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The topics featured in this edition of The Interim Plus 
include the nature and challenge of bioethics and the 

continued strategic relevance of a distinctly pro-life political 
party. Each subject offers an opportunity to consider and 
discuss issues of social importance.

Also included is information about the Father Ted 
Colleton Scholarship program, now in its 6th year. Rules, 
application form, topic for the essay contest are oultined. 
Please share and forward to colleagues who may welcome 
this curriculum resource and scholarship information.

Bioethical Dilemma
In the wake of medical and technological progress, observ-
ers note that an entire new industry has been generated, 
one concerned with the ethical questions that flow from 
new possibilities for creating, ameliorating and ending 
human life. This new class of professionals are known as 
bioethicists.

An excellent essay on this topic, The Politics of Bioethics, 
appeared in the November edition of First Things maga-
zine. In it Father Richard J. Neuhaus explores the concept 
of human dignity and some of the problems and complica-
tions associated with bioethics. Excerpts from the essay are 
included below. It is recommended that one read the entire 
essay found at http://www.firstthings.com. Better still, there 
is so much substance in each edition of that magazine that 
it warrants subscribing to it, either individually or as an 
insitution.

Neuhaus poses the central question of 
whether “human dignity” is a useful con-
cept in bioethics or merely “a slogan that 
camouflages unconvincing arguments and 
unarticulated biases”. He rightly points out 
that the answer may have to do with ultimate 
ends or purposes. As he puts it: 

“Human dignity” may suggest the collective 
and include efforts such as taking techno-
logical charge of the evolution of the human 
species. “The dignity of the human per-
son” places the accent on the individual—
although, to be sure, the individual situated 
in community. The dignity of the human 
person may entail an important, although 
limited, measure of autonomy. Dignity as 
autonomy features strongly in, for instance, 
arguments for “death with dignity.” Morally, 
however, the dignity of the human person 
is affirmed most significantly not in the 
assertion of one’s own autonomy but in the 
protection of others who are most subject to 
having their dignity violated. Therefore, in 
bioethics as in medicine more generally, the first rule is 
“Do no harm.” That first rule enjoins us to protect and 
maintain something that is recognized as good simply in 
its being. 

Neuhaus goes on to explain that the rule “Do no harm” 
is and should be perceived as the moral placing of limits on 
scientific and technological progress. He continues: 

Morality is not to be pitted against genuine progress. We 
should be grateful for all the advances that have been 
made and no doubt will be made in what Francis Bacon 
called “the relief of man’s estate.” But it is precisely the 
business of ethical and moral reason to make normative 
judgments regarding present and proposed measures 
aimed at such relief. This is true with respect to the dignity 
of the human person and with respect to more ambitious 
proposals aimed not so much at relieving as at transform-
ing “man’s estate”.

Neuhaus believes the discipline of bioethics is ill-defined 
and has not served well in furthering our understanding of 
these questions largely because of what he refers to as “the 
scientific and technological imperative …[and] the weight 
of inestimable financial interests”. Examples of the latter 
might include the huge costs/profits associated with organ 
transplants, life-extending drugs and practices, and the 
“creation” of designer babies. Neuhaus states that “bioeth-
ics as an intellectual institution is, in significant part, an 
industry for the production of rationalized—sometimes 
elegantly rationalized—permission slips in the service of 
the technological imperative joined to the pursuit of fame 
and wealth”.

Neuhaus explains that politics involves morality and by 
way of Aristotle he defines politics as “free persons deliber-

ating the question, How ought we to order 
our life together?” He goes on to state that 
“the question of the dignity of the human 
person is rightly understood as a political 
question”, not one to be left to bioethicists 
or judges to decide upon. One need not 
go into foundational or ultimate questions 
when dealing with humdrum everyday 
political things; but certain issues, because 
of the high stakes, demand consideration 
of key moral principles, for example, the 
dignity of the human person in the case of 
abortion. Neuhaus points out that “in the 
[American]  Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade 
and Doe v. Bolton decisions of January 
1973…the moral question is not, as the 
court majority claimed, about when a 
human life begins. That is a biological 
and medical question on which there is no 
serious dispute. The moral question can be 
put this way: At what point in its existence 
ought we, and for what reasons ought we, 
to recognize that a human life should be 
protected in law?” 

Determining the answer to that question became more 
manifestly a political matter after the judicial decision 
which went against centuries of legitimate understanding 
“that it is morally wrong and rightly made unlawful to 
deliberately kill unborn children”. Neuhaus contends that 
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and-policy journal First Things 
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for years articulated toughly 
conser vative yet nuanced 
positions on a wide range of 
civic issues.
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“if a principle is established by which some indisputably 
human lives do not warrant the protections traditionally 
associated with the dignity of the human person—because 
of their size, location, dependency, level of development, 
or burdensomeness to others—it would seem that there are 
numerous candidates for the application of the principle, 
beginning with the radically handicapped, both physically 
and mentally, not to mention millions of the aged and 
severely debilitated in our nation’s nursing homes”. 

