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Defense of Abortion

judith Jarvis Thomson
1 N

Consider the argument that because a fetus is an innocent human
heing. and killing an imnocent human being is always wrong, abortion is
Jlwavs wrong. Some would respond by denying that the earliest embryo
is a human person, but putting that issue aside, is killing an innocent
human being always wrong? In an article that has given rise to much dis-
cussion, Judith Jarvis Thomson, Professor Emerita at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, argues that while people have a right not to be
killed unjustly, they do not have an unqualified right to life. Hence even
([ the human fetus is a person, abortion may be morally permissible.

\[ost opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a
human being, a person, from the moment of conception. The premise is
roued for, but, as I think, not well. Take, for example, the most common
roument. We are asked to notice that the development of a human
being from conception through birth into childhood is continuous;
hen it is said that to draw a line, to choose a point in this development
ind say “before this point the thing is nota person, after this pointitis a

Herson” is to make an arbitrary choice, a choice for which in the nature

of things no good reason can be given. It is concluded that the fetus is,

or anyway that we had better say it is, a person fr.om the mom.ent of con-
ception. But this conclusion does not follow. Similar things might be said
about the development of an acorn into an oak tree, and it does not
follow that acorns are oak trees, or that we had better say they are. Argu-
ments of this form are sometimes called “slippery slope arguments™—

the phrase is perhaps self-explanatory—and it is dismaying that
opponents of abortion rely on them so heavily and uncritically.
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i fesue aiid lesa i-OPCIL "“f 4t Gy rate the Argume
does not establish thatall abortion is unjusg kiih‘.,g. ng Cerng( 8
[ here is room lor yel another argumeny here | ln]y

wrel must all grant that there m;l-\ be cases in \Vllic,ll ,‘Vever.
morillv indecentto .Iu.l; ha p;m:‘:)ln lrc.mI]» your ])()(ly il cw()llld X
life. Suppose vou learn that what the violinist neegg ; nog p;, - OFh
§

. nly one hour: all you need ( !
of vour e DL o8 S ot hed with hi S © 10 save pjg 1. R
nd one hour in that bed with him, ¢ uppose alse . ifals
S lat letlin 15 lo
h

. idnevs for that one hour would nog affect yoya.. :
use vour Kic . v e " .l)ou, B lhg i
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‘,,{(- anmvone pet mission to plug him into you. Nc“"'lheless .u did
me plain vou ought 1o allow him to use your Kidneys for t, Its emato
; , ’ i

oy

would be indecent to refuse.
Again. sUppose pregnancy lasted onlyv an hour, and coprs
Illl'(“‘ll (o lile or health. And suppose that a woman I)(’Comea :
as a result of rape. Admittedly she did not \'olunlm‘”y do a; rre-gna’lt
bring about the existence of a child. .-\dmnlcdh- she dig n(){hit I“Bto

which would give the unborn person a right to the use of gatan
All the same it might well be said, as in the newly Mendeq f‘b()d),_

Yiolinjg
Woulg

story, that she ought 1o ;11.10\\- it to remain for thay hou;..tha“.t
be indecent of her to refuse.

Now some people are inclined to use the term “right” in such
that it follows from the fact that you ought to ;1.“0“- a persop ta
vour body for the hour he needs, that he has a right to use )’Our([),
for the hour he needs, even though he h;th‘ not been given Ulatri
by any person or act. They may say jl].;.'[ it fOHO\\'S also (hay if h
refuse, vou act unjustly toward him. This use of the terp is Perhy
<0 common that it cannot be mI.ch \\'1jnng: nevertheless j Seems Ps
me to be an unfortunate loosening of \\'llf:l we would dg benerto
keep a tight rein on. Suppose that l’“-‘f ‘_" chocolates I.me"liﬁned
carlier had not been given 1o bollh P)()’\.\’:]()H]l?‘\', but was g1ven gp) %
the older bov. There he sits, stolidly cating his way 1_]"‘0Ugh the box;
his small brother watching em iously. I'I(‘]*(‘. we are likely 1o say, “Yofi"
onglil it 1o be so medi. You (mgh[.l(.) give your brother somel i}
|Jn:w chocolates.” My own view is that .!IJHSI does ngl follow from
trath of this that the brother has any right ‘“) any of [h? Chocolatea.‘
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but not unjust. | ﬁ'l’!’“““ that the people I have in mind will sa
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the bov refi
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l But the effect of saving this is to obscure what we should
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hich he does not h.a-m aright 1o use them, and j which you do not
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nicrests and concerns, of all other duij
e

