
CHAPTER VI

ETHICAL ARGUMENTS

The Limits of This Chapter

In previous chapters we have examined a number of factual and historical
aspects of abortion. The facts of biology, the medical and sociological data
concerning abortion itself, and the histories of reUgious attitudes and the
development of various types of abortion laws and proposed laws—these have
engagedour attention to the extent that theyenter into current ethicalor legal
arguments. But such arguments also have a theoretical dimension. When all
the facts are in—even if all agreed about them—there still remain different
judgments on the morality of abortion and on how the law should regard it.

I propose to examine and criticize some arguments leading to these vari
ous judgments and to set forth and defend my own position. The ethical
question and the legal question should be distinguished, because not every
immoral act can be forbidden by law, nor is every illegal act also immoral,
except insofar as the citizen ought to obey just laws. Therefore, this chapter
will consider ethical arguments, and chapter sevenwill treat those pertaining
to law.

My approach in both of these chapters, even when considering arguments
proposed by theologians, will be that of a philosopher, rather than that of a
man of faith. Although I personally have religiously grounded convictions in
this matter, I would not expect those who do not share my basic commitment
of Roman Catholic religious faith to share the moral convictions flowing from
that faith. For those inclined to credit the authority of the Judeo-Christian
religious tradition, the exposition of that tradition—its breadth, its coherence,
its constancy—may by itself settle the moral question. But others may find
rational arguments more helpful in reaching a sound ethical judgment on
abortion, and religious believers, too, may wish to examine the reasonableness
of their moral convictions and to test alternative views by critical argument.

As a philosopher, I undertake an essay rather than a demonstration.
Philosophy seeks to refine argument by criticism; it pursues the definitive truth
through an ever-expanding process of argument. The answers to one set of
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objections do not conclude a matter so that no further argument is possible,
but rather give rise to a new set of objections of a more subtle and remote kind.
The terrain of battle changes but the war of words never ends. Yet genuine
progress can be made, since the final inadequacy of some positions can be seen,
and more reasonable, less inadequate positions can be developed.

Though no one enjoys having his own view rejected, the philosopher in
his professional capacity must be ready for the counter-arguments sure to be
offered even—or especially—against the most competently reasoned philo
sophic position. Yet the philosopher has good reason to be dissatisfied if his
originality elicits merely the reiteration of arguments which he has considered
and answered. Those who do not meet a new argument with new objections
are not doing philosophy, but merely using reason in the service of convictions
maintained on other grounds.

In some societies those other grounds, impervious to the light of reason,
have been religious and other cultural traditions received without reflection
and maintained by the psychological and social pressures of taboo and con
formity. In our contemporary society, the source of irrational convictions is
more likely to be "experience."

Genuine experience cannot be set aside, but neither can it settle ethical
issues, for our experience itself is shaped by our commitments and our view
points. Moreover, much that goesby the name of "experience" is not truly so,
for the edited and contrived contents of communications through the mass
media probably provide more of the concrete basis of unreflective moral atti
tudes than does lived experience in the real social and physical environments
with which we are in direct touch.

Yet in every moral disagreement we find more and more persons who
attempt to support their diverse and incompatibleviewsby a simple appeal to
experience, as if such an appeal were a final and unanswerable argument. In
fact, experience is no argument at all. Our convictions may in fact arise out
of our experience, but this fact is not itself a reason why we
ourselves—much less anyone else—should regard these convictions as sound.
The validity of our moral judgments must be examined by reasonable argu
ments; only in this way can we commend to others the convictions we have
confidence in. For not all of us share the same experiences or derive from our
experiences the same attitudes. If we did, there would not be ethical disagree
ment in the first place. An effort to settle such disagreement must rise above
experience.The adoption of a moraljudgment in the light of reason also leads
to an effort actively to alter experience by adjusting one's viewpoint and
establishing new ways of acting and reacting.

