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Introduction


On June 23, 1984, abortionist Dr. Anthony Levatino experienced a tragedy: his five-year-old daughter Heather died after being hit by a car. Levatino took some time off work to grieve his daughter’s death, and when he returned, something had changed. Here’s how he described his experience of going back to work as an abortionist:




One day it was my turn to perform a second trimester abortion. As I started the procedure, I inserted a clamp and ripped out the baby’s arm. Then I paused for what seemed like forever, staring at the arm in the clamp. A procedure I had done over a hundred times before suddenly made me ill.


At that moment, the only thing that mattered was the innocent child whose life I had just ended. I lost my child, someone who was very precious to us. And now I am taking somebody’s child and I am tearing him right out of their womb. I am killing somebody’s child. That day marked the beginning of my journey from abortionist to pro-life advocate.1





“All of a sudden, I didn’t see the patient’s wonderful right to choose,” Levatino said in a 2011 interview. “All I saw was somebody’s son or daughter.”2 Within eight months of his daughter’s death, Levatino quit performing abortions. “A change had come that I couldn’t take back. Once you finally realize that killing a baby at 20 weeks is wrong, then it doesn’t take too long to figure out that killing a baby of any size is wrong,” he said.3


Levatino is far from the first abortionist to experience a wake-up call exposing abortion as a gravely unjust act that takes the life of an unborn human being. In the 1960s and 1970s, the late Dr. Bernard Nathanson presided over, by his own admission, more than sixty thousand abortions as director of the Center for Reproductive and Sexual Health. Prior to his pro-life conversion, Nathanson performed five thousand abortions himself, one of which took the life of his own child.4 In addition to being an abortionist, Nathanson was an activist who led the movement to overturn laws protecting the unborn. He cofounded the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws (NARAL), today known as NARAL Pro-Choice America. He assisted the legal team that challenged the Texas abortion law at stake in Roe v. Wade, the 1973 Supreme Court case that invented a constitutional right to abortion.


Thankfully, Nathanson experienced a profound change of heart, sparked by the realization that the creature in the womb is a human being. In 1974, he admitted the “increasing certainty that I had in fact presided over sixty thousand deaths.”5 Over the subsequent years, Nathanson performed fewer and fewer abortions, limiting himself only to abortions he considered necessary for “health” reasons. But with the advent of medical technology such as the ultrasound, he found that he could no longer deny the humanity of the unborn child. By 1980, he quit performing abortions altogether. He went on to become one of the foremost leaders of the pro-life movement and produced a landmark documentary, The Silent Scream, which used ultrasound footage to depict the abortion of a twelve-week-old child in the womb.


The horrific reality of abortion has the power to change people’s lives and transform even the most hardened hearts. But despite the irrefutable reality of human life in the womb and the indisputable violence of abortion, we live in a society that permits abortion until birth for virtually any reason. We live in a society where many people believe that abortion is unobjectionable or even good. Since the Supreme Court invented a constitutional right to abortion in Roe v. Wade in 1973, abortion has killed more than sixty-five million of our youngest neighbors, a staggering loss. As we write, the Supreme Court is considering Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, a case that could lead to the reversal of Roe and subsequent cases that have made it nearly impossible to legally prohibit abortion. If the Court does reverse Roe, it would be a major victory for the pro-life movement in the United States, which has argued for decades that we must alter the legal, political, and cultural frameworks enabling abortion.


Pro-lifers insist that every human being has intrinsic worth and value, and that a just society would protect the unborn from the lethal violence of abortion. By the time this book is in your hands, we will all know how the Court has ruled. No matter what the justices do, the pro-life movement must continue its work to ensure that every life is protected by law and welcomed in life, and that every mother and family receives the assistance needed to bring children into the world and raise them to maturity. This book is meant to equip readers to defend life as the pro-life movement looks to the future.


While it’s essential to focus on the unborn child—whose death is the gravest harm of abortion—there’s much more that needs to be said, because abortion harms far more than the child in the womb. The case against abortion is far more comprehensive. Abortion harms every single one of us by perpetuating deeply rooted falsehoods about what it means to be human. Abortion attacks the humanity and value of the child in the womb. Abortion strikes at the bond between mother and child, turning it into a conflict between adversaries and a justification for violence, a relationship not of love but of antagonism and mutual destruction. Abortion corrupts the relationship between man and woman and rejects the responsibilities that mothers and fathers have to their children and to one another. Abortion cuts at the fabric of marriage and of entire families, harming mothers, fathers, siblings, and grandparents.


