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Moral philosophy is an activity that every reflective person begins engaging in at a very young age. As soon as a child asks why she should share her toys, or why she should refrain from responding in kind to a cruel playmate, or why she should refrain from being cruel to a kind playmate, she is asking a philosophical question. Even the crudest answers to these questions – “because you will get on better in the world if you do so” – are philosophical in kind.

Most teachers deal to some degree with moral philosophical issues within their subject matter. But within the school curriculum they arise in their most sophisticated forms in humanities subjects such as English and History. The evolution of subjects such as PSHE and Citizenship in the UK and the increased emphasis on civic education in the US pose moral philosophical issues very sharply. Some examples: In Citizenship: what kind of deliberation should voters engage in before voting? Should they vote their interests, or the common good? IN PSHE: is abortion a moral choice? Is extra- or pre-marital sex a moral choice, and if so, when is sex not a moral choice? In the US: all those questions plus Was the US right to invade Iraq? Even if it was wrong, would withdrawal now be right? Is it right to love your country when your country is doing wrong? 

Yet most teachers have received no education in moral philosophy either in secondary school or during college, let alone education in how to lead discussions within diverse classrooms on moral philosophical questions. Recent UK-based research into the teaching of social and ethical issues arising from developments in biomedical research found that teachers deal with such issues in very different ways.
 To summarize: Science teachers felt that it was their role to teach the facts and that they were insufficiently equipped to deal with the ethics involved. Humanities teachers on the other hand viewed the teaching of controversial issues as relatively unproblematic but often felt that the scientific facts in accessible form were not always readily available to them. From looking at this research, and from numerous discussions with teachers on both sides of the Atlantic, I suspect that few are well-equipped to teach about values. Too many teachers on both sides of the science/humanities divide seemed to think that there is a simple ‘fact/value’ distinction, and that the standards for thinking about each side of the distinction are completely different. Too many slide from a commitment to toleration to a presumption of relativism. And too few have been exposed to more rigorous ways of thinking about value-related matters than one would glean from attending to better newspapers. 

In the United States (though not in the United Kingdom) there is a large pool of expertise in teaching philosophically about moral issues to young people who have no previous exposure to philosophy. Most universities in the US have “contemporary moral issues” courses, usually housed in Philosophy departments, and which fulfill requirements within a wide range of majors. I have taught such a course for many years, and although my students are university students, very few have studied, or will study, any other philosophy; they are usually in nursing, business studies, pre-law, pre-medicine, or other professional trajectories. I have also run sessions at a local high school, with students who were not bound for elite universities. So what follows is largely an account of my approach, with the hope that it, or at least some of it, can be useful to others.

The chapter has the following structure. First I argue that moral relativism is false, and that teachers should enter moral philosophical discussions by explicitly disavowing (and arguing against) relativism. I then explain how philosophical methods can be used in teaching about moral issues. A basic understanding of philosophical methods will help teachers to organize their own thinking, and the discussions of their students to facilitate serious reflection. Finally I give two specific examples of how philosophical methods can be used in organizing discussion of abortion and “designer babies”.

1. Moral Relativism

Moral relativism is the thesis that there are no moral truths. Why is it so important to demonstrate that moral relativism is false? If moral relativism is true, then there is no foundation for reason-giving debate about moral matters. We can, as it were, make it all up. To take a simple matter, when we engage in a debate about whether the earth is flat, there is a fact of the matter about which we are disagreeing, and evidence bearing on that fact constitutes one source of reason-giving. When we engage in a debate about the causes of WWI we marshal evidence, organizing the facts, about the prior trajectories and strategies of the major actors, and entertain counterfactuals for the sake of illuminating the evidence. We can do this in a reasonable way because we agree that there is a truth of the matter independent of our own beliefs, and which has authority over our beliefs if only we can find it. But if there is no truth – as moral relativist believes that there is not in the moral case – then there is nothing with authority over our beliefs, and all we have is a clash of attitudes, entirely unchecked by the world, and largely unchecked by reason.

