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In this article, Don Marquis argues, from entirely secular premises, to the conclusion
that abortion is, in most circumstances, a form of murder. He does this by first trying
to explain why it is immoral to kill people like you and me. After canvassing a few
popular but mistaken options, he arrives at his answer. Such killing is immoral because

it deprives us of a future of value.

Human fetuses—most of them, at least—also share this feature. And therefore it
is ordinarily wrong to kill human fetuses. And so abortion is usually immoral. Marquis
considers a variety of objections to his view, and concludes his article by trying to

show how each of them can be met.

The view that abortion is, with rare exceptions,
seriously immoral has received little support in
the recent philosophical literature. No doubt most
philosophers affiliated with secular institutions
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of higher education believe that the anti-abortion
position is either a symptom of irrational religious
dogma or a conclusion generated by seriously
confused philosophical argument. The purpose of
this essay is to undermine this general belief. This
essay sets out an argument that purports to show,
as well as any argument in ethics can show, that
abortion is, except possibly in rare cases, seriously
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4], that it is in the same moral category as

Mo
mm= L nocent adult human being. . .

h of standard anti-abortion and pro-chejce
nts exhibits how those arguments poggess
ertain symmetries that e)fplain why partisans of
hose positions are so convinced of the correctness
of their OWN positions, why they are not successfy]
.1 convincing their opponents, and why, to others,
‘his issue seems to be unresolvable. An analysis of
he nature of this standoft suggests a strategy for
surmounting 1t.

Consider the way a typical anti-abortionijst
argues. She will argue or assert that life is present

from the moment of conception or that fetuses look
like babies or that fetuses possess a characteristic
such as a genetic code that is both necessary and
sufficient for being human. Anti-abortionists seem
to believe that (1) the truth of all of these claims is
quite obvious, and (2) establishing any of these
claims is sufficient to show that abortion is morally
akin to murder.

A standard pro-choice strategy exhibits simi-
larities. The pro-choicer will argue or assert that
fetuses are not persons or that fetuses are not ra-
tional agents or that fetuses are not social beings.
Pro-choicers seem to believe that (1) the truth of any
of these claims is quite obvious, and (2) establish-
ing any of these claims is sufficient to show that an
abortion is not a wrongful killing.

In fact, both the pro-choice and the anti-abortion
claims do seem to be true, although the “it looks
like a baby” claim is more difficult to establish the
earlier the pregnancy. We seem to have a standoff.
How can it be resolved?
~ Aseveryone who has taken a bit of logic knows,
if any of these arguments concerning abortion 1s
2 good argument, it requires not only some claim
Ch.aracterizing fetuses, but also some general moral
P lr}ciple that ties a characteristic of fetuses to
having or not having the right to life or to some
().the.r moral characteristic that will generate the ob-
ligation or the lack of obligation not to end the life
of a fetus, Accordingly, the arguments of the anti-

f\bor tionist and the pro-choicer need a bit of filling
In to be regarded as adequate.
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principles as “Being a person is
— dividual intrinsic moral worth” or
.It 1s only seriously prima facie wrong to take the
life of a member of the human community.” Since
these are generally accepted moral principles,
the pro-choice position is certainly not obviously
wrong. Unfortunately, we have again arrived at a
standoff.

Now, how might one deal with this standoff?
The standard approach is to try to show how the
moral principles of one’s opponent lose their plau-
sibility under analysis. It is easy to see how this
1s possible. On the one hand, the anti-abortionist
will defend a moral principle concerning the
wrongness of killing which tends to be broad in
scope in order that even fetuses at an early stage
of pregnancy will fall under it. The problem with
broad principles is that they often embrace too
much. In this particular instance, the principle
“It is always prima facie wrong to take a human
life” seems to entail that it is wrong to end the exis-
tence of a living human cancer-cell culture, on the
grounds that the culture is both living and human.
Therefore, it seems that the anti-abortionist’s fa-
vored principle is too broad.

On the other hand, the pro-choicer wants to
find a moral principle concerning the. Wrongness
of killing which tends to be narrow in scope ll)n
order that fetuses will not fall under it. The prob-

j rinciples is that they often do not
e i he needed principles such
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| All this suggests that a necessary condition of

. .
solving the abortion controversy 15 4 more theoret

cal account of the wron iy
we merely believe, but do not understand, why kill

ing adult human beings such as ourselves 1s wrong,
how could we conceivably show that abortion 18

either immoral or permissible?

