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Preface

This book discusses the moral problems involved in killing and saving lives. It is a philosophical book, but is written for anyone interested in these topics and assumes no familiarity with philosophy.

Some of the topics discussed could in certain ways be handled better by those with experience which I lack. Any totally non-medical person is bound to feel some presumption in suggesting what would be the right decision for a doctor to take in a matter of life or death. Some doctors have great experience of these choices and their outcomes. And there are lawyers with greater understanding of complexities which I merely gesture at in suggesting here and there that reform is desirable. There are sociologists who are better informed about suicide, and criminologists better qualified to discuss the effect of capital punishment. And I have discussed the morality of war despite having only an amateurish interest in the thinking of strategists.

But, after noting these limitations, I am less apologetic about them than might seem appropriate. This is because the questions discussed here are related to each other. Attitudes to suicide and euthanasia, or capital punishment and war, cannot rationally be kept totally separate. And what we say about any of these topics has links in one direction with general philosophical views about why it is wrong to kill, and has implications in another direction for social policies involving either saving lives or risking them. No one is qualified to talk about all these problems, but something is lost if, as a result, each is discussed only out of the context of the others.

There are two limitations about which I feel more regret. I had intended to discuss the relative importance of saving lives in the order of social priorities: the sort of issues raised when economists doing cost-benefit studies wonder how to weight the saving of lives or some increased risk to life. I have read and thought about these questions, but they now seem much more difficult than I expected, and my thinking is still too confused and tentative to include here. The second limitation is the absence of any proper treatment of the problems of killing animals. I am inclined towards the conventional view that animal life is much less important than human life, but my reasons for this when written down have a disconcerting air of intellectual dishonesty, as though they were merely constructed to rationalize my non-vegetarianism. So they are not included here.

My original motives for writing this book were the interest of the questions involved and my own lack of any clear and defensible answers. Now, I have two hopes for the book. One of its aims is to persuade people to change opinions which they already hold. This is because some of the views criticized here cause much unnecessary misery, while others lead to loss of life that could and should be avoided. The conventional view that philosophical discussions are quite remote from having any practical upshot, such as prevention of suffering or loss of life, has very little to be said for it.

The second aim does not entirely harmonize with the first. It is to encourage people to work out views opposed to those argued for here. If discussion of these questions is to get beyond mere exchange of intuitive prejudices, it is necessary to work out fairly systematically the implications of different general approaches. Obviously no opinions on these topics will at once gain general support, and perhaps this is especially true of some of those put forward here. But I would be very pleased if this book helped people who disagree to work out their own views more clearly by contrast.



Part One: Problems and Methods




Chapter 1 The Problems

Many of us find moral problems about killing difficult, and most of those who do not should do. It is often said to be always wrong to take human life, but many people find it hard to say this when confronted with questions of killing set in some specific contexts. Very few people are committed to absolute pacifism. Some support capital punishment. There are several different views about abortion.

If we think that there is any act of killing that can be justified, we are confronted with the problem of drawing boundaries between killings that are permissible and those that are not. In what circumstances, if any, is war justified? When, if ever, is abortion justified? Some people say that it is justified where the baby is likely to be born grossly abnormal, as when the mother has German measles early in her pregnancy. But many of the same people would be appalled at the suggestion that we should kill grossly abnormal children or babies who have already been born. Are we morally justified in drawing this kind of line between foetus and baby, and if so why?

Can we formulate any general principles to tell us which acts of killing, if any, are right and which are wrong? This is the central question of this book. But discussion of this problem is less fruitful when carried on in isolation from other related questions. Are there any general principles to tell us when, if ever, it is morally obligatory to save life? Doctors often say that in difficult cases they act on the principle ‘Thou shalt not kill, but needs’t not strive officiously to keep alive.’ But why is there thought to be a moral difference between killing someone and intentionally failing to save his life? When I spend money on my own pleasures instead of giving it to Oxfam, it is likely that I am allowing someone to die whom I might have saved. Is this so much less bad than killing someone, and, if so, why? If there is any kind of moral duty to save lives, how high a priority should this be given? What should we do in situations where there is a choice between the lives of different people? Should we allocate scarce medical resources as nearly randomly as possible, or should we give preference to some people over others? How much weight should we give to the possibility of saving a larger number of lives by departures from randomness?