( . .
mcnts. lor nine vears, or even for nine monhg » and
o orde
another person alive dey 6
6. We hine in lact to distinguish between two Kinds ;
S of §;

the Good Samarttan and what we might call (he Mini, d",arita
I'he story of the Good Samaritan, you Nal]

i“ re '('en
voces like this: Cme L
n’lber'

Samarrtdan

A certain maan went down from Jerusalem 10 Jericho arid g
5 i - vand g
. tripped him of his raime : ; cll;
thieves, which stripy nt, and Woundeq h“l 0ng
departed, leaving him hall dead. im, o
And v chance there came down a certain priest ¢

Z . at
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side, X,

ay; anq
And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place came
: s came gy
on him. and passed by on the other side. and looked
But a certain Samaritan, as he journeved, came where |,
i : € Wag.
when he saw him he had compassion on him. vas; ang
\nd went to him, and bound up his wounds, Pouring ;
; : g
wine. and set him on his own beast, and f)r()l:g Oil 5

took care of him.
And on the morrow, when he departed, he took oug (Wo pe

ht him
lo an j
nn, 5
nd

: . RES ne
gave them to the host, and said unto him, “Take care of him. €, an,
jand y

soever thou spendest more, when Icome again, I will repay thee» har.

—(Luke ]0:30__35)

The Good Samaritan went out of his way, at some cogy to hj
to help one in need of it. We are not told what the options wer;nself,
is. whether or not the priest and the Levite could have helpe’d[hat
doing less than the Good Samaritan did, but assuming they co b
have. then the fact they did nothing at all shows they were ol e“,ud
Minimally Decent Samaritans, not because lh('y were “‘”Samarim €n
but because theyv were not even minimally decent. . . . 11s,

After telling the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus sajd, “Go} an
do thou likewise.” Perhaps he meant that we are morally requireq P
act as the Good Samaritan did. Perhaps he was urging people to qq
more than is morally l'(‘qlli]'t‘(i of them. At all events it seemg plain
that . . itis not morallv required of anvone that he give longs'-retches
of his life—nine vears or nine months—to ftlslaining the life of 4
person who has no special right (we were leaving open the POSSibl'lity
of this) to demand it. . ..
We have . to look now at third-party interventions. I have beep
arguing that no person is morally required to make large sacrifices to
custain the life of another who has no right to demand them, and this
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UL . ol (—Ulll'—“(’_”'cr" f”'e arguments and =
]:L[h;ll [ have 5.”.1[)15' fastened on the Wron
S jmporialitls not merely the fact thyy the :- tmay be giq that
“h‘”'x a person for whom the womay, has a g et‘us 2
‘ll‘f[,:\ issuing from the fact that she ig its mOP;Clal il
<ibi I(-t[ (hat all my analogies are therefore irrel:a €r. And j
gt (pecial kind ()fl‘esponsibility for that vi:;?.m.—*for
ot have that special kind of responsibil; ";_lst, Henry Fopg,
doc = might be drawn to the fact thag e atr);dor me. And oy,
Mm'”‘“(.(]‘ by law to [)l:O\'i(lC support for thejr childre‘:f’men both g,
ol e iy elfect dealt (l)l‘leﬂ)’) with thj :
Jove: but @ (still I)l"li(‘f(jl‘) “reca;?uulation NOW may be j,
..‘L' o ot liave ;”?‘\' m(h. §pec1al‘ respons1bility" for a
U e assumed it explicitly or implicitly, If 3 set of
o ‘conancy, do ;
‘ \‘. Illl I)li' li_;(‘ ('hii(l donO[ Obtm.n e a_.nd then at the
e ol birth o not put it out for adoption, byt rather
Like it home with them, then they have assumed responsibility for i
ey have given it rl'g.'hls, and they cannot nawwithdrawsupponfmn;
i at the costof its life because they now find it difficult o £0 on pro-
diding forit. But il they have [.aken all reasonable precautions against
paving it ¢ hild, lhAc'\‘ do not snmpiy by virtue of their biological rela-
Gonship 10 the child who comes into existence have aspecial respon-