In order to develop such an account, we can start
from the following unproblematic assumption con-
cerning our own case: it is wrong to kill us. Why is
it wrong? Some answers can be easily eliminated. It
might be said that what makes killing us wrong is
that a killing brutalizes the one who Kkills. But the
brutalization consists of being inured to the perfor-
mance of an act that is hideously immoral; hence,
the brutalization does not explain the immorality.
It might be said that what makes killing us wrong
is the great loss others would experience due to
our absence. Although such hubris is understand-
able, such an explanation does not account for the
wrongness of killing hermits, or those whose ljves
are relatively independent and whose friends find it
¢asy to make new friends.

A more obvious answer is better. What pri-
marily makes killing wrong is neither its effect on

gness of killing. After all, if
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nts are either valuable for thej, owp

<akes or are means o something else that jq Valy.

- sake. Some parts of my fUtllre
able for its own tvut will came s b are
not valued by me now, bt l | lueg
by me s  row older and as my values and co
ties change. When I am killed, I am deprlved both
of what I now value which would have beep part of
my future personal life, but a.lso what [ wquld COme
to value. Therefore, when I die, I am deprived of al]
of the value of my future. Inflicting this loss oy Me
is ultimately what makes killing me wrong, p;
being the case, it would seem that what makes kj);_
ing any adult human being prima facie seriously
wrong is the loss of his or her future.!

How should this rudimentary theory of the
wrongness of killing be evaluated? It cannot p,
faulted for deriving an ‘ought’ from an ‘is,’ for it doeg
not. The analysis assumes that killing me (or you,
reader) is prima facie seriously wrong. The poipt
of the analysis is to establish which natura] prop-
erty ultimately explains the wrongness of the kj]l.
Ing, given that it is wrong. A natural property will
ultimately explain the wrongness of Killing, only if
(1) the explanation fits with our Intuitions about the
matter and (2) there is no other natural property
that provides the basis for a better explanation of the
wnjongness of killing. This analysis rests on the in-

and enjoyme

Some natural effect or other of the killing. Some
woulc.i deny this. For Instance, a divine-command
theorist in ethijcs would deny it. Surely this denial s,
however, one of those features of divine-command
theory which renders it so implausible.

The claim that what makes killing wrong is the
loss of the victim’

two c.onsiderations. In the first place, this theory
eXPIE}Ins why we regard Killing as one of the worst

ling is e iall it de-
The change j ng, how g 1s especially wrong, because
l(c ange in my biologica] state doesf tb “VEr.  prives the vVictim of more than perhaps any other
ma ekllllng Ine wron The effe t O Yy itself Crime,. In the S P % S or
biological life s the loss to me (C)f(;{ the loss of MY Cancer whe econd place, people with AID




qatural property associated with killing
ats with the attitudes of the dying

i) hat L\(?iew that what makes kllllng wrong 1s the loss
The\ < tim of the value of the vi.cti.m’s future gains
.1dditional support when somfe O.fl.t S 1mPhCa.t10ns e
W7 1 In the first place, it 1s incompatible with
- that it is wrong to kill only beings who are
|ly human. It is possible that there exists a
iferent species from another.planet whose mem-
ners have a future like ours. Since having a future
l-e that is what makes killing someone wrong, this
‘heory entails that it would be wrong to kill mem-
\ors of such a species. Hence, this theory is opposed
-, the claim that only life that is biologically human
125 great moral worth, a claim which many anti-
.vortionists have seemed to adopt. This opposition,
_hich this theory has in common with personhood
‘heories, seems to be a merit of the theory.

In the second place, the claim that the loss of
one’s future is the wrong-making feature of one’s
being killed entails the possibility that the futures
of some actual nonhuman mammals on our own
planet are sufficiently like ours that it 1s seriously
wrong to kill them also. Whether some animals do
have the same right to life as human beings depends
on adding to the account of the wrongness of killing
some additional account of just what it is about my
future or the futures of other adult human beings
which makes it wrong to kill us. No such additional
account will be offered in this essay. Undoubtedly,
the provision of such an account would be a very dif-
ficult matter. Undoubtedly, any such account would
be quite controversial. Hence, it surely should not
reflect badly on this sketch of an elementary theory
Of the wrongness of killing that it is indeterminate