One helpful way of making the contrast is by appeal to models of thinking. The teacher can present two models, the taste model and the scientific model and test the students’ intuitions about them. 

1. The Taste Model

Julian likes coffee but hates tea

Sandy likes tea but hates coffee

In the taste model there is no room for reason-giving debate. Julian and Sandy understand that what each other has is a taste. They might feel sorry for each other, believing that the other is missing out on some great experience that everyone should have, but neither believes his own taste to have authority over the other, and neither believes that there is any external evidence to appeal to in trying to argue for the superiority of his own taste. Indeed, neither believes his own taste to be superior, or that there is any true disagreement here.

2. The Science Model

Ermintrude believes that all swans are white.

Florence believes that there are black swans.

In the science model, there is a genuine disagreement. They disagree about a matter of fact, for which it makes sense to seek further evidence, and both understands what evidence might dissuade her from her current believe. They understand that it is not possible that both of them are right, because they both understand that the facts about the world have authority over their beliefs. If they want to resolve the dispute then Ermintrude gives her reasons for thinking all swans are right, Florence hers for thinking there are black swans, and they investigate further.

If the taste model were appropriate to moral issues, there would be no standards of reasoning to apply. It would make no more sense to run a course in a university called “Contemporary Moral Issues” in which students are educated to reason carefully about abortion, racism, euthanasia, and justice in taxation than it would to run a course called “Contemporary Gustatory Issues” in which students are educated to reason carefully about the relative tastiness of smoked salmon, stilton cheese, tea and coffee.

But if it is more like the science model, there are standards to apply. A central purpose of teaching about controversial issues is to teach these standards – to induct students into the practices of reasoning and thinking about these issues.

How does one persuade students that they already, despite the claims some of them make to the contrary, believe that moral relativism is false? The best way is to ask them whether they believe that certain propositions are true or false, or just matters of taste. For example:

A. It is wrong to torture babies simply for enjoyment.

B. Slavery was morally right and there was no reason to abolish it.

C. The Holocaust was a great moral good.

These statements express propositions which are not like the statement “that coffee tastes really good”, in that they have a truth value which in no way depends on the standpoint, traits, perception, or personality of the person making them. A) is true, and B) and C) are false. They have those properties because there is a corresponding reality against which we can evaluate them.

Even the most determinedly relativistic students tend not to dispute this. But when they do, it makes sense to ask them how they would respond to people who disagreed with them about these statements. Would they walk away saying “oh well, he’s got strange tastes” or would they argue, and try to give reasons for why? Most of them think these issues, at least, are ones over which disagreement needs to be confronted by reason-giving. Fortunately, most people, even if they say they are relativists about morality, find, on reflection, that they are not.

There is a large difference between statements A-C and the moral issues that usually arise in discussion among teenagers and in the school curriculum. The statements work as ways of pointing out that there are moral facts precisely because there is no longer any dispute about them. But it can be helpful to point out that slavery, at least, was once thought to be morally acceptable by many people, and that they defended their view with reasons – reasons which were wrongheaded, but were invoked nevertheless. Just because an issue is controversial that does not mean there is no fact of the matter at stake, it just means that whatever the moral facts are they are not clear to everyone in those circumstances.

2. Moral reasoning for everyone.

The key question, though, is how do we get at the moral facts that the anti-relativist argument claims must be there to be got at? 500 years of hard work have built up a tradition of scientific reasoning which amounts to a method to get us closer to the truth in scientific matters. Those who want to get toward the truth in science get trained in those methods and participate in a community of scholars who use the methods, monitoring themselves and each others, sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly. But even those who agree that there are moral truths do not all agree on a method for arriving at them. Some consult holy books or gurus, others reflect on their own experiences, still others seem to intuit the truth without much reflection at all. So how, in a classroom consisting of children reared with very different approaches, is the teacher to prompt genuinely philosophical collaborative discussion and reflection?