Bioethicists and judges have not been invested with 
the sovereignty to make such decisions regarding life and 
death issues. Political sovereignty rests with the people 
and their elected representatives. This fact largely explains 
why the general public has not accepted the judgment of 
the Supreme Court with its imposition of “the unlimited 
abortion license”. Instead the public has been open to per-
suasion through political debate. Neuhaus stresses that in 
the latter arena it is important to establish a foundational 
principle as a point of reference. In the abortion debate 
“one such a point of reference is the dignity of the human 
person—construed not, or not primarily, as the assertion 
of the rights of the autonomous but as the obligation to 
protect those whose autonomy is limited”.

But although ordinary citizens are enamoured with the 
concept of the dignity of the human person, certain spokes-
people try to exclude arguments based on comprehensive 

worldviews perceived to 
be “religious” or faith-
based in nature. It is not 
clear on what basis these 
opponents claim their 
own moral authority. Who 
appointed them as “the 
gatekeepers and bor-
der patrol of the public 
square, admitting some 
arguments and excluding 
others”. Neuhaus points 
out that underlying such 
“secular” comprehensive 
worldviews is the opera-
tive assumption of athe-
ism, “only those argu-
ments are to be admit-
ted to public deliberation 
that proceed as if God 
did not exist”. 

But Neuhaus asserts that the concept of human dignity 
has sacred sources and he summarizes the concept as fol-
lows: A human being is a person possessed of a dignity we 
are obliged to respect at every point of development, debili-
tation, or decline by virtue of being created in the image 
and likeness of God. Endowed with the spiritual principle 
of the soul, with reason and with free will, the destiny of 
the person who acts in accord with moral conscience in 
obedience to the truth is nothing less than eternal union 
with God. This is the dignity of the human person that is 
to be respected, defended, and indeed revered. He then 
concludes his essay by saying that this concept is indispens-
able to the political task of deliberating and deciding how 
we ought to order our life together. 

Richard John Neuhaus is editor-in-chief of First Things. 

The Changing Political Landscape

As was argued by Richard John Neuhaus in the preceding 
section, politics is a moral enterprise. In the recent Ontario 
provincial election the major parties fared as predicted, 
with the Liberals gaining a large majority, the Progressive 
Conservatives remaining the official opposition, the NDP 
solidly entrenched in third, and other minor parties as also-
rans, although the Green Party raised its popular vote to 
almost 10% without electing any members to the Legislature. 
Interesting to note was the electoral performance of a party 
that has been associated with strong conservative stands on 
social issues in the past but which adopted a distinctly dif-
ferent strategy in the October election. The fate of the FCP 
(Family Coalition Party) led the editor of The Interim to ask 
whether that party has any relevance to Ontario politics. 

Questions to ponder

1. Why does Neuhaus prefer the concept of “the dignity 
of the human person” versus “human dignity”?

2. How does Neuhaus distinguish between dignity/sov-
ereignty/autonomy and the protection of others?

3. Does such consideration place limits on what scien-
tists may be researching or the actions they take in 
furthering technological progress?

4. Is morality an obstacle to genuine progress?

5. What factors serve to complicate the discipline of bio-
ethics and raise doubts as to its credibility?

6. What is meant by the ‘technological imperative”?

7. According to Neuhaus why is abortion properly a 
political issue?

8. Why is the abortion issue not a settled one in the 
United States despite the 1973 Roe vs. Wade decision?

9. How does the situation in Canada differ dramatically 
from that in the United States with respect to the 
abortion question?

10. How do secular atheists seek to control the public 
discourse on life issues?

11. How does Neuhaus justify the use of “religious” 
comprehensive world-views in the debate?

12. Why is his definition of the concept of human dig-
nity helpful and indispensable to the political task of 
deliberating and deciding how we ought to order our 
life together?

Atheists, like Richard Dawkins, 
left, or Christopher Hitchens, 
right, try to exclude arguments 
based on comprehensive 
worldviews perceived to be 
“religious” or faith- based in 
nature.
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Is the FCP still relevant? 
Paul Tuns, Editor, The Interim, November, 2007

The Family Coalition Party garnered less than one in 100 
votes cast in the Oct. 10 Ontario election, leading some 
people, including pro-lifers, to ask: is the party still rel-
evant?

