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modified by subsequent philosophies and Christian
theologies. The classical concept remains firmly
entrenched in the thoughts and language of many.
It is supported by wvarious Christian teachings
insisting that, although the body dies, the soul
lives on for eternity. It also underlies the modern
philosophical concerns about what is called the

mind-body problem.
The classical body-soul conceptual

framework has merit, but, unfortunately, there are
no criteria to verify when something human gains
or loses the immaterial soul or mind. Although
those accepting the conceptual framework will
agree that you or I are undoubtedly composites of
a material body and an immaterial soul and that
the soul has departed from the body taken to the
morgue, there is no such agreement about the early
stages of human development, nor about later
stages of deterioration where some signs of life are

still present.

We can all perceive an embryo under a
microscope, and we can verify that it has forty-six
human chromosomes, but does it have an
immaterial soul? Some proponents of the
body-soul concept believe it does; others believe it
does not. Again, we can all see the permanently
unconscious patient in the hospital, but does that
body have an immaterial rational soul? Some will
say yes, but others, knowing all feeling has been
irreversibly lost, will see no reason for saying her

body retains its immaterial rational soul.

The concept of the material

body-immaterial soul composite fails us when we
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need to begin again the effort to develop a
concept of ourselves and to define, at least to
some extent, what each of us is. Once the concept
is developed, we can ask about the criteria to
verify when something is one of us and when it

ceases to be one of us.

A New ConceErTUAL FRAMEWORK

If the classical and modern conceptions of human
nature and personal identity are not working well,
we can try to forge a new one. In so doing we
will not begin with popular but troublesome
notions such as “soul,” “mind,” “person,” or “self”
but the more simple expression already men-
tioned—one of us. We want to know what makes
an entity one of us and not something else so we
can determine when one of us begins and when
one of us ends, that is, dies. These determinations
are important for numerous issues in health care
ethics; among them, embryo and fetal research,
cloning, abortion, withdrawal of life support, the

harvesting of organs, and so on.

We want to avoid two current extremes in
developing a working concept of one of us. At
one extreme are the dualistic philosophies
conceiving of each one of us as partly material
and partly immaterial and claiming that the
immaterial element is what makes us specifically
human. The second extreme goes in the opposite
direction and reduces each one of us to nothing
more than a body that can be explained in terms

of biology, the chemistry underlying that biology,
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and the physics underlying that chemistry.
Contemporary approaches such as behaviorism,
cognitive science, evolutionary psychology, and

sociobiology assume this general position.

Neither of these positions does justice to
what most people experience in life. Most of us
do not experience human bodies—our own and
everyone else’s—as biological containers housing
minds. And most of us experience ourselves—and
others—as more than bodies that can be explained

in terms of science.

A new conceptual sketch might help,
especially if it is open to some confirmation
(unlike the notions of “soul” and “mind”) and
more in tune with our experience (unlike the
various forms of scientific reductionism). We
could begin by considering one of us as an
individual human organism existing in the world
with us. Analyzing the components of the phrase
“individual human organism existing in the world
with us” can provide us with a working concept

describing one of us.

Human Organism

Each one of us is primarily a human organism. A
human organism is first of all a multicellular
organism with a full complement of human DNA
in the nucleus of its cells. Contrary to the dualistic
philosophies making something called a human
soul or mind the primary marker of humanity,

this concept makes the human organism primary.
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need it most; that is, at the edges of life when we
ask when one of us begins and when one of us
dies. And it fails us because there are no criteria
to show that a rational soul is present in any
human body, especially a human body not

manifesting any signs of sensation or thought.

At the root of the difficulty is the nature of
the soul. It is thought to be immaterial, and the
immaterial by definition cannot be perceived.
There is simply no way we can empirically
confirm the presence of an immaterial soul in a
human body, which, of course, is why some
people simply deny the existence of souls and
advocate a materialism whereby we are nothing
but our bodies. For those accepting the concept
that each of us is a composite of body and soul,
there is no way to scttle the arguments about
whether the soul arrives at fertilization or at
implantation or at the development of the
primitive streak or at the beginning of brain life
or at some other point. And there is no way to
settle the arguments about whether or not a
permanently unconscious human body still retains

its immaterial soul.

And the modern concepts of mind, person,
and self do not fare any better than the classical
concept of soul. There is no way of knowing
whether a fetus or neonate has become a person
or a self, or whether a PVS patient is still a

person with rights or a self that is one of us.

