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ABSTRACT

'PERSON' IN MEDICAL ETHICS

Christine Harrison
McMaster University, 1990

supervisor:
Professor W.J. Waluchow

A conception of person frequently appears in the

literature of medical ethics. This thesis will explore

'person' as it appears in this contexr. My position is

that there are such individuals as persons. Scientific

and psychological investigatic~ of persons as a kind

will provide knowledge about what they are and how they

might be harmed. Once we understand that persons are

whole beings - qestalts - distinct from, yet at th9

same time within, a social context, and are

metaphysical entities rather than moral constructs,

some roadblocks to achievement of the following may be

removed: agreement about the nature of persons,

subsequent maximization of promotion of their best

interests, and just consideration of the moral status

of o~hers who are not persons, or whose personhood is

indeterminable.

This knowledge is significant for medical ethics.

Knowledge of the impending loss of their personhood is

a source of sUffering for some patients. Physicians

must understand that many of their patients are

persons, and get to know them as individual persons in
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order to promote their health and well-being. For this

reason, good communication between physician and

patient, including the process of obtaining valid

consent, is essential.

The role 'person' plays in its familiar context of

the issues of abortion and euthanasia will be seen to

be inappropriate. Basing the permissibility of

abortion on the non-personhood of the fetus is a

mistake. It has led to the ill-fated attempts to

specify essential characteristics and criteria of

persons, and to the obsession with the right to life.

This has deflected attention from the more meaningful

sense of person, from which more positive and

productive obligations may be drawn.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The concept 'person' may be found in metaphysical

and moral philosophy. That the same term, let alone

concept, is used in these different areas of thought

raises questions which this thesis will formulate and

explore. The very use of the word 'person' may be

problematic; in common use it always refers only to

human beings. EtYmologically it has the meaning of a

role or conferred status. Using this word seems to

predetermine the direction of the enterprise, and it

invites confusion of the metaphysical and moral senses

in which the word is used. These various issues are

all part of the main problem which must be addressed.

This is to investigate the nature of the conception of

person which is relevant to ethical theory and is used

in medical ethics.

Problems may arise as a result of using the word

'person' in important ways when its partiCUlar meaning,

and the class of individuals to which it refers, is

unclear. One possible undesirable consequence is

unjust treatment of individuals (human or otherwise),

based on mistaken judgements about rights and moral
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status. Two contemporary issues where this injustIce

may be seen are the abortion and euthanasia questions.

In both these issues personhood or non-personhood is

sometimes used as part of an argument intended to

determine moral status. since so much of importance

depends on its use, we should be clear about its

meaning. And so, while the concept 'person' is

frequently a part of the medical ethics literature, the

role it plays in its familiar context of the issues of

abortion and euthanasia will be seen to be

inappropriate. In my view, the discussion of

personhood in medical ethics, weighted as it has been

by the abortion debate, has focused on the wrong

question. We have been busy with the question "who or

what is a person" to the neglect of the question "how

ought we to treat persons fl ? Of course, this second

question trades off the first to some extent, but the

fact is that only in very extraordinary circumstances

are we doubtful as to whether or not the being with

whom we are dealing is a person. We may be doubtful

about the personhood of certain beings such as fetuses

and patients in a persistent vegetative state, but the

personhood of most of the beings with whom we relate in

a medical setting is not in doubt. Moreover, I believe

that how we are obliged to treat them derives, at least

in part, from the fact that they are persons.
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In some ways, it would be more satisfying to be

able to either discover or stipulate th~t 'person' may

be defined in such a way that we could maintain with

confidence that there are specific necessary and

sufficient criteria which would allow. us to determine

exactly which individuals were persons and which were

not. My investigation will show, however, that it is

not this kind of concept at all.

