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Media Presentation of the Debate Over Infanticide

When Professor Peter Singer, a leading Australian ethicist, published an article in the London weekly
“The Spectator’ last September, he argued for fundamental changes to our attitude to life. In particular,
he addressed the issue of infanticide, claimmg that severely disabled infants do not necessarily have a

right to life. His article, the substance of which was later reprinted in The Sundav Ace, elicited wide-

spread media debate.

In his Sundav Age article “Semtenced to life?” (22/10/95), Singer dismisses the Church’s stance
concerning “the sanctity of human life.” This approach is reflected in the headline, which is paradoxical,
the phrase normally being “Sentenced to death”. The title is thought-provoking, given his argument that,
if we employ modem medical technology, a disabled infant might indeed be “sentenced to life”. The

reader is forced to recognise that technology may have imposed upon society a need to change 1ts ethics.

Singer begins by describing the Pope's moral order as an “empty shell”. The metaphor is designed to
shock the reader, though some might object to such aspersions being cast on Church doctrine. His
argument abour anencephalic babies (those born without a brain), morsover, startles the reader with the
implied question: Where is the line to be drawn? This question features in much of the criricism lodged
against im. The article’s effectiveness is therefore somewhat eroded, for Singer fails to provide a

satisfactory answer.

Visual interest is provided by the accompanying cartoon, in which both sides of the debate ars represented
in-the two outstretched hands holding the baby. One hand depicts the Church: the arm is clothed in a
bi'shop’s regalia. The other refers to the medical profession: a surgeon’s gloved hand. The curl of the
shepherd’s crook (symbolic of Christ himself), interestingly, is suggestive of a question mark in reverse,
reminding one again that a question hangs over the baby’s head, Such images are highly emotive; they
mnfluence the reader to consider whether society has an obligation to keep a baby alive, and to whom the

decision might be delegated.

The tone and style are harmonised skilfully: the discussion is leisurely and logical, yet, as indicated,
confrontational. Sometimes sarcasm is evident, and extremely effective, as when Singer responds to the
Catholic Church’s view of him as a “Messenger of Death” by referring to the old Roman and Greek habit
of shooting the messenger, and to hus critics’ attempts to do just that.
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The responses condemning Singer’s article are typified by Bishop George Pell’s highly emotive letter:
“Singer’s compassion is lethal” (The Age - 16/10/95). The editor’s headline is again paradoxical,
nevertheless, it dispels any uncertainty as to the bishop’s stance on this issue: that Singer’s concept of the

“sanctity of human life” is opposed to all Christian teachings.

Unlike Singer, Pell uses provocative terms such as “horrible policies” and “grotesque policies,” which
succeed in arousing the reader’s sympathy for Pell’s stance. The key words “compassion”, “eliminates”
and “sufferer” (e.g., “His typical reaction to suffering is to eliminate the sufferer”) are startling, since they
attempt to deny Singer any genuine compassion, and are clearly intended to upset the reader. Pell also
tries to startle by employing the emotive statement “He praised the primitive societies of ancient Gresce”.
This demonstrates the hostility provoked by Singer’s article, for, in any other context, a Catholic bishop,
knowing that the New Testament is set partly in a Roman/Greek culture, would not normally have called

the Greek civilisation “primitive”.

In contrast to that of the first article, Pell’s tone is one of grear indignation, and suggestve of 3 man
personally offended. Pell is not simpiy clinically opposing Singer with a church docirine, for his anger
leads him to extract the most out of every phrase with such colourful terms as “human animals™ and
“notorious propagandist”. Here the reader is invited to share Pell’s anger. However. the aggressive style
of “the grotesque politics he [Singer] regularly advocates™ and other such statemens, in the absence of

any real argument, renders the sarcasm and bluntness somewhat ineffective,

Rhonda Galbally’s “Killing the disabled” (Herald-Sun - 19/10/95), is written in a much calmer and
considerably more objective manner than the above letter. She also develops a more perspicacious
argument agamnst Singer’s views on infanticide. The editor has made the most of the fact that it is a
woman writing about what might be called a “woman’s issue”, by featuring a picture of Galbally. This.
combined with the title’s stark and arresting image, which evokes thouchts of Nazism, iniects a sense of

alarm in the reader about where someone like Singer “is planning to stop™.

Galbally attacks Singer’s argument immediately by disagreeing with his idea of treating infanis as
distinctively different “just because. .. they have actually been born.” Unlike Pell, she argues her point in a
persenal but dignified manner: “Tt is hard for me to contemplate being left to die” -- a reference to her
own disability -- and its impact is therefore considerable. Through the use of such highly emotive
expressions as “mother-baby bonding,” Galbally infuses a strong element of warmth which would

positively appeal to most parents.

tsh




In a powerful paragraph, Galbally argues that, if we adopt Singer’s “attitude...on bodily perfection,” it
would be *“at the expense of humanity.” She claims that there is a connection between the popular
media’s fetish with perfect bodies, and Singer’s concern with the disabled, implying that he is as much
conditioned by this obsession as those who yeam for a body like leading model Elle Macpherson’s. She

answers convincingly that fallibility is part of being human.