The problems generated by the classical and
modern concepts suggest that we need a new

concept describing and defining what we are. We
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could be no other kind of life. It is also a human
being, understanding “being” in a strict sense as,
roughly, any distinguishable separate entity. As we
will see, however, being a living human organism
does not necessarily mean that the organism is
“one of us.” A human organism that has lost all
brain function, including that of the brain stem, is
no longer “one of us.” Such an organism, thanks
to life support, is still living, but we consider it
legally dead, a sure sign that we no longer think

of it as “one of us.”

Individual

Each one of us is an individual human organism.
Normally we have no trouble identifying individ-
uality because we see a human organism that we
can identify as an individual. But is a human
embryo truly an individual? The embryo is
obviously a living human organism with human
DNA, but is it an individual/ human organism?
Not for its first few weeks of life, as we will see.
This is so because early embryos sometimes
spontaneously split and become two babies.
Researchers can also divide them and produce two
or more embryos, and some suggest that you could
produce another human being from any one of
the as-yet undifferentiated cells of early embryos.
And sometimes two embryos can fuse, producing
one baby. Hence, the early embryo, although
certainly a human organism and hence human life,
is not yet definitively an individual human
organism and hence not yet “one of us.” On the

other hand, a single human body could support
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We add the phrase “full complement of
human DNA in the nucleus” because experiments
in the late 1990s showed that human embryonic
stem cells began developing after being inserted
into bovine cells with the nuclei removed. If these
bovine cells with human DNA in the nuclei ever
developed into fetuses, all of their nuclear DNA
(which is where most DNA is located) would be
human, although some mitochondrial DNA outside
the nucleus of the bovine cell might persist and
thus give the cells of the embryo or fetus a small
amount of nonhuman (bovine) DNA. The
resulting organism would still be human and thus
could become one of us. However, we do not yet
understand how this procedure might affect the
development of the embryo, so these experiments

do raise a new set of serious ethical issues.

What would be a problem for our notion of
human organism is any development of a true
hybrid—an embryo with germ cells from two
different species, for example, an embryo produced
by in vitro fertilization with baboon sperm and a
human ovum or human sperm and a baboon
ovum. Our notion of human organism does not
embrace hybrids of this kind, and we would need
to develop new concepts for this very worrisome

possibility if it ever occurred.

The notion of human organism covers
fetuses and embryos as well as bodies after birth.
A human embryo is a human organism—an
organized collection of cells with a full
complement of human DNA. Hence, a human

embryo is human life. Given its human DNA, it
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becomes ome of wus in our world and the final
sunset of this awareness, something that has
occurred in human bodies that were once sentient
but are now back in an irreversible presentient or
vegetative state, provide a clear point when the
human organism, despite its cardiopulmonary

organic life, is no longer one of us.

The suggestion that human organisms are
one of us only if they have the neurological capa-
bility for awareness is, of course, controversial. But
any attempt to develop a conceptual framework to
define one of us will be controversial, so all we
can do is offer some reasons why this concept
might be more appropriate for what we know

about ourselves today than other alternatives.

One advantage of a concept such as
individual human organism existing in the world
with us is that it avoids the two counterintuitive
extremes in today’s debates about the beginning of
personal life. It represents a middle ground
between those opining that a new human person
occurs at the moment of fertilization (sometimes
called conception), or at implantation, or when the
primitive streak appears and those opining that a
new person does not occur until viability, or birth,

or even the end of infancy.

A second advantage is that, unlike theories
invoking soul or mind, the concept of individual
human organism existing in the world with us (a
perceiving body) provides us with three clear tests
for identifying one of us: We can test for human
DNA, we know when an embryo becomes

definitively one individual, and we know how
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much neurological development is needed for
awareness. An  organism  without a  full
complement of human DNA in the nucleus of its
cells is not one of us, nor is an organism with
human DNA but without definitive individuality,
nor is an organism with both human DNA and
individuality but without any capability for
awareness. One of wus is any individual human
organism existing with awareness. Unlike claims that
a human body becomes one of wus when it
acquires a soul, the claim that a human body
becomes one of us when it achieves awareness and
thus begins to exist in the world is something that
can be determined with a high degree of accuracy

by neuroscience.