One attempt to invoke experience as an argument has been made by James
M. Gustafson, Professor of Christian Ethics at Yale University. He criticizes
past rational arguments against abortion as abstract and juridical efforts by
those not involved to pass judgment on the actions of others. He proposes
instead to show how a judgment may be made in a particular case by someone
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actually involved as a moral counselor. After providing a rather detailed
description of a case and listing principles he accepts, Gustafson then con
cludes: "My own decision is: a. If I were in the woman's human predicament
I believe I could morally justify an abortion, and thus: b. I would affirm its
moral propriety in this instance."1

We must notice that in setting out a limited set of facts about the case he
discusses, Gustafson himself has actually presented us with an abstraction
which might occur in an indefinitelyrepeated set of cases.Moreover, in stating
his belief that he could justify abortion in this instance, he is making a judg
ment the validity of which is independent of whether one is involved or not.
Whoever makes an ethical judgment affirms that if he or anyone else were in
the position of agent, that ethical judgment would be a sound guide for acting.
As a matter of fact, it is not the apparatus of description and the perspective
of involvement that determine Gustafson's conclusion; rather that conclusion
is a product of a general ethical-theological theory akin to that of Helmut
Thielecke, which we shall consider later in this chapter.

Gustafson and others are quite right in pointing out, however, that the
ethical aspect of abortion is not limited to the simple question of whether it
is morally right to have or perform abortions, either in general or in various
kinds of cases. The factors which lead to abortion, the real difficulties of
women in trouble, the social injusticeswhich make lifedifficult, the conflicting
pressures felt by morally sensitive physicians—all these are factors which
deserve ethical examination. It would indeed be tragic if we were to conclude
that the sum total of relevant ethical wisdom consisted in the mere prohibition
of abortion, and that all the relevant demands of morality would be fulfilled
if only abortion were not practiced. Even if abortion is judged never to be
morally justified, still an affirmative attitude toward nascent life and the
promotion of conditions in which new persons will be received with love and
joy will be more fundamental than the mere avoidance of abortion.

Yet nothing is more relevant to one who suffers it than his own death.
And nothing affirmative can remain unless the ethical boundaries of the invio
lability of life—wherever those boundaries should be drawn—are recognized
and respected. The other important ethical issues related to abortion are not
nearly so complex theoretically or so deeply disputed in current argument as
the single question: Is it ever right to have or perform an abortion, and if so,
under what conditions? Therefore, we shall limit our ethical inquiry to this
question.

The suffering of persons of sensitive conscience who are in anguish be
cause they wish to do what is right but do not see clearly what the right course
would be, is at least as deserving ofour compassion as any other form ofhuman
misery. Hence the effort to clarify difficult ethical problems need not be a
matter of cold logic, lacking in compassion, even if ethical reflection leads to
a judgment at odds with that which would be endorsed by sentiment unshaped
by ethical concern.
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The assumption, so often unthinkingly made today, that firm moral
standards are inimical to sensitiveloveis based upon a twofold misunderstand
ing. First, moral standards are imagined as a kind of strait-jacket, inhibiting
the normal exercise of human abilities. In reality, sound morality, even in its
strictest prohibitions, marks the way to a fuller and richer human life, rather
than the narrow and anemic existence we are tempted to settle for. Second,
the assumption about love and moral standards assumes that the center of the
person is more to be found in the satisfaction of spontaneous impulses than
in the fulfillment to be gained by fidelity to others, to one's ideals, and to the
possibilities of human progress which can be fulfilled only by self discipline,
patience, and careful thought.

Subjectivism and Relativism

An attitude not supported by ethical argument but frequently expressed
in popular discussion is that there is a simple answer: Abortion is right for
those who think it is right, and wrong for those who think it is wrong.

This attitude takes two different forms. Some feel that the moral issue is
settled by the opinion of each individual judging his own case. Others suggest
that morality is relative to the particular culture to which one belongs, so that
abortion is right where and when a society views it as such, and wrong when
that is the view taken of it.

When we say that abortion is right or wrong, however, we seem to claim
more than merely to express a wholly relative or subjective opinion. We think
that those whose moral attitude is different from our own really disagree with
us, and yet disagreement would be impossible if complete subjectivism or
relativism were correct. In fact, it is difficult to see why anyone would ever
try to argue the ethical issue if this attitude were correct.