In fact contemporary philosophy has developed a set of techniques for addressing moral matters in a responsible way, and although naming it for one’s students probably doesn’t make much sense, understanding what it is probably does help one to teach them more effectively. We call it the method of reflective equilibrium. The method of reflective equilibrium invites us to explore our moral beliefs in the following way. We list our considered judgments about particular cases, and look at whether they fit together consistently. Where we find inconsistencies we reject those judgments in which we have least reason to be confident (for example, those in which we have reason to suspect there is an element of self-interest pressing us to the conclusion we have reached).  We also list the principles we judge suitable to cover cases, and look through those principles for inconsistency, again rejecting those we have least reason to be confident in our judgments about. Then we look at the particular judgments and the principles in the light of one another: are there inconsistencies?; do some of the principles look less plausible in the light of the weight of considered judgments, or vice versa? 

Of course, all that this method gives us is, at best, a consistent set of judgments. But if we engage in the process collectively, in conversation with others who are bound by similar canons of rationality, we can have increasing confidence in the truth of the outcomes. Other people can bring out considerations we had not noticed; they can alert us to weaknesses in our own judgments; they can force us to think harder and better. If we converge on conclusions about particular cases with people with whom we otherwise disagree a great deal, we should have more confidence in our judgment. We cannot ever be certain that we have arrived at the ultimate truth. But this method at least gives us a way of making some progress.

What do I mean by ‘judgments about particular cases’ and ‘principles’? An autobiographical comment which, I’m afraid, does not reflect particularly well on me, will help. In the late 1970’s I held a pre-theoretical view concerning freedom of expression that, I think, was quite common among British teenagers with my political outlook. I believed that there was no reason to grant free speech to racists, or anyone with anti-social views, and that it was entirely fine for the government to censor offensive films. So, the principle I held was something like this: ‘Governments should have the power to censor expression when it meets some objective criteria for being anti-social’. One morning I turned on the radio and heard Jimmy Young (a BBC Radio 2 disc jockey) announce that he was soon going to be talking to a Church of England vicar who was trying to have a new film, ‘Rimbaud’, banned from his local cinema. My reaction was outrage -- ‘how dare this busy-bodying minister try to shut down a film about the great homosexual French poet Rimbaud?’ (The judgment was about an individual case: it is wrong to censor this film’). When the discussion began, however, it turned out that the vicar objected not to its portrayal of homosexuality, but to its excessive violence – the film starred Sylvester Stallone (who would have been an eccentric choice for Rimbaud), and in fact the film was called Rambo, not the homophonic Rimbaud. The film was (I believe, though I should confess that I never saw it) entirely devoid of reference to homosexuality or poetry, and I knew that had I heard the vicar without having been confused about his topic, I would have agreed with every word he said (the judgment about the individual case I would have had: ‘It is fine to censor this film’). There was not, in fact, a conflict between my principle and my judgment about the individual cases, but being forced by the situation to think through the principle and both judgments together, I realized that I had no good grounds for my adherence to the principle, and have ever since had a much more liberal (and, dare I say, rational) attitude toward freedom of expression.

As a teacher, one way of making it hard for students to engage in this method is by giving them the impression that you know the truth about the matter at stake with complete confidence. Of course, it would be odd if you were leading a discussion about the morality of abortion in a classroom without having thought about the topic a good deal more than your students, and without having arrived at some tentative conclusions, and it is sensible not to pretend to be an ingénue. But three things help to draw out discussion. 

First, it is important to make the distinction to the students between making arguments and asserting conclusions. I say that for all of the moral issues we discuss I think there are interesting arguments on more than one side. So although I sometimes have a strong view about an issue, I am always think there are strong (though obviously not conclusive), or at least interesting, arguments against my view.  

Second, it is important to make it clear that you have no interest at all in what conclusions they draw about the issues; only in the quality of the arguments they make for the conclusions. They will not be judged for their conclusions, but for the quality of their thinking; the care they take in trying to avoid mistakes in reasoning, and in offering reasoned responses to the questions at stake. Of course, some students will find it confusing at first to be told that these are matters about which there are truths, but in addressing which the quality of their reasoning, rather than the conclusions about the truth that they draw, is what is at stake. But any other message increases the ever-present risk that the teacher will be seen as (or will actually be) a de facto moral authority, rather than an imperfect authority in the practice of moral reasoning.

