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Sex and Reproduction in our 
Cousins, the Apes

§ Dominant Chimp males determine with 
whom they will have sex.  Some lesser 
males have none.  Females have little 
control.  Dominant males kill other males’ 
babies.

§ In Bonobos females determine who has sex 
but they have it with so many males that 
paternity is confused.  Males don’t kill 
babies.  Sperm competition?

§ Both have sex publically; no pair-bonding.
§ Nakedness has no meaning.



Species in which Dominant Males 
Kill the Offspring of Rival Males

For King David’s treatment of the grandsons of 
King Saul, see II Samuel,  Ch 21.



Human Practices
§ Humans have private, pair-bonded sex but 

pair-bonding is far from absolute. 
Nakedness gained significance ~ 100 kya

§ Males who enter pair bonds get a regular 
sexual partner, get to assume paternity, and 
pledge to care for wife and children.

§ Females bear children and calculate that 
their male will be a good and faithful 
provider and care giver.  Honesty valued.

§ These calculations change with birth control.



Influence of Religion
§ Religion gives reasons for pair bonding
§ Marriage is sanctified in most religions
§ God controls fertility; embryo is sacred (?)
§ Divorce (Christianity) and infidelity are sins. 

Sin is violation of a divine law, not a crime.
§ Generally pro male
§ All these pronouncements and practices 

derive from unfalsifiable, not to be 
questioned, assertions of holiness that must 
be taken on faith.



Process of Reproduction
§ Ovulation, spermatogenesis (haploid)
§ Fertilization (diploid)
§ Implantation (pregnancy)
§ Embryogenesis (identical twinning?)
§ Fetal growth
§ Labor and delivery
§ Child rearing
§ All these processes gradually lead into the 

next stage of life.



Influence of Birth Control

§ Birth control can be both preventive (pills, 
condoms, IUDs) and by abortion.

§ Possible pregnancy is much less of a factor 
in deciding with whom to have sex.

§ Women may decide whether or not they 
want to reproduce and with whom.  Rape?

§ Religious background of individuals makes 
some difference in reproductive choices but 
not always as much as you might think.



Origin of Religious Ideas: Ancient 
Mesopotamian Law Codes

§ Ur Nammu (king) (~2047-2030 BCE)
§ Eshnunna (city) (~2000-1700 BCE)
§ Hammurabi (king) (~1792-1750 BCE)
§ Miscellaneous Sumerian laws (~2000 BCE) 

– From tablets of students who were learning to 
write

*All translations of Sumerian laws are from:
The Ancient Near East Vol. 1 & 2, edited by James B. Pritchard, 
Princeton University Press,1958



Authorities for Law Codes
§ An - God of the sky, Sumer
§ Enlil - God of the wind, Sumer
§ Nanna - Lord of Ur in Sumer (Abraham)
§ Ninsun - Goddess, “mother” of Ur Nammu
§ Utu - Sun God, Sumer
§ Shamash - Sun God of Babylon when 

Hammurabi was king
§ Yahweh, Elohim – God of the Bible, Israel
§ From god to king or prophet to people



King Ur-Nammu  (2047-2030 BCE)
3rd Dynasty of Ur (Sumer)



Law  Code of Ur Nammu



Law Code of Ur Nammu:  
Prologue

§ The orphan was not delivered up to the rich 
man; the widow was not delivered up to the 
mighty man; the man of one shekel was not 
delivered up to the man of one mina (60).

§ Ideal concept of justice ~ 2040 BCE
§ How much of this is achieved today?
§ Translation: The Ancient Near East, ed James Pritchard, Princeton Univ

Press, 1958



Value of a Shekel

§ The following items were worth one shekel 
in the time of Ur Nammu: 1 gur (300L)of 
barley, 3 qas of oil, 6 suts of wool, 2 gur of 
salt, one month’s wages for a laborer (plus 1 
ban (10L) of barley.)

§ A healthy male slave cost about 11 shekels.
§ The fine for “deflowering” another man’s 

female slave was 5 shekels.
§ Most goods were bartered, not bought.



Relative Values

§ Ur Nammu:  If a man, in the course of a 
scuffle, smashes the limb of another man 
with a club, he shall pay one mina of silver.

