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Let's now turn to pictures of abortion that are morally permissive. In this sequence, I want to take a look

at three very different kinds of permissive views on abortion. They often get confused with one another

and in fact are importantly different. When thinking about so-called pro-choice views, it will help to pull

apart the different theories that may undergird them.

The first is the most straightforward. On this view, abortion is always morally permissible, because early

human life doesn't carry moral status. Whatever the circumstance of the pregnancy, whether it was

intentionally sought or involuntary, whether there are high risks or not, it's morally permissible to end a

pregnancy.

One may think it shouldn't be undertaken lightly, if only because there may be symbolic value or the

preferences of one's partner to consider. But fundamentally, the status of the early life does not present

constraints. And fundamentally it's a project the girl or woman would undergo and so she has the

decision to make.

The next two views take a less stark view. They both believe that the embryo or early fetus has partial

moral status. But they come to interestingly different conclusions about how much more latitude that still

leaves the pregnant woman.

The second position might be called a moderate one. It believes that if you do bear some responsibility

for the embryo coming into existence, that it's permissible to end that pregnancy only if continuing it

would represent a severe setback to your well-being, if the pregnancy would present medical risks or

also social or economic risks, for instance, if one is a young woman with an unstable home

environment, or again if continuing the pregnancy would render her economic position unstable. Now

how much harm to her would justify aborting depends in part on how strong that partial moral status of

the fetus is. But in general, such views agree that it's the woman's interests, if they're significant, that

should prevail.

A third position is very different. It agrees that early human life has a degree of moral status. But it also

believes that women nonetheless have a moral right to end a pregnancy, even if there are no discrete

risks or harms at stake. On this view, it's about dominion rights of the woman, rather than risks or

burdens.
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There are two rights that have been forwarded as a basis for securing the moral permissibility of

abortion even if the embryo or early fetus has some partial moral status. The first is bodily dominion.

Whom we share our bodies with should fundamentally be up to us.

What our bodies can do for others may well be useful and in this case life-sustaining. But again, if it's

not the life of a full person, then the importance of making sure that our bodies are under our control

trumps. Pregnancy, we remember, transforms every physical system in your body. Even if the

pregnancy wouldn't be risky, even if you enjoyed pregnancy, this argument states that whether you

want to enjoy the pregnancy should be up to you.

The second right is procreative or reproductive liberty rights. This one isn't about the state of being

pregnant, but what's on its far side. To continue the pregnancy is to turn the women into a mother. And

she may not want that. Even if entering motherhood wouldn't make her life worse, didn't represent a

welfare setback, she might want authorship over her life to decide whether it is something that she

wants to enter. Both of these issues are about not how much harm continuing the pregnancy might do

to her, but how much dominion we should say she has over sharing her body and having authorship

over the trajectory it takes.

Now this third view is a strong view. Abortion is always morally permissible. Does it have to believe that

all abortions are morally on a par? Are there no reasons that we can now object to as trivial or, say,

offensive? Remember back to Week 1 when we talked about the expressivist worry about aborting on

the basis of some disabilities.

Well, no. The third view says that one has a moral right to abort. But it's possible to exercise that right in

ways that demonstrate poor character, offensive values.

Here's an analogy. You have a right to vote for whomever you want. If I hear that you've refused to vote

for a political candidate merely because she's a woman, well there's a way in which your action is an

offense to women in general, indeed to me. You're expressing the view that I'm a member of a group

that is in principle not suited to govern. But still, you get to vote as you decide.

We defend the right to vote for even bad reasons, because we think the importance of having authority,

dominion over one's political voice is so very critical. So too one might think that some bases for

abortion are overly trivial or offensive, but think that nonetheless the woman has a moral right to make
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that decision, because maintaining positive dominion over decisions about sharing one's body, entering

parenthood, is of sufficiently critical importance that even decisions that are based on indifference or

offensive attitudes are the person's to make.
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