These questions can be very roughly divided into two classes: problems that arise in medical contexts and those that arise in more general social and political contexts. The medical questions are about abortion, infanticide, euthanasia and the allocation of scarce life-saving resources. The more general social and political questions include those about the morality of war, revolution, assassination and capital punishment. Others are suggested by reflection on some of our society’s priorities. In some contexts, lives are saved at great expense while other people die when far less money could have saved them. To what extent should we spend money on a dramatic rescue of a small number of known people, rather than on higher safety standards that will save a larger number of people in the future, but whose identity will never be known to us?

It is obvious that these two groups of questions are not always sharply distinct. Suicide is not less a social problem than assassinations or capital punishment, but may also be thought to raise issues of principle similar to those of the ‘medical’ problem of voluntary euthanasia. Again, reasons we may give for valuing numbers of lives saved in a medical context are relevant to thinking about revolutions and wars. These questions will be discussed separately here, but they will be discussed in the light of general principles. It will be argued that these principles apply to all situations where the taking or saving of life is in question. We need general principles to show us how to act in specific cases, but the specific cases also act as tests of the adequacy of our principles.

Many people think that a discussion of this kind, arguing about the merits of general moral principles, is either superfluous or else impossible. This is often because they make one of two false assumptions.

One of these assumptions is that there is one set of ‘true’ moral beliefs, which no humane, rational and informed person could reject once he understood them. This view makes moral argument redundant. The other assumption is that moral beliefs are so subjective that no useful discussion can take place between those who differ. (We do not try to argue someone out of his preference for raspberries over strawberries.) This view makes moral argument impossible.

Because discussions of the morality of killing, like those of any moral matter, are so often vitiated by philosophical confusions, the next chapter is about methods of argument. It is necessary to consider the extent to which beliefs about what we ought to do can be supported or undermined by rational argument.

The second part of the book is about some general moral theories. It considers six moral beliefs that dominate discussion about when it is right or wrong to kill:

	(i) The doctrine of the sanctity of life: that killing is an intrinsic evil.

	(ii) Utilitarianism: the doctrine that an act is right or wrong according to whether or not it maximizes happiness and minimizes misery.

	(iii) The view that whether someone lives or dies is normally something that other people cannot decide without an objectionable denial of his autonomy.

	(iv) The belief that people have a right to live.

	(v) The doctrine of ‘double effect’, which can crudely be stated as the view that it may be permissible to perform a good act with some foreseeable bad consequences, but that it is wrong to do a bad act for the sake of the good consequences that will follow.

	(vi) The belief that there is an important moral difference between acts and omissions, say between killing and ‘not striving to keep alive’.



In the light of the discussion of these general moral beliefs, the third part of the book will return to questions of killing and saving lives in particular medical or social contexts.


Chapter 2 The Scope and Limits of Moral Argument


There are several different scales of values in the world, if not many: there is a scale for events near at hand and a scale for events at a distance; there is a scale for old societies and a scale for young ones; a scale for happy events, a scale for unfortunate ones. Glaringly, the divisions of the scales fail to coincide: they dazzle and hurt our eyes, and so that we do not feel the pain we wave aside all alien scales, judging them to be folly and delusion, and confidently judge the whole world according to our own domestic scale.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn: ‘One Word of Truth…’ London, 1972


1 Preliminaries

There is no general agreement how the word ‘morality’ should be used. Some people think of morality as a set of rules laid down by God. Others think of it as a set of socially imposed rules with the function of reducing conflict in society. Others say it is a set of principles about how we ought to live that apply to everyone impartially, or which can be defended by appealing to the interests of people in general. These disagreements are a problem for anyone trying to say what moral beliefs are, but they will not be discussed here.