§ Eshnunna:  If a man bites the nose of 
another man and severs it, he shall pay one 
mina; for an eye, one mina; for a tooth, one 
half mina; for an ear, one half mina, for a 
slap in the face, ten shekels.

§ Principle of paying money for injuries (torts)



Relative Values
§ Hammurabi ~ 1792-1750 BCE: If a free 

citizen has destroyed the eye of another, 
they shall destroy his eye; if he has broken a 
bone, they shall break his bone; if he knocks 
out a tooth, they shall knock out his tooth

§ Eye or bone of commoner:  one mina of 
silver; tooth of commoner, one third mina

§ Citizens of different status were considered 
to have different worth: free citizen vs
commoner vs slave



Code of Hammurabi (Louvre)



Value of a Fetus
§ Sumer:  If a man accidentally hit a woman of 

the free citizen class and caused her to 
have a miscarriage, he must pay 10 
shekels.  If deliberately, then 20 shekels.

§ Hammurabi:  If a free citizen strikes 
another’s daughter and causes her to have 
a miscarriage, he shall pay 10 shekels.  If 
the woman dies, they shall put his daughter 
to death.
– Obviously different values of fetus and adult





From

The Code of Hammurabi

King of Babylon
by

Robert Francis Harper Ph.D.

University of Chicago Press

1904



Value of a Fetus

§ Bible, Exodus 21:22 ~ 1200-800 BCE: If 
people will fight and they strike a pregnant 
woman and her children go out, and there 
will not be an injury (to her), he will be 
penalized according to what the woman’s 
husband will impose on him, and he will give 
it by the judges. (Translation: Richard Friedman, 
Commentary on the Torah, Harper, San Francisco, 2001)



Relative Values (Bible)
§ Bible, Exodus 21:23-25:…And if there will 

be an injury (to her), then you shall give a 
life for a life, an eye for an eye, a tooth for  a 
tooth, a hand for a hand, foot for foot, burn 
for burn, wound for wound, hurt for hurt.

§ Also see Leviticus 24:17-22, and 
Deuteronomy 19:21.  “eye for eye…..”

§ Different values for fetus and adult derived 
from Hammurabi’s and Sumerian codes in 
existence for a thousand years before



Commentary On The Torah
Richard Elliott Friedman

Harper, San Francisco, 2001



Hammurabi’s Values

§ If an ox, walking along the street, gores a 
free citizen to death, that case is not subject 
to claim.  But, if the ox was a gorer…but the 
owner did not pad its horns or tie it up…the 
owner shall pay one half mina.

§ Preceded by Eshnunna, also dog bite.
§ Followed by Exodus 21:28-36, same case.
§ Motive for action and previous knowledge of 

likely results are critical considerations.



When was the Torah written?

§ Many scholars think that the Torah, the first 
five books of Moses, was edited into the 
form we have during the Babylonian exile 
after Nebuchadnezzer sacked Jerusalem in 
586 BCE.  This may explain the remarkable 
parallelism between Biblical law and 
Babylonian law and the lack of similar 
parallelism between Biblical and Egyptian 
law.  See the Books of Nehemiah and Ezra. 



Origin of Religious Ideas: Ancient 
Mesopotamian Law Codes

§ Ur Nammu (king) (~2047-2030 BCE)
§ Eshnunna (city) (~2000-1700 BCE)
§ Hammurabi (king) (~1792-1750 BCE)
§ Miscellaneous Sumerian laws (~2000 BCE)
§ Torah: ~ 1000 BCE, “finalized” ~ 500 BCE 

(Masoretic text is about 700-1000 CE)  

All translations of Sumerian laws are from:
The Ancient Near East Vol. 1 & 2, edited by James B. Pritchard, 
Princeton University Press,1958



Hammurabi’s Medicine
§ If a physician operated on a free citizen with 

a bronze lancet and saved his life or opened 
up his eye socket and saved his eye, he 
shall receive ten shekels. (Bronze Age 
~3300-1200 BCE)

§ If he killed him or destroyed his eye, they 
shall cut off his hand.

§ Original enunciation of Primum non nocere, 
DO NO HARM!