The third preliminary is to point out at the outset what counts as giving reasons, and to help students see what kinds of reasons are likely to be in play. But what is it to give reasons?  I tell my students that reasons are explanations of why someone should do something. Some reasons appeal to the interests of the agent: e.g., “You should go to Restaurant X because you like the kind of food they serve, and they do it really well”. Others appeal to moral claims: “You shouldn’t do that because, even though it will help your career, it is dishonest”. But reasons depend on reasons – the reason you shouldn’t be dishonest is because it is wrong (or at least wrong in many situations). Ultimately, to demonstrate the most fundamental moral claims, we need to do some deep moral philosophy. But in discussing a particular issue it is helpful to think about how widely a reason is held. The fact that everyone agrees on a reason is not a guarantor of its truth, but it is a good practice to appeal to widely held reasons, especially when you are trying to prove controversial claims. If your audience disagrees with you about a claim, but you can show them that it is implied by some value they hold very strongly, you’ve made an interesting argument. 

So “The Bible says so” is not a reason, unless you can give reasons for seeing the bible as authoritative: it is not going to persuade non-believers. But if you are trying to persuade a Christian of some claim, it probably helps.  “It leads to human suffering” is a reason only if you think human suffering is bad (which, fortunately, most of us do). The key is to offer reasons for your conclusion that are as widely acceptable as possible, without making it impossible for you to say anything interesting. But even if you think human suffering is bad, that X leads to human suffering is only a reason not to do it, not a conclusive reason not to do it — maybe the alternatives lead to more human suffering, or lead to other worse things.

I think of reasons as lying on a spectrum, which roughly tracks their persuasiveness

Idiosyncratic Reasons..................................................Completely Impartial Reasons.

(E.g. it makes me laugh)



(Eg it causes widespread suffering)

Of course, not everyone accepts completely impartial reasons. But the more widely the reason an argument appeals to is accepted, the more impartial the argument will seem. 

Five kinds of moral reason will frequently occur in carefully orchestrated moral debates, and it is worth alerting students to them at the outset, so that they can be reflective about the 

Consequences:

Students will often appeal to the consequences of a policy or action. So, for example, one reason a student might oppose the war in Afghanistan is that it will have bad consequences for the Afghans, or, possibly, for the Middle East as a whole. Two possible consequences: the destruction of the Taliban would be seen as bad by a supporter of the Taliban. The rise of militant Islam in the Muslim world would be seen as bad by secularists. Both were possible consequences of the war. You have to identify that a consequence is being appealed to, help the student to see the moral aspect of their evaluation (they think the Taliban are bad/good); but also to talk about how difficult it sometimes is to identify consequences in advance of some actions. Furthermore consequences themselves are objects of moral evaluation; most actions produce some good and some bad consequences, but one has to look at which are good and which bad, and how good and bad they are, in order fully to evaluate them.

Motives:

Sometimes they will appeal to the motives of the actors performing the actions. If motives are tainted they will often condemn actions with good consequences, if pure they will often excuse actions with bad consequences. So someone might argue that Bush and Blair are motivated in pursuit of the war in Afghanistan not by the good of the Afghans, but by domestic considerations – shoring up support for their own governments. Sometimes motives are decisive: for example, in homicides we ask whether the killer intended the death – if so it’s murder, if not it isn’t. But sometimes – especially in the case of government policy, large scale action – it is hard to believe that it can be so decisive. Partly because motives are mixed (different policy-makers and different voters have radically different motives for supporting a single action), but also partly because of the scale of action, and the fact that so many people involved are distant from those who act. If it were really the case that an action  saved millions of lives, we would not want to reject it even if we knew that the policy-maker who advocated it was motivated purely by career considerations, or greed.

Action-Types: 

Sometimes a student will say: “well that’s murder, and murder is always wrong” or “that’s lying, and lying is always wrong”. There are two questions to ask here. Is the action really as they have described it (whether abortion is murder is what is at issue in the abortion debate – calling it murder doesn’t get us very far). The other is whether the action-type is always wrong. Murder probably is; similarly rape. But lying? killing? war? Think of examples of these actions which are either obviously right, or where it is at least not clear.