Moreover, if this attitude were correct in regard to abortion, it is difficult
to see why it should not also be correct with regard to any other kind of act.
But when someone does something to us that we believe to be unfair, we do
not say that if he believes it was right, that made it right for him. If Hitler was
quite sincere about his ideas of racial purification, that has not convinced the
world that genocide was right for him.

Similarly, a thorough-going social or cultural relativism renders ethical
criticism impossible. If abortion is right for those who live in a society where
it is accepted and wrong for those who live in a society where it is forbidden,
then the same must be true of other kinds of act. But we do want to be able

to criticize some existing social norms, at least in our own society. We want
to be able to advocate changes as progressive—thatis, as moves toward a more
reasonable and better order. Clearly, if all is relative no progress is possible.
Differences would make no humanly significant difference. No one could
advocate any social change; he could only defy existing norms and perhaps by
instigating a movement of defiance change the status quo. But such a revolu-
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tionary movement would not promote anything better, onlysomething differ
ent Even today's radicals would despair in such a directionless moral universe!

Unsound as the subjectivist and relativist positions are, they are often
implicitin populararguments aboutthe morality ofabortion.For example, the
Gallup Poll or similar surveys are often cited as an argument to show that the
traditional reUgious prohibition is surpassedand no longer valid. To the extent
that the surveys show the growing approval of abortion under conditions
which traditional norms would not have sanctioned, they do prove that the
traditional norms have lost their force. People no longer feel themselves bound
by the moral standards their parents accepted without question.

But the sociological fact that a change of attitudes is occurring by no
means settles the question as to which attitudes are in fact the sounder. If the
ethical question weresettled by the mere fact that attitudes are changing, then
subjectivism or relativism would be correct. It would follow that the new
attitudes would be no better than the old ones, but only different, and that no
reasonable grounds could be given for preferring the new morality to the old.

But if subjectivism and relativism are untenable positions, why do they
seem plausible to many people? What truth underUes such an obviously mis
taken attitude? Surely if there were not something supporting this attitude it
would not have the appeal it obviously has.

One reason for the appeal of subjectivism and relativism undoubtedly is
the promise they hold out that one's own moral judgment will be automatically
validated. A subjectivist can always bring himself to think that what he wishes
to do is right. A relativist need only conform to opinion in his own society,
and if that opinion should be dividedhe can consolehimselfwith the thought
that his action agrees with the standards accepted by most people (as evidenced
by the Gallup poll or the Kinsey reports) or, at least, with the standards that
will be accepted by the subculture with which he feels the strongest identifica
tion.

Another reason for the appeal of these attitudes undoubtedly is the de
spair felt by those who had accepted some traditional moral outlook uncriti
cally and who now discover that others hold quite different opinions. Ifmoral
ity is what we have always believed right, then if different persons or societies
have different received beliefs, there must be different and irreconcilable
moralities, all equally worthy of respect. Once the first shock of the discovery
of ethical diversity has passed, such uncritical relativism yields to a more
critical and reflective attitude toward ethical issues and moral values.

Another, and more important reason, for the appeal of subjectivism and
relativism is a confusion between the objective and the subjective aspects of
moraUty. We notice that men of sincere good will can disagree irreconcilably
in regard to ethical questions and can feel themselves morally obliged to
courses ofaction that lead them into tragic conflicts with one another. In such
cases we cannot find it in our hearts to condemn either side as vicious; we wish
to tolerate the sincere views of persons and cultures different from our own.
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This desire for tolerance surely is worthy. But it does not presuppose
subjectivism or relativism. Rather it requires a distinction between the vicious-
ness or guilt of those who act and the wrongness or evil of what is done,
between the virtue or goodwillof those who act and the rightness or goodness
of what is done. It is surely possible for men of good will to do what is evil
by mistake or through human weakness, and it is also possible for vicious men
to do good despite their worst efforts.