Hammurabi’s Medicine
§ If a veterinary surgeon operated on an ox or 

an ass and saved its life, the owner shall 
give the surgeon one sixth shekel.

§ If he kills the animal, he shall pay the owner 
one fourth of its value (animal was sick.)

§ Animals are obviously of less value than 
humans.

§ Later, as written in Gen. 1:28, and 2:19-20, 
God gives Adam dominion over the animals.



Middle Eastern Precepts:
Summary

§ Justice, but different classes of citizens have 
different worth

§ Do no harm - severe penalties
§ Personal responsibility for actions
§ Intent or previous knowledge relevant to 

severity of punishment
§ Fetus was a body part worth 10 shekels vs

death for killing an adult.
§ Fetus apparently “belonged” to the father



Biblical and Talmudic Principles 
on Life and Death:  Summary

§ Life equals breath Genesis 2:7
§ Be fruitful and multiply Genesis 1:22,28
§ Murder is a capital offense Genesis 9:6

– You shall not murder Exodus 20:13
§ The life of a fetus is not

of the same value as the
life of an adult Exodus 21:22-23



Biblical and Talmudic Principles 
on Life and Death:  Summary

§ ….have him healed Exodus 21:18-19
§ Dominate every animal Genesis 1:28
§ Do not eat from the tree

of knowledge of good and 
bad. (God decides it) Genesis 2:17

§ Do not mate two kinds,                             
seed two kinds, wear             Leviticus19:19 
two kinds (mules, cotton
and wool) Why?                               



Abortion

Historical perspectives on abortion
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Abortion:
Historical and Biblical Perspectives

§ Ancient Middle Eastern precedents
– Laws of Ur Nammu 2047-2030 BCE
– Fines for physical harm

§ Severed foot – 10 shekels
§ Smashed limb – 60 shekels
§ Severed nose – 40 shekels
§ Accidental miscarriage – 10 shekels
§ “Intentional” miscarriage – 20 shekels



Abortion:
Historical and Biblical Perspectives

§ Biblical Sources
– The authority of God

§ The creation stories starting in Genesis 1:1 legitimize 
Yahweh Elohim as a lawgiver.  He who made every-
thing has the authority to give laws about how to be-
have in his creation.

§ This is the same principle that gave Shamash the 
authority to give laws to Hammurabi or other ancient 
gods to give laws to various kings of Sumer, etc.



Abortion:
Historical and Biblical Perspectives

§ Biblical Sources
– Obligations of the covenant people

§ Exodus 20:1-18 The Ten Commandments
– You shall not murder

§ Genesis 9:6, Exodus 21:12
– Murder is a capital crime

§ Exodus 21: 22-25
– Causing the death of a fetus is not a capital crime



Abortion:
Historical and Biblical Perspectives

§ Biblical Sources
– Causing a miscarriage is not a capital crime

§ Exodus 21:22 Abortion is not mentioned
§ Exodus 21:12-14 First and second degree murder, 

also Exodus 22: 1-2
§ Exodus 21:20 Killing your own slave is not always a 

capital crime.  You cost yourself your own money.
§ Psalm 119 (v 73-Thy hands have made and 

fashioned me..) is a poem attributed to King David –
it does not have the status of law in Jewish tradition

§ The Bible does not discuss abortion specifically



Biblical Origin of the Soul

The words for “soul” in Hebrew: “nefesh” and “neshama” come from 
God blowing the breath of life into Adam’s nostrils.



Abortion:
Later Historical Perspectives

§ Hippocratic? Oath ~ 460-380 BCE
– Abortion is not permitted
– Not generally accepted except by Pythagoreans 

who taught that the soul enters the body at 
conception (Which the Catholic Church adopted) 
Remember, Paul had an extensive ministry in 
Greece.

– The Stoics taught that the soul enters the body 
at the first breath after birth (as does the Bible) 
and Jewish tradition.



Human Egg and Sperm

§ Melchisedec Thevenot (1620-1692) all animals 
including human women have eggs.

