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L. n this book, Anne Maclean argues 
that bioethics is a futile and 

misguided enterprise. Her argument 
falls somewhat short of the mark, but 
what she does succeed in showing (in 
the opinion of this reviewer) is that 
the aspirations of some prominent 
bioethicists are futile and misguided. 

Let's take a closer look at the structure 
of Maclean' s argument. She says, "I 
am referring.to bioethics; by which I 
mean medical ethics as conceived and 

· practised by philosophers working in 
the utilitarian tradition."1 Having 
stipulated to whom the label 
'bioethicisf is to refer, Maclean goes 
on to attribute to bioethicists 
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hear and not the voice of reason or 
rationality.3 

The main body of the book is a 
sustained attack on utilitarianism, 
particularly on the pretensions of some 
utilitarians to be in possession of the 
unique answers to moral problems; 
the answers which are unique in being 
the only answers it is rational to give. 

Maclean returns repeatedly to a 
discussion of the following scenario, 
familiar to generations of philosophy 
students: 

Twopeoplearetrappedinaburning 
building; one of them is a leading 
cancer researcher while the other is 
the charlady in his employ. Then: 
comes upon the ·scene a maµ who 
can rescue one, but not both, ofthese 
people and who therefore has to 
choose which of them it should be. 
This man happens to be the 
charlady's son. The question is, 
whom should he save?4 

It is Maclean's firm view that, in the 
situation described, there can be a 
number of different judgements about 
what the res~uer should do, all of 
which admit of rational justification. 
The rescuer might justify saving the 
cancer researcher on the grounds that . 

is, her beliefs about the foundations of 
morality. I base this assumption on 
"the fragments of a positive account 
of ethics of which Maclean permits 
the occasional glimpse" and which 
contains, according to bioethicist John 
Harris (who comes in for scathing 

. attack in Maclean' s book), 
"fundamental, and ... fatal flawsff.5 

Maclean claims that what is expressed 
by saying, for example, that it is 
generally wrong to kill babies is not a 
belief, or even an assumption, or, in fact, 
any kind of proposition at all. She says, 
"the least misleading thing we.might 
call it, perhaps, is an attitude - the sort 
of attitude that is a matter of the way 
we instinctively behave."6 

We treat babies in certain ways·and 
not in others; not, for example, as if 
'their lives were at our disposal. 
Bioethicists demand for what reason 
we-do so, but there is no reason - or, 
to put the same point differently, 
their being babies is the reason, all 
the reason in the world.7 ' 

Maclean has much in common, it 
seems, with philosopher Bruce N 
Waller who upholds a version of 'non
cognitivism' which claims that 

at the most 

I share a Kantian scorn for the the. view that the proper 
business of medical ethics is to 
resolve the moral problems 
raised by medical practice. 2 

This paves the way for her 
fundamental objection to 

fundamental level there is 
no truth of the matter in 
ethics: when ethical 
disagreements are run to 'serpent windings' of utilitarianism 

which Maclean relentlessly exposes. · ground in the search for 
resolution, ultimately there 
will remain only basic 

value preferences that cannot be 
rationally justified, and alternatives 
to which can be favored without 

bioethics: 

The objection I wish to make to the 
bioethical enterprise is a 
fundamental one. It is that 
philosophy as such delivers no 
verdict upon moral issues; there is 
no unique set of moral principles 
which philosophy as such 
underwrites and no question, 
therefore, ofusingthat setto uncover 
the answers which philosophy gives 
to moral questions. When 
bioethicists deliver a verdict upon 
the moral issues raised by medical 
practice, it is their own verdict they 
deliver and not the verdict of 
philosophy itself; it is their voice we 

her premature death would bring to 
an end work whose upshot will be the 
saving of many lives. Or the rescuer 
might rescue the charlady on the 
grounds that she is his mother, to 
whom he stands in a relation of special 
obligation. And therethe'matterends, 
according to Maclean: Neither reason 
which the rescuer might proffer:for 
rescuing the one rather thru:i the other 
is any less acceptable from the 
standpoint of reason or rationality. 

Why does Maclean dispute the claim 
that there are unique, right answers to 
ethical problems? It seems fair to 
assume that Maclean' s view is bound 
up with her meta-ethical views, that 

violating reason.8 

No wonder, then, that Maclean is at 
loggerheads with bioethicists who; 
like Harris, hold that ethical problems 
are, in principle, resoluble. 