the V1
biologica

In the third place, the claim that the loss of one’s
f‘}the is the wrong-making feature of one’s being
kll.led does not entail, as sanctity of human life the-
ories do, that active euthanasia is wrong. Persons
:l:fh — severely and incurably ill, who face a future
ha\Ir)ealsn ;nd despalr,.and who wish to die will not

uftered a loss if they are killed. It is, strictly
speaking, the value of a human’s future which
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Ei?lli:; l;‘(l)l:s’g wrong in this theory. This being so,
who ore SiCkHOtdneCf:ssarnly wrong some persons
other reasonsafn dymg..Qf. course, there may be
iz, but thet or a prohibition of acftlve euthana-
life theorie s another matter. San.ctnty-of-hun?arT-
woruny WI.seem to hf)ld th?t active euthanasia is
he Y wrong even in an mdm.dual case where
re seems to be good reason for it independently
of PUl?llc policy considerations. This consequence is
most implausible, and it is a plus for the claim that
the loss of a future of value is what makes killing
wrong that it does not share this consequence.

In the fourth place, the account of the wrongness
of killing defended in this essay does straightfor-
wardly entail that it is prima facie seriously wrong
to kill children and infants, for we do presume that
they have futures of value. Since we do believe that it
is wrong to kill defenseless little babies, it is impor-
tant that a theory of the wrongness of killing easily
account for this. Personhood theories of the wrong-
ness of killing, on the other hand, cannot straightfor-
wardly account for the wrongness of killing infants
and young children. Hence, such theories must add
special ad hoc accounts of the wrongness of killing
the young. The plausibility of such ad hoc theories
seems to be a function of how desperately one wants
such theories to work. The claim that the primary
wrong-making feature of a killing is the loss to the
victim of the value of its future accounts for the
wrongness of Killing young children and infants di-
rectly; it makes the wrongness of such acts as obvious
as we actually think it is. This 1s further merit of

this theory. Accordingly, it seems that this value of
2 future-like-ours theory of the wrongness of killing
shares strengths of both sanctity-of-life and person-
hood accounts while avoiding weaknesses of both. In
2ddition, it meshes with a central intuition concern-

ing what makes killing wrong. |
The claim that the primary wrong—makmg

feature of a killing 18 the
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human beings after the time
. 't follows that

h . ,
at also applies to fetuses ally wrong-

tion is prima facie seriously mor
This argument does not rely o
5 l(ill persons,

ference that, since it is wrong to
is wrong to kill potential persons © .nal)’sis 1S
egory that is morally central to this af :

the category of having a valuable futur o
it is not the category of personhood.

. 0 is prima
ment to the conclusion that abortlondlsd pinde-
facie seriously morally wrong proceede

' ential
pendently of the notion of person Of pot e
person or any equivalent. Someone may

ny lue
to start with this analysis 1n terms of thff va |

of a human future, concl

except perhaps in rare circumstances, it
morally wrong, infer that fetuses have the T18

to life, and then call fetuses “persons’ as a resu.lt
of their having the right to life. Clearly, in this
case, the category of person I being used to
state the conclusion of the analysis rather than to

generate the argument of the analysis. . . .
Of course, this value of a future-like-ours argt-

ment, if sound, shows only that abortion is prima
facie wrong, not that it 1s wrong in any and all cir-
cumstances. Since the loss of the future to a stan-
dard fetus, if killed, is, however, at least as great
2 loss as the loss of the future to a standard adult
human being who is killed, abortion, like ordinary
killing, could be justified only by the most compel-
ling reasons. The loss of one’s life is almost the great-
est misfortune that can happen to one. Presumably
abortion could be justified in some circumstances,
only if the loss consequent on failing to abort would
be at least as great. Accordingly, morally permissible
abortions will be rare indeed unless, perhaps, they
occur so ez%rly in pregnancy that a fetus is not yet def-
initely an individual. Hence, this argument should
be takex.l as showing that abortion is presumptively
very seriously wrong, where the presumption is very

strong—as strong as the presumption that killin
another adult human being is wrong ¥

her reasoils: ~
ly have to be the sole reasoy

e victim did have a vy,

One move of this sOTt is based upon the claim
dition of one’s future being

that a necessary coll . >S U
valuable is that one values it. Value implies a valuer.