§ Reinier de Graaf (1641-1673) ovaries have 
(egg-containing) follicles

§ Karl Ernst von Baer (1792-1876) finally 
identified the mammalian ovum in 1826

§ Edgar Allen identified the human ovum in 1928
§ Anton Leeuvenhoek (1632-1723) saw 

“animalicules” (sperm) in his own semen



Abortion:
Later Historical Perspectives

§ Aristotle (384-322 BCE)
– A fetus is vegetative at conception.  What did 

this mean in 350 BCE?
– “Animal” soul in a few days
– Anemos in Greek means “wind” or “breath”
– Rational soul (Neither Pythagorean nor Stoic)

§ 40 days if male
§ 80 days if female 



Abortion: Further Historical 
Perspectives

§ Roman Law
– A father had a right to have his fetus aborted
– Fetus became “animated” on the 40th day
– Embryo was not entitled to human rights
– Anima means both “breath” and “soul” in Latin
– Mostly Aristotelian ideas



Abortion:
Further Historical Perspectives

§ Augustine 400 CE
– Distinguished between formed and unformed 

fetus, therefore aware of miscarriages
– Killing a formed fetus is murder

§ “Formed fetus,” pretty recognizable as human, 
happens about 6-7 weeks, 40-50 days, or about the 
time Romans recognized “animation.” 



(Formed)



Abortion:
Further Historical Perspectives

§ Council of Byzantine, 692 and ----
§ Council of Worms, 868 - killing any fetus is 

murder.  Fetus vs embryo?
§ Innocent III, Gregory IX, 12th and 13th

centuries – killing a formed fetus is murder
§ Sixtus V, 1588 – all abortion is murder, the 

Roman Catholic Church’s position today
§ Papal Infallibility: Vatican Council I, 1870



Abortion:
Further Historical Perspectives

§ Orthodox Jewish view
– Moses Maimonides, 12th Century physician

§ When the greater part of the baby is born, its life is of 
equal value to the mother’s

§ Before birth, the mother’s life takes precedence
§ When the greater part of a baby is born, (its chest is 

out) it can take a breath, receive a soul and become 
a human being like Adam did in Genesis 2:7



Abortion:
Further Historical Perspectives

§ Rashi (Rabbi of the Middle Ages)
– The fetus is part of the mother
– Its life is of inferior value until its head has 

emerged
§ Rashi was not a physician; it still can’t breathe

– It has all human rights after a normal term 
delivery or after 30 days of life if there were 
difficulties that might have compromised 
survival



Journal Journal of Political 
Economy, 2002, v 110, 
no 4
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I873: the Comstock Act.  
Literature about contraception is 
“obscene.”
1936: Congress says information 
about contraception may be 
disseminated

1950: Margaret Sanger convinces 
Katherine McCormick to fund 
research on “the pill.”

1955: Searle awarded a patent on 
norethynodrel

1965: US Supreme Court 
overturns a Conneticut  law 
prohibiting use of birth control

1968: Pope bans Catholics from 
using “the pill.”

1972: US Supreme Court 
overturns Massachusetts law 
banning sale of contraceptives to 
unnmarried persons



Oral 
contraceptives 
enter market 
1962-1964. 
Unmarried 
women get 
access ~ 1970.
Women enter 
the 
professions



WW II





U S Government Policy Regarding Abortion

The Hyde Amendment: 1976 (Henry Hyde, R, Illinois)

Since 1976 this has been attached to most Federal 
Spending bills:

It basically says, “None of the funds authorized…. 
May be used to fund any abortion unless the 
pregnancy results from rape, incest or threatens the 
life of the mother.

Stupak-Pitts Amendment, 2009-2010: 

This adds the Hyde Amendment to ObamaCare



San Diego Union Tribune

Saturday, July 1, 2006

Bills currently before Congress 
and many state legislatures 
(2015) reflect this absolutist, 
previously Roman Catholic  
view of abortion.  Today most 
of these bills are proposed by 
fundamentalist Protestants.  
They reflect the concept that 
the fetus is sacred and has a 
“right to life” that exceeds that 
of the mother. “Better two 
deaths than one murder.”