Abortion distorts science and corrupts medicine, pretending that the child in the womb isn’t a human being at all and that tools meant for healing can rightly be turned to killing. Abortion perverts what it means to live in a justly ordered political community with laws that protect all of us—and in a society where our laws say that some human beings don’t deserve to live, we are all at risk. Abortion leads to a particular devaluation of unborn children diagnosed with illnesses or disorders in the womb, as well as a devaluation of girls in parts of the world where sons are more highly prized. It undermines solidarity with the poor, the weak, the marginalized, people with disabilities, and anyone on the periphery of life. It allows those in power to deem certain lives expendable, allowing people to eliminate “populations that we don’t want to have too many of,” in the words of the late Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Abortion has been a disaster. As Mother Teresa once put it in an amicus curiae brief to the U.S. Supreme Court:




America needs no words from me to see how your decision in Roe v. Wade has deformed a great nation. The so-called right to abortion has pitted mothers against their children and women against men. It has sown violence and discord at the heart of the most intimate human relationships. It has aggravated the derogation of the father’s role in an increasingly fatherless society. It has portrayed the greatest of gifts—a child—as a competitor, an intrusion, and an inconvenience. It has nominally accorded mothers unfettered dominion over the independent lives of their physically dependent sons and daughters. And, in granting this unconscionable power, it has exposed many women to unjust and selfish demands from their husbands or other sexual partners. Human rights are not a privilege conferred by government. They are every human being’s entitlement by virtue of his humanity. The right to life does not depend, and must not be declared to be contingent, on the pleasure of anyone else, not even a parent or a sovereign.6





Mother Teresa is correct: the individual’s right to life does not depend on our consent, but the brutality of abortion is possible today because enough citizens have agreed, either implicitly or explicitly, to close their eyes to the truth about what abortion is. That truth is almost too painful to acknowledge, and many have learned to look away instead. We talk about abortion with euphemisms such as “women’s rights,” “reproductive freedom,” “bodily autonomy,” and the “right to choose.” But the right to choose what? Rarely in our public debates do we argue about what abortion is. No one who supports abortion wants to talk about what really happens in every abortion procedure, because that reality is grisly and horrifying. It can persist only when we refuse to acknowledge this violence and the many ways that it damages our society and our solidarity with one another.


For a typical American who doesn’t spend much time thinking about abortion, consider what it would mean to admit that, for the past fifty years, our country has legally sanctioned the killing of more than sixty-five million human beings. Think of the millions of women who have had abortions, many of whom did so based on misguided conceptions of freedom and autonomy, but many of whom did so because they felt pressured or abandoned. Large numbers of both sets of women have suffered physical harm and psychological trauma as a result, and yet they struggle to give voice to those harms in a culture that claims abortion is either no big deal or a cause for celebration. Consider the relationships and marriages blighted by abortion, women used and abused by men, children who lost a sibling, grandparents who never got to meet a grandchild. No family has ever been better off because of abortion.


Think about the doctors who performed these abortions, who used their medical expertise to kill the vulnerable patient in the womb. It might be difficult to feel sympathy for them, but how can a person perform abortions and not be harmed by having committed such an evil? As Aristotle teaches, we become what we do. Those who kill become killers. Think of the countless politicians and activists who have enabled and promoted abortion, pretending it is a simple, harmless medical procedure, akin to having a tooth pulled. Think of those who have done nothing to stop this terror. Think of those—ourselves included—who haven’t done enough.


These are the costs of admitting the truth about abortion, just a small part of why many prefer to turn away and pretend it isn’t true at all. But acknowledge it we must, because ignoring it will only make the problem worse. All of us are affected by the lethal logic of abortion. A society that endorses abortion devalues the life of every single member, as it allows mothers to destroy their children and sanctions violence against the most vulnerable members of the human community. Each of us enters life dependent on our families, particularly on our mothers, and though our level of dependence fluctuates throughout the course of our lives, we remain dependent on one another. A healthy society doesn’t deny or try to eliminate dependency; it helps people meet the needs of their neighbors and bear one another’s burdens.


One of the most fundamental truths about what it means to be human is that we belong to each other.7 Abortion is premised on an utter repudiation of this reality, using the dependence and vulnerability of the unborn child as a justification for lethal violence. And that denial has ramifications for all of us. Abortion has been declared a constitutional right in the United States for nearly fifty years. In that time, we have witnessed exactly how harmful abortion is, not only for the millions of babies who lost their lives, but for nearly every element of our society. In this book, we take stock of just how much has been lost.