Character: 

Sometimes students will condemn something because of the character of the person performing the action. Consider the fuss over Jo Moore’s September 11th email. She has said, variously, that it was an “error of judgement”, “a terrible act” and “something I will have to live with for the rest of my life”. But it harmed no one (i.e., it had no bad consequences). Sending an email is not a forbidden action-type.  Her motives were to help the government, or keep her job, or some other not entirely dishonourable motive. And her judgment was, contrary to her claim, not in error – her job was to know how to present news, and she was right that it was a good day to bury bad news. What was ‘wrong’ was her character. The action revealed, for the world, a poisonous personality, a character sufficiently indifferent to human tragedy that she was able to use clear and sharp judgment about her own job, which had nothing to do with relieving suffering. (Note, that insensitivity to human suffering can be part of a great virtue: NYC fire-fighters had similarly sharp and clear judgment, but we admire that, because they have trained their characters to respond insensitively to human suffering in order more effectively to relieve it).

Desert: 

Desert considerations are close to character considerations. For example, it is reasonable to think that Osama Bin Laden deserves severe punishment. Not only for his actions, but also for being the person he is. This is why character considerations sometimes figure into sentencing decisions – because someone who is normally upstanding and does wrong in a moment of great stress seems to deserve less severe treatment than someone who has no reservation about wrong-doing and no regrets. Passionate defenders of some position will usually try to bring desert and consequence considerations together. For example, defenders of capital punishment usually say that murderers deserve death AND that the death penalty deters murderers. But the considerations often do come apart: and I think capital punishment is exactly such a case – some murderers DO deserve death, but there’s no evidence that death penalty deters, and that the systems needed in order to protect those who do not deserve death from capital punishment are so expensive that its not worth society’s while to execute those who deserve it. So one view about the issue is that the death penalty is a case where the best policy all things considered is one that does not give people what they deserve. 

Two examples: abortion and designer babies.

I want to finish by offering two brief discussions of contemporary moral controversies which illustrate the some arguments that are worth presenting to, and can be engaged with by, students. 

Abortion.

I’m going to focus on just two arguments about abortion, both because they are interesting and because I know from experience that they can be used with 15-17 yr old students.  Much of the debate about abortion focuses on whether the fetus is a human being. But, of course, it is a human being on any reasonable understanding. We need to avoid getting hung up on semantics. The issue is fundamentally moral – is the fetus the kind of being that it is wrong, and that we do not have a right, to kill. I’m going to describe two arguments, one of which says that it is wrong, and the other of which says that the woman in whom a fetus resides has a right to remove it.

Here’s the argument that abortion is wrong:

First we need to ask what makes killing an innocent adult human being wrong. The answer is that killing him deprives him of a valuable future, one in which he will have valuable self-conscious experiences. Unlike the view, often invoked by opponents of abortion, that all human life is sacred, this argument allows that some killings, such as voluntary euthanasia, are not wrong (because the person who chooses euthanasia is not being involuntarily deprived of anything), and nor does it invoke a religious commitment which non-religious people do not share. It also allows us to think that killing some animals – dolphins, whales, the higher primates – who may have self-consciousness, is wrong. But if that is what is wrong with killing, then abortion seems to be wrong, because abortion deprives someone – the fetus – of a valuable self-conscious future.
 

What’s nice about this argument is that it doesn’t need to claim that the fetus is a human being, or fuss about when life starts – it only depends on the obviously true claim that it is capable of having a valuable human future, and will have that if it is not aborted.  It does not even have to claim that abortion is an act of killing, because whether or not it is an act of killing, it is an act of depriving a being of a valuable self-conscious future. And if this is what makes killing wrong, it makes other actions which involve it – like abortion – wrong as well.

How can we respond to this argument? One possibility is to say that depriving someone a valuable self-conscious future is not what is wrong about killing them. But this response is only going to be compelling if we can say something convincing about what is wrong with killing. 