A third advantage of the concept is that,
unlike concepts reducing our personal identity to
no more than material reality, it allows—although
admittedly it does not require—more than a
strictly materialist understanding of one of us.
The development of our existing with awareness
into the realms of art, literature, religion, and
morality suggests that there may well be
something more to human existence than organic
materiality. Awareness begins in organic pleasure
and pain but does not stop there. It embraces, in
many lives at least, a complex of goals, values,
choices, responsibilities, and feelings that no strictly

materialistic explanation explains well.

For practical reasons we can shorten the
phrase “individual human organism existing with
awareness” to percetving body, psychic body, or

sentient body. A perceiving or sentient body is a
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two individuals, as when twins are conjoined.

Existing in the World with Us

Thus far we have identified two essential
characteristics for something to be one of us: That
something must be a human organism, and it
must be an individual. Now we want to add a
third characteristic: That something must exist in
the world with us. The verb “exist” does not carry
the same meaning as the verb “is.” Human (and
animal) existence means more than an organism
simply “is” somewhere in the world; it means the
organism ‘“exists” or, as the etymology suggests,
“stands out from” itself in an engagement with the

world that matters for it.

And things matter for a human organism
only if the organism can sense the world. The
transition from human life that simply “is” to
human life that “exists in the world with us”
occurs when the organism becomes aware of its
worldly environment. A human organism that does
not yet include or has irreversibly lost the organic
functions needed for the sentience or awareness
necessary to connect, however weakly, with our

world is not “one of us.”

Sentience or awareness means that the
organism feels itself in touch with its world. It is
not simply acting and reacting to stimuli but
acting and reacting with some awareness however
rudimentary; the organism now feels. The dawn of
awareness in a developing human organism

provides a clear point when the human organism
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body that is more than vegetative; it is a body
with the capability of awareness; it can feel.
Hence, the two questions of this chapter—When
does a new one of us begin? and When does one
of us dieP—become questions of when a human
organism develops and when it loses the capability
for sentience, that is, for existing in the world
with us. We turn now to the first of these two

important questions.

WHEN Does ONE oF Us BEGIN?

When I conceive of myself as a psychic or
sentient body, the question “When did I begin?”
really asks “When did the individual psychic body
that is me begin?” To answer the question, we
need science to tell us about the development of a
fertilized ovum into an individual psychic body.
The individual that is me did not begin until the
fertilized egg became an individual psychic body.
Thus, we want to know when the fertilized egg
becomes an individual body and when that indi-

vidual body becomes psychic or sentient.

The Fertilized Egg Becomes an Individual
Body

A few recent discoveries help us to understand
when it is appropriate to say an individual human
body has developed from a fertilized ovum. First,
fertilization is a complicated interaction lasting
about twenty-four hours. The sperm and ovum

normally fuse into a genetic entity of forty-six
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because they do not implant in the uterus.

Third, we know the zygote is not necessarily
the beginning of a new individual body, despite its
unique genetic  structure. The zygote will
sometimes, albeit rarely, split in two, and each side
of the split can become one of us—an identical
twin. Usually the splitting of the human embryo is
spontaneous, but sometimes, as we learned in 1993,
the splitting can be the result of deliberate
intervention. And two zygotes will sometimes,
albeit rarely, fuse to become one entity that

develops into one of us.

If we say a zygote is one of us, then we are
also saying that one of us can become two of us,
and that two of us can become “one of us.” This
makes no sense. The possibility of zygotes splitting
or fusing suggests the zygote is not yet what we
mean by one of us. The zygote is obviously
human life, but it is not so obviously a human
individual because it has not yet reached the stage
where it cannot become two instead of one, or
become one after it was two. In the first week or
so after fertilization, the embryo has not yet
reached a stage of development where it has
established itself as an individual body. Some
ethicists, supporting the view that an embryo is a
person or equivalent to a person from the
“moment of conception,” argue that two of us do
not become one of us when the embryo splits.
Rather, they say, an original one of us gestates a
second one of us in somewhat the way a woman
gestates a child. But this approach is not without

serious problems. For example, if the first embryo
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generates the second embryo, then one identical
twin has generated the other, and this makes the
original embryo a kind of parent of the younger
twin, who is his or her offspring. It is difficult to

know how this makes sense.

The biological facts about wastage, splitting,
and fusion suggest that one of us has not yet
begun before implantation and also suggest a stage
of development where the embryo will be but one
of us. This analysis shows how implausible it is to
say one of us begins the first week or so after
fertilization when so many embryos are lost and
when the individual identity of the embryo is not
yet definitively established.