Everyone must always follow his own conscience, for one's conscience is
nothing else than his bestjudgment as to what he ought to do. No one is guilty
who does his best to find what is right and then acts according to the best
judgment he can make. But such a judgment, for aU its sincerity, need not be
correct. We do not think that they were right who tortured heretics in the
sincere conviction that such torture might save them from eternal damnation.
But it would be intolerant and self righteous of us to believe that every
inquisitor was an insincere sadist who put heretics on the rack merely for
selfish enjoyment. If men in years to come find a better way than nuclear
deterrence to keep peace, we might hope that while they condemn the policy
most Americans now approve they will understand the sincerity with which
we have acted.

In our discussions in the remainder of this chapter, we shall be concerned
solely with the objective aspect of the moraUty of abortion. If we find the
practice ethically indefensible, this does not mean that we pass judgment upon
those who engage in it or defend it. Tolerance of those who disagree with us,
compassion for those who do what wejudge evil (often acting in circumstances
where we might do worse ourselves) are not incompatible with a firm judgment
on the ethical character of the practice of abortion itself.

A final reason for the appeal of the attitude of subjectivism and relativism
is found in a widespread confusion between moral judgment and moral choice.
Morality, obviously, is not a matter of given facts. In the moral domain, man
is not a mere patient of natural forces. Rather he determines himself; he writes
his own autobiography; he creates his own history. Man can say "No" to the
world that presents itself; with that "No" he can set out to make a world more
nearly in accord with his own ideals.

Thus morality is the sphere of man's freedom, of his superiority to what
is given in advance, ready made. How, then, can man submit to moral stan
dards which do not reflect his own decisions? If he cannot, then must not man's
own decision settle what will be right and wrong for him?

The argument is plausible but invalid. The moral decision is actually
twofold. One is the choice what one will do; the other is the judgment what
one shoulddo. Due to this ambiguity it makes perfectly good sense to say: "She
decided she ought not to have an abortion, but she decided to go ahead and
have one nevertheless." The first "decided" refers to judgment, the second to
choice.
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In neither sense is decision given to us as a fact of nature. But decision
as judgment has an objectivity that decision as choice lacks. If this were not
so, there would be no morally wrongacts, for whateverwe decided to do by
that very fact would become right.

Yet the objectivity of moral decisions is not to be found in a factual state
of affairs. When we judge that a certain kind of action is wrong, we are not
making a statement about what is, but about what ought to be. A moral
judgment has truth, but this truth is established not in experience but through
reasons that lead us to the values which make our human life of freedom
possible.

I suspect that far fewer people would espouse a subjectivist and relativist
attitude toward torture or murder than toward abortion. The number that is
confused on one matter or another undoubtedly varies depending upon the
extent to which the intuition of common sense reveals that an act affects not
only the agent himself but also another person who might be seriously hurt
by it. Thus we do not tend to say that torture or murder are right for those
who think them so, for we can imagine ourselves in the position of a victim
who vigorously rejects any such "tolerant" judgment. If we are less certain
concerning abortion, this may be becausewe do not easily put ourselves in the
place of the fetus. Indeed, the question is raised whether the aborted are human
beings at all. To this question we must next turn our attention.

Is the Aborted Embryo or Fetus a Human Being?

This question is perhaps the most important single question in the whole
ethical controversy concerning abortion. Unfortunately, neither proponents
nor opponents of abortion have treated the question with the care it deserves.
For in fact there are two questions which should not be confused. One is a
factual question that is settled by biology. The other is a philosophical or
theological question, and one's answer to it depends on his whole world-view
and sense of values.

The factual question is: In the reproductive process, at what point does
the human individual originate? In other words, as human life is passed on in
a continuous process, where do the individual Uves of the parents end and
where does the individual Ufe of the offspring begin?

Although it presupposes an answer to the factual question, the metaphysi
cal or theological question is quite distinct. This further question is: Should
we treat all living human individuals as persons, or should we accept a concept
of person that will exclude some who are in fact human, aUve,and individuals,
but who do not meet certain additional criteria we incorporate in the idea of
"person." Generally the person is considered to be the subject of rights, and
so once it is admitted that a person exists, there will be a very broad consensus
that he has at least a prima facie right to continued Ufe, since this right is more
fundamental than any other.
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Now, it should be admitted by opponents of abortion that the question
of the fetus' right to life is not settled merely by the biological facts, although
these facts certainly are relevant. It should be recognized, on the other hand,
by proponents of abortion that any case for restricting the concept of person
must be argued philosophically or theologically. In such an argument, facts
are relevant but never decisive, and a mere declaration of a restrictive defini
tion of person is not an argument but a begging of the question.

The factual question which pertains to biology is naturally the easier of
the two questions to answer. We have considered at length in chapter one the
manner in which new human individuals originate. Life proceeds from Ufe, and
human life from human life, in a continuous process. New individuals emerge
from existing individuals.

Relative to parents, the individuality of the offspring must be admitted
to begin at conception.

The sperm and the ovum, prior to fertilization, obviously can be consid
ered as belonging to those from whom they derive. But once conception occurs,
a cell exists which cannot be identified with either parent. The fertilized ovum
is something one derived from two sources. As the facts of genetics reviewed
in chapter one make clear, the unity of the fertilized ovum is continuous with
that which develops from it, while the duality of the sperm and ovum are
continuous with the duality of the two parents. Thus, the proper demarcation
between parents and offspring is conception, and so the new individual begins
with conception. From this point of view, then, it is certain that the embryo
from conception until birth is a living, human individual.

As we also saw in chapter one, the fact of twins and the possibilities of
parthenogenesis and mosaics do not argue against conception as the correct
demarcation between the life of the parents and the new individual. The
biological concept of individuality is not defined solely in terms of the unique
ness of a "genetic package," although such uniqueness helps to make clear the
discontinuity between parent and offspring. Individuality is relative; it implies
inner unity with division from others. The individuality of twins in relation to
their parents clearly is established at conception, although their individuation
in relation to one another may occur somewhat later, and in the case ofdouble
monsters can even remain problematic at birth. The individuality of the com
ponents of a mosaic in relation to one another is terminated sometime after
conception but their individuality established at conception in reference to
progenitors is not altered when the mosaic is formed. The individual that
develops parthenogenetically is established as distinct from its single progeni
tor when the ovum is somehow activated to develop without fertilization.

The assurance of modern biology that new individuals begin at conception
was already taken for granted by the medical ethics and jurisprudence of the
early nineteenth century, as we saw in chapter five. The additional information
we have gained about reproductive physiology and genetics has refined and
confirmed what Thomas Percival and the Beck brothers took as common
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knowledge. Nineteenth-century legislation, as we have seen, presupposed this
modern biology.2 Ancient theological convictions did not demand that concep
tion be regarded as the beginning of a new individual, but when modern
biology showed thenecessity ofthis view, secular humanism actually preceded
theology in drawing the conclusion that abortion from conception onward
involved an attack on the human right to Ufe. But the secular humanism of
the nineteenth century, of course, was moved by a residue of the traditional
religious outlook to the extent that it assumed that Uving human individuals
should ipso facto be regarded as persons.

Only where and when the movement to approve abortion has taken hold
do we find the answer to the biological question rejected or concealed in
half-truths. Mainly such distortion is found in populararguments. For exam
ple, the facts that the sperm is unique and alive before conception, that the
fetus cannot live apartfrom itsmother until late in pregnancy, andthat many
fertilized ovadonotdevelop tobirth areused inpopular discussions to suggest
that the individual's life does notbegin at conception. We have seen in chapter
onewhy suchinferences are unsound. We also saw why it is misleading to say
that the embryo at any stage is "merely a blob of protoplasm," or that it is
"a parasite," or that it goes through a "fish stage" of development.

However, we have seen how the distinction between contraception and
abortion, which was always clearly understood and taught by proponents of
birth control until they also became proponents ofabortion, hasrecently been
purposely blurred to make room for methods which are possibly or probably
abortifacient.3 Even a few biologists have presented arguments in thecontext
of defending abortion which they would never have proposed in a scientific
context.

For example, Garrett Hardin, an ardent proponent of abortion, has ar
gued that nothing of great valueis destroyed whena fetus is destroyed. In this
argument he has to assume that whether or not the fetus is a human being is
a matter of arbitrary definition. He then compares the genetic information
contained in the fertilized ovum to a set of blueprints for a structure. By
analogy he argues that the destruction of the zygote is no more destruction of
a human being than the destruction of blueprints for a fifty-thousand-dollar
house would be destruction of the house. He admits only two deficiencies in
the analogy. One, that the DNA of the first cell is replicated in every ceU of
the body. But this seems to him an insignificant fact, since hundreds of sets
of DNA are destroyed every time we brush our teeth. The other difference
Hardin admits is that the fertilized ovumis an unrepeatable set of blueprints,
but he brushes this fact aside with the observations that the resultant individual
could be a Hitler as well as a Beethoven, and that the unfertilized egg also is
unique.4

Apart from other questionable aspects of this reasoning, I am surprised
at its confusion about the most obvious failure of the analogy. The fertilized
ovum is alive; the blueprints of a house are not alive. The fertilized ovum is
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in active interchange with its environment in the developmental process; the
blueprints have no such dynamism. The fertilized ovum does not contain a
model of the articulated structure, as if there were in it two-dimensional
prototypes of all the partsand organs of the body. Blueprints do contain such
a model. For this reason the blueprints in no sense become part of the house;
they remain outside it. The fertilized ovum, however, is in vital continuity with
the developed individual. A human being grows, while a house is built.

One would expect a biologist to observethis difference. If he does observe
it, then the analogy breaks down. On the other hand, if he does not observe
it, there is no reason to draw conclusions about the fetus from observations
about the DNA of the fertilized ovum. After aU, what is aborted—even by the
prevention of implantation—is not a fertilized ovum, but an already develop
ing individual. If the stages of his development are not to be included in an
individual's human life, then life reaUy will have to be said to begin at forty!
Until then, I suppose, Hardin's biology wiU file everyone away like so many
sets of blueprints.

The conclusion Hardin is really interested in is that the fertilized ovum
should not be regarded as a person with a right to life. But he gives no
argument to this point, instead relying on a confusing analogy and a bare
assertion that we can define "human being" however we like.

Another, and more important, example of this sort of confusion is found
in the comments presentedwith the American Law Institute's proposedmodel
abortion law. The comment argues that most abortions

.. .occurprior to the fourth monthof pregnancy, before the fetus becomes firmly
implanted in the womb,before it develops manyof the characteristic and recog
nizable features of humanity, and well before it is capable of those movements
which when felt by the mother are called "quickening." There seems to be an
obvious difference between terminating the development of such an inchoate
being, whose chance of maturing is still somewhat problematical, and, on the
other hand, destroying a fully formed viable fetus of eight months, where the
offensemight weU become ordinary murderif the childshouldhappen to survive
for a moment after it has been expelled from the body of its mother.5

As we have seenin chapterone, this set ofassertions is at best misleading.
The fetus is well implantedlongbefore four months. It is recognizably human
before eight weeks of development. It responds to stimulation longbeforethe
mother feels it; "quickening" is only the mother's awareness of the child'sUfe
within her. More than seventy percent of the embryos that cause a missed
menstrual period (at two weeks or soof development!) willgoto term if they
are not artifically aborted. Thus the chances of survival are quite good.

In fact,ofcourse,the A.L.I, proposal doesnot restrictabortionto the first
four months of pregnancy, but proposes justified abortion understated condi
tions regardless of the age of the fetus. Twenty-six weeks is used as the point
ofdemarcation for increasing penalties on unjustifiedabortionand for impos
ing a penalty for self-abortion. At this age, many fetuses would be viable, if
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given proper care. And the fetus of less than four months is not so obviously
different from what it will be a few months later.

The British abortion law, which issimilar to theA.L.I, proposal inhaving
no cut-off date for justifiable abortion, has led to unexpected consequences.
For example, a twenty-year-old girl had an abortion at Stobhill Hospital in
Glasgow; the pregnancy was believed to have proceeded a bare twenty-six
weeks, the point at which the A.L.I, proposal considers the fetus first viable.
The baby was found by a workman still alive after it had been dumped in a
bag to be thrown in the incinerator. At this point an unsuccessful effort was
made to save the baby. An inquiry determined that death was due to lack of
care after birth, exposure to cold, and prematurity.6

One suspects that the commentators on the A.L.I, proposal would have
made their view clearer if they had frankly admitted the biological facts,
according to which abortion certainly involves the destruction of a living
human individual. Then they could have undertaken some philosophical or
theological argument in favor of restricting the notion of person, with its
impUcations for the right to life, so as to excludehuman lives in their embry
onic stages from the circle of protection accorded to persons.