hility for it They may wish to assume responsibility for it, or they
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mav not wish o, And Tam suggesting thau if ASsUMing o

for 1t would require large sacrifices, then they may li-;_c‘lp()nsihil‘

Samaritan would not refuse—or anvway, a SP}"”(“(I’S—“Il,lst_" ‘ull

wacrifices that had o be made were enormous, Bisi l'lm‘.'l‘rlla“‘i Oc|
S0

Good Samaritan .l\.\llllli‘ I(‘\l)lwll'l\ihi!i]‘\ for that \’i(:lilm, “'Ulllde
Henry Fonda, it he is a Good Samarit St g

an, {ly in frgo 50y,
5 ) m the 0
and assume responsibility for me. 1c Wes'_ Could

S My argument will be found unsatisfactory on st

. G . . wo

many of those who want to regard abortion ay morally |, Ungg by
S

First. while I do argue that abortion is not imp(‘rmiS\“ib] "Ssiblc
: U, [ d o

argue that it is alwavs permissible. There may wel) -

carrving the child to term requires only Minimally l):::ﬁ in
tanism of the mother. and this is a standard we ml‘lst noy l;l S ari,
[ am inclined to think it a merit of my account precisely lha"-be ow,
not give a general yes or a general no. It allows for and gy )at it dﬂes
sense that, for example, a sick and (lespvr;llcly [‘righlt‘neci {_)01' ur
vear-old schoolgirl, pregnant due to rape, may of coyyg, Cho(:l:tien‘
.a Or.
' ) : S resorg [‘illalsq
tion is even positively indecent. Itwould be indecent in thie v a
request an abortion. and imdecent in the doctor to perform g ;
is in her seventh month, and wants the abortion just o avoid tl;lf
sance of postponing a trip abroad. The very fact that the =

0 n oL
‘Vh ich

tion. and that any law which rules this outis an insane law. Ay
allows for and supports our sense that in other case

she
argUmnu['
[ have been drawing attention to treat all cases of abortion, or €ntg
A1l cases of abortion in which the mother's life is not at stake, a l‘:’en
allv on a par ought to have made them suspectat the outsey, or-
Secondly, while T am arguing for the permissibility of aborlioni

some cases, I am not arguing for the right to secure the death offe

unborn child. It is easy to confuse these two things in thag up to:
certain pointin the life of the fetus itis not able to survive outside g
mother's bodv: henee removing it from her body guarantees its death,
But they are importantly different. 1 hz?.ve argued [l.m.[ you are no;
morally required to spend nine months in bed, susmmu.]g the life of
inist: but to say this is by no means to say that if, when you
I there is a miracle and he survives, you then haye 5
right 1o turn round and shit his thr()a.l. You may detach your§elfev¢n
i this costs him his liferyou have no right to !)C guaram?ed his death,
ans, if unplugg‘in_\_{ voursell does not kill him., There
are some people who will feel dissatisfied by this feature of my ifrgu-
Nt A woman may be nterh devastated by the thought of a child, 3
stion and never seen or heard of again,

that viol
unplug vourse

by some other me

me
bit of herself, put out for adoy
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Jelal Development and the Right to Life