Admittedly, the juxtaposition of this fact and this question 
is unfair, although getting just 0.8 per cent of the vote is a 
reflection of larger problems. These problems lead to seri-
ous questions about the party’s relevancy, in the face of its 
current leadership and priorities. Some pro-life activists, 
including some FCP candidates, question the party’s focus 
on electoral reform; namely, its support for proportional 
representation. They see it as, at best, a distraction from 
the party’s primary purpose and, at worst, an abandon-
ment of the party’s founding mission.

After national discussions and consultations at three 
strategy meetings, the FCP was founded by Campaign 
Life Coalition in 1987, with the goal of raising the abor-
tion issue during election campaigns and giving pro-life 
voters an ethical choice on election day in ridings where 
the mainstream parties do not run pro-life candidates. 
In 1990, CLC (and The Interim) threw its support 
behind the FCP, which ran candidates in 76 
ridings and won 4.5 per cent of the vote prov-
ince-wide. More impressively, it broke 10 per 
cent in several ridings and reached a high 
of 13 per cent in one case.

When the party was founded, the under-
standing was that its purpose was not 
necessarily to elect candidates to the pro-
vincial parliament. Thus, it would not 
run candidates in ridings where one of the 
other parties already had a pro-life candi-
date. With the help and support of CLC, the FCP 
raised awareness of the abortion issue and the 
pro-life movement flocked to the party.

[But as time went on,] just like candidates in other 
parties, some began to sacrifice clarity on the abortion 
issue for the sake of political expediency. [CLC national 
organizer Mary Ellen Douglas] recalls candidates in the 
Kingston area wanting to downplay their pro-life stance 
because it would be a barrier to getting votes…..Douglas 
says she shakes her head when she hears about FCP can-
didates downplaying their pro-life views because it might 
hurt their chances to get elected.

FCP leader and candidates looked at ridings where they 
got 10 per cent and started to think about getting elected 
to Queen’s Park. Under new leader Giuseppe Gori, the 
party began to focus on proportional representation, with 
the view that under a different electoral system, the FCP 
might elect MPPs to the provincial legislature in propor-
tion to the vote the party got province-wide. With 5 per 
cent of the vote, the party would get a half-dozen MPPs. 
Beginning in the 1995 campaign, the party began high-
lighting proportional representation as a main plank, 
alongside its support for pro-life and pro-family policies. 
In 2003, the FCP had as much to say about healthcare 
reform and education policy choice as it did about abor-
tion, all in an effort to appeal to voters beyond the pro-
life movement and again, the party stressed proportional 
representation – or PR for short. …Gori maintained that 

if 20 per cent of Ontario is pro-life, the FCP would get one-
fifth of the MPPs.  

In September of 2007, REAL Women of Canada released a 
statement it had already prepared in opposition to PR. Its 
national vice-president, Gwen Landolt, warned that femi-
nist and other radical activists would put pressure on the 
mainstream parties to increase their representation in 
elected politics by top-loading the party lists from which a 
special set of MPPs would be chosen, so that the legislature 
would better reflect each party’s percentage of the vote. 
[This caveat did not sit well with the FCP leadership, and 
led its leader to criticize REAL Women’s analysis and its 
opposition to PR]

[Communications from the party headquarters to FCP 
supporters during the campaign focused on issues other 
than abortion. The latter was downplayed.] CLC president 
Jim Hughes said the focus on issues other than abortion is 
unlikely to get pro-lifers excited about the party. The proof 
is in the numbers.

In only five ridings of the 83 in which they ran candidates, 
did the FCP break 2 per cent of the vote. Only of one 
of those broke 2.6 per cent: Teresa Ceolin in Etobicoke-

Lakeshore, who won 4.6 per cent of the vote, for a 
total of 1,260. In many ridings, the candidate 

provided little more than a name on a ballot 
and did not bother to distribute campaign 
literature or show up at all-candidates 
meetings. That is, he or she did not take 
the opportunity to raise awareness about 
the abortion issue.

[In contrast ] David MacDonald ran 
against the premier in Ottawa South. 

He went to all-candidates meetings and 
even confronted Dalton McGuinty about 

his support for abortion. The exchange was 
videotaped and put up on the web, including on 

MacDonald’s website. Furthermore, in Ottawa, all 
candidates were given space in the Ottawa Sun to make 
a pitch to voters. MacDonald used his to highlight the 
consequences of McGuinty’s vaunted prenatal screening 
program at local hospitals, specifically the targeting and 
killing of disabled children in the womb. (Conversely, in 
Toronto, many of the parachuted paper candidates did 
not avail themselves of the opportunity to appear on the 
local program that is offered to all candidates in the city 
by the local cable provider.)

