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gratify, should it turn out to be possible to detach
the child alive.

At this place, however, it should be remem-
bered that we have only been pretending through-
out that the fetus is a human being from the
moment of conception. A very early abortion is
surely not the killing of a person, and so is not
dealt with by anything I have said here.

NOTES

1. The term “direct” in the arguments I refer to is 3
technical one. Roughly, what is meant by “direct
killing” is either killing as an end in itself, or killing
as a means to some end, for example, the end of
saving someone else’s life.

2. Meeting a standard of minimally decent treatment
toward those in need.—ED.
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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 institu-
tions of higher education believe that the anti-
abortion position is either a symptom of irrational
religious dogma or a conclusion generated by se-
riously confused philosophical argument. The
purpose of this essay is to undermine this general
belief. This essay sets out an argument that pur-
ports to show, as well as any argument in ethics
can show, that abortion is, except possibly in rare
cases, seriously immoral, that it is in the same
moral category as killing an innocent adult human
being....

A sketch of standard anti-abortion and pro-choice
arguments exhibits how those arguments possess
certain symmetries that explain why partisans of
those positions are so convinced of the correctness
of their own positions, why they are not successful
in convincing their opponents, and why, to others,
this issue seems to be unresolvable. An analysis of

the nature of this standoff suggests a strategy for
surmounting it.

Consider the way a typical anti-abortionist ar-
gues. 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 character-
istic 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) estab-
lishing 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?
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As everyone who has taken a bit of logic
knows, if any of these arguments concerning abor-
tion is a good argument, it requires not only some
claim characterizing fetuses, but also some general
moral principle that ties a characteristic of fetuses
to having or not having the right to life or to some
other moral characteristic that will generate the
obligation or the lack of obligation not to end
the life of a fetus. Accordingly, the arguments of
the anti-abortionist and the pro-choicer need a bit
of filling in to be regarded as adequate.

Note what each partisan will say. The anti-
abortionist will claim that her position is sup-
ported by such generally accepted moral principles
as “It is always prima facie seriously wrong to take
a human life” or “It is always prima facie seriously
wrong to end the life of a baby.” Since these are
generally accepted moral principles, her position is
certainly not obviously wrong. The pro-choicer
will claim that her position is supported by such
plausible moral principles as “Being a person is
what gives an individual intrinsic moral worth”
or “It is only seriously prima facie wrong to take
the life of a member of the human community.”
Since these are generally accepted moral princi-
ples, the pro-choice position is certainly not obvi-
ously 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 is
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
existence 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 favored 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 in
order that fetuses will zoz fall under it. The prob-
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lem with narrow principles is that they often do
not embrace enough. Hence, the needed princi-
ples such as “It is prima facie seriously wrong to
kill only persons” or “It is prima facie wrong to
kill only rational agents” do not explain why it is
wrong to kill infants or young children or the se-
verely retarded or even perhaps the severely men-
tally ill. Therefore, we seem again to have a
standoff. The anti-abortionist charges, not unrea-
sonably, that pro-choice principles concerning
killing are too narrow to be acceptable; the pro-
choicer charges, not unreasonably, that ant-
abortionist principles concerning killing are too
broad to be acceptable....

All this suggests that a necessary condition of
resolving the abortion controversy is a more the-
oretical account of the wrongness of killing. After
all, if we merely believe, but do not understand,
why killing adult human beings such as ourselves
is wrong, how could we conceivably show that
abortion is either immoral or permissible?

1.

In order to develop such an account, we can start
from the following unproblematic assumption
concerning 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 kill-
ing us wrong is that a killing brutalizes the one
who Kkills. But the brutalization consists of being
inured to the performance of an act that is hid-
cously 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. Al-
though such hubris is understandable, such an ex-
planation does not account for the wrongness of
killing hermits, or those whose lives are relatively
independent and whose friends find it easy to
make new friends.

A more obvious answer is better. What pri-
marily makes killing wrong is neither its effect on
the murderer nor its effect on the victim’s friends
and relatives, but its effect on the victim. The loss
of one’s life is one of the greatest losses one can
suffer. The loss of one’s life deprives one of all the
experiences, activities, projects, and enjoyments
that would otherwise have constituted one’s
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future. Therefore, killing someone is wrong, pri-
marily because the killing inflicts (one of) the
greatest possible losses on the victim. To describe
this as the loss of life can be misleading, however.
The change in my biological state does not by
itself make killing me wrong. The effect of the
joss of my biological life is the loss to me of all
those activities, projects, experiences, and enjoy-
ments which would otherwise have constituted
my future personal life. These activities, projects,
experiences, and enjoyments are either valuable
for their own sakes or are means to something
else that is valuable for its own sake. Some parts
of my future are not valued by me now, but will
come to be valued by me as I grow older and as
my values and capacities change. When I am
killed, I am deprived both of what I now value
which would have been part of my future personal
life, but also what I would come to value. There-
fore, when I die, I am deprived of all of the value
of my future. Inflicting this loss on me is ulti-
mately what makes killing me wrong. This being
the case, it would seem that what makes killing
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 be
faulted for deriving an “ought” from an “is,” for
it does not. The analysis assumes that killing me
(or you, reader) is prima facie seriously wrong.
The point of the analysis is to establish which nat-
ural property ultimately explains the wrongness of
the killing, given that it is wrong. A natural prop-
erty will ultimately explain the wrongness of kill-
ing, 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 wrongness of killing.
This analysis rests on the intuition that what
makes killing a particular human or animal wrong
is what it does to that particular human or animal.
What makes killing wrong is some natural effect or
other of the killing. Some would deny this. For
instance, a divine-command theorist in ethics
would deny it. Surely this denial is, 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’s future is directly supported