The Individual Body Becomes Psychic or

Sentient

More important, we want to know when the
individual body becomes sentient because that is
when a fetus no longer simply is but now exists as
one of us. It may not be possible, at least for a
while, to pin down just when perception or
awareness begins in a fetus, but growing evidence
from neuroscience indicates many weeks of

development are needed.

The neural pathways for perception or
awareness run from sensory receptors in the skin
to sensory areas in the cerebral cortex. The first
sensory receptors in the skin appear about the
seventh week of fetal development around what
will be the mouth and then spread to the rest of
the body. The fetal neocortex appears in the
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eighth week and achieves its full complement of
neurons by the twentieth week. Most important
the pathways connecting the sensory receptors to
the sensory areas in the cerebral cortex are also
completed at about the twenticth week. Only
when these pathways are operative does a fetus

begin to perceive.

Perception or awareness occurs at the cortical
level, and it requires both a considerable degree of
cortical maturity and the establishment of neural
pathways from the sensory receptors in the body
to the sensory areas in the cerebral cortex. This
suggests that perception certainly does not begin
before the eighth week of fetal development and
probably not until some time later. If we describe
each of us as a psychic body, then a new one of
us does not begin until the psychic body appears,
that is, until the fetus perceives, something that
cannot happen until some months into the

pregnancy.

This may seem like a revival of the older
body-soul or body-mind developmental theories
embraced by many philosophical and theological
traditions. Indeed, there are similarities, but there
are also important differences. First, in the
traditional theories a fetus with awareness but
lacking a rational soul—the view of Aquinas, for
example—is not yet one of us. Nor is a fetus with
awareness but lacking a res cogitans, a thinking
thing or a mind—the view of Descartes—yet one
of us. In a psychic body theory a fetus becomes
one of us when it becomes more than a vegetative

body and acquires a psychic dimension that allows
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it to fee/ even though it does not yet think.

Second, in the traditional theories the fetal
body becomes one of us when the immaterial soul
or mind arrives by divine creation or some other
mysterious process. In our theory the fetal body
becomes one of us when its sensory receptors are
linked with its cortical sensory areas and it begins
to perceive. The arrival of one of us is not a
mysterious, unexplained event, as it was for
Aristotle, or a direct creative intervention by God,
as it was in Christian theology, but a natural
development of the fetal body itself. The fetus
simply becomes a perceiving body at the
appropriate stage of its development, and a
perceiving human body is what we mean by one

of us.

The body of one of us is psychic. We are
not saying that our body contains a psychic entity
called a soul or a mind, nor that our body is a
composite of body and soul, nor that our body is
matter informed by a divinely created rational soul
during pregnancy, as suggested in the philosophical
doctrine of hylomorphism, the matter-form model
Aquinas ingeniously suggested to account for the
individuality of the body-soul composite each of
us is. Rather, we are saying that our body is at
once biological and psychological. The
psychological is not infused into the biological, and
the biological does not somehow contain the
psychological; both aspects are entwined in a
mutual and complementary way. Each one of us is

a “perceiving body.”

The biological and the psychological are two
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of cardiac function will not occur would seem
reasonable for a determination of death. When the
cardiac function has ceased for so long that
spontaneous resumption is no longer a medical
possibility in this body, and CPR efforts, including
CPR with ECMO, are not going to be attempted,
then the body has factually undergone irreversible

cessation of cardiac function.

The fact that a patient’s heart and lungs can
sustain cardiac and pulmonary functions in another
body or could be restored in this body with
ECMO does not matter at this point. All that
matters is that the heart-lung function will not
resume in this body because the time has passed
for spontaneous resuscitation, and it would be
unecthical to attempt medical resuscitation because
there is a DNR order. People with cardiac arrest
are dead when the circulatory and respiratory
functions have iz fact irreversibly ceased in their
body because spontaneous restart is impossible and
interventions that might restart those functions are

not going to be employed.

You can see from this discussion that both
criteria of death—determining death by the car-
diac criterion or by the whole-brain-death
criterion—once thought to be well settled are in
fact subject to ongoing and intense controversies
driven in large measure by the laudable desire to
obtain more life-saving organs. What we need is
continuing moral, legal, and political discussion
and debate to learn how to balance the important
values involved: the protection of living human
beings and the great good accomplished by organ
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This disagreement is bound to continue for some
time because what is at issue is no longer the
biological facts—we understand them pretty
well—but people’s interpretations of them.