Contraception: 2012
New York Times:  February 18, 2012
In a speech in North Providence, RI Father Roger 
Landry reiterated the official Roman Catholic position 
opposing contraception, even in marriage.  This 
position is also taken by former Pennsylvania Senator 
and Republican candidate for President, Rick 
Santorum.
These statements were prompted by a provision in the 
Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) that requires 
employers to pay insurance premiums for contraception 
as a part of health care for women. 
Hobby Lobby sued.  Supreme Court decided



Hobby Lobby: Supreme Court, 2014

The Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that a “closely held,” 
for-profit company had a right to express the religious 
opinions of its owners (not its employees.)

The Hobby Lobby owners said that they objected to 
paying health insurance premiums for certain kinds of 
birth control methods because they considered them 
to be abortifacients.  American Academy of OB-GYN 
disagrees.  Abortion is removing an implanted fetus.

The majority opinion (5 Catholic men) held that even 
if the objection was based on a medically erroneous 
supposition, if the objection was due to a sincere 
religious belief, the corporation did not have to obey 
the law.  All three women voted against this.



California Superior Court, November 2015

In a dispute involving a recently divorced couple 
over the fate of frozen embryos, the court held 
that a prenuptial agreement that the embryos 
would be destroyed in the case of divorce was 
valid and binding.  The ex-wife, 46, had wanted 
to have the embryos implanted anyway 
contending that, because of her age, this was 
her last chance to have a child.  The ex-husband 
said that he did not want to be tied to his ex-wife 
with a child and demanded that the prenuptial 
agreement be enforced.  The embryos were 
created and preserved because the wife was 
being treated, successfully, for breast cancer.



Pope Francis: February, 2016

Los Angeles Times: February 19, 2016 reported the following 
statements of Pope Francis as he returned from his trip to 
Mexico.  He was discussing the Zika virus which causes birth 
defects.

“Under no circumstances,” Francis said, “should abortion be 
considered a “lesser evil,” and he said the procedure should 
be avoided at all cost.  “It is a crime, (killing) one person to 
save another,” he said.  “That is something that the Mafia 
does…an absolute evil.”

“Avoiding pregnancy is not an absolute evil.”  He cited Pope 
Paul VI’s decision in the early 1960s to allow religious women 
facing rape during upheaval in the Belgian Congo to use 
contraception.  Having a deformed baby is not the same 
problem.



National Catholic Bioethics Center, Feb, 2016

“In no way, however would (Zika) justify a change in the 
Catholic Church’s consistent teachings on the 
sacredness and inviolability of human life and the 
dignity and beauty of the means of transmitting life 
through marital relations.  Direct abortion and 
contraceptive acts are intrinsically immoral and contrary 
to these great goods, and no circumstances can justify 
either…..”

This statement was issued after Pope Francis’ 
statement  that contraception may be a “lesser evil” 
than abortion.  Both clearly remain evil.



US Supreme Court: March 2016

The Little Sisters of the Poor challenged a provision 
in the Affordable Care Act that provided for religious 
organizations who object to paying health care 
premiums that cover contraception to be able to fill 
out a form objecting to this provision.
The premiums for contraception will then be 
absorbed by the insurance company.
The objection by the Little Sisters of the Poor was 
that to fill out such a form placed an undue burden on 
them because it would make them complicit in 
directing their employees to an organization that 
would facilitate the sin of contraception. 

May, 2016, Supreme Court declined to decide.



U.S. Supreme Court, June, 2016

On June, 27, 2016 by a 5-3 vote, the Supreme Court 
struck down a Texas law that required facilities that 
provided abortions to be constructed to the same 
standards that applied to outpatient surgical facilities.  
In addition, the doctors providing abortions had to have 
admitting privileges at the nearest hospital.
Justice Breyer wrote that these restrictions placed an 
“undue burden” on women seeking an abortion 
because it had severely restricted the number of 
facilities statewide (as it was intended to do) and 
actually decreased the quality of healthcare provided 
since women would seek abortions elsewhere, 
including from unlicensed providers.



Current Activity in Legislative Bodies on Abortion

Thirty three state legislatures have restricted or banned abortion 
after 20 weeks of gestation.  Law passed by US House is similar.
Most of these do NOT have exceptions for pregnancy resulting 
from rape.  Richard Mourdock: “God must have intended it.”