Now to review some features of 
Maclean' s argument. I confess to being 
biased in Maclean's favour. With 
Maclean, I share a Kantian scorn for 
the "serpent windings" of 
utilitarianism which Maclean 
relentlessly exposes. However, as I've 
said, Maclean' s overall argument falls 
short of the mark. 



I think that Maclean's definition of 
bioethics is inappropriate. To see why, 
we need to answer an empirical 
question: to what extent is bioethics 
dominated by a utilitarian orthodoxy? 
Han-is asserts that consequentialist 
ethics, far from being the dominant 
orthodoxy in medical ethics, is only a 
minor player in the global scheme of 
things. There are, he claims,"many 
countries ·in which consequentialist 
ethics are scarcely recognised· and 
barely tolerated."9 The point is well 
taken, but we need not get embroiled 
in this debate. 

WemaysimplyassumethatMaclean's 
target is bioethics as advocated and/or 
practised by those whose works he criticises 
-viz.JohnHarris,JamesRachels,Peter 
Singer and R M Hare. It is time to 
review her criticisms of 

of an action is not exhausted by the 
goodness or badness of the effects 
which it brings about. Maclean looks 
at Singer's argument for the view that 
reason or rationality requires the 
adoption of the principle of equality, 

· namely the principle that we ought to 
have equal concern for ali human 
beings. She shows that Singer 
equivot:ates, confusing the 
universalisability of a judgement (that 
the reason given in justifying a 
judgement be acceptable to all in the 
moral community) with impartiality 
(a judgement is impartial if "equal 
weight be given to the interests of all 
those an a~tion is likely to affect."12}\ 

Singer's argument thus fails to show 
that rationality requires the adoption 
bftheprincipleofequality. Thisleayes 
room for special' obHgm:ions, such as 

argument which she characterises as 
exhibiting these features: "logical 
rigour, a movement from the general 
to the particular, and a conclusion 
which the majority of 'ordinary 
people' are likely to findshocking".14 

The shocking conclusion in Maclean' s 
case is that bioethics is a misguide9, 
and futile enterprise and that the result 
of taking bioethical modes of thinking 
to their natural limits is nothing less 
than "the elimination of morality". 

In conclusion, Maclean' s discussion 
of the views and arguments of the 
above mentioned bioethicists is 
sensible, straightforward and 
compelling. Her ·philosophical 
position seems to be that there are no 
right answers in ethics. This view is 

less smug, but perhaps in some 
these prominent 
bioethicists. ... there are no right,answers in ethics. 

ways more alarming, than the 
claim that in ethics there are 
right answers on which 

As noted· at the outset, 
Maclean attributes to these bio,ethicists 
the view that the proper business .of 
medical ethics is to resolve the moral 
problems raised by medical practice. 
And she attributes to them the view 
that bioethicists possess moral 
expertise - they can provide the 
answers to moral problems which it is 
rational to give.10 Furthermore, she 
attributes to them the view that the 
moral expertise of bioethicists is the 
productofaphilosophicaleducation.11 

Maclean addresses her adversary's 
arguments for these claims. She has 
no gripe with their utilitarian attitudes 
- indeed, she admits that utilitarian 
justifications (based on anoia.-partisan 
principle of beneficence) are 
admissible as moralreasons-itis when 
utilitarians try to establish a privileged 
status for their reasons that Maclean 
baulks. 

Maclean goes to some lengths to show 
how the bioethicist's concepts of 
"reason" "persons" and "effecting 
changes in the world" are barely 
recognisable caricatures of our actual 
concepts of "reasons", "people" and 
"actions". 

Against Harris, Maclean demonstrates 
that it is fallacious to infer that lives 
have value from the fact that most 
people value their own lives. She 
concludes that' people, as well as 
"persons", can have valuable lives. 
Rachel's conception of instrumental 
action comes under criticism. Maclean 
argues that the rightness or wrongness 

that of the rescuer to his mother in the 
case of the burning building; · 

Last on her hit list is philosopher RM 
Hare, who is famous for the claim that 
we can derive a utilitarian moral 
philosophy from a study of the logical 
properties of moral discourse: 

Hare's central claim in Moral 
Thinking is thatthe logical properties 

· [ of moral words] yield "canons'.' or. 
"rule( of moral reasoning, a system 

.or method which people must 
follow if they are to think rationally 
about moral questions; and he 
maintains in addition that everyone 
who follows this method correctly will 
come tv the same moral conclusions. 
These conclusions, moreover, will 
"have a content identical with that 
of a certain kind of utilitarianism".13 

Maclean maintains. that in adppting 
his method of moral reasoning Hare 
has,infact,optedoutofmoralthinking 
entirely. Whatever it is that Hare'is 
doing must bedescribedinsome other 
terms, for moral concerns have, 
according to Maclean, been 
systematically avoided. Maclean 
delights in the irony which she sees in 
the title of Hare's utilitarian treatise, 
"Moral thinking: Its Levels, Method 
and Point". 