«tions arise regarding the application of these suggestions to
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we M e support the claim thag i has sre
R hout its potential, the fact thag ifnllrlllrc:g ol ights, Bug
R L cventually become a persons Doe i
WIOF L some right 1o life? The facy thyy something i » -4 Bive
i al | may he a reason for not (lcslmying it; "
e |1 yom this that pmlcminl people havcasu: i
‘Imtlml (he feeling thatitis better not (o degyf,
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diately obvious in the case of a human fetus, let us look a another case
Suppose that our space explorer falls into the hands of an extrat(:l:-
restrial civilization, whose scientists decide to create a fey thousand
new human beings by killing her and using some of her cells o create
clones. We may imagine that each of these newly created women will
lhave all of the original woman’s abilities, skills, knowledge, and so on,
and will also have an individual self-concept; in short, that each of
them will be a bona fide (though not genetically unique) person. Im-
agine, further, that our explorer knows all of this, and knows that
these people will be treated kindly and fairly. | maintain that in such
4 situation she would have the right to escape if she could, thus de-
priving all of the potential people of their potential lives. For her
right to life outweighs all of theirs put together, even though they are
not genetically human, and have a high probability of becoming
people, il only she refrains from acting. )
Indeed, 1 think that our space traveler would have a right to escape
re not her life which the aliens planned to take, but only a
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persons that to kill them requires a very strong mOra]J'uO?e to b
as does the killing of dolphins, chimpanzees, Suﬁcatio
person-like creatures. Itis certainly wrong 1o kill sycpy
sake of convenience, or financial profit, or “sport.
human needs, such as the need to defend one

though neither fetuses not newborn infants are
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contemporary world there are usually other pel(l;;)ll:i,eld’ since inrvl
provide a good home for an infant whose own parenl;z:re
unwilling to care for it. Many people wait years for the o cunggl
adopt a child, and some are unable to do so, evep lh([))POTtuni
every reason to believe that thev would be good parengs ,Il,l]gh ther,
destruction of a viable infant not only dcpriv@ - 1he Need],

v beingg
Only the p,

: . ; B, S own life
integrity, can provide a plausible justification for killin

In the case of an infant, there is no such v
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of life, butalso deprives other persons of a source of great m‘an be
perhaps severely impoverishing their lives. satlstach

| Even if an infantis unadoptable (e.g., because of some

uu»l disability), itis still wrong 1o kill it. For most of us v lSevere i

ol infants, and would greatly prefer 1o pay taxes to sy oa e

and state mstitutions for disabled children, rather thxl: U’J't:]Cl)(s)tet‘
w
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Lilled or “h:'”_;(:(?m‘d' Solldong - MOst people fee] hig way,
| it is possible to provide care for infans i are ay, and
O s : . Jpecial needs Lha% their parents cannot meet Unwanted,
o *is wrong 1o letany infant die who hag 5 chanc ‘Vllh.m.u as-
 good life. £ 0flivinga
et e arguments shu‘w that infanticide is wrong, at leagt i
it LheD why don’t they also show that late-le'rm abaSl ek
s o ong? After all, third-trimester fetuses are almos?rtmn is
‘\Lv .« infants, and many people value them and WOu\das per-
on ey be preserved. As a potential source of pl prefer

5 easure to
(! .us is just as valuable i some
iy A fetusis] as an infant. But there js an impor-

nt difference between these two cases: once the infant is born, its
. puinued life cannot pose any serious threat to the woman's lif:: o
it s L . 2 r
el <ince she is free to put it up for adoption or 1o place it in
’ o . ;
et care: While she might, in rare cases, prefer that the child dje
nce would not es-

da

i

f e
[ather than being raised by others, such a prefere
1‘1‘7““]‘ a right on her part.

[n cont rklsl», a pregnant woman’s right to protect her own life and
pealth outweighs other people’s desire that the fetus be preserved—
st @, when a person’s desire for life or health is threatened by an
animal, and when the threat cannot be removed without killin ythe
Animal, that person’s right to self-defense outweighs the desirges of
hose who would prefer that the animal not be killed, Thus, while the
moment of birth may mark no sharp discontinuity in the degree to
which aninfant resembles a person, it does mark the end of the moth-
cr's right to determine its fate. Indeed, if a late abortion can be safely
performed without harming the fetus, the mother has in most cases
no right to insist upon its death, for the same reason that she has no
right to insist that a viable infant be killed or allowed to die.