Modern Concepts of Who We Are

Unhappy with the classical philosophical and
Christian concepts of the immaterial soul-material
body composite, some modern philosophers and
psychologists have suggested the concept of
person or personhood as the best way to think of
each of us. But we run into all sorts of problems
about defining what a person is. Some conceive
person so broadly that it includes everything from
a fertilized ovum to a human body that has been
irreversibly vegetative for decades. Others define
person so narrowly that it includes only those
with self-consciousness, or with rationality, or with
moral agency, or with rights that must be
respected, or with some combination of these

features.

If we cannot agree on a conception of what
constitutes a person, then we cannot agree on the
criteria to verify when a fertilized egg becomes a
person, and when a permanently unconscious
patient ceases to be a person. The debates about
personhood are so interminable it seems best to

avoid the concept altogether.

Another modern concept is that of the
“self,” a concept closely associated with person and
exposed to its difficulties as well. For the
influential philosopher John Locke, our personal
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transplantation after death.

Neocortical or Cerebral Death

Brain death (that is, the irreversible cessation of all
brain functions, including those of the stem) is the
only acceptable neurological criterion of death at
this time. There are proposals, however, that we
should accept another neurological criterion for
death—neocortical or cerebral death. As the
Multi-Society Task Force on Persistent Vegetative
States (PVS) noted in its 1994 consensus statement,
the term neocortical death is limited in its
usefulness because it does not denote a distinct
clinical entity. For those advocating acceptance of
a neocortical criterion of death, however, the
notion of neocortical death centers on the
permanent loss of functioning sensory areas in the
cortex. The neocortical functions that support
awareness irreversibly cease when certain parts of
the brain, usually the neocortex or the thalamus (a
small area inside the brain beneath and somewhat
surrounded by the neocortex), are permanently
damaged, perhaps by lack of blood for more than
a few minutes because of a cardiac arrest or a
cerebral accident, perhaps from a severe head

trauma.

The major neocortical function that interests
us here is awareness. The ability to be aware
depends on cortical areas in our brains. If this part
of the brain has permanently ceased to function,
the person will never again become aware of

anything. People  suffering what is called
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observed in PVS patients with awareness.

Some patients in a coma will recover
some awareness; others will suffer
cardiopulmonary arrest in a relatively short
time without recovering any awareness.
Sometimes, however, the coma will become a
vegetative state, and Vegetative states can last
for years or even decades. Once a vegetative
state is established, it is known as a persistent
vegetative state or PVS. Most instances of
PVS are actually permanent vegetative states.
The loss of all neocortical functions is
irreversible. The 1994 Multi-Society Task
Force on Persistent Vegetative States took the
position that a vegetative state that lasted
twelve months after a traumatic brain injury or
three months after a nontraumatic brain injury

could be considered permanent.

Because most vegetative states follow a
period of coma, the family often interprets
the appearance of arousal associated with a
vegetative state as an indication that the
patient is recovering from the coma.
Unfortunately, the arousal associated with
vegetative state is not a sign of recovery; the
patient remains totally unconscious, and the
longer a patient is unconscious, the less likely

1s recovery.

Some people suggest that patients
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suffering the irreversible loss of all neocortical
functions, which means the loss of all
awareness, should also be considered dead by a
criterion they call neocortical death. These
patients are “gone,” since all that remains is a
human body living irreversibly on a vegetative
level. At the present time, however, neocortical
death, unlike brain death, is not recognized as

a criterion of death.

On the theoretical level there is no
reason why the permanent loss of all
capability for awareness could not be an
accurate indication that one of us is no longer
here; that is, that one of us has died. If we
accept the idea that each of us is a psychic
body, then the end of the psychic body is the
end of one of us. True, the human body may
live on in a vegetative state, sometimes for
years or even decades, thanks to the use of
feeding tubes for medical nutrition and
hydration. But a permanently vegetative body
is not a psychic body; it is not one of us.
Each of wus is more than a vegetative
body—each of us is a perceiving body. Once
all capability for perception is irretrievably lost,
the body, although still a living human body,
is no longer one of wus. A permanently
vegetative human body is but the remains of

what was one of us.