by two considerations. In the first place, this
theory explains why we regard killing as one of
the worst of crimes. Killing is especially wrong,
because it deprives the victim of more than

- perhaps any other crime. In the second place, peo-

ple with AIDS or cancer who know they are
dying believe, of course, that dying is a very bad
thing for them. They believe that the loss of a
future to them that they would otherwise
have experienced is what makes their premature
death a very bad thing for them. A better theory
of the wrongness of killing would require a differ-
ent natural property associated with killing which
better fits with the attitudes of the dying. What
could it be?

The $iew that what makes killing wrong is the
loss to the victim of the value of the victim’s future
gains additional support when some of its implica-
tions are examined. In the first place, it is incom-
patible with the view that it is wrong to kill only
beings who are biologically human. It is possible
that there exists a different species from another
planet whose members have a future like ours.
Since having a future like that is what makes kill-
ing someone wrong, this theory entails that it
would be wrong to kill members of such a species.
Hence, this theory is opposed to the claim that
only life that is biologically human has great moral
worth, a claim which many anti-abortionists have
seemed to adopt. This opposition, which this the-
ory has in common with personhood theories,
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 is seriously
wrong to kill them also. Whether some animals do
have the same right to life as human beings de-
pends 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 hu-
man beings which makes it wrong to kill us. No
such additional account will be offered in this es-
say. Undoubtedly, the provision of such an ac-
count would be a very difficult 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 with
respect to some very difficult issues regarding ani-
mal rights.

In the third place, the claim that the loss of
one’s future is the wrong-making feature of one’s
being killed does not entail, as sanctity of human
life theories do, that active euthanasia is wrong.
Persons who are severely and incurably ill, who
face a future of pain and despair, and who wish
to die will not have suffered a loss if they are killed.
It is, strictly speaking, the value of a human’s fu-
ture which makes killing wrong in this theory.
This being so, killing does not necessarily wrong
some persons who are sick and dying. Of course,
there may be other reasons for a prohibition of
active euthanasia, but that is another matter.
Sanctity-of-human-life theories seem to hold that
active euthanasia is seriously wrong even in an in-
dividual case where there seems to be good reason
for it independently of public policy considera-
tions. 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 wrong-
ness of killing defended in this essay does straight-
forwardly entail that it is prima facie seriously
wrong to kill children and infants, for we do pre-
sume that they have futures of value. Since we do
believe that it is wrong to kill defenseless little
babies, it is important that a theory of the wrong-
ness of killing easily account for this. Personhood
theories of the wrongness of killing, on the other
hand, cannot straightforwardly account for the
wrongness of killing infants and young children.
Hence, such theories must add special ad hoc ac-
counts 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 theo-
ries 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 wrong-
ness of killing young children and infants directly;
it makes the wrongness of such acts as obvious as
we actually think it is. This is a further merit of this
theory. Accordingly, it seems that this value of a
future-like-ours theory of the wrongness of killing
shares strengths of both sanctity-of-life and per-
sonhood accounts while avoiding weaknesses of
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both. In addition, it meshes with a central intui-
tion concerning what makes killing wrong.

The claim that the primary wrong-making
feature of a killing is the loss to the victim of the
value of its future has obvious consequences for
the ethics of abortion. The future of a standard
fetus includes a set of experiences, projects, activi-
ties, and such which are identical with the futures
of adult human beings and are identical with the
futures of young children. Since the reason that is
sufficient to explain why it is wrong to kill human
beings after the time of birth is a reason that also
applies to fetuses, it follows that abortion is prima
facie seriously morally wrong.