MacDonald won 927 votes or 1.9 per cent. Hughes attri-
butes MacDonald’s higher-than-FCP average support to 
his willingness to doggedly pursue the premier over his 
support for abortion and raise the issue in effective and 
innovative ways.

It is clear that candidates who are faithful to the party’s 
original mission do much better. The way you get pro-life 
voters out to support a pro-life party is to talk abortion, 
not electoral reform. The focus on electoral reform over 
the past decade has not helped the party one bit and has 
divided the pro-life movement amongst itself.

If the FCP continues to work on behalf of PR, it will 
become irrelevant – it is already on this road. But it is not 
too late to turn around. With new leadership that is more 
adept at using the internet and viral campaigns that will 
focus on the injustice of abortion, the FCP can once again 
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become an important teaching tool in the public square. 
It can educate the public and put pressure on politicians 
in regards to abortion.

But it must do this intelligently….That means never run-
ning candidates against pro-lifers in the other parties. 
Instead, the model for the FCP should not be European-
style PR, but rather New York state’s pro-life and conserva-
tive parties. There, when the Republican party does not 
run a pro-life candidate, the Right to Life Party and the 
Conservative Party threaten to run a pro-lifer, siphon-
ing off votes that might otherwise go to the GOP. This will 
make a difference in close elections. Likewise, in Ontario, 
the FCP can threaten to run pro-life candidates where the 
mainstream parties do not, in essence saying there will 
be a political price to pay by ignoring pro-life voters. This 
means identifying close races where such a threat will 
have maximum impact and then running credible, out-
spoken candidates where necessary.

To remain relevant, the FCP must return to its roots. It 
must be discriminating where it runs candidates. And it 
must be first and foremost pro-life. Then, and only then, 
will it make an impact on the political sphere. 

Follow up quotations
The sign of being human is to be a friend to the weak 
person. There’s something in the history of humanity that 
shows being human is to care for the weak – the fragile, 
the orphans, and the widow. 

Jean Vanier

We see the face of God within the disabled. Their presence 
is a sign of God, who has chosen “the foolish in order to 
confound the strong, the proud and the so-called wise of 
our world.” And so those we see as weak or marginalized 
are, in fact, the most worthy and powerful among us: they 
bring us closer to God.  

Jean Vanier

The particular thing about many people with disabilities 
is that they cry out for relationship. They’re not crying 
out for power or success. They say “Do you believe I’m a 
person, that I have value? If a child comes in here [l’Arche 
community] that child can transform us by looking up 
and saying “Do you love me?” 

Jean Vanier
Vanier: almost a saint? Charles Lewis, National Post, 
November 3, 2007 (article on Jean Vanier, founder of 

L’Arche communities)

 

The Father Ted Colleton Scholarship Program
For the 6th edition of this program the rules remain the 
same. The deadline for application forms is December 31, 
2007. The topic for the essay contest is somewhat differ-
ent. Please take note and bring to the attention of students. 
Applicants are asked to submit a typed essay of the usual 
length (800-1000 words) critiquing or commenting on a 
work of art (music, novel, play, song, poem, painting, sculp-
ture, television series, feature film, etc.) that offers a hopeful 
pro-life message. The student should explain how and why 
the chosen work of art can be thusly characterized.

The winning prizes are three scholarships, each of $1000 
value. The winning entries would be announced by late 
February, 2008. Past entrants are eligible to submit appli-
cations again if they are still attending high school. For 
complete details see the attachment accompanying this elec-
tronic version of The Interim Plus curriculum resource.
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Questions

1. If the concept of human dignity is to inspire the 
political process what can ordinary people do to bring 
about real change?

2. What accounts for the seemingly disparate inter-
est level between Canadians and Americans when it 
comes to pro-life issues and their influence on the 
political scene?

2007-2008 Niagara Region Right To Life2007-2008

The student must submit a typed original essay, 
(approximately 800-1000 words in length) 
postmarked no later than December 31, 2007 

Subject:
Critiquing or commenting on a work of art (music, 
novel, play, song, poem, painting, sculpture, 
television series, feature film) 
that offers a hopeful pro-life message. 

The student should explain how and why the 
chosen work of art can be thusly characterized.

Questions

1. What is the FCP?

2. Why, when and by whom was it founded?

3. How and why did it appear to have strayed from its 
original purpose according to Tuns?

4. Is it achieving its goals?

5. To what does Tuns attribute the seeming “irrevelance” 
of the FCP?

6. According to Tuns, what useful strategies could small 
parties adopt in order to contribute to the “political 
task of deliberating and deciding how we ought to 
order our life together”?

7. Are single-issue parties in Ontario or Canadian politics 
really necessary or are they only of nuisance value?