I will suggest that the concept of person relevant

to medical ethics is a descriptive concept, as distinct

from a purely evaluative one. It is a cluster concept,

or one which has a number of characteristics, although

individual persons need not hold anyone characteristic

in common. We might develop a theory about which

physical and psychological characteristics are typical

of persons, and how these characteristics are

interrelated, by studying persons as members of a

natural kind. Natural kinds are groups of individuals

about whom we may develop theories and build bodies of

information. I will also suggest that persons are

gestalts, which means it is more illuminating to

consider them as wholes rather than as collections of

individual parts or properties. Thus there is no

single characteristic which all persons must possess

(including biological humanity).
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While other disciplines, such as biology and

psychology, may develop theories about what kinds of

characteristics are typical of persons, ethical

theorists will have to accept that there are limita­

tions to the concept which make it unsuitable in some

ways for their enterprise. This is not to say,

however, that the concept •person , is irrelevant for

ethical theory - far from it. While the inherent

difficulties with establishing criteria make the

concept of person inappropriate for determining a

single moral status for all persons, it provides us

with insight as to the nature of particular

individuals. In this way, we may determine how these

individuals may benefit or be harmed by our actions.

The conception of person examined in this thesis

is significant both as it refers to the group of

individuals who are persons, and as it is used to refer

to an individual's unique personality. I will propose

that as important as it is to have a general conception

of what a person is, it is especially critical that we

understand that individuals have a sense of their own

personhood. In attempting to reach agreement about

what persons are typically like, individuals may value

the various kinds of characteristics persons possess

differently. similarly, individuals may vary in their

beliefs about what characteristics are important to
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themselves in terms of their own personhood. The

elements of their individuality may contribute in

various ways to maintaining the integrity, wholeness,

or unity of their personhood. That the combination of

elements, and the importance each assumes in the whole,

may vary from individual to individual, and may be

compromised by illness and injury, creates special

obligations for physicians, given their commitment to

the principles of beneficence and non-maleficence.

These obligations include recognizing and respecting

the differences in their individual patients, and

considering them as whole persons.

The method I shall use in attempting to achieve an

understanding of what persons are, and the importance

of this understanding for medical ethics, is to first

raise questions about the conception of person used in

ethical theory. Chapter 2 will consider these

questions, and make some suggestions which will

subsequently be supported. One such suggestion is that

any analysis of 'person' must be based on a theory

which is as free as possible from moral bias. In other

words, the concept 'person' is judged to be a

descriptive one, although some evaluative jUdgements

are necessary in order to say coherently what a person

is. In addition, a theory of personhood may not be

rejected as mistaken or accepted as true merely because
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of the morality of actions based on that theory (e.g.

rejecting an argument that fetuses are not persons for

the sole reason that if this were true then abortion

might be permissible).

I will proceed as follows. I begin with the

hypothesis that the majority of humans have certain

special physical and psychological characteristics

which distinguish them from most other animals.

We must then acknowledge that there are some humans who

do not have these characteristics. To prevent

confusing those humans who do with those humans who do

not, the first group will be called persons. Through

the consideration of an exe~plar and empirical

investigation, we may discover which characteristics

arc typical of persons. For example, are all persons

human? Are they all rational? On the basis of what we

have learned about persons, it may now be possible to

determine ways in which they may suffer and may be

harmed. Since the medical profession is directed by

the ethical principles of beneficence and non­

maleficence, this information will be of vital

importance to the ethical practice of medicine.

I will argue that because person is a cluster

concept with open texture, it is difficult to say with

certainty Which, if any, characteristics of persons are

necessary or sUfficient. This difficulty may be traced
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to the evaluative jUdgements which decide which

characteristics are theoretically important to an

understanding of personhood. These jUdgements may vary

from individual to individual.

The plausibility of these suggestions is supported

throughout the remaining chapters, beginning with

Chapter 3, which introduces the notion of natural

kinds. Theories about natural kinds include the ideas

of cluster concepts with open texture, and evaluation'

of significant characteristics. Here the suggestion is

offered that persons are members of natural kinds, and

that this fact has significance for the practice of

medicine. Specifically, the scientific study of

persons as a kind yields knowledge of physiological

structures, including those which are foundational for

cognitive activity. Those practising medicine must

understand these structures in order to understand how

and why persons suffer, and thus how their SUffering

might be relieved.

Chapter 4 will consider in some detail the

inclination of some theorists to conflate 'person' and

'human being'. Theories which exhibit this tendency

will be explored, as will the relationship between

IIbeing human ll and IIbeing a person ll • While it may be

t~~e that most persons are also human, there may be

humans who are not persons, and it is at least












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