In Chapter One, we make the case that the most fundamental harm of abortion is to the unborn child. We refute a number of justifications for abortion, including claims that the child in the womb is neither a human being nor a human person. We address the straightforward, biological case for the humanity of the unborn child, and we argue that every human being is a person with dignity and worth. As a result of these two truths, we make the case that a rightly ordered government must protect human beings from lethal violence. Finally, we address a well-known philosophical argument that justifies abortion as purportedly non-intentional killing, an argument now popularized by emphasizing the bodily autonomy of women. But, as we explain, all of our liberties have limits, and the unborn baby isn’t an unjust intruder that can be fended off using lethal means.


Chapter Two addresses the argument that abortion is a boon to women, allowing them to participate in sex and the economy on equal footing with men. The real story is far more complicated. Abortion has injected violence into the sacred relationship between a mother and her child. Abortion has not solved the problems that supporters claimed it would, and even on its own terms it has not been the cause or even a condition of increased educational or workplace success for women.8 Rather than freeing women from the burden of pregnancy as feminists claimed it would, abortion has intensified the ways in which our culture treats pregnancy as a “woman’s problem.”9 Abortion has not increased support for pregnant mothers in need but has fed a culture that treats women who continue pregnancies as if they’re on their own, because, after all, they could’ve chosen abortion. Abortion has made it easier for men to leave women and harder for women to refuse abortion, even when they would prefer to choose life. And, as we document in this chapter, it has put women at risk of immediate physical consequences from botched procedures, as well as long-term risks to both their physical and psychological health.


In Chapter Three, we document the ways in which abortion has exacerbated inequality, perpetuating racial division and social stratification. We explain the eugenic roots of the modern abortion-rights movement, which originated with birth-control advocates who wanted to limit the growth of supposedly undesirable populations such as non-white Americans, the poor, and people with disabilities. We show how today a disproportionate number of black and Hispanic babies are killed in the womb—an ominous trend that abortion supporters either ignore or celebrate—as well as discriminatory abortions, especially those that target unborn baby girls or children diagnosed with disabilities. Finally, we address the important work of pregnancy-resource centers in offering mothers alternatives to abortion, a mission that abortion supporters not only neglect but actively oppose—thus revealing them to be much more pro-abortion than “pro-choice,” at least when that choice is anything other than abortion.


In Chapter Four, we consider the ways that legalized abortion has corrupted our medical system, leading medical organizations and a significant number of doctors to lie about the biology of human life and use their expertise to kill rather than cure. We explain how pro-abortion doctors influenced the Supreme Court decision inventing a right to abortion, and tell the story of how the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists evolved from a non-partisan professional organization into a transparently political abortion advocacy group. We examine the brutal business of Planned Parenthood, the nation’s largest abortion provider, and refute falsehoods that the group and its supporters promote. Lastly, we consider the risks that abortion poses to conscience rights and religious freedom.


In Chapter Five, we outline the history of the Supreme Court decisions that created the legal landscape perpetuating abortion. We explain the bad history, flawed reasoning, and political machinations that led the Court to manufacture a constitutional right to abortion in Roe v. Wade. We also consider the Supreme Court case Planned Parenthood v. Casey, which upheld the core of Roe while altering its reasoning, and we explain how abortion jurisprudence has created an unjust and unworkable status quo. Rightly understood, nothing in our Constitution protects lethal violence in the womb. Appeals to “privacy,” “autonomy,” and “equality” should not prevent lawmakers from protecting unborn children.


In Chapter Six, we examine the political ramifications of those judicial decisions and the subsequent decades of our permissive abortion regime. We explain that most Americans would prefer to protect unborn children far more than Roe and Casey allow, and we tell the story of how the Democratic Party slid in a radically pro-abortion direction over the span of a few decades, turning abortion into a politically polarizing issue, eventually excluding from the party anyone who does not support an increasingly extreme position. Finally, we discuss how abortion has turned judicial confirmations into toxic political battles. Our politics and our society would be better served if neither of our major political parties supported abortion, a blatant violation of fundamental human rights. Democratic politicians’ excuses for embracing abortion require them to deny the proper role of morality and religion in our politics. As Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” justice requires that our man-made laws comport with the natural and eternal law. The rhetoric of Democrats who support abortion urges us to sever our legal system from its natural and divine sources. Meanwhile, the party’s embrace of abortion has made our political process hostage to abortion. It would be far better for pro-life citizens to have a meaningful political choice between two parties, neither of which was committed to gross injustice.


