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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Problem statement

The moral problem that I wish to address in this dissertation is to investigate,
assess and evaluate the moral status or value of prenatal' life as described by certain
prominent utilitarian moral philosophers.

The notion that human life is sacrosanct and therefore untouchable has
historically informed a “traditional” view of bioethics.

Since about the middle of the 20" century this notion has come under increasing
attack, primarily due to three developments. Firstly, medical advances culminating in
the ability to sustain human biological existence almost indefinitely, with attendant
social, legal and financial implications, have forced a radical revision of ideas about the
meaning and value of life. Secondly, simultaneous societal demands have profoundly
affected the traditional attitude to prenatal life. Particularly in certain prominent parts
of the world, an ever-increasing number of women have started to demand the “right to
choose” in matters reproductive — including a right to choose to abort. In this “action”,
they have found powerful and persuasive partners in the ranks of philosophers, ethicists
and policy makers. In most Western societies this right has been legally conceded and
ensconced, albeit with limitations and qualifications.

The moral legitimation of these developments has mostly been characterised by
a fundamentally utilitarian approach, a comprehensive analysis of which is the subject
matter of Chapter 2.

Thirdly, there has also been a spontaneous revisiting of two basic questions
from an abstract, philosophical viewpoint: why, and when is (human) life valuable? In
the words of John Harris: “what makes human life valuable and, in particular, what
makes it more valuable than other forms of life?”” (Harris 1985:7), or “when (does) life

begin(s) to matter morally”? (/bid. 8)

" It will soon become apparent that much of what the utilitarian has to say about prenatal beings applies
also to postnatal “pre-persons”, i.e.. those beings who have not yet developed the acquired characteristics
that denote personhood. One could often substitute the term “pre-person” for prenatal. and. at times, I
shall do so in the text. However, my primary focus is on the moral significance of prenatal beings.
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