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Summaries

What do Extreme Cases Concerning Life and
Death Tell Us?: A Study of the Specifications and
Solutions of Bioethical Problems

Tetsuya Furuta

When we investigate the nature of what we call “ethics” and “morals”, we
often employ extreme cases concerning human life and death which are the cause of
bitter ethical/moral dilemmas.

For one, the Trolley Problem plays a very important role in studies that
seek to clarify the real contents of our ethical thinking by using the findings and
methodologies of neuroscience. J.D. Greene et al. perform fMRI experiments in
which the subject’s brain activity is scrutinized when thinking about the Trolley
Problem. Based on the data of those experiments, J. Prinz, for example, raise the
concept of emotionism concerned with our ethical judgment.

Also, in the context of meta-ethics, many discussions center around such
extreme cases as “Sacrificing one for the sake of many”. This is especially evident in
the controversy of utilitarianism (consequentialism) vs. deontology (intuitionalism).
G. Harman, for example, takes up a thought experiment whereby a doctor can save
five patients’ lives by killing one patient and making use of his organs. According
to Harman, the reason why most of us, in this case, will give up all six patients’
lives is that, in ethical thinking, most of us adopt the principle of assigning greater
weight to the duty not to harm others than to the duty to help others. Harman
explains how we adopt this principle as the result of a utilitarian bargain.

R. M. Hare levels criticism at these discussions which try to sort out the
elements and the principles underlying our ethical thinking through considerations

of the extreme cases. He argues that our intuitional dispositions in regards to ethical
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matters have formed out of the culture over many generations and are not generally
derived from such abnormal and unrealistic situations as these extreme cases depict.
Consequently, he stresses that such cases are an ineffective tool in investigating the
real contents of our normal intuitions into ethical matters.

However, if that is so, does that also place bioethical problems outside the
range of ethical thinking? Because these problems are new ones with which the
development of medical technology and scientific technology confront us, do not
these problems also bring about just the same bitter ethical dilemmas depicted in
the extreme cases?

Hare counters this objection with his two-level theory that divides our ethical
thinking into intuitive and critical levels. B. Williams, on the other hand, declares
that Hare’s two-level theory condemns us to far-fecched thinking processes and
excludes from our ethical thinking the element of “the separateness of persons” and
“the irreplaceableness of each persons”.

Through tracing and studying the above-mentioned discussions, the present
paper seeks to advance a certain perspective in regards to the characterization of
human beings’ ethical thought with particular reference to the issue of bioethical

problems.
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