Given this one might argue that, since fetuses
cannot value their futures, their futures are not

valuable to them. Hence, 1t does not seriously wrong

them deliberately to end their lives.
This move fails, however, because of some am-

biguities. Let us assume that something cannot be
of value unless it is valued by someone. This does
not entail that my life is of no value unless it is
valued by me. I may think, in a period of despair,
that my future is of no worth whatsoever, but I may
be wrong because others rightly see value—even
great value—in it. Furthermore, my future can be
valuable to me even if I do not value it. This is the
case when a young person attempts suicide, but s
rescued and goes on to significant human achieve-
ments. Such young people’s futures are ultimately
valuable to them, even though such futures do not
seem to be valuable to them at the moment of -
tempted suicide. A fetus’s future can be valuable
to it in the same way. Accordingly, this attempt {0
limit the anti-abortion argument fails.
Another similar attempt to reject th
abortion position is based on Tooley’s claim that 8l
entity cannot possess the right to life unless it has
;g;siﬁzfity to desire its continued existence- I: cf?t]y
yire ,tsmce fe.:tuses lack the conceptual C?Ph[ o
0 continue to live, they lack the Il

e antl-
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cordiﬂle’ Tooley concludes that abortion
. usly prima facie wrong.2. ..

. ht attempt to defend Tooley’s basic
~ o the grounds that, because a fetus cannot
claim 4 continued life asa benefit, its continued
¢ be a benefit or cannot be something it

o or cannot be something that is in its

ap
ljfe canno

has 2 right t | .
" et This might be defended in terms of the
inte proposition that, if an individual is liter-
2Ty ble of caring about or taking an interest
¥, then one does not have a right to X or
\ is not benefit or X is not something that is in
£ach member of this family of claims seems

«o be open to0 objections. As John C. Stevens’ has

health insurance policy one has purchased), even
though one cannot conceive of the nature of the
procedure. And, as Tooley himself has pointed
out, persons who have been indoctrinated, or
drugged, or rendered temporarily unconscious
may be literally incapable of caring about or taking
.n interest in something that is 1n their interest
or is something to which they have a right, or is
something that benefits them. Hence, the Tooley
claim that would restrict the scope of the value
of a future-like-ours argument 1s undermined by

counterexamples. . . .*

V.

In this essay, it has been argued that the correct
ethic of the wrongness of killing can be extended
to fetal life and used to show that there is a Strong
presumption that any abortion 1s morally imper-
missible. If the ethic of killing adopted here entails,
however, that contraception is also seriously im-
moral, then there would appear to be a difficulty

with the analysis of this essay.
| But this analysis does not entail that contracep-
tion is wrong. Of course, contraception prevents
the actualization of a possible future of value.
Hence, it follows from the claim that futures of
value should be maximized that contraception 18
Prima facie immoral. This obligation to maximize
?}(})es nqt exist, .however; furthermore, nothing ifl
¢ ethics of killing in this paper entails that 1t
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does. The ethics of killing in this essay would entail
that.contraception is wrong only if something were
deme.d a human future of value by contraception.
Nothmg at all is denied such a future by contracep-
tion, however.
| Candidates for a subject of harm by contracep-
tion fall into four categories: (1) some sperm oOr
other, (2) some ovum or other, (3) a sperm and an
ovum separately, and (4) a sperm and an ovum to-
gether. Assigning the harm to some sperm is utterly
arbitrary, for no reason can be given for making a
sperm the subject of harm rather than an ovum. As-
signing the harm to some ovum is utterly arbitrary,
for no reason can be given for making an ovum the
subject of harm rather than a sperm. One might at-
tempt to avoid these problems by insisting that con-
traception deprives both the sperm and the ovum
separately of a valuable future like ours. On this al-
ternative, too many futures are lost. Contraception
was supposed to be wrong, because it deprived us
of one future of value, not two. One might attempt
to avoid this problem by holding that contraception
deprives the combination of sperm and ovum of a
valuable future like ours. But here the definite ar-
ticle misleads. At the time of contraception, there
are hundreds of millions of sperm, one (released)
ovum and millions of possible combinations of all
of these. There is no actual combination at all. Is the
subject of the loss to be a merely possible combi-
nation? Which one? This alternative does not yield
an actual subject of harm either. Accordingly, the
immorality of contraception is not entailed by the

loss of a future-like-ours argument simply because
there is no nonarbitrarily identifiable subject of the

loss in the case of contraception.
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