embryonic stem
cells: he described their motivation for doing

'qo as, merely, the dLSllG to ha\rc the law_

angf.d 16 R '

Re community standards 1 (i) (¢)

First, the Committee should have been

~asked to consider-the ethical issues

~associated with activities governed by

Prohibition of Human Cloning Act 2002 and

‘the Research Invotving Human Embryos Act

2002, . Note, for instance, Lord Winston’s -

plea for more work on animal models prior
~ to experimentation on human cells and
Cother. tissue.”  His criticism of those

‘scientists who go.siraight o research on
~human tissue is a criticism of the lack of
- ethical integrity of those researchers, not a

©criticism that they are out of line with
community ¢ standards, As it happens, these .

are maltters on whlm thezo are no <lear
“community standards, “And indeed, even
- if there were, it is not obvious that. such
'.commumty standards would settle the
ethicnl issues: for, notoriously, communities

can accepl unethical practices and object. -
to perfectly ethical practices. In ii“uszcg,ard o

I refer the Commliiee to_the Hart-Devlin
‘debate ‘about the. proper :uelatmnsiup
beiwoen otlucs and the 1aw -

Eoecondiy the cemrai ethxca] c}bjection o i
“destructive research on human embryos is

“that they.are the kind of bel_n_g which

~deserve our protection. Various lines of -
*argument can be put forward in support of

" this view, some of which are, no doubt,
- more persuasive than others. In my view.

—on -human embryos.
deliberate destruction of human embryos
“for research purposes is a maiter of little _
) ethlml concern. To othus it con‘statutes an
- _ethical obstacle to-a range of practices -
“including embryonic stem cell research, -
Direct evidence of -the: fact that the
~community is divided is pxowded by the
Crecent survey. of. attitudes 1o abortion o
{undertaken by the Southern Cross

~the most persuasive reason for thinking that
“a human embryo deserves our profection is
- that it belongs to what philosophers call a

‘patural kind’ (the natural kind constituted.

" by humans) all members of which deserve
~our profection.’

(Morality has always
prohibited the taking of (innocent) human

~life) On this view, it is not necessary to . .
~argue that embryos are human beings, or -
“that embryos are human persons, or that.

embryos.are human individuals: it is enough

that they are {embr yomc) mcmbejs of the -
humem I\md 0o : :

111 paesm g, { thmk that itis critical Hmt the

o Comnittee recognizes that the question of

whether a human embryo is the kind of.

being which deserves our protection is nof -
essentinlly a religious question. None of the -
sgreat books of the three monotheistic

m}sgmm has. anything to say about the
moral status of human embryos. -Debates

- about their moral status are debates within.

- secular philosophy. (There, the matter is
controversial: secular arguments are
“advanced in favour of, and against, the
“idea that a human embryo is the kind of .
“being which deserves our protection; but.
“that controversy is a different matter.) So, - -
“subimissions which dismiss tlm_sign_lﬁcance L
of objections to destructive research on

human embryos on the grounds that they
are essentinlly uimous objecuonf; are, inmy

vxew mlshkcn

Thirdly, the community continues to be
divided on the ethics of destructive resear ch
“To-some, . the

Bioethics Institute) which revealed both (i)

" that a majority of ‘Australians pze%ently*- :
~endorses the current legal regime with -
yespect to abortion and (i) that a majority -
of Australiang presently thinks that the

human embryo is worthy of respect!  In

Bioethics Qutlook, Vol. 16, No.3, Seprember, 2005
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- notion of an ‘excess ART embryo’.

i) the cell formed by the fusion of an
~ovum and a sperm and the organism
- “that normally develops from that cell;
if) any cell or organism, however formed,
- that may be distinguished from
- ordinary cells by having a potential
- to develop in an integrated way
towards forming a foetus, similar to

- the potential of the cell formed by the .

- fusion of an ovum and a sperm.