The question of what it means to say that a person ‘ought’ to do something is also one that will not be raised here. Much recent moral philosophy is devoted to this difficult problem, which still has no generally accepted solution. But I shall assume that we all, at some level, understand what is meant by saying that someone ought to do something. Perhaps that is all that the arguments of this book require, beyond the ruling out of one particularly narrow use of the word ‘moral’. On this narrow view, morality is divorced from what we ought to do. A soldier may say that part of his morality is the command ‘thou shalt not kill’, but that moral considerations have to be subordinated to practical ones, such as the need to defend your country. But, as the word ‘morality’ is to be used here, where the soldier thinks that patriotism ought to take priority over not killing, it is not true that his morality forbids all killing.


2 Moral Disagreements

If a pacifist and a non-pacifist argue about the morality of war, it may be that their disagreement is essentially factual. The pacifist may say that wars always cause more misery than they prevent, so that no war is ever justified. The non-pacifist may agree that no war would be justified if all wars caused more misery than they prevented, but he may deny that this is true. Evidence, even if only of an inconclusive kind, can be cited in support of one view or the other.

But sometimes moral differences could survive the answering of all relevant factual questions. A pacifist and a non-pacifist might agree that some particular war was likely to cause less misery than it prevented, but still disagree about its morality. The pacifist might say that the reduction of misery does not justify the deliberate taking of human life. If he is asked why he thinks this, he may reply that the sanctity of life is an ultimate belief of his, capable of no further justification. He may then press the non-pacifist to say why he attaches such weight to reducing misery, and the non-pacifist may similarly have to reply that the undesirability of suffering is one of his ultimate beliefs.

Where two people hold different beliefs at the most fundamental level, it may be that no further argument is possible between them. I can defend my view that the avoidance of war is good, because I regard it as only an instrumental good: it is good as a means to things I regard as intrinsically good, such as the avoidance of suffering. But I cannot defend my view that the avoidance of suffering is good. This is just because I think it good in itself, rather than good because it leads to something else that could be cited in its defence.

But it is possible that, in the argument between the pacifist and the non-pacifist, we have not yet reached the level of ultimate principles. The pacifist may claim that killing is always wrong because God has forbidden it. We may then, if we waive questions about how he knows that God exists or what God has forbidden, ask him why he believes that we ought to obey God. Perhaps it will be at this point that no further justification is forthcoming, and we realize that we have finally reached an ultimate belief: in this case that it is intrinsically good to obey God.

Similarly, the non-pacifist may provide reasons why he believes we ought to reduce suffering as much as possible. He may say that people always want to avoid suffering. We may then, if we waive questions about martyrs and masochists, ask him why we ought to satisfy universally held wants. If he can give no further reason, we have discovered something he believes to be intrinsically good.

We can often supply a chain of reasoning when challenged to defend a moral belief about what ought to be done. Any such chain of argument seems either to involve an infinite regress or else to end with an ultimate moral belief. Such a belief is ultimate in that what it tells us to do is not prescribed because it is instrumental to some further good. These ultimate beliefs are like the axioms of a system of geometry: the other beliefs of a moral system are derivable from the axioms, but the axioms themselves cannot be ‘proved’.

Many of those who accept John Stuart Mill’s claim that ‘Questions of ultimate ends are not amenable to direct proof’ think that this is sufficient to establish the futility of argument in moral matters. It may seem that, since nothing could count as ‘proving’ one set of values to be ‘true’, it is as pointless to argue about morality as it would be to try to persuade someone by argument to prefer one colour to another.

But this is to take too pessimistic a view. Even leaving aside the extent to which argument about facts can be relevant to questions about what ought to be done, there are various fruitful methods of argument about moral beliefs.

One method of arguing against a moral belief is to show that it depends on concepts that are blurred or incoherent. Someone who believes that homosexual acts are wicked because they are unnatural may be open to this kind of argument. If pressed to define ‘unnatural’ he may find it hard to provide a definition that includes homosexual acts without also including singing at the opera.

Another method of rational moral argument involves the exposure of logical inadequacies. This may take the form of showing that what are taken to be good reasons for holding a belief are not really so. (It is often said that human suffering matters more than animal suffering because we have rationality of a kind or degree that animals lack. But reflection about feeble-minded children may make us question this as a reason for thinking that animal suffering is less important.) Or it may take the form of exposing inconsistencies in someone’s principles. If you disapprove of all abortions, I may ask you to give a reason. If you reply that to take human life is always wrong, I will ask if you are a complete pacifist. If you hold some non-pacifist views about war, you must either abandon or modify your principle that taking life is always wrong or else change your mind about pacifism. This (very crude) example shows how it is possible to apply legitimate pressure to the moral beliefs of anyone sufficiently rational to be disturbed by inconsistency.