Even if one does not accept the
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concept of a psychic body, there are good
reasons for believing that the neocortical
criterion for death is actually consistent with
what most people think of life and death. As
we have seen, many people think each of us
is more than a human body. They speak of a
human being as some kind of compound
involving body and soul, or body and mind,
or body and something called “personhood.”
The neocortically dead are not such
compounds—they are simply vegetative bodies.
There is no evidence of a human soul, or
mind, or personhood. In fact, there is not
even any potential for feeling on the sensory
level, let alone on the rational, mental, or
personal level. All that remains is a vegetative
body, a living organism that will survive, if
nourished, but without the ability to feel
anything.

Nonetheless, there are good reasons for
arguing against supporting any effort to make
what some call neocortical death a legal
criterion of death, at least at this time. First,
we have learned from the experience of using
brain death as a criterion for death that any
neurological criterion of death can be easily
misunderstood. Although brain death has been
widely accepted as a legal and moral criterion
of human death for more than three decades,

a great deal of confusion still lingers in the
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minds of health care providers and of the
general public.

It is not easy for some to accept the
fact that an individual on life-support systems
with normal pulse, color, and temperature is
dead. Many still think that brain-dead patients
on respirators die when the life support is
removed and the breathing stops. This is why
some physicians still make the time of
life-support removal the time of death, despite
the fact it may have been determined days
earlier that the patient had suffered brain
death. The continuing confusion over brain
death, years after public policy has accepted it
as a criterion of death, is a powerful argument
for not making any effort at this time to have
neocortical death accepted as a criterion for

death, at least not in the near future.

Second, any move to make neocortical
death a criterion of death at this time will be
needlessly divisive in our society. Many
opposed to euthanasia can be expected to
argue against a neocortical-death criterion
either because they believe it is a form of
euthanasia or because they see it as a slippery
slope that will lead to euthanasia. Many
opposed to abortion can also be expected to
resist the neocortical criterion. Their fear is
that the support of a position whereby bodies

suffering neocortical death are considered dead
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designating transitions in embryonic and fetal
development remains a somewhat arbitrary
exercise. We do know that a spermatozoon
just beginning to penetrate an ovum is not yet
a new genetic human being, and most of us
readily admit that a viable fetus is very much
one of us. But the intervening weeks between
the beginning of fertilization and the
beginning of viability are a gray area. Since
science cannot say when one of us begins, it
remains a matter of interpretation. And, as we
know, people have their own reasons (and
agendas) for choosing various points in the
process as the precise moment when the

developing entity becomes one of us.

To some extent, then, there is a time in
the process of fetal development when we
cannot say for certain whether or not we are
faced with an individual human life that is
one of us. This gray area raises an ethical
concern. Some would say human life is so
important that, even if we are not sure a
developing embryo or fetus is one of us, we
must treat it as if it were. Others feel that
morality does not require us to treat what
might be one of us in the same way as what
is certainly one of us. Here, again, our
response rests with what is reasonable. The
more probable it is that we are dealing with

one of us, the more careful we have to be.
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ETtHicaL REFLECTIONS

Determining just when an individual human
life begins and ends is difficult. The beginning
of a new genetic human entity is now
relatively easy to fix at the end of the
fertilization process, but, as we saw, this entity
is not yet a definitive individual entity—one
of us—because it might fuse with another
embryo or split into two embryos. After about
fourteen days it does become a definitive
individual no longer able to fuse or split, but,
except for those who view human beings
solely in physical or biological terms, this is
not enough to provide a definite answer for
when one of us begins. Sometime after several
months into the pregnancy the fetus becomes
capable of sensation. Although we do not
know exactly when the fetus begins to
perceive, the development of perception may
well be the transition in the process that
began with fertilization best suited to indicate
the presence of a new one of us. Before this
time, the fetus is a human being but does not
possess human existence. It has not yet
developed beyond a vegetative body, and a

vegetative human body is not yet one of us.

We have to admit, however, that
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developed. Thus, some say we should
consider human life as beginning with brain
life and ending with brain death. This
implies we should consider a fetus without
brain life as if it were a body without
brain life, that is, as if it were dead.

The symmetry is neat and provocative,
but the analogy has serious drawbacks.
There is a significant difference between a
fetus without brain life and a human being
who has lost brain life and is brain dead.
The fetus is alive and the brain-dead
patient is dead. The brain-dead patient is
dead because he has suffered the irreversible
loss of all brain functions. The fetus has
not suffered any such loss and therefore is
not dead. A brain cannot be considered
dead if it never lived—death always follows
life. True, neither the six-week fetus nor the
brain-dead individual has brain life, but the
former is alive (although not one of us),
and the latter is dead. The fundamental
difference  between  life and  death
undermines the analogy between an early
fetus and a brain-dead patient.