In Chapter Seven, we turn to culture. There we argue that the widespread acceptance of abortion has corrupted legacy media outlets, making it far less likely that the truth about abortion will reach many Americans and disrupt their settled views on the subject. We survey pro-abortion bias at major tech and social-media companies and the significant support for abortion in Hollywood, which shapes how users and viewers think about abortion. Censorship and bias limit the ability of pro-lifers to share the truth with those who need to hear it, while glamourous depictions of abortion spread the fundamental lie that abortion should be celebrated. We also consider the growing support for abortion among major corporations, which are increasingly using their social power to preserve legal abortion and block pro-life policies.


In our conclusion, we take stock of where fifty years of abortion have left our nation, and the work that still needs to be done. We suggest that pro-lifers remember that ending abortion will require a “both-and” approach on a number of levels, not an “either-or.” We need plans for shifting our laws and our culture, efforts to care for babies and mothers, work from state and federal governments—and we must do all of this in service of ending the supply of and demand for abortion.





In a 2016 essay, Frederica Mathewes-Green explained her journey from being a progressive, pro-abortion feminist to a pro-life advocate, a change of heart that—like the conversions of Levatino and Nathanson—began when she realized the humanity of the child in the womb:




There I was, anti-war, anti–capital punishment, even vegetarian, and a firm believer that social justice cannot be won at the cost of violence. Well, this sure looked like violence. How had I agreed to make this hideous act the centerpiece of my feminism? How could I think it was wrong to execute homicidal criminals, wrong to shoot enemies in wartime, but all right to kill our own sons and daughters?


For that was another disturbing thought: Abortion means killing not strangers but our own children, our own flesh and blood.… Every child aborted is that woman’s own son or daughter, just as much as any child she will ever bear.


We had somehow bought the idea that abortion was necessary if women were going to rise in their professions and compete in the marketplace with men. But how had we come to agree that we will sacrifice our children, as the price of getting ahead? When does a man ever have to choose between his career and the life of his child? Once I recognized the inherent violence of abortion, none of the feminist arguments made sense.…


Abortion indisputably ends a human life. But this loss is usually set against the woman’s need to have an abortion in order to freely direct her own life. It is a particular cruelty to present abortion as something women want, something they demand, they find liberating. Because nobody wants this. The procedure itself is painful, humiliating, expensive—no woman “wants” to go through it. But once it’s available, it appears to be the logical, reasonable choice. All the complexities can be shoved down that funnel. Yes, abortion solves all the problems; but it solves them inside the woman’s body. And she is expected to keep that pain inside for a lifetime, and be grateful for the gift of abortion.…


The pro-life cause is perennially unpopular, and pro-lifers get used to being misrepresented and wrongly accused. There are only a limited number of people who are going to be brave enough to stand up on the side of an unpopular cause. But sometimes a cause is so urgent, is so dramatically clear, that it’s worth it. What cause could be more outrageous than violence—fatal violence—against the most helpless members of our human community? If that doesn’t move us, how hard are our hearts? If that doesn’t move us, what will ever move us?10





Because this book examines the many ways abortion has harmed our country and our culture, it is full of stories and facts that can be hard to stomach. But while it’s difficult to acknowledge much of the suffering we chronicle, ultimately the case against the evil of abortion is a positive case, an affirmation of the beauty and goodness of every human life. That goodness is most evident within the context of families and communities where people serve and sacrifice for each other.


That truth was exemplified by the life of Michael Kniffin, the love he showed his family, and the way he taught his family how to love, even when it required tremendous sacrifice. We quote a portion of his obituary, written by his father:




Michael Patrick Kniffin left suffering behind on December 31, 2021, and entered eternal life in the Kingdom of the Lord. He was a beloved son of Eric and Bonnie, and brother to his seven siblings. At three months old, Michael was diagnosed with lissencephaly, “smooth brain,” a severe congenital neurological condition.


Through the love of his family and the generous care he received from scores of doctors, nurses, and therapists—affectionately called “Team Mo”—Michael defied the odds and nearly reached his tenth birthday.