And moral argument has a wider scope than the exposing of inconsistencies within someone’s formulated principles. It often takes the form of showing someone that his beliefs have unnoticed consequences that he would find unacceptable. Some general principles used in support of abortion provide an equally good justification for infanticide. Someone who holds such a principle, but who cannot accept the consequent rightness of infanticide, is trapped in an inconsistency. The general principle must be abandoned or modified or else the unpalatable consequence must be accepted. The pattern of argument here is similar to that used to link abortion and pacifism in the previous case. The difference is that there the inconsistency was between two beliefs already formulated and accepted, while here inconsistency is between an accepted principle and a moral response to a question not previously considered.

Moral beliefs can be undermined by our responses to their consequences. But our responses are themselves liable to modification, either by experience or by the development of imagination. Someone who accepts with equanimity that his patriotic principles commit him to supporting certain wars may find this consequence less acceptable if he ever experiences war as a soldier. It is a truism that we are able to accept the rightness of actions or policies often only because of a failure of imagination, and experience of their consequences often greatly changes our responses. Sometimes experience may not be needed. It can, be enough to use some imagination, and often films or novels can help us to respond in a more sensitive or imaginative way. Someone who thinks that Stalin’s labour camps were an acceptable consequence of a morally legitimate policy may not himself be able to experience such a camp, but the novels of Solzhenitsyn may modify his views about what is acceptable.


3 The Interplay Between Responses and General Beliefs

On the view so far outlined, moral principles are ‘tested’ by our responses that their consequences are acceptable or unacceptable. It may seem that, on such an account, our general moral beliefs do very little work, and exist as mere summaries of our particular responses. But our general beliefs need not be merely derivative from our responses: they can also function to modify and evaluate our responses. In the light of a general morality it is possible to regard a specific response as inadequate, exaggerated or misplaced. If I hear of some painful experiment carried out on an animal, I may feel that all vivisection is unacceptable. But reflection on this in the light of my whole morality may make me regard this response as too squeamish or too hasty. It may be hard to sustain an opposition to medical experiments on animals when I remember my responses to human suffering caused by diseases.

The interplay between our responses and our general moral beliefs is in some ways similar to that between observations and theories in science. A scientific theory can be modified or refuted by the experimental falsification of a prediction derived from it. But when a theory is well established, there is great reluctance to accept that it has been falsified and a tendency to explain away the supposedly falsifying observation as unreliable. There are no formulated general rules of scientific method that tell us how much weight to give a theory and how much weight to give to an observation apparently incompatible with it. In extreme cases, what is rational is fairly clear. When a theory has little supporting evidence, the disconfirming of one of its main predictions by a few reputable experimenters will normally undermine it. On the other hand, very firmly established theories are not rejected because of daily failures to confirm their predictions in school laboratories.

Just as in science there are no general rules to tell us exactly when a certain theory is more likely to be right than a claim about an apparently falsifying observation, so in moral thinking there are no rules to adjudicate between general beliefs and responses to specific cases. But, just as rationality in science involves trying to harmonize theories and observations, so rationality in ethics involves trying to formulate a coherent set of beliefs that does justice to as many of one’s responses as possible.

A science which is alive in one historical period can go dead in another. This ‘going dead’ consists in the abandonment of the interplay between theory and observation. The theory is treated as dogma; no new questions are asked; no experimental tests are carried out. Moralities are sometimes dead in a parallel way. Taught as dogma and left uncriticized, they are no longer modified by experience and imagination in the direction of greater subtlety or sophistication. As a dead morality comes to be seen as rigid and crude, there is a natural temptation no longer to regard it as a morality in the sense under discussion. The word ‘morality’ comes no longer to be used to denote a set of beliefs about what ought to be done. Instead, it is used to denote a set of rules that can often rightly be ignored, like the rules of etiquette. Dead moralities encourage people to think in a way that allows them to say such things as ‘I know it is morally wrong, but moral considerations ought to take second place to practical ones.’

A view not based in this way on dead moralities rejects claims of this kind, and thus rules out an important defence mechanism. For when someone, contrasting moral considerations with practical ones, gives priority to the latter, he is defending himself in two ways. He is defending his conduct against the criticism that it is immoral, by implying that it falls outside the scope or jurisdiction of morality. At the same time he is protecting his morality from being modified by his experience. He admits that his morality is impractical, with the insinuation that it is in the nature of a morality to be so. The soldier who thinks that killing is always morally wrong but often right in practice has a ‘morality’ and a way of life that are comfortably protected from each other.

Just as one kind of scientific integrity consists in submitting one’s theories to thorough testing, so one kind of moral integrity consists in refusing to isolate one’s morality from one’s conduct and experience. There are at least two kinds of bad faith that can arise here. The first, already mentioned, consists in holding ‘moral’ beliefs that one does not believe ought to be acted on and whose consequences as a result are not often experienced. The second consists in a deliberate filtering or distortion of experience, so that responses incompatible with accepted general beliefs do not arise. An opponent of voluntary euthanasia who refused to visit a geriatric ward out of fear of his beliefs being disrupted would be exhibiting this kind of bad faith, as would a supporter of it who refused to think about or meet the doctor asked to do the killing.

It can sometimes be right to avoid contact with people affected by your own actions, where this might generate a bias in favour of their interests relative to those of other people. (This factor seems to have influenced Mr Roy Jenkins, Home Secretary in 1974, when he had to decide whether to yield to a hunger strike by the Price sisters, I.R.A. members convicted of a violent crime, in support of their demand for transfer to a prison in Northern Ireland. Mr Jenkins said, ‘I have not seen them myself. I considered this possibility, but rejected it firmly. I did not see the suffering of their victims in hospital. I do not think it right that I should see their hunger strike in prison. The person on whom the ultimate decision rests must, I am sure, stand back a little.’ This seems quite legitimate for someone who has to weigh up the interests of the Price sisters and the interests of potential future victims of acts of violence similar to theirs.)


4 Why Have General Moral Beliefs?

Sometimes it is said that we can do without general moral beliefs and simply be guided by our intuitive responses. (D.H. Lawrence has been influential here.) Discussion of morality in general terms can be seen as something stale and second-hand. On this view, insights as to how we should live arise as we develop experimentally a way of life, and the making of generalizations is a derivative task for lovers of taxonomy and the legalistically inclined.

One argument for formulating general moral beliefs is that the alternative is very likely to involve a tacit inconsistency. To take again a crude example, it is characteristic of many people’s responses in a political context that they believe that tax increases are a bad thing, but that more money should be spent on schools, hospitals, roads, defence and pensions. There is at least a surface inconsistency in these responses. Only thinking in general terms about priorities, as well as about how to put them into effect, will either remove the inconsistency or show it to be only apparent. (It is striking how many people mess up their lives by not thinking clearly and coherently about what they really value.)

Another argument appeals, not to consistency, but to autonomy. We do not reach adult life with open minds about morality. Whether or not we accept Freud’s claims about the way the pressures of family relationships and sexual adjustment mould the super-ego, or Marx’s claims about the crucial role of the economic system in determining the moral consciousness of society, only a naïve person could deny the influence of social and personal pressures on moral responses. Many people’s responses are simply the result either of childhood conditioning or of the views currently fashionable in their society. The first step away from being manipulated, and towards a more autonomous outlook, is to stand back from a set of responses and to think.

There is also the argument that there may be cases where intuitive reactions cannot be relied on for guidance. Sometimes we suspect that self-interest or emotional disturbance is distorting our responses. Someone asked by a doctor whether or not further efforts should be made to prolong the life of an old relation, painfully ill in a geriatric ward, may not trust his own responses. It may be hard to tell how much they are distorted by the fact that in the event of survival the relation would be a burden, or by fear of guilt if he agrees that treatment should stop. It is helpful, in deciding whether to trust a response, to see whether or not it fits in with general beliefs worked out when free from such pressures.