For these reasons, comparing an early
fetus with a whole-brain-dead patient does
not seem to be a good idea. The early fetus
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is not dead but alive; it simply has not yet
developed awareness. The lack of any
awareness may mean, as we suggested, that
the fetus is not yet one of us, but it does
not mean the fetus is dead. The fetus is
very much alive, very much human life with
a potential for awareness, and we achieve
our good by treating it with the respect we
have for human life, which is something
more than the respect we have for the dead.
Good moral reasoning presupposes that we
can separate the dead from the living. A
patient declared dead by the
whole-brain-death criterion is dead; a
developing fetus, or even an embryo for

that matter, is living.

SuGGESTED READINGS

A very helpful book for material covered in
the first part of this chapter is Norman
Ford, 1988, When Did I Begin: Conception of
the Human Individual in History, Philosophy
and  Science. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press. Ford believes a new
human  individual  begins  with  the
appearance of the “primitive streak” in the
embryo at about the fifteenth day of its

development. The primitive streak is a
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good when we cause harm without
adequate reason to what is, or could be,

one of us.

Two further remarks about the
beginning of life are in order. First, our
moral well-being depends to some extent on
treating all human life, even before it
becomes individuated and sentient, with
respect. A recently fertilized embryo in a
laboratory is not just another cluster of
cells. It is a new human life, and it will be
good for us to treat it with respect. The
morally virtuous person treats all life,
especially all human life, with a high degree
of dignity and care. Destruction of human
life before it becomes one of us would still
be a moral matter of considerable
significance, something not to be dismissed

lightly.

Second, our suggestion that we
consider the appearance of the sentient
fetus as the appearance of a new one of us
suggests an analogy with brain death. The
analogy says that just as we consider
whole-brain death an indication that human
existence is over, so we should consider the
absence of brain life in a fetus as an

indication that human existence has not yet
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identity is not secured by a “thinking thing” or
mental substance that endures while we experience
the many and various thoughts in our lives but by
the consciousness that accompanies our thinking. I
not only think of a house, but I am conscious of
my thinking of the house. My thoughts and
actions come and go and are of all different kinds,
but my consciousness of the different thoughts
and actions, past and present, remains ever the
same, and this is what secures my personal
identity. This consciousness is my “self.” All this
points to a position claiming a human being is
not simply a body, nor simply a body with a
substance called mind, but a body with something

more, a self.

The concept of self, however, no less than
the concept of person is also the subject of great
controversy, so it seems best to avoid using it.
What we want to retain, however, is the notion
of the “something more” that is captured in the
ideas of soul, mind, person, and consciousness.
Our concept of what we are will have to account
for this, for otherwise it will collapse into the
counterintuitive extreme we have identified as
reductionist—the tendency to say that we are

nothing more than biological organisms.

Critique of the Classical and Modern
Conceptions

The most widely employed classical concept of
ourselves 1s the material body-immaterial soul

model originating with Socrates and Plato and
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must be the moment when the rational soul
arrives. If this explanation is accepted, then it is
logical to say that the destruction of a fertilized
ovum is the destruction of one of us. And if each
of us has a right to life, then it is logical to say
this right to life is being violated if the embryo or
fetus is arbitrarily destroyed.

None of those embracing the body-soul
model of describing who we are can ever know
for sure, of course, when a soul would be infused
in a fetus because both the philosophical and
Christian traditions have always insisted that the
soul was immaterial and hence beyond empirical
observation. Because no one can ever produce any
empirical or scientific evidence that a soul has
arrived, the moment of the soul's infusion will
always remain a somewhat arbitrary interpretation.
The radical change that happens at fertilization,
and the resulting zygote with its complete set of
human genes, could well be the moment, but it
could just as well not be. In any event, since they
can never know for sure, some argue that to be on
the safe side in our respect for human life we
should treat every fertilized ovum as a new one of

us.

Others, of course, disagree. They agree with
the biological facts, but they argue that we cannot
call the early embryo—something invisible to the
naked eye and lacking a brain—one of us. They
suggest we should not consider the embryo or
fetus truly a member of our species until a later
stage of development appears, perhaps brain life,

or viability, or birth, or even the end of infancy.