Michael’s condition left him non-verbal, non-mobile, and legally blind. But his heart was perfect. In his earliest years, Michael had a beaming smile and an infectious belly laugh. He used all his strength to wiggle just a little bit closer for a snuggle. Michael reserved his biggest laughs for the smallest things, which made his joy all the more wondrous: the way light sparkled off an iridescent poster board, the feeling of a string brushing across his forehead, or the sound of wind chimes.


Michael was prone to seizures, pneumonia, and scoliosis. He received medications ten times a day, and regular medical interventions to keep him healthy.


Despite Team Mo’s best efforts, Michael’s seizures continued to take their toll, and in recent years his smiles and laughter became less frequent.


Michael had profound limitations, but had a beautiful ability to draw the best out of other people.


His limits required us to quiet ourselves, and to look closely for the smallest indications that he was tired, happy, or that he had enough of the sun. Finding ways to make Michael laugh was like a puzzle that his siblings were always thrilled to solve.


Michael also drew together a beautiful community whose common thread was love for him and dedication to his wellbeing. His gentle spirit also created a safe space when his brothers and sisters were having a tough day. Cozying up next to Michael set the troubles of the world at bay, and no one was better than Michael at keeping secrets.


Michael’s life and the extraordinary care he received stand as a witness to the dignity and worth of every human being, no matter how small, no matter how fragile. He also taught his family that love involves great sacrifice and carrying each other’s burdens (Gal. 6:2). We thank God for entrusting this beautiful child to us, and for the countless gifts we and our children have received from and through him.11





Many families who receive a prenatal diagnosis of a condition similar to Michael’s choose abortion, but his story reminds us that we find our deepest joy and fulfillment precisely when we choose to care for and love one another in the midst of suffering. Families, communities, and entire societies become better when they treat the most vulnerable among us with love and consideration. This is not to minimize the real challenges many families face, but whether in the case of a difficult prenatal diagnosis, a challenging financial situation, or pressure to abort, no form of suffering can erase the value of the unborn child, a child who is always worthy of love and protection. Families that rise to the occasion and love in the face of suffering are the best witnesses to this truth.


As we write this, we don’t yet know what the Supreme Court will do in Dobbs. As you’re reading this, you know. But regardless of when the Court finally undoes its jurisprudence that makes it nearly impossible to protect unborn children, we all have a responsibility to ameliorate the harms of abortion—a task that starts by remembering the profound and inherent goodness of life, even in the face of suffering. It is our hope that this book will show those who haven’t made up their minds on this issue how abortion has hurt our country, and that it will equip pro-life readers with the truth so they can offer it courageously to others.










CHAPTER ONE Abortion Harms the Unborn Child



One of us (Ryan) vividly remembers the first time he saw an ultrasound of his son. Of course, he didn’t yet know it was a son—the twelve-week ultrasound is too early to recognize the sex of the child, and Ryan and his wife Anna chose not to find out at a later ultrasound. But it was their son all the same. It was undeniable that this was a human being—a baby.


They breathed a huge sigh of relief when they first heard their baby’s heartbeat, and though they first heard it at the twelve-week ultrasound, the heartbeat itself had developed around week six. The ultrasound technician never uttered the phrase “fetus” but repeatedly said things such as, “That’s your baby’s heartbeat” and “There’s your baby’s face.”1 At the twenty-week ultrasound, the technician made a point of identifying and taking pictures of every major organ and bodily structure.


After that first appointment, Ryan and Anna texted ultrasound photos to both sides of the family, shared the due date, and started to prepare for the baby’s arrival. Eventually, they made a public announcement, and people offered congratulations and promised to pray for both mother and baby. (Ryan felt left out.)


There’s no denying it. At least when people are happy about its existence, they will admit that the entity in the womb is a child. A human child. A human being. Though it is immature, it is not in any sense a “potential life.” It already is a life, with potential, and with a potential future. That’s why we instinctively mourn miscarriage. That’s why parents feel relieved when they hear that heartbeat on the ultrasound and are comforted when the unborn baby kicks, both signs that the life is thriving and developing well.


Abortion cuts short this potential by ending the life of the child. That’s the foundational harm in every abortion. Abortion harms the unborn child. Abortion kills the unborn child, a child who is as fully human and as fully valuable—as fully a person—as the person reading this book.


Some people try to deny this reality in order to justify abortion. They deny that the unborn child is really a human being. They try to dehumanize the child by using sterile terms outside the clinical context. (Has any expectant mother ever shared ultrasound pictures of her “fetus” with family and friends?) Some go further and refer to the child as a “clump of cells.” (Organisms aren’t clumps, but if we are going to speak this way, couldn’t each of us be considered in some sense “a clump of cells,” too?)