It remains true that, on my view, neither abortion nor the killing of
newborns is obviously a form of murder. Perhaps our legal system is
correct in its classification of infanticide as murder, since no other
legal category adequately expresses the force of our disapproval of this
action, But some moral distinction remains, and it has important con-
sequences. When a society cannot possibly care for all of the children
who are born, without endangering the survival of adults and older
children, allowing some infants to die may be the best of a bad set of
options. Throughout history, most societies—from those that lived by
gathering and hunting to the highly civilized Chinese, Japanese,
Greeks, and Romans—have permitted infanticide under such unfor-
tunate circumstances, regarding itas a necessary evil. [t shows a lack of
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Why Abortion Is Immoral

Don .\Ln'qni\
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sersonal life. These activities, projects,

experiences, and enjoyments
wre cither valuable for their own sakes or are means to some

(hat is valuable for its ow
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thing else
n sake. Some parts of my future are not valued

by me now, but will come to be valued by me as [ grow older and as my
values and capacities change. When [ am killed, [ am deprived both of
what 1 now value which would have been part of my future personal
life, but also what I would come to value. Therefore, when die, T am
depri\'cd of all of the value of my future, Inﬂicl'mg this loss on me is
ultimately what makes killing me wrong, This being the case, it would
scem that what makes Killing any adult human being prima facie seri-
ously 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 natural property ultimately explains the wrongness
of the killing, given that it is wrong. A natural property will ulti-
mately 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 wrongness of killing. This analysis rests on the intuition Phat what
makes killing a particular human or animal wrong is what it does to
gu=4eN
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theory entails that it would be wrong to kill members of 1ong,

cies. Hence, this theory is opposed to the claim thag onl s

biologicallv human has great moral worth, a claim whichy i
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 plus for the (lamj that the loss of a.future of value is what makes
Lilii"ﬂ wrong that it does not share this consequence.

I the fourth place, the account of the wrongness of killing de-
fended in this essay does straightforwardly entail that it is prima facie
.criously wrong to kill children and infants, for we do presume that
ey have futures of value. Since we do believe that it is wrong to kill
dclenseless ... babies, itis important that a theory of the wrongness
ol killing casily account for this. Personhood theories of the wrong-
jess of killing, on the other hand, cannot straightforwardly account
[or the wrongness of killing infants and young children. Hence, such
heories must add special ad hoc accounts of the wrongness of killing
(he voung, The plausibility of such ad hoc theories seems to be a
[unction 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 kill-

ing voung children and infants directly; '1t‘make.s t_he wrongness c!f
cuch acts as obvious as we actually think it is. This is a further m'ent
of this theory. Accordingly, it seems that this value of a future-like-
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icludes aset ol experiences, projects, ACLIViLies
wentical with the tutures of adult human 'l)vi‘l' angd such -

’ T8s an i

{ (l ar C

re 3

with the tutures ofvoung children. Since (he re

to explain why it is wrong to kil human beings afier at g 1ty
is areason thatalso apphies w fetuses, it follows | .(‘ the l'llne ﬁcien[
Facie sertoushy morally wrong, etield "‘I)()rlion' fbi"lh
Ihis argument does not relv on the mvalid iar; ‘sPrima
itis wrong to kill persons,itis wrong 1o kill p mi("“.(‘nce
[he category that is morallv central o this i (Tlc“‘ll‘-l] Pergg, : sinte
ol having a valuable future like ours: it iy H(‘H‘lil‘\l‘,\’ms is theass S also.
hm.nl. I'he argument to the conclusion thag u]])([\:;}lc Sor 5 gOr;;
sertously morally wrong proceeded in(h'pvml(‘nlIuon IS pry on.
person or potential person or any equivaleny, Sﬂln}\,cor o % e

Oone M ‘911 Qf;"

: . i . ‘ a hlll] . Y Shi
clude that abortion s, except perhaps in rare iy lan futyy, h_ta;
Clll'ns t

. 3 ave the
then call fetuses "persons™ as a vesult of their | g

start with this analvsis in terms of the value of

lanc
S ght to 1; » Serj
Wing the
¢ ng use
ate the

oushy morvallv wrong, infer that fetuses hy

Cles 1 J yigee i
wlv,in this case, the category of person is t
conclusion of the analvsis rather than 1o oe
_ ‘ gener
AMANSIE: ¢« oa
OF course, this value of a fature-like-ours