Sometimes people do not have a single, clear intuitive response by which to be guided. Some babies with gross abnormalities are allowed to die when their lives could be saved. For someone who accepts that this is justified, it may be hard to know where to draw a line. How serious an abnormality makes it better for a person not to live? Many of us have no clear intuitive answer to such a question. If we were doctors or surgeons having to make such choices we would often be quite uncertain what we ought to do. In such cases, we could only fall back on general beliefs about the sorts of factors that ought to be considered. Such beliefs will not always give clear guidance. But for someone who has neither intuitive answers nor any relevant general beliefs, there is no basis whatever on which to decide.


5 Degrees of Guidance

There are at least two reasons why general moral beliefs may give inadequate guidance in a particular case. It may be that not all the facts are clear: we may not know how senile the old person will be if he lives, or how much the abnormal baby will come to be able to have a relationship with other people. Another reason is that cases vary so much that beliefs formulated in very general terms may not immediately generate a decision in a complicated situation.

Those who doubt the value of such general beliefs often think that moral beliefs must either be crude and inflexible or else of a cumbersome complexity similar to tax law. But these are not the only alternatives. It is possible to have a moral system whose outlines are sketched in, but whose detailed applications were only worked out in advance where often needed. (A surgeon may give more detailed thought in advance to abortion or euthanasia than to moral questions about censorship.) The more detailed guidance a moral system gives, the more complex it is likely to be. On the other hand, the less it is worked out in detail, the more likely it is to entail unnoticed unacceptable consequences.


6 Is It Futile to Propose Moral Beliefs?

It is sometimes said that it is pointless to argue for a set of moral beliefs. It may be claimed that, in morality, any formulated proposal must either reflect a way of life which already has an independent existence or else must be a mere pipe dream. The view that moral proposals must be either superfluous or else powerless seems to underlie some famous remarks made by Hegel. He said:


One more word about giving instruction as to what the world ought to be. Philosophy in any case always comes on the scene too late to give it. As the thought of the world, it appears only when actuality is already there cut and dried after its process of formation has been completed. The teaching of the concept, which is also history’s inescapable lesson, is that it is only when actuality is mature that the ideal first appears over against the real and that the ideal apprehends this same real world in its substance and builds it up for itself into the shape of an intellectual realm. When philosophy paints its grey in grey, then has a shape of life grown old. By philosophy’s grey in grey it cannot be rejuvenated but only understood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk.1


It is no doubt true that a person’s moral views are influenced by the historical period and by the society in which he lives. But it is possible to develop new beliefs that are not mere reflections of practices already in existence, perhaps as a result of critical thought about existing beliefs and practices. Hegel himself was sceptical of the value of working out such new beliefs. He said:


Whatever happens, every individual is a child of his time; so philosophy too is its own time apprehended in thoughts. It is just as absurd to fancy that a philosophy can transcend its contemporary world as it is to fancy that an individual can overleap his own age, jump over Rhodes. If this theory really goes beyond the world as it is and builds an ideal one as it ought to be, that world exists indeed, but only in his own opinions, an insubstantial element where anything you please may, in fancy, be built.


But this scepticism of Hegel’s seems to rest on the dubious assumption that new ideas about how the world ought to be cannot influence what in fact happens. And, even if it were true that new moral ideas were generally uninfluential, it would be hard to deny their potential in areas of moral confusion. When certain questions about killing arise, there is no generally agreed doctrine about what ought to be done. In this area especially, it seems unduly pessimistic to suppose that systematic thinking must be powerless to shape conduct. This doctrine of the impotence of ideas rests on one of two beliefs. One is that, in matters of morality, people can never be influenced by each other’s beliefs. The other is that our moral beliefs and attitudes never determine what we do. The truth of these claims is more often assumed than argued for.