Limitations of space preclude 
reviewing the foregoing arguments 
in any more detail. Suffice itto say 
that Maclean's arguments improve 
upon the stereotypical bioethicist's 

bioethicists have a monopoly, 
A more middle-of-the-road position 
might be that there are right answers 
in ethics but that no-one, least of all 
. the bioethicists, possesses the moral 
-expertise needed to carry a claim of 
having found a right answer. This is a 
position ·that moral realists will be 
more comfortable with, but it too gives 
us the recommendations Maclean 
makes in her closing chapter. 

Maclean thinks that bioethicists 
should desist from proclaiming that 
their views in ethics are the verdict of 
reason on the issue in question. When 
they encounter moral views with , 
which they disagree, their choice is 
between tole-ranee, or the itpposition 
of their own views for which they 
should acknowledge that they have 
no more justification than "the man 
on the Clapham omnibus". · 

·Maclean has it that the bioethicist's 
role in medical practice should be 
restricted. Maclean is telling 
bioethicists, in the vernacular, to''back 
off". What, then, is the proper role of 
the bioethicist? I close by echoing the 
words of another reviewer, Elizabeth 
Telfer, according to whom Maclean's 
view is that 

Moral philosophy's proper role in 
medicine is only one of clarification. 
The philo~opher should analyse 
complex issues on the basis of 
everyday morality and in everyday 
language ("doing good" rather than 
''beneficence", and soon), show how 
there are often many possible 



(" 

answers, and leave the practitioners 
and public, as moral agents, to make 
up their own minds.15 
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Database of Information on 
Infertility and Assisted 
Human Reproduction 

A database is now available covering infertility and assisted human 

reproduction. This consists of a filing system using a progran:i. 

called EndNote which works on the use of keywords. The database is 

being constantly expanded and at present covers over 1300 different 

journal articles, books and other publications. This figure is expected to 

reach 2000 in the near future. The resource will be useful for those 

wishi~g to prepare papers, research particular areas of interest, or 

complete educational requirements. 

Those wishing to use the database can select appropriate keywords, for 

example, if the keywords infertility, donor insemination, and family are 

selected then the program will provide a list of all publications.on the 

effects of infertility and donor insemination on families. Nearly all of the 

publications on the database have been abstracted and these abstracts 

will be provided with each reference. As many keywords as desired_ can 

be used to carry out such a literature search, or alternatively you can. 

provide~ general description of the area on whichyou wish to have a 

literature search done. The cost for carryip,g out such a literature search 

is $25 (NZ). Requests for this service are to be sent to : 

Associate Professor K R Daniels 

Department of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 

New Zealand 

Telephone (03) 364 2447 

Fax (03) 364 2498 

e-mail k.daniels@sowk.canterbury.ac.nz 

Continuing Education in Medical Ethics 

The Bioethics Research Centre is running a second series 
of workshops on ethics in general practice. Organised 
with financial assistance from the Medical Education 
Trust, this series follows a first set of events offered in 

· April 1995 in conjunction with Otago University s 
Department of General Practice. Those workshops were 
held at three different locations whereas these workshops 
can be attended by practitioners from their own homes 
or practices. 

The three workshops will be .on "Privacy and 
Confidentiality in General Practice", "Ethical Issues 
Around Death arid Dying" and "Consent to Treatment". 
They will be led by staff from the Bioethics Research 
Centre. These workshops are responding to queries we 
have had for continuing education in bioethics from 
around the country. reports Alex Lautensach, Teaching 
Fellow at the Centre. 

Participants will be provided with preparation material 
prior to the sessions and then be_ Jinked up via the 
Telecom network for a_ orte-and-a-haHhour interactive. 
session. 
The workshops have been approved for CME 
accreditation by the Royal New Zealand College of 
General Practitioners. 
Contact Person : 

Alex Lautensach 
Teaching Fellow, 
Bioethics Research Centre 
University of Otago Medical School 
POBox913 
Dunedin 
phone: 
email: 

03 474-7977, fax 03 474-7601 
alex.lautensach@stonebow.otago.ac.nz 