A second response is to deny that fetuses (at least in the early stages) really are the kinds of beings that have valuable self-conscious futures ahead of them. They are not self-conscious in the early stages, and have not, for example, developed brains, which seem to be at the core of our personal identities. This response has to say something about when the fetus becomes a being that has a valuable self-conscious future. Any account will have to appeal to the science and to philosophical argument, and is bound to be contentious, but so is the view that they are, even in early stages, such beings. But one thing to say is that any reasonable account is likely to give the date as some time quite a bit earlier than 22 weeks, which is a common age after which abortion becomes illegal.

The argument that women have a right to abortion I’m going to present was made in 1971 by the American philosopher, Judith Thomson. Thomson explains that most opposition to abortion has relied on the idea that fetuses have a ‘right to life’.  And if they have a right to life, it must be wrong to abort them, since this deprives them of life. She defers to the assumption that fetuses do have a right to life, and argues that it is permissible to abort them anyway.


She constructs an analogy as follows (which I’ve adapted slightly to make it less complex):

Imagine that there is a world famous violinist, who is suffering from a rare and fatal blood disease. You are the only person who can save him, because your blood is the only match for his. The only way you can save him is by having your kidney attached to his by a tube for 9 months. Suppose you wake up one morning, having had sex with someone the previous night, and find that you are hooked up to the violinist, and this was somehow caused by you having sex. The tube is very long, flexible, and unintrusive, so for the first few months you can go about your normal life, with only moderate inconvenience, but as the months pass it will shorten and become less flexible, making the inconvenience ever greater until the last few weeks when you will just be longing for it to be removed. The violinist will be unconscious throughout the period, so he will not intrude on your privacy. It will merely be increasingly inconvenient and increasingly painful. Detaching the tube now will be relatively painless for you, but it will get more painful as time goes on, and after nine months it will be very painful, but will only involve a tiny risk of serious illness or death (in fact, exactly the same risk as childbirth under modern medical conditions).

Do you have a right to detach yourself from the violinist? Thomson thinks it is obvious that you do. She says it would be very nice of you not to detach yourself, and we should give you credit for that. But you are not obliged to remain hooked up – you have a right to detach. But, she says, the situation is exactly analogous with that of abortion: the act of sexual intercourse causes another being to be dependent on your body for its life for 9 months. If you have the right to detach yourself from the violinist, then you have the right to detach yourself from the fetus – to prevent, in both cases, the other being from using your body to ensure his survival.

How can we respond to the argument?

First, you can attack the claim that the cases are analogous. The violinist is, after all, an adult, and not vulnerable in the way a fetus is. He could have bought insurance against such a disastrous disease, and has had some of his life already. But why should this make a difference? He is going to DIE unless you offer up your body for his use, just as the fetus will. 

Second you can say that there is a special bond between mother (and father) and child, a genetic bond, say, or a bond of love. Obviously, if a woman wants an abortion, she doesn’t love her fetus, and although people do undoubtedly become deeply attached to fetuses it is very odd to love them – you don’t know them. And why should the fact that a being carries your genetic material be decisive? We can understand that people do, in fact, often care about their genetic relations more than other people, but it is hard to see why such an urgent matter as saving  someone’s life be obligatory when that person is related to you, but not when they are not.

Finally, both of these responses concede something very important: that whatever it is that makes abortion wrong it is not the right to life of the fetus. The violinist has a right to life, but he does not have the right to use your body to sustain his life. In general the right to life does not involve the right to whatever is needed to sustain life.  Both these responses to the analogy say that it is something else – being vulnerable, or being genetically related – and not the right to life – that justifies the right not to be aborted.