7 Imaginary Cases

We have seen that general beliefs about what ought to be done can be ‘tested’ by seeing whether or not one finds their consequences acceptable. But sometimes this testing has to rely on responses to hypothetical cases rather than to actual ones. These hypothetical cases are often necessary even to determine what someone’s beliefs are. Two people may both oppose capital punishment and may both hold the view that capital punishment does not reduce the murder rate. But their reasons for opposing capital punishment may be fundamentally different. One may think that it is impermissible because there is no evidence that it prevents murders, while the other may hold a view (similar to that of an absolute pacifist) that it would be wrong even if it did substantially reduce the murder rate. The only way to bring out their deeper level difference of belief is to ask the hypothetical question, ‘but suppose it did deter potential murderers, what would you believe then?’

For many people, a natural response to a question of this kind is to show a certain impatience. If capital punishment is not a deterrent, what is the point of discussing a non-existent situation in which it did deter people? But this response is too brisk. We are interested in someone’s general beliefs. Since, as in the case of capital punishment, people with very different general beliefs may, in the situation that actually exists, support the same policy, we can only bring out their disagreements by asking them to imagine a rather altered situation. And the point of these imaginary cases is not only to make it clear what general beliefs someone holds, but also to provide tests of their acceptability. A man who thinks that capital punishment is wrong because the state never has the right to take a citizen’s life may be asked whether he would still think this if ten potential murder victims were saved by each execution. Such a case functions as a test of whether he really finds the consequences of his belief acceptable.

The use of hypothetical cases in this way is not a new method in ethics. Consider this passage from the introduction to the Republic.


‘That’s fair enough, Cephalus,’ I said. ‘But are we really to say that doing right consists simply and solely in truthfulness and returning anything we have borrowed? Are those not actions that can be sometimes right and sometimes wrong? For instance, if one borrowed a weapon from a friend who subsequently went out of his mind and then asked for it back, surely it would be generally agreed that one ought not to return it, and that it would not be right to do so, or to consent to tell the strict truth to a madman?’

‘That is true,’ he replied.

‘Well then,’ I said, ‘telling the truth and returning what we have borrowed is not the definition of doing right.’


But of course the antiquity or prestige of those who first used a method of thinking are only of historical interest and in no way count as defences of it. The objection to the use of hypothetical cases in ethics seems to be that there is something ‘unreal’ or artificial about such a procedure. The legitimate defence against this criticism can take the form of saying that the artificiality involved is one that has been fruitful in other fields. In a scientific experiment, the influence of all factors not being studied is, as far as possible, ‘artificially’ eliminated. A defence of experimental method has its parallel in the case for arguing about ethics by means of asking for responses to deliberately simplified imaginary situations. The imaginary cases discussed in this book are not ones which are merely conceivable, but satisfy the stronger requirement that our present knowledge does not show them to be factually impossible.


8 The Possibility of Disagreement

Various ways in which rational argument about moral principles resembles scientific inquiry have been stressed here. The purpose has been to make clearer the relatively rarely understood methods of one inquiry by comparing them with the more commonly understood procedures of the other. The aim has not been to borrow the prestige of science. No claim is made that moral argument can establish general principles which any rational and informed person must accept. The testing of a coherent set of moral beliefs comes in one’s responses. Since different people often have different responses, not everyone will agree as to when a general belief has been undermined. There is always the possibility, and sometimes the reality, of ultimate disagreement. There would be little point in public discussion and argument if people’s responses hardly ever coincided about anything. But, although that state of moral anarchy does not exist, different people’s responses do vary more fundamentally and more frequently than is often recognized. It would be possible for someone to accept all the arguments put forward in the rest of this book and yet legitimately to reject many of the conclusions because they do not accept the premises.

Sometimes I shall argue against certain beliefs that they are incoherent, or else that reasons thought to support them do not really do so. Such claims can in principle be objectively established or refuted. At other times I shall argue that the consequences of some beliefs are morally unacceptable. I do not want to pretend that this sort of claim has any kind of ‘objectivity’.




Part Two: Moral Theory












Chapter 3 The Sanctity of Life


I cannot but have reverence for all that is called life. I cannot avoid compassion for all that is called life. That is the beginning and foundation of morality.


Albert Schweitzer: Reverence for Life.