This brings us to the second question.
If it is granted that in fact new human individuals begin at conception,

stiUit may be asked whether the fetus should be regarded as a person. Is the
zygote or the morula—incipient life even before implantation in the
uterus—to be regarded as a personwith a right to life? Is the embryo a person
before it looks human? Is it a person only after it could survive if separated
from the mother? Or does it become a person only sometime after birth?

Perhaps the clearestand most extreme position which denies personality
to some individuals is that which treats the personasa function ofsociety.This
view takes various forms.

Ashley Montagu, for example, published a book for pregnant women. In
it he asserted:

The basic fact is simple: life begins, not at birth, but at conception.
This means that a developing child is alive not only in the sense that he is

composed of living tissues, but also in the sense that from the moment of his
conception, things happen to him.Furthermore, when things happen to him, even
though he may be only two weeks old, and he looks more like a creature from
another world than a human being, and his birth date is eight and a half months
in the future, he reacts. In spite of his newness and his appearance, he is a living,
striving human being from the very beginning.

However when an opponent of abortion cited this book, Montagu responded
that

the embryo, fetus and newborn of the human species, in point of fact, do not really
become functionally human until humanized in the human socialization process.
Humanity is an achievement, not an endowment.7
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And Montagu went on to declare that he favored abortion whenever the child's
"fulfillment as a healthy human being" would be in any way "menaced" or
would in any way "menace" the mother's health or society at large.

Obviously, this criterion of personality opens the door to infanticide as
well as to abortion. What is more, it implies that those who regard themselves
as humanized and socialized would bejustified in doing away with any group
they did not consider "functionally human" if the existence of that group
"menaced" society or if its own "fulfillment" were menaced.

Now, this criterion is dangerously elastic. Apart from the possibleabuse
of it to solvesuch difficulties as the racequestion—an abuseMontaguhimself
surely would not approve—we must note the relative character of the standard
in cases Montagu does not discuss. Helen Keller, for example, was not social
ized and her healthyfulfillment asa humanbeingsurelywasmenaced. ByMiss
Sullivan's standards the child was nevertheless a person to be reached; by
Montagu's standards Helen Keller surely ought to have been exterminated.

Of course, Helen Keller was not completely lacking in humanization
before Miss Sullivan undertook her education. As an infant, Helen had been
bright and normal; even after her illness, her "anti-social" behavior was a form
of human socialization. But if any degree of humanization whatever is to be
counted as sufficient to constitutea person, then the fetus already is a person,
for as Montagu himself shows in his book such factors as the pregnant mother's
emotional states and her work schedule do influence the temperament and be
havior patterns of the child.8

Even before birth a human being is never an individual isolated from the
patterns of culture. Because the mind and the body are not distinct entities,
but only aspects of a unified human being, socialization is a psychosomatic
process. Becausethe embryodevelops by interaction with the maternal organ
ism, socialization has its beginnings in the most fundamental modesof biologi
cal communication.

Some might argue that although socialization is begun before birth, the
process is not completed until subtler forms of communication, such as lan
guage,can havetheir effect. Undoubtedly it is true that "functionalhumanity"
is not completely attained before birth. But in referring to it as an "achieve
ment, not an endowment," Montagu suggests what is in fact
falser—namely, that at some point socialization is complete. In truth, func
tional humanity is always more or less unachieved. We go through life trying
to become what we may be, yet even one's whole life together faUs short of
what it might have been. Moreover, since human life is a process rather than
a product, the "functional humanity" of earlier stages is as inaccessible to later
ones as the reverse.

To talk as Montagu does implies that human development is like the
construction of an automobile. It becomes an automobile only at the end of
the production line when someone can actually drive it. But a human being
has a variety of abilities, some of which are lost as life passes. We need not


































































































