Another response to this argument concedes that the cases are analogous, but says, against Thomson, that you do NOT have a right to detach yourself from the violinist. In my experience people are very rarely willing to say this, but this may be culturally specific, because I have always taught about this in the US. How would we support an obligation to remain attached to the violinist? The most obvious way is to say that we have very extensive obligations to help other people in need. So if we can save someone’s life, especially if it only involves us in the kinds of risks and inconveniences involved in an ordinary pregnancy, we are obliged to do that.  Thomson never discusses this possibility, and I have a suspicion that this is because in the US, which shapes her thinking, opponents of  abortion tend to be conservatives, and (American) conservatives tend to believe that we do not have extensive obligations to help other people. According to them it is ok to let others suffer, and die, as long as we do not directly cause their misfortune.  So admitting such vast obligations as seem needed to support the idea that we are obliged to remain attached to the violinist is not acceptable to them. So although someone could make this response, Thomson knows that almost no-one will. (Some Roman Catholics, of course, do make this response, and that is entirely consistent). My experience, however, is that once students who oppose abortion see this route they are often willing to embrace it; preferring to accept that there are much more extensive moral demands to help other people than they had previously thought than to accept that there is a right to abortion.

Designer Babies

Technology now exists that allows parents to choose – or at least dramatically increase the probability of their children having – certain genetic traits. There are three central mechanisms:

1. Selective abortion (which enables parents to abort fetuses found to have certain disabilities, such as Downs Syndrome and Cystic Fybrosis; or, in the most common case, to abort female fetuses when a boy is wanted).

2. Selection of the other biological parent. This is routine, of course, when people choose their partners, which are typically of the same race, social class, and national identity as they are. But in the US, for example, it is legal to pay for the services of sperm donors and egg donors, and it is therefore possible to select the traits of those donors without having actually to marry, or in any way attract, them. A famous advertisement in the daily newspaper of an Ivy League university sought an egg donor who was at least 5ft 10 in, had a family history free of congenital disease, and a high IQ; the promised fee was $50,000. In 2000, Sharon Duchesneau and Candy Mcullough, a lesbian couple, sought a sperm donor with 5 generations of deafness in his family to increase the probability that their child would, like them, be deaf.

3. Gene-therapy. This is the fastest-growing form of designing babies – gene therapy can be used to avoid certain traits, and to select others, such as eye colour. In our lifetimes it is likely that scientists will have sufficient understanding of the human genome to support the development of technology that will allow parents to prevent some disabilities and to choose many desirable traits (eye colour, IQ, height, etc) without rejecting a given fetus.

This is a moral issue, unlike abortion, concerning which there is not yet a large and sophisticated philosophical literature to draw on, so rather than focus in depth on particular arguments, it is more fruitful to try and elicit considerations pointing one way or another. In that spirit here are some arguments for and against allowing parents freedom, with some discussion.

A) Arguments for allowing people to design their babies:

1. Parents should be allowed to do their best for their children. We allow them to buy them private schooling, which helps them to earn more money and have more rewarding jobs. We allow them to buy cosmetic orthodontistry, to make them more confident and more attractive to potential mates.  We even allow adults to buy all sorts of cosmetic surgery to make them more attractive. Selecting traits is not fundamentally different: it is just allowing parents to do their best for their children. If we have the technology people should be allowed to use it. (Note that there is economic research showing that men who are taller, and people who are more conventionally attractive, earn more money than others over the course of their lives, controlling for social class background, schooling, and IQ)

2. Parents should be allowed to choose traits of their children, so that the children will be more like, or perhaps less like, them. We allow them to choose what sort of schooling their children get; what sort of church if any they will go to; what sort of communities they will grow up in (for example, they can raise them in a Kibbutz, or a hippy commune, or a strict religious order). If they are allowed to do it by choosing their environments, why shouldn’t they be allowed to do it by choosing the child’s traits? 

3. Regardless of what we actually allow right now, human freedom is a great good, and respecting it requires that we allow parents to use available technology without the government intruding by asking about their motives and effects, as long as in doing so they do not cause serious harms to their children or others.

 B). Arguments against allowing it:

1. Man should not interfere with nature. 

This is the most common response, but it is not really an argument. First of all, man is part of nature, and whatever he does is ‘natural’. So saying that man should not interfere with nature does not rule anything out.  Of course, people usually mean something else by ‘nature’ in this context, but it is not clear what. If it means whatever is outside man, the principle would disallow all of modern technological society, and would especially disallow medical interventions to cure disease and lessen suffering. “Not natural” is often a not very good way of articulating a sense of deep unease for which one cannot actually provide and argument

2. Human diversity is very important. If parents were allowed to select traits, diversity would diminish, because there would be a `race to the top’ as it were, in which everyone had a few, highly valued, traits. This argument is stronger against selection of some traits than others. For example, sex selective abortion is used widely in Asia to select against girl children, who are less economically valuable to their parents than boy children. It is easy to see the potential for social disaster if the ratio of women to men fell dramatically.

But what about other traits? Why would it matter if, for example, there were less diversity of eye color, or of height, or even of IQ. And even for those traits that we do want diversely dispersed, this doesn’t rule out the use of trait-selection. The government could auction rights to select traits for example, and limit the supply of rights so that the distribution of traits remains diverse. This would allow the rich to get what they wanted for their children, so might be thought to be unfair. But it could use the income from the auction to provide a basic income for all those children who do not get the most highly valued traits.  Or the government could organize a lottery to distribute rights to select traits, in which every parent has an equal stake.

3. We don’t know what the consequences would be for natural selection, and for society, of allowing widespread trait-selection. So we should not do it. This argument needs spelling out a bit more. Ask students what sort of bad consequences they might expect? The science is certainly young and the technology is bound to be a bit uncertain, and it is reasonable to apply a certain principle of conservatism to these sorts of matters. But as the science and technology improves, won’t the strength of this objection fade?

4. American philosopher Michael Sandel has recently advanced an argument against allowing people to design their offspring grounded in the motives involved.
 He argues, broadly speaking, that what is wrong with designing children is the hubris of the activity, the attempt to master what is and ought to be a mysterious process. To the response that parents exhibit similar hubris by, for example, intensively subjecting their children to high pressure schooling, and trying to control their friendship networks etc, Sandel says, certainly, they do these things, and in doing so they exhibit the same vice; intensive parenting is bad for the same reason that designing children is.

C. An argument for allowing some design interventions but not others:

The claim here is that society should allow parents to eliminate disabilities by whatever route is possible, but not to select advantageous traits and abilities, and not to force disabilities on them. Why? Because people have a right to live a normal life, if it is possible, and this means they have a right to be rid of disabilities (if technology allows) and not to have disabilities forced on them. But they do not have a right to have advantages over others, like being taller and more attractive. The natural objection is that some people are, in fact, taller and more attractive than others, because they are lucky enough to have tall, or attractive, parents (or short or unattractive parents who accidentally passed on a combination of traits that underwrite height or attractiveness). Why should these advantages be restricted to people lucky enough to have the necessary genetic heritage?  

What about Sharon Duchesneau and Candy McCullough? Most students, hearing of their choice, will think that they were doing something profoundly wrong, and will agree with Baroness Nicholson’s comment that ‘If they succeed, that child should have the right to sue its parent for imposing on it a disability’. (Nicholson is deaf herself; and they did succeed, and have a son). But in fact deafness is rather a special disability. Many deaf adults believe that they participate in a community with other deaf adults, and say, apparently sincerely, that they do not regard their deafness as a disability, or defect, at all. There is no other (apparent) disability which is so widely embraced by those who suffer it. The deaf have, furthermore, one of the standard markers of culture, a distinctive language. There is a real case against the claim that deafness is a disability at all. Furthermore, it is very hard to see what complaint the deaf child has in this case. If his mothers had not selected that donor he (the deaf child) would never have been born. He would never have existed. Surely it is better for her that she is alive than that she had never been alive. We could only deny this if we thought that the life of someone who was profoundly deaf was not worth living, which is obviously false.

Conclusion

In neither of my examples have I tried to bring out the full range of moral considerations in play; that would take a book for each example, rather than a few pages. In each case I’ve tried to offer a model for discussion; a way of starting a class off by presenting them with an argument, and inviting them to reason about it, providing some dialectic along the lines that I have encountered when doing this myself, all in the context that I have laid out in the preceding sections.
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