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Hi everyone. It's Maggie again. In this sequence, we're going to think together about one of the hardest

issues in bioethics-- how should we morally think about abortion? Now, it's also one of the most

complex issues in bioethics. In this first segment, I want to take a look at some of the elements we're

going to be exploring, some helpful tools and distinctions that philosophy gives us-- whatever side we're

on with this issue-- so that we can have a deeper and more fruitful conversation.

There are two fundamental halves of the abortion issue. One is how to think morally about early human

life, the human embryo or fetus. And the fact that that fetus develops inside a girl or woman-- that's the

second half.

OK, let's start with the embryo or early fetus. Now, when debating questions about the morality of

abortion, conversations often start with the question, when does life begin? But we are going to need to

refine the question if we are going to explore more carefully.

For one thing, it's not life per se we're interested in-- algae, lettuce plants are all life-- nor even human

life. My bone marrow is comprised of living cells that have human DNA in them. Everyone agrees the

human embryo is a set of living human cells.

Second and more deeply, putting the question that way makes it sound like it's a question for science to

answer. And to be sure, there are any number of fascinating scientific questions we want to make sure

we get right here. When might a biologist regard the set of cells as sufficiently organized to count as an

organism? When do various bodily systems become functional and the like?

But we could agree on every fact that biologist stipulates, and still disagree on the moral question about

what kind of claim a given creature, so described, has on us. To answer this question, philosophers

have come up with a concept called moral status. A creature is said to have moral status if there are

restrictions on killing it, or using it for our own purposes, grounded directly in the nature of that creature.

Moral status is about the constraints it presents on us directly in its own right. So if I kill your plants after

promising to take care of them while you're out of town, I've done something wrong. But what makes

my actions wrong isn't anything about the plant per se. It's not as though there's anything immoral

about my casually uprooting the grass in my garden.
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Instead, it's the promise I made to you. You are who I wronged, not the plant.

In contrast, if we think of the moral status that you yourself have, well, we believe there's an extremely

strong constraint against killing you, or causing you suffering or experimenting on you without your

consent, whatever others may think. One reason I might be wrong there is because I would cause

suffering to those who love you. But far more centrally, doing so would be wrong because of what it

does to you.

Now, the kind of moral status you have is very strong. It grounds a near absolute right against being

killed. This is called full moral status.

Moral status also might be the sort of thing that comes in degrees. For instance, many believe that

certain high cognition, non-human animals-- think elephants, dolphins, great apes-- might have some

lesser, but still important claim against our killing them. It would take strong reason to justify that, but

reasons that would fall short of what it would take to make it permissible to kill you. Call that partial

moral status.

One of the deepest reasons people disagree about the morality of abortion is because they disagree

about what moral status to accord a human fertilized egg, or embryo, or early fetus. Some believe it has

full moral status. Some, no moral status until later in gestation. It might still have a kind of symbolic

value, but no constraints grounded in the nature of the embryo or fetus itself.

And still others believe that early human life has partial moral status, less than a paradigmatic person,

but more than just symbolic value. So in segments two and three, we'll be looking at the fascinating

question and theories of moral status of early human life.

Now turn to the other side of the abortion equation-- the woman or girl who's pregnant. Critical as the

issue of moral status is, it isn't the only factor. Abortion is different than questions about, say, the

morality of doing research on human embryos. Here we're talking about an embryo that isn't a Petri

dish, but is in the body of a girl or woman.

So issues about the morality of abortion are also about what happens if abortion isn't an option, if it

means continuing a pregnancy. And we need to talk about what that might mean for her. There's a

range of issues and scenarios.
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The pregnancy might be life-threatening. The women might be a Somali refugee raped as war crime, or

a child who cannot give meaningful consent to intercourse. Less dramatically, a continued pregnancy

could radically change the trajectory of a girl or woman, increasing her chances for lifelong poverty.

It's a marker for increased domestic violence. Continuing it might be worse for the children she already

has. And more broadly yet, even if there are no such risks, maybe she's not ready to be a mother now

or ever, with this partner or no partner.

In the second half of the sequence, then, we'll be looking at different theories about how those

considerations might be relevant to the morality of abortion-- in one segment, even if the embryo has

full moral status, and in the last segment, if it has only modest status.

There are really three different issues we'll be tracking in those scenarios. The first is how voluntary

was the action that led to the pregnancy. The second is what discrete harms, risks, burdens, either

bodily or social, continuing the pregnancy might entail. And the third are what rights a woman might

have independently of the risks and harms-- what dominion might she have over the use of her body

and the authorship of her life?
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