One state has defined pregnancy as occurring at the moment the 
sperm enters the egg.  (This occurs in the fallopian tubes.  
Nature doesn’t think you are pregnant until the fertilized egg 
implants in the uterus, (typically 7 days later.)

Legislation has been introduced in Congress to defund Planned 
Parenthood (3% of their budget is for abortion services)
Florida, March, 2016, has banned taxpayer funding for health 
clinics that provide abortions.

May, 2016:  The Legislature of the State of Oklahoma passed a 
bill that made all abortions a felony.  Governor vetoed.



Personhood: Biology
“Person” from Latin: persona-a mask or role in a play
1. Sperm fertilize eggs in the fallopian tubes.
2. Preimplantation development goes on for several days.  

As many as 50% of fertilized eggs do not survive this.
3. Implantation in the uterus occurs about 7 days after 

fertilization.  This is the medical definition of pregnancy.  
10-25 % end in miscarriage. 

4. Currently some fetuses gain the ability to live outside the 
uterus at about 6-7 months gestation (with a lot of help.)

5. There is a long period of development after birth during 
which the baby becomes a “person” with full rights: 
walking, talking, reading, driving, consent to sex and 
marriage, signing a contract, drinking, voting, learning a 
trade, inheriting, etc.  Potential is gradually, but not 
inevitably, actualized.

6. Are you the same “person” at 20 as you were at 5, 10, 15?



Human Blastocyst Development

Day 2 Day 4 Day 5

Day 7

Inner cell mass –
Embryonic stem cells,

Implantation

When  does the soul enter?
What about identical twins?
Should this determine personhood?
What does “person” mean legally?



Day 12 Embryo

The developing embryo about five days 
after implantation would have occurred



3 Day Human Blastocyst from 
an IVF procedure

Pipette tip
A single cell 
may be 
safely 
removed to 
check for 
genetic 
disease



Scheme of Development

Figure by Stewart Sell, M. D



The Right to Life
§ Where does the concept of a “right to life” 

come from?  The National Right to Life 
Committee formed in 1968.

§ If an adult, tissue-committed stem cell is 
converted back to a totipotent cell 
(equivalent to a fertilized egg) does it now 
have a right to life?  If not, why not?

§ If it has a right to life, whom are you going to 
compel to be implanted and carry it to term?

§ What about the hundreds of thousands of 
(excess) frozen embryos from IVF?



In Vitro Fertilization and 
Pre-implanation Embryos

1. They have never been a fetus
2. They (mostly) will not become a fetus
3. Could they be considered soldiers in a war?

a. Diabetes, cancer, etc. are attacking us.
b. Are we willing to spend lives to defeat them?

4. Is using them for science morally equivalent 
to pre-selection for implantation or is it 
murder?  Are pre-selected implantation and 
abortion morally equivalent?



Non-Theological Criteria for 
Intervention in a Pregnancy

The abnormal gene(s) being sought should be 
highly penetrant (ie Sickle Cell, Tay Sachs, 
Cystic Fibrosis)

The suffering that they cause should be 
extradordinary

Intervention: abortion or selective 
implantation in the case of IVF should be non-
coerced and justifiable to the parents

Siddartha Mukherjee, The Gene, Scribner, NY, 2016, p 459



Genetically Modified Humans?
Derive a true human Embryonic Stem Cell capable of 
forming sperm and eggs

Create reliable, intentional genetic modifications in that 
cell line, (example: replace a Sickle Cell gene.)

Direct conversion of that modified stem cell into sperm 
and eggs

Produce human embryos from these sperm and eggs 
by IVF

Implant into a willing female who can bring it to term



Ethical Issues 
Old Formulations:  Beginning of Life
§ Abortion - Fetus clearly of less value than 

the mother in ancient societies.  Fertility was 
the priority.  We lacked technology to do an 
abortion procedure safe to the mother.

§ Birth Control - not effective except  for 
abstinence.  Compliance with abstinence 
was and remains problematic.

§ No concept of “right to life,” Ur Nammu to 
Bible.  Who thought this up?