The first purpose of this chapter, then, is to outline the basic facts of embryology and developmental biology, exposing the foolishness—even in purely scientific terms—of attempts to dehumanize the unborn child. But we also need to respond to more sophisticated abortion advocates, who know better than to pretend that biology is on their side and who turn instead to philosophy.


These interlocutors argue that while the unborn child might technically be a human being, the child isn’t a human person. That is, according to some of today’s leading bioethicists, the unborn child is not morally equivalent to the rest of us. This argument can come in at least two forms—that of body–self dualism, which denies our embodiment, and that of moral dualism, which denies our intrinsic worth and dignity. We’ll explain these arguments in more detail, as well as why they both fail. Every human being is a person because every human being is a rational animal, and that rational-animal nature is the foundation of our intrinsic worth and profound dignity. This is true of all human beings, even if they can’t immediately exercise their rational, personal capacities; they’re still of the same nature and thus of the same worth as those who can.


Some defenders of abortion acknowledge that the unborn child is, in fact, a human being and a human person, but they argue that it isn’t the role of the state to impose any one view of morality on other people. These thinkers might describe themselves as “personally opposed” to abortion, but they are also politically in favor of giving women the choice to abort. We will show that this position is incoherent. Surely no one would say that he is personally opposed to slavery but in favor of his neighbor’s right to choose to own a slave. There are plenty of debates about the proper role of the state, and subsequent chapters will say more about them. But even those who advocate the most limited government acknowledge that a rightly ordered government must, at the very least, play a role in protecting human beings from lethal violence. Even in that “night watchman” state, it would be an appropriate use of state authority to protect unborn children from harm.


The basic case for the right to life of the unborn child rests on three theses:




	Biological: A new human being comes into existence at conception.


	Moral: Human beings are created equal and possess intrinsic dignity and worth.


	
Political: Governments exist to, at the very least, protect innocent human beings from lethal violence.





Finally, we consider a last-ditch argument for abortion. Acknowledging for the sake of argument that the unborn child is a human being with equal moral worth and that governments should protect people from intentional lethal violence, some abortion supporters argue that none of those considerations override a woman’s bodily autonomy. That while the unborn child might be fully human and fully our equal, and while government might rightly prohibit intentional killing, the unborn child is an unjust trespasser in a woman’s womb, and she has no duty to allow the child to continue occupying it, and thus the government has no legitimacy in requiring “forced pregnancy.” We’ll explain why this line of argument is specious and that, far from being an intruder in his mother’s womb, the unborn child is where he belongs. Furthermore, parents bear special obligations to their children, and a woman’s bodily autonomy does not justify lethal violence against the unborn.


Abortion is a grave moral evil, an act of violence against the most vulnerable members of the human family. Every abortion ends the life of an innocent human being in the womb, a child who, because he is human, necessarily possesses intrinsic worth and dignity and thus deserves to have his life protected. Parents, in particular, bear special responsibilities to their children, and thus abortion strikes at one of the most profound human relationships.


The Biological Thesis: Human Beings Come into Existence at Conception


When Ryan and Anna first saw that twelve-week ultrasound, every one of their son’s bones had already formed. His heart was beating. His blood was circulating. He was nourished through the umbilical cord. Yes, he lived inside of Anna. But unlike what many abortion proponents claim, he wasn’t a “part” of her. Nor was he just a clump of cells. He was an organism, with all his developing organs working together to sustain his whole body. He was their son. He was the same little boy that he is today, four years later. In fact, his life didn’t begin when his parents first saw him in an ultrasound. His life started some weeks earlier (but Anna won’t let Ryan write about that).


Abstracted from the abortion debate, the biology of when the life of a new human being begins is neither complicated nor controversial. We all know it.2 When a sperm fertilizes an egg, a new organism comes into existence. The basic facts of biology and embryology—which have become much clearer and are now indisputable thanks to technological advancements in the decades following Roe v. Wade—make it clear that, from the moment of conception, the unborn child is a distinct, living human being, just like each one of us.3


Here’s how the authors of one prominent embryology textbook put it: “Human development begins at fertilization when a male gamete or sperm (spermatozoon) unites with a female gamete or oocyte (ovum) to form a single cell—a zygote. This highly specialized, totipotent cell marked the beