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ABORTION 
 
I. Beckwith’s Anti-Abortion Argument 

 

 The unborn entity, from the moment of conception, is a full-fledged member of 
the human community 

 It is prima facie morally wrong to kill any member of that community 

 Every successful abortion kills an unborn entity, a full-fledged member of the 
human community 

 Therefore, every successful abortion is prima facie morally wrong 
 

II. Continuity of Personhood’ 
 

A. Philosophical proof – Thomistic Dualism 
 

B. Biblical proof 
1. Ps. 139 (esp. vv. 13-18) – suggests David is the same essential person 

from conception to adulthood 
2. Ps. 51:5 – points to continuity of personhood from birth till death (cf. Job 

10:8-11) 
3. Jer. 1:5 – does not imply preexistence, but does imply God’s plan for 

Jeremiah’s life 
4. Gen. 25:19-24 – Jacob and Esau: “God saw them in the womb as the 

adults they would become” (Moreland, 235) 
5. Exod. 21:22-25 – ‘miscarriage’ probably refers to premature birth in which 

the child survives (cf. NIV), thus ‘if any hard follows’ would apply to both 
the woman and the child 

 
III. Legal Status of Fetuses 

 
A. Roe v. Wade – court divided pregnancy into trimesters 

 
(a) For the stage prior to approximately the end of the first trimester, the 

abortion decision and its effectuation must be left to the medical judgment 
of the pregnant woman’s attending physician. 

(b) For the stage subsequent to approximately the end of the first trimester, 
the State, in promoting its interest in the health of the mother, may, if it 
chooses, regulate the abortion procedure in ways that are reasonably 
related to maternal health. 

(c) For the stage subsequent to viability the State, in promoting its interest in 
the potentiality of human life, may, if it chooses, regulate, and even 
proscribe, abortion except where necessary, in appropriate medical 
judgment, for the preservation of the life or health of the mother. (Roe v. 
Wade, 410 U.S. 164-165) 
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B. Doe v. Bolton issued same day – expanded “maternal health” to include 
psychological, emotional, and financial health. Essentially created abortion on 
demand at any point during pregnancy (thus, partial birth abortion) 
 

C. Yet some laws exist that protect the rights of the unborn! (“cultural 
schizophrenia” (Moreland, 239)) 

 
IV. Abortion Rights Arguments and the Assumption of Personhood 
 

A. Virtually all pro-abortion arguments assume the non-personhood of the 
unborn and thus beg the question 

1. “The Right to Choose” (thus, “Pro-Choice”) – “Because it is her body, it 
ought to be her choice when it comes to what happens to it, namely, 
whether or not she should continue a pregnancy that she does not want.” 

a. Assumes (wrongly) the fetus is part of the woman’s body 
b. Assumes (wrongly) the fetus is not a person, otherwise, it would or 

should be legal to end the lives of dependent children 
2. “Unwanted children should not be brought into the world” 

a. Child could be unwanted for several reasons: financial hardship, 
handicap, inconvenience, etc.  

b. Assumes (wrongly) the fetus is less than a person, otherwise, it would 
or should be legal to terminate the live of all “unwanted” peoples 

3. “Discrimination against the poor” – If abortion were outlawed, the rich 
would still have access to abortion since they could go places where 
abortion is legal 

a. Assumes (wrongly) the fetus is not a person, otherwise abortion would 
not be a good to which people are entitled equal success 

b. “One cannot be a victim of discrimination unless one is denied 
something to which one has a right.” (Moreland, 243) 

 
V. Views of Personhood of the Unborn in the Abortion Debate 

 
A. General approach of pro-choice advocates is to define “personhood” such 

that the unborn do not qualify – virtually always defined in terms of functions 
(actualized capacities) (cf. linked article on Oxford pro-choice scholars) 

1. Warren’s five-fold notion of personhood 

 Consciousness 

 Reasoning 

 Self-motivated activity 

 Capacity to communicate 

 Presence of self-concepts and self-awareness 
a. Allows infanticide! (Note: Tooley and Singer offer similar arguments 

and allow for infanticide – note, in these cases, infanticide is 
particularly gruesome since it would normally be directed at the 
handicapped) 
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b. Allows for the termination of patients in comas or under general 
anesthesia, since they do not exhibit the necessary capacities. 
Response: situation is temporary. Counter-response: assumes latent 
higher-order capacities that can be attributed to the unborn, which has 
the same capacities to express those functions. 

c. Thought experiment: imagine a child born unconscious, but who with 
treatment will in short order be able to live a normal, healthy life. Under 
this functionalist view, this baby is not a person, which is absurd. A 
fortiori, the fetus is clearly a person, since no treatment (just time) is 
required. 

2. Interests as basis for personhood 
a. Sentience (the ability to experience pain and pleasure) grounds 

interests (that is, conscious awareness is minimal state of 
personhood). Since “nothing matters to non-sentient, non-conscious 
beings” they can be destroyed without moral difficulty 

b. Inconsistently applied 
i. Some non-sentient people do have interests (e.g., the dead); 

“future people” (the unborn?!?) can have future interests (thus, the 
argument that we should preserve our environment for future 
generations) 

ii. Steinbock’s critique of Tooley: “[Tooley] says that we mistakenly 
attribute to the baby an interest in continued existence because we 
wrongly identify the baby with the adult person she becomes. We 
then think that because it is in the adult Mary’s interest that she was 
not destroyed when she was a baby, then it must also be in the 
baby Mary’s interest not to be destroyed. After all, baby Mary is just 
adult Mary, when she was younger.” Assumes substance view of 
personhood, which necessarily extends back to conception. 

3. Modern pro-choice advocates are shifting focus away from personhood of 
the fetus to the autonomy of the mother, but this either begs the question 
(assuming the non-personhood of the fetus) or justified the termination of 
any dependents. 

 
B. Development of personhood 

1. One must first exist in order to undergo a process, thus begs the question 
by assuming non-personhood of fetus. 

2. When is the process complete? (Note: mental capacities continue to 
develop into twenties) 

3. Makes personhood a degreed property (making, for instance, the 
handicapped less pesrons) 

 
VI. The Argument that the Fetus’ Personhood is Not the Most Important Aspect of 

the Abortion Debate 
 

A. Naomi Wolf – Recognizes “full humanity” of the unborn, but thinks in some 
cases the fetus “must” die 
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1. Why must it die? 
2. The woman’s bodily autonomy runs counter to society’s belief that in a 

case of liberty vs. life, life wins. 
3. Sin/redemption – trivializes sin (but rightly casts abortion as both a sin and 

a grave moral choice) 
4. Seems to justify the termination of any unwanted dependents 

 
B. Judith Jarvis Thompson: (see text of argument – Beckwith, 173) Four 

responses 
1. Metaphysical 

a. Assumes pregnancy is not a prima facie good (the illustration in 
question presupposes a prima facie wrong) 

i. If pregnancy NOT a prima facie good but instead a violation of 
rights, then why should a doctor who discovers that an unconscious 
woman is pregnant (unbeknownst to her) not automatically perform 
an abortion? 

ii. “Nearest consent” as an answer to (i) presupposes prima facie 
goodness of pregnancy; cf. the unconscious woman’s desire to 
have sex on the same basis 

b. Assumes content to sex is not consent to pregnancy, but the purpose 
of sex is reproduction (hence, they are reproductive organs, not 
pleasure producing organs) 

2. Ethical 
a. Assumes moral volunteerism, the view that moral obligations must be 

accepted to have moral or legal force. But this is not true (cf. 
unintended consequences of our actions for which we are morally 
accountable (i.e., child support for unintended children) 

b. Cannot account for intuitions that produce pro-life convictions 
i. Children have a natural, oral right to claim protection and nurturing 

from their parents/care-takers, regardless of if they are “wanted” 
ii. If fetal personhood is accepted (as Thompson admits), why should 

these rights not extend to pre-birth stages of development? 
iii. Responding to such rights certainly entails sacrifices of various 

kinds, but such is the case with parenthood generally—parents, 
generally, have a social responsibility to their children, a principle 
well recognized and established in modern law. 