The cartoon accompanyimng this article depicts what at first seems to be a healthy baby. But it is drawn
naked and screaming, and the cartoonist possibly intended to portray the new-born in all its vulnerability;
emphasising its helplessness at the hands of adults. A baby in this situation, according to Galbally, and
presumably also the cartoonist, is very much the victim of Singer’s dictum that it “should or should not be
given a certificate of acceptance one month after birth.” This is highlighted by the shadow lving over the
infant, which is perhaps suggestive of a test it has to pass, and the blank background which emphasises

the infant’s isolation.

The media, both print and electronic, have devoted considerable time and space to this issue, aware that it
affects both the Church and medical profession, and ultimately, society in general. The controversy is
unlikely, however, to be soon resolved; Singer’s proposal seems too emotive, and too challenging in its

defiance of traditional ethics, to be easily embraced.

Word Count: 997




e concept of killing severely disabled infants is morally flawed.
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IETTERS

Death before deformity?

jfrom Victor Jones

find Professor Singer’s article: *Sentenced to

life?” (22/10/95) personally affronting, not to

mention threatening, He argues that disability
at birth may disquahify an infant from the right to
life, and proposes a new set of ethics to condone
infanticide in certain circumstances. As one born
with a disability, I'm insulted by such a proposal.
To suggest infanticide as the answer to human
imperfection, whatever its form and degree, is not
only morally objectionable, it is horrific!

According to Professor Singer, ethics have failed
to kesp up with medical technology, since babies
can now be kept alive where previously nature
would have taken its course. Women, he claimed.
are enttled to terminate abnormal foetuses, even
though he believes “this was killing human beings,”
and the same should be permitted in respect of
infants after birth. As one who rejects the “sanctity-
of-human-life doctrine.” he believes we should face
the fact that such action is killing a human being but
not one at a sufficient state of development for us to
believe that life needs to be protected in all cases.
Unfortunately, the sanctity-of-life doctrine is not
only held by religious believers; many free-thinkers,
such a myself, insist upon the value of all human
Iife, and have so argned on grounds quite other than
religious. This doctrine requires us to provide care
and reasonable medical treatment for every patient,
including Singer’s example of the anecephalic (those
born without a brain), whose lifs, despite its
disability, is, as the Reverend Norman Ford has
said, “morally inviolable.”

The question concerning Professor Singer’s
proposa is, where does it stop? 1In his eyes, a
foetus is not conscious of itself or its future and so
does not suffer if its life is terminated. Yet, he adds,
what is the difference between a foetus and a new-
born baby -- apart from the fact that it is no longer
in the womb? One would have thought that there is
a huge difference between a foetus and a new-born
baby. Ask almost any woman whether she is
capable of aborting a foetus diagnosed as severely
disabled, and then ask if she could overcome her
bonding with a baby sufficiently to perform an act
of infanticide. What prompts Singer’s attitude?
Are some of us becoming less tolerant of defective
offspring?
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Whatever the driving force, technology and taste
are moving us slowly but surely down the road
towards a demand for perfection — or, rather. for no
major imperfections. Just how many faulty foemses
are culled each year is not known, because - oddly -
in most states statistics are not reliably kept. From
the available figures it is clear that the number is
rising steadily. In Victoria, for example, the figures
for malformed foetuses terminated under 20 weeks’
gestation rose from 134 in 1992 to 186 in 1993. In
this state alone in 1993, 61 Down’s svndrome
foetuses were diagnosed, and professionals claim the
vast majority would have been terminated. So. if
my parents had *90s technology, would they have
aborted me? To be honest, I am too scared to ask
them,

This issue, nor surprisinglv, is now ar the
forefront of ethical debate. A public row was
reported in the Netherlands recently when geneticists
revealed they had terminated. at the parents” request.
two foetuses diagnosed with a hereditary condition
causing blindness -- in middle age! Clearly,
peopie’s expectations are changing. They are
aiming for babies free of birth defects, rather than
just avoiding a lsthal or serious disability. No doubt
someone will soon take the view that if abortion on
demand is okay, abortion for any abnormality at all
should be acceptable. Naturally, there are many
who find this disturbing. One such person is Dr
Christopher Newell, an activist for the disabled ar
the Universitv of Tasmania. He savs it marks a
society which “seeks a quick fix.” The “quick fix™ -
the cure - is the death of the foetus. Indeed, such
compassion as Professor Singer exhibits, along with
others of his persuasion, is surely lethal.

On this unpredictable journey for each of us,
there is only so much “perfection” one can plan for -
I'm horrified that anyone might consider my life.
and the lives of others like me, not worth Lving.
One of the characteristics that make us all human is
our imperfection. But imperfection is a quality, not
a defect. We must challenge this insane desire to
weed out imperfection and deformity, and learn -
relearn, if necessary -- that individuals with
disabilities are part of the human family; they
deserve respect.
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“Sentenced to life?”
Peter Singer
The Sunday Age - 22/10/93
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“Singer’s compassion is lethal”
George Pell
The Age - 16/10/95

Singer’s compassion is lethal

from Bishop George Pell

The brief reference to Professor
Singer in my recent Sydney lec-
ture was promprted by his article
in the London Spectator {16/9),
Killing Babies Isn’'t Always
Wrong.

