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Deay Students:

Since there is a question on the final exam about utilitarienism (see
the review sheet), I thought I would help with an example. I realized
after my lecturss on morasl theory that even though I talked about the
substance of utilitarianism, I did not identify it as such and o you
may not have been able to see it.
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ftr turns out that our discussion of homosexuality brings up the lasue
of utilitarianism, In class, our discussion of the merality of
homosexual acts was very incomplete because any moral issue about
which people disagree ALWAYS xaises a more fundamental issue about
criteria. In other words, by what ecriteris should we judge whether a
given act is right or wrong?

Before looking at the issue of criteria, howaver, we have te remind
ourselves of the ever-pregsent tendency in all of us to judge morality
by emotion. The most freguent reason I hear pecple suppeorting same-sex
marriage is that they know some gay couples or individuals. Empathy is
a noble human quality but right or wrong does not depend on who is
doing the action or on how I feel about those people, just as judging
an action wrong should not dgpend on digliking someone. This might
seem obvieus to a right thinking person but I have engountered many
well-educated people who do not {or cannot?) make the distinction
betwsen persons and acts when engaging moral reasoaing. I encourage
you to read the final essay editorial I sent earlier to reflect on
this. In short, to judge an action wrong is not to condemn 2 person. A
person and his/hex scts can be distinguished for the purpeses of
merality.

S0, then, by what criterion ghould we judge whether sexual acts are
right or wrong? This is where utilitarianism comes in. Utilitsrianism
in the pepular sense is fundamentally a moral theory that judges right
or wrong by its practi¢al outcomes. It is somewhat akin to a
cost/benefit analysis, So, when a woman 1is deciding whether it's right
to have an abortion, the utilitarian says it's right or wrong based on
what the best outcome is. Similarly, a man who is trying to decide
whether he should cheat on his wife, if he is a utilitarian, will
weigh the various consequences. If the cheating side of the ledger is
better, he will conclude that it’'s okay to cheat. If the faithful side
is better, he will refrain from cheating.

I think it’s falr to say that many, maybe most Americans employ some
type of utilitarianism in their moral decision making. But there are
at least two problems. One is that to judge the best outcome can be
very subjective. What may be judged good for the pregnant woman may
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not be good for the baby. What may be 4udged good for the
about-to=-cheat-husgband may not good for his wife or his children. This
problem of subjectivity is ipherent in utilitarianism for a second
reasen. Utilitarianism counsels that moral decisions should NQT be
pased on the inherent meaning of acts. Acts are only good ox bad
relative to outcomes. The natural law theozy that I expounded in clazs
assumes that human acts have an inherent meaning (remembezr my fist vs.
extended hand of friendship example).

one of the most commeon applicatlons of utilitarianism o sexual
moralivy is the criterion of mutual congent. It is said that any
sexual act is okay if the tWo or more people invelved agree. Now no
one can (or should) deny that for & gexual act to be moral there must
pbe songsent. Certainly, this is ona reasen why I&pS is morally wrong.
But the guestion is whether this is enough.

¥f two men consent to engage in sexual acts, according to
utilitarianism, such an act would be morally okay. But notice teo that
if a ten year old agrees to a sexual act with a 40 year old, such an
act would also be moral if even it is illegal under the current law.
Notice too that our concern is with morality, not law. So by the
consent criterion, we would have to admit certain cases as moral which
we presently would not approve of. fhe case of the 10 and 40 year olds
might be excluded by adding a modification like winformed congent.”
Then as long as both partieg agres with sufficient knowledge, the act
would be morally okay- A 1ittle reflection would show, I think, that
vinformed consent” might be more difficult to apply in practice than
in theory. But another problem would be where to draw the line petweaen
moral and immgzal acts using only informed consent. For example, if a
dog censents to engage in @ sexual act with its human master. such an
act would also be moral according to the consent criterioa. If this
impresses you as far-fetched, the point is not whether it might og¢cur
put by what eriterion we could say that it is wrong. I don't think
that it would be wrong according to the congent griterion.

But the more significant problem has to do with the fact that the
consent criterion is not related in any way to the NATURE of the act
jtself. This is where Natural Moral Law (NML) cbijects, WML says that
Morality must be a response to REALITY. In other words, sexual acts
are only appropriate for people who are complementary, not the same.
How do we know this? By looking at REALITY. Men and women are
complementary in their anatomy, physiology, and psycholegy. Men and
women are not interchangeable. So, & moral sexual act has to be
between persons that are fitted for that act. Consent is important but
there is more than consent needed.

One example appliceble to homosexual acts jllustrates the problem. To
the best of my knowledge, in a sexual relationship between two men,
one of them tends £o aat as the “woman” while the other acts as the
vman.” In this scenario. homosexual men have been known to eagage in
certain types of actions for which their bodies are not fitted. I
don’'t want to be to0 graphic so I won't go inte details but a
physician has told me that these acts are deleterious te the nealth of
one ox possibly both of the men. Yet, if the morality of the act is
judged only by mutual consent, then there are clearly hemosexusl asts
which are injurious to their health but which are consented to. Why
are they injuriocus? Because they violate the meaning, structure. and
(sometimes) health of the human body.

New recall that I mentioned in class the importance of gaining wisdom
from the past. One part of wisdom we gain from such knowledge is how
people today came to think of their bodies. I won't go into details
here but g survey of the last few centuries reveals that we have
gradually been separating our sexual natures (reality) from our moral
decigiong. Thus, pecple tend to think that wse can use our bedies
sexually in whatever way$ we cheoose without regard to their sctual
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structure and meaning. This i also what lies behind the idea of sex
change operations. We can manipulate our bodies to be whatever we want
them to be.

If what I just said is true, then thils disassociation of morality and
sexual reality did not begin with homosexuality. It began long ageo.
But it took & huge leap forward in the wide gpread use of artificial
contraceptives. What this upe allowed was for people to disassociate
procreation and ¢hildren from sexual activity. So, for people who have
grown up only in a time when there is no inherent connection betwean
procreation and sex --- notice not natural but manipulated by humans

==~ it follows “logically” that sex can mean anything we want it to mesan,

Natural Moral Theory says that if we are to have healthy gsexual lives,
we must return to a connectlon between procreation and sex. Why?
Because that is what i1g REAL. It is based on human sexual anatomy and
physiology. Human sexuality is inherently unitive and procreative. Tf
we encourage sexual relationg that violate this besic meaning, we will
end up denying something essential about our humanity, about our
feminine and masculine nature.

I know this doesn’t angwer all the questions in many of your minds.
All I ask as your teacher is that you approach thege gquestions as a
thinking adult. That implies questioning what you have heard around
vou. Unless you have done extensive research into homogexuality and
are cognizant of the nistory ¢f moral thought, you are not ready to
make judgments about moral truth in this wmatter. All I encourage is to
make informed decisions. As a final note, a perceptive resder will
have noticed that none of what I have said here or in class depends
upon religion. Catholics don’t arrive at their moral conclusgions based
on their religion. They do so based on a thorough understanding of
natural reality.

Kenneth J. tHowsll Ph.D.
Director, 8t. John’sg Institute of Catholie Thought

Adjunct Assoclate Professor of Religion, University of Illinois,
Urbana~Champaign

604 E. Armory Ave.
Champaign, IL 61820
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