This argument does not rely on the invalid
inference that, since it is wrong to kill persons, it
is wrong to %ill potential persons also. The cate-
gory that is morally central to this analysis is the
category of having a valuable future like ours; it is
not the category of personhood. The argument to
the conclusion that abortion is prima facie seri-
ously morally wrong proceeded independently of
the notion of person or potential person or any
equivalent. Someone may wish to start with this
analysis in terms of the value of a human future,
conclude that abortion is, except perhaps in rare
circumstances, seriously morally wrong, infer that
fetuses have the right to life, and then call fetuses
“persons” as a result of their having the right to
life. Clearly, in this case, the category of person is
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 ar-
gument, if sound, shows only that abortion is
prima facie wrong, not that it is wrong in any
and all circumstances. Since the loss of the future
to a standard fetus, if killed, is, however, at least as
great a 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 compelling reasons. The loss of one’s life is
almost the greatest 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. Ac-
cordingly, morally permissible abortions will be
rare indeed unless, perhaps, they occur so early
in pregnancy that a fetus is not yet definitely an
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individual. Hence, this argument should be taken
as showing that abortion is presumptively very se-
riously wrong, where the presumption is very
strong—as strong as the presumption that killing
another adult human being is wrong.

How complete an account of the wrongness of
killing does the value of a future-like-ours account
have to be in order that the wrongness of abortion
is a consequence? This account does not have to
be an account of the necessary conditions for the
wrongness of killing. Some persons in nursing
homes may lack valuable human futures, yet it
may be wrong to kill them for other reasons. Fur-
thermore, this account does not obviously have to
be the sole reason killing is wrong where the vic-
tim did have a valuable future. This analysis claims
only that, for any killing where the victim did have
a valuable future like ours, having that future by
itself is sufficient to create the strong presumption
that the killing is seriously wrong.

One way to overturn the value of a future-
like-ours argument would be to find some ac-
count of the wrongness of killing which is at least
as intelligible and which has different implications
for the ethics of abortion....

One move of this sort is based upon the claim
that a necessary condition of one’s future being
valuable is that one values it. Value implies a val-
uer. Given this one might argue that, since fetuses
cannot value their futures, their futures are not
valuable to them. Hence, it does not seriously
wrong them deliberately to end their lives.

This move fails, however, because of some
ambiguities. 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 de-
spair, 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 is rescued and goes on to significant
human achievements. Such young people’s fu-
tures are ultimately valuable to them, even though
such futures do not seem to be valuable to them at

the moment of attempted suicide. A fetus’s future
can be valuable to it in the same way. Accordingly,
this attempt to limit the anti-abortion argument
fails.

Another similar attempt to reject the anti-
abortion position is based on Tooley’s claim that
an entity cannot possess the right to life unless it
has the capacity to desire its continued existence.
It follows that, since fetuses lack the conceptual
capacity to desire to continue to kive, they lack
the right to life. Accordingly, Tooley concludes
that abortion cannot be seriously prima facie
wrong.”...

One might attempt to defend Tooley’s basic
claim on the grounds that, because a fetus cannot
apprehend centinued life as a benefit, its contin-
ued life cannot be a benefit or cannot be some-
thing it has a right to or cannot be something that
is in its interest. This might be defended in terms
of the general proposition that, if an individual is
literally incapable of caring about or taking an in-
terest in some X, then one does not have a right
to X or X is not a benefit or X is not something
that is in one’s interest.

Each member of this family of claims seems to
be open to objections. As John C. Stevens® has
pointed out, one may have a right to be treated
with a certain medical procedure (because of a
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
an interest in something that is in 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 is undermined by
counterexamples.®...

Iv. .

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 is morally imper-
missible. If the ethic of killing adopted here en-
tails, however, that contraception is also seriously
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immoral, then there would appear to be a diffi-
culty with the analysis of this essay.

But this analysis does not entail that contra-
ception is wrong. Of course, contraception pre-
vents the actualization of a possible future of
value. Hence, it follows from the claim that fu-
tures of value should be maximized that contra-
ception is prima facie immoral. This obligation to
maximize does not exist, however; furthermore,
nothing in the ethics of killing in this paper entails
that it does. The ethics of killing in this essay
would entail that contraception is wrong only if
something were denied a human future of value
by contraception. Nothing at all is denied such a
future by contraception, however.

Candidates for a subject of harm by contra-
ception fall into four categories: (1) some sperm
or other, (2) some ovum or other, (3) a sperm and
an ovum separately, and (4) a sperm and an ovum
together. 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. Assigning 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 attempt to avoid these pro-
blems by insisting that contraception deprives
both the sperm and the ovum separately of a valu-
able future like ours. On this alternative, too many
futures are lost. Contraception was supposed to be

EPICURUS e Letter to Menoeceus 653

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 article mis-
leads. At the time of contraception, there are hun-
dreds 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
combination? Which one? This alternative does
not yield an actual subject of harm either. Accord-
ingly, the immorality of contraception is not
entailed by the loss of a future-like-ours argument
simply because there is no nonarbitrarily identifi-
able subject of the loss in the case of
contraception....
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THE MEANING OF LIFE

Letter to Menoeceus

EPICURUS

Epicurus (341-270 BCE), from the Greek island of Samos, was the first of the great hedonistic
philosophers. Only a small number of his many writings survive. This Letter summarizes some

of the main tenets of his influential philosophy.
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