There, he argued for infanti-
cide, denied any essential differ-
ence between humans and
animals, claimed a human foe-
tus was worth much less than a
chimpanzee and something less
than a dog.

He praised the primitive soci-
eties of ancient Greece, tradi-
tional Japan and the Kalahari,
who killed their young, and he
advocated a naming ceremony
one manth after birth, when
babies would acquire a right to
life.

Nat surprisingly, the professor
mentions nothing of this in his
letter (The Age, 13/10) announc-
ing thar the Greens are distanc-
ing themnselves from some of his
horrible policies on humans. But
as their endorsed No. 1 Senate
candidate in Victoria how can
the Greens distance themselves
from the grotesque policies he
regularly advocates?

Singer's compassion is lethal.
His typical reaction to suffering
is to eliminate the sufferer; abor-
tion, infanticide, euthanasia,

A final note. Endearingly, Pro-
fessor Singer nearly always man-
ages to refer to me as Catholic
and a bishop. I wear both titles
with pride. However, he finds
the term “pagan” (a disbeliever
in the one true God) objection-

able; a surprising disclaimer in
view of his publicly proclaimed
atheism and hostility to Judaeo-
Christianity.

Singer is Australia’s most
notorious propagandist for what
Pope John Paul I calls “The cul-
ture of death". Who has done
mare to attack the basic princi-
ple that human life is sacred; to
encourage and legitimise, first of
all abortion, and now euthana-
sia and infanticide of “human
animals”?

Bishop George Pell,
Mentone.

tsh



“Killing the disabled”

Rhenda Galbally
The Herald Sun - 19/10/95

g Aol pn
SRR REm Apeyirn

‘UM
Ju snnnydusruon = adirees
o duypddnns ouw am 10
JueopUp Ay 07 adom Jaa
oA praom apnapie gaaty)
juraue g Slupdopy

“AI03A w0 uaae
1043 aAKaY1 LU SIap§ue

SPYIste paal
RATEFT R Y
A pageem p
Arpas pnq) aan
T T IR TH TR G RH TN
EUTTR T HIT BTN
L PUTED 137 Ul te)) Jrestig

AEtRy St | Snsin]

futtn 1 s

Lunp

RUNITE]

EALLELIAMIY
UFRTHISIYIS
11 1L kM m

ouzog oSG esogn padaus
HIFTITR Y 11 g7 Aes

wam alingy paple
ﬁm. a
WU am 08 ‘AFmump upog

LOyas GRam B oag|a[iur

I T E TR T
Jusida e
prap HugLtoe
ey iuaw
F o Adaddys o
ST
Aum duwy
] pand
e 1arad
A g i)
Gie 811 WL 338
1ot am gy —
T — jload ju

H1LE waap-uUisivaapn

ajuad f1a1305
R SR 10U [P oM JE Japgieay
aq sdeysad pinom am pue

UUHULIOJUWL UG 13428
(e Wwiod uIPYa 12| Apeas
v am ey sEading ag
_ “wog
uamg  AEN0E IALy  pue
:E.Euu:@u Jayy  syjuowm
01 2o Lay) asnuaaqg snfqul
=19J)1P A13A[19UISIP .58 SYUEY
-y ._uE.__b._nu.«n_n:cu Mou
oUUT? 34 uopdaaund 1w
syjucw ﬁ!ﬁu 10 X8 U3
-piryYe o) wojHear pajdaads
K108 1|52 a1 I IsnE
-aq 18y sandie 1a3u)g oty
panoda _ ‘pus ooy
yspHg AWy w o pagsgnd
‘Tuerap :___aa:t Lus[ raqqog
Supny AHe Sy Uf
‘sasod
-and a3ty 10p 1adupg da79d

uE_mT_; ‘g Jo uwd
-aLr) padpsh H| fge
e ; ﬁ sdms -5 ke
Uty alp 5D E aamy
apload 9] aif tim 213y M V & Aux
satuggaiog . ‘suR|[BIIENY
pur e mapp o

Apofow 3wl 8 pUR ‘SUBERL
-1SNY Jo Juas Jad uaaryid
‘uosiaydavyy
ana 51 Apog [eulau
o jo mapp asotm sudfoderas
Suisjuaape £ £auld o)
paysnd Auraq 4,00k ssI3un
YInis Jnoge Juy3 1,Uop nog
Y] Supgatos yjm aaf o)
wisa| nod Suyyjawos 5 3
IpowtadnEg v a4
@ Woxng 0 JO [[EqQiayseq
VEN 10j Hdoys ooy dulag
2t ‘'aao nod oy INCgQe
51 9F "Jysepuay @ JupAsy auy
‘199 nok mot jou & "Ange
“SIP J1IAAF uIAD
‘fynqesia - AU
Jou & ALIHEVSI

A1e0$ 1BY) SPULY A TIVLIVD
VAUNOH "Plojjuow e (un
)11 0114811 ) 9ARY JOU pINOYS
Sjugjul syuy} 139urg 1919

£l

G661 G 0R0PRY Avpsing L Tung peapy