Ethical Issues 
New Formulations:  Beginning of Life
§ Abortion - currently but variably legal, safer for the 

mother than pregnancy and childbirth
§ Done for convenience, “deformed or diseased” 

fetus, threat to life of mother
§ Right to life?  Proposed by whom?  Guaranteed by 

whom?  Whose life takes precedence and why?
§ Birth control and education make professional life 

possible for women.  Fertility is often a hindrance.
§ Overpopulation leads to poverty and a short life



Ethical Issues 
New Challenges:  Beginning of Life
§ In vitro fertilization involves embryo selection 

and “reduction,” storage and elimination.  
Who owns embryos? Are they life? Property? 
Both? (State laws vary.)

§ Cloning - current efficiency <1%; freaks are 
generated - what should we do with them?

§ Stem cells - germ line alteration for disease?
§ Amniocentesis followed by gene editing or 

replacement will soon be possible.



Proposed Medical - Ethical Approach for the 
1500th (or so) generation of Behaviorally 

Modern Humans
§ Justice - fairness:  don’t sacrifice the poor or 

powerless to the interests of the rich and 
powerful (as almost all societies do)

§ Beneficence, non-maleficence – do some 
good: do no harm; serve your patient

§ Respect patient autonomy but don’t let them 
hurt themselves.  The general public is and 
will remain disappointingly ignorant of the 
facts of the biological sciences.  (Kansas,  
Texas school boards, Courts, Congress)



Proposed Medical - Ethical Approach for the 
1500th (or so) generation of Behaviorally 

Modern Humans
§ Be absolutely trustworthy
§ Be a good citizen - be politically active; 

educate the public, lawyers, judges, 
politicians, new physicians

§ Be caring - place yourself in the other 
person’s position so you can empathize.                      
“What is hateful to you, do not do to any 
man.” – Hillel (one generation before Jesus)



Proposed Medical - Ethical Approach for the 
1500th (or so) generation of Behaviorally 

Modern Humans

§ There are lots of good old ethical ideas but 
sometimes we will need new ethical ideas 
for new problems created by scientific 
research.  Shamash did not anticipate IVF. 

§ Be very careful about asserting that various 
ideas should be rights. Someone has to 
administer and enforce “rights.”

§ Familiarize yourself with other cultures.
§ BE PREPARED TO CHANGE YOUR MIND. 



Suggested Ethical Guidelines 
§ Consider what principles and actions will 

increase human well-being—Sam Harris, 
from The Moral Landscape

§ Note that human well-being is inextricably 
bound to the welfare of the entire Earth, its 
atmosphere, land, water, and fellow 
creatures.  There are tensions and trade-offs

§ In considering human well-being, what is the 
best balance between individual rights and 
liberties, and the common (earthly) good?



Do these projections justify or 
even demand intervention? 

If so, what intervention?

Unrestrained population 
growth will lead to mass 
starvation and huge 
displacements of populations 
leaving Africa for anywhere 
else where there is food, 
water, and jobs.



If we want everyone to have the 
opportunity to live a life with as 
much material plenty as we enjoy, 
we actually need to decrease the 
Earth’s population to about one 
billion from the current population 
of about 7.5 billion.

How will we do this without a 
catastrophe?

Are contraceptive methods, 
including abortion, preferable to 
mass starvation?

Do we have a human right not to 
care what happens to Africans?



Guiding Principles

§ “When the facts change then my opinion 
changes.  And you, sir?”  John Maynard 
Keynes (Economist.)

§ “You cannot reason a man out of something 
he did not reason himself into.”  Jonathan 
Swift (Author.)

§ Therefore, do not found your ethics on 
unverifiable, unfalsifiable, unquestionable, 
(even imaginary ?) assertions.



Moral Question Illustrating a 
Trade-Off

If you can develop technology by embryonic 
stem cell research that will aid in the 
treatment or cure of diseases that currently 
cost thousands of lives, are you directly or 
indirectly responsible for some of that future 
suffering or death if you prevent that 
research? (Or knowingly pass a deleterious 
gene on to your offspring?)

Irving Weissman, M.D.



“All that is necessary for the triumph of evil 
(disease?) is for good men to do nothing”

Edmund Burke
‘Thoughts on the Cause of Present Discontents’ - 1770