To persons who are not murderers, concentration camp administrators, or dreamers of sadistic fantasies, the inviolability of human life seems to be so self-evident that it might appear pointless to inquire into it. To inquire into it is embarrassing as well because, once raised, the question seems to commit us to beliefs we do not wish to espouse and to confront us with contradictions which seem to deny what is self-evident.


Edward Shils: ‘The Sanctity of Life’, in D.H. Labby: Life or Death: Ethics and Options, 1968


Most of us think it is wrong to kill people. Some think it is wrong in all circumstances, while others think that in special circumstances (say, in a just war or in self-defence) some killing may be justified. But even those who do not think killing is always wrong normally think that a special justification is needed. The assumption is that killing can at best only be justified to avoid a greater evil.

It is not obvious to many people what the answer is to the question ‘Why is killing wrong?’ It is not clear whether the wrongness of killing should be treated as a kind of moral axiom, or whether it can be explained by appealing to some more fundamental principle or set of principles. One very common view is that some principle of the sanctity of life has to be included among the ultimate principles of any acceptable moral system.

In order to evaluate the view that life is sacred, it is necessary to distinguish between two different kinds of objection to killing: direct objections and those based on side-effects.

1 Direct Objections and Side-effects

Direct objections to killing are those that relate solely to the person killed. Side-effects of killings are effects on people other than the one killed. Many of the possible reasons for not killing someone appeal to side-effects. (To call them ‘side-effects’ is not to imply that they must be less important than the direct objections.) When a man dies or is killed, his parents, wife, children or friends may be made sad. His family may always have a less happy atmosphere and very likely less money to spend. The fatherless children may grow up to be less secure and confident than they would have been. The community loses whatever good contribution the man might otherwise have made to it. Also, an act of killing may help weaken the general reluctance to take life or else be thought to do so. Either way, it may do a bit to undermine everyone’s sense of security.

Most people would probably give some weight to these side-effects in explaining the wrongness of killing, but would say that they are not the whole story, or even the main part of it. People who say this hold that there are direct objections to killing, independent of effects on others. This view can be brought out by an imaginary case in which an act of killing would have no harmful side-effects.

Suppose I am in prison, and have an incurable disease from which I shall very soon die. The man who shares my cell is bound to stay in prison for the rest of his life, as society thinks he is too dangerous to let out. He has no friends, and all his relations are dead. I have a poison that I could put in his food without him knowing it and that would kill him without being detectable. Everyone else would think he died from natural causes.

In this case, the objections to killing that are based on side-effects collapse. No one will be sad or deprived. The community will not miss his contribution. People will not feel insecure, as no one will know a murder has been committed. And even the possible argument based on one murder possibly weakening my own reluctance to take life in future carries no weight here, since I shall die before having opportunity for further killing. It might even be argued that consideration of side-effects tips the balance positively in favour of killing this man, since the cost of his food and shelter is a net loss to the community.

Those of us who feel that in this case we cannot accept that killing the man would be either morally right or morally neutral must hold that killing is at least sometimes wrong for reasons independent of side-effects. One version of this view that killing is directly wrong is the doctrine of the sanctity of life. To state this doctrine in an acceptable way is harder than it might at first seem.


2 Stating the Principle of the Sanctity of Life

The first difficulty is a minor one. We do not want to state the principle in such a way that it must have overriding authority over other considerations. To say ‘taking life is always wrong’ commits us to absolute pacifism. But clearly a pacifist and a non-pacifist can share the view that killing is in itself an evil. They need only differ over when, if ever, killing is permissible to avoid other evils. A better approximation is ‘taking life is directly wrong’, where the word ‘directly’ simply indicates that the wrongness is independent of effects on other people. But even this will not quite do. For, while someone who believes in the sanctity of life must hold that killing is directly wrong, not everyone who thinks that killing is sometimes or always directly wrong has to hold that life is sacred. (It is possible to believe that killing is directly wrong only where the person does not want to die or where the years of which he is deprived would have been happy ones. These objections to killing have nothing to do with side-effects and yet do not place value on life merely for its own sake.) The best formulation seems to be ‘taking
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1. G.W.F. Hegel: Philosophy of Right, translated by T.M. Knox, Oxford, 1942, Preface.
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