) ) . arg A
shows onlv that abortion is prima facie wrong n‘( lM;n“'“l,
- . N N 4 } - $lie
any and all circumstances. Since the loss of the { "
* future

letas, if Killed, s, 1 N :
s, however, at least as great a loss a¢

ordinary killing, could be justificd only by the mog,
sons. The loss of one's life is almost the greatest mj j‘compe“ln
: slortup ;
€ thay
ailing ;J in somg
v Q o « 2 : 1 () a
at least as great, Accordimgly, morally P('lllli“ibi’c N POFLS
. Lt aboryy
rarve indeed unless, perhaps, they accur so early in ‘P ruo
arly reg

happen o one. Presumablv abortion could be justifi
. _ Justifie
cumstances, only i the loss consequent on |

Nancy

this are
bLe taken as showing that aborton is l)l'l‘!\lllll])[i\.cl)b menss
' veryisg

fetus s not vet dehmitely an idividual, Hence

wrong, where the presumption is very strong—as sty
/ strong g
sumption that killing imother adult humg ine i &
g : man being is
3 Wrong

\I

I this essav. it has been argued that the correct ethic of the s
ness of killing can be extended o fetal life and used to sho .
: W

s astrong presumption that any abortion is morally impe
) 1

ol o e .
o | that contraception is prima facje j

[APTER 41
Gl ! WHy ABORT| 1s
Moy
AL

35

(Rilling adopted here entajlg, how,

ymmoral, then there would 5

s of this assay.

! il 'm“',\«.ij- does not entail thyg CONtragens:
w‘ ot eption prm{enls the Mmalila[io“e f

W e, it follows from the C]aimlhatfut:

€1, that
Contracen:
tio,
PPear o by , dim‘:uh"
¥

( (
t? “,H\I\

a8

hit

4 possible f, u;ure

'S of value shoy g

1/CC

- l‘l\“” o : m "

e maximize does not exist, however: funhenf:m‘al. This ohj.
Ore, ng

s i of killing in this paper entails that it ¢
i Lhis essay \«T'Uuld entail that contracepti
(hing were denied a human future of vajy
A1 all 1s denied such a future by contracep;
lates for a subject of harm by Com“‘cﬁptioz f:llll" however.
| some sperm or other, (2) some ovum or olhe:_n[c:;fourcate.
L ovum separately, and (4) a sperm and an ovum mg;t(h:ra Asi?rm
ing the jyarm to some sperm is utterly arbitrary, for no l'eason' 1gn-
siven for making a sperm the subject of harm rather than ancan be
Assigning {he harm to some ovum is utterly arbitrary, for no reas:m o
he given ol making an ovum the subject of harm rather than a 5 necan
One might attempt to avoid these problems by insisting that contll?ac:n.
on deprives both the sperm and the ovum separately of a va]uabi
(uure like ours, On this alternative, too many futures are lost, Contra-
ception was supposed to be wrong, because it deprived us of one future
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The purpose of this essay has been to set out an argument for 1he.se-

abortion subject to the assumption
n stands or falls on the moral
possession

rious presumptive wrongness of
that the moral permissibility of abortio
status of the fetus. Since a fetus possesses a property, the
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of which in adult human beings is sufficient 1o make ki“ing A
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I foregoing discussion, insofar as it emphasizes the right ai-
(ude o uman life and death, parallels to a certain extent those stan-
Lard discussions of abortion that concentrate on it solely as an issye
ol killing. But it does not, as those discussions do, gloss over the fact,
cmphasized by those who discuss the morality of abortion in terms of
women's rights, thatabortion, wildly unlike any other form of killing,
is the termination of a pregnancy, which is a condition of a woman’s
hody and results in her having a child if it is not aborted. This fact is
given due recognition not by appeal to women's rights but by empha-
sizing the relevance of the familiar biological and psychological facts

and their connection with having the right attitude to parenthood
and family relationships. But it may well be thought that failing to
bring in women'’s rights still leaves some important aspects of the

I'”|\.

.IH‘I ki

com
ostol t

problem of abortion untouched.

Speaking in terms of women’s rights, people sometimes say things
like, “Well, it’s her life you're talking about too, you know; she’s got a
right to her own life, her own happiness.” And the discussion stops
there. But in the context of virtue theory, given that we are particu-
larly concerned with what constitutes a good human life, with what
true happiness or eudaimonia is, this is no place to stop. We go on to
ask, “And is this life of hers a good one? Is she living well?”
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