Ambzgwfy in defzfzifmn af
j- cxces&‘ ART embr ya

There is an impmttant ambiguity in the
As the
debates at the time of the passing of these

-~ Acts reveal, the legislators intended that
- the expression should refer enly to those

embryos which become excess to the

treatment’ needs of women or couples -
- seeking assisted reproduction. However, .
- with the lapsing of the preohibition on
‘destructive research on human embryos

-~ created after b

arises whether embryos which are not to

April 2002, the question

be implanted (for one reason or another)

-mnay immediately be deemed to be “excess

ART embryos’. To put the matter another
way: clinics may expand the category of

excess ART embryos’ to include not just
- embryos ‘greater in number than are
needed for implantation” but also embryos
~‘mever to be implanted because they are.
' unsnltabe 1’01 1mplantailon '

- This matter should be clarified. Ixcess -
~should be defined to mean “surplus”and -
. not {also) ‘unsuitable for implantation’. '
The definition of “excess ART embryo’
needs to be -amended.so that the
- legislation’s so-called “strict regulatory
- regime’ limits research on human embryos

to those which become surplus only aftex
the woman and spouse have made a
decision not to continue with ART

o trealiment,

Bioethics Outlook, Vol, 16, No.3, September, 2005

The role played by State and Territory .~
“statutory bodies that regulate assisted
. reproductive technology (ART) treatment

as well as role of national organisations

_including, but not necessarily limited o,
‘the Tertility Society of Australia and its

Reproductive Technology Accreditation
Comumittee (RTAC): 1 (ii) (b) =

The Fertility Society of Australia’s .

. Reproductive Technology Accreditation -
Committee does not monitor compliance -

. with ethical guidelines. (The experience of .

.. the Donor Conception Support Group,

- with respect to the overseeing of proper

- record-keeping in clinics, and with respect

‘to the encouragement of past donors.-to

- come forward and be identified, shows

~this.) Nor do individual Human Research

Ethics Committees: they are too busy, and -

" their membership is not appropriate for

monitoring compliance with ethical

- guidelines. There is, thus, a significant gap
in the arrangements for monitoring the
- compliance of IVF clmxcs W1th et}ucal :

' g,mde]mc@ : : :

Re implications for Australian _
seience and economxc actmtv IR

1 @ @

_ Given the pmgmss Wthh has bem madc N

- i developing the therapeutic potent:ai of.
. non-embryonic stem cells, 1. submit that -

there is less reason now than there might
have been thought to have been in 2002 for

legislators to permit creation of human .
embiyos for mqeaxch

Plunketr Centre for Ethics



Pootnotes

Human (Llonmg Aét 2002
: olving ‘Human' Embr FYOS. At
' equu ed to. censldel and iepmt on. the"-"-
ngd

Clonwg .

alvmg Human Embry
count' '

¥
1:then use this. system
lct and explam the behavmu: .of those
T ¥ )

“human embryos.
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- © Master of Arts
(Applied Ethics) 2006

Australian Catholic University -

' (Brisbane, Melbourne &
. Sydney Campuses)

The Masiel of Arts (Apphc,d Ellncq) is a.
-12 unit (120 cmdn pomis) Mastes‘s df,g: e
o with variable entrance and exit points, - a

- Entrance points depend _oﬁ ithe student’s

~ interest, needs and resources. '

For further information, please contact the
Co- 0161;];1103 of the Master of Artsin
Apphcd }Zth;cs -

- John Quilter
- School of Philosophy -
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“Locked Bag 2002
. Strathfield NSW 2135 -
- Phone: (OZ) 9701 4283
© Fax: (02) 97024277
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Advance Net;ce 20{}6

.Plﬁnkett Cmtn fez Eihxcs -

in conjunction with the - -

N Catholic Education. Ofﬁceg .

Svdney

. A Sem_mar for tcachers of
- Studies of Religion at Stage 6. -
Critical Reflections on the

: Cdﬂ](jiichﬁdiiion SO T R

Compauqom and contrasts
. withthe Istamic _
- and Jewish Traditions

© Tobe held in May, 2006
- ﬁ_'the_l;-idcgn"_}bc Catholic Club .

~ Speakers will include:. |
. Dr. Bernadette ‘Tobin, *
Dr.Gerry Gleeson,' -
Dr. Helen McCabeand
icpresentanves of the =
Jewmh and isiamlc }d an‘hs :

i“m ther details wﬂi be avamblc h om
thc Plunkett Cuztrc
1< ebx uary 2806

Tel: (GZ) 8382 2869 Fax: (02) 9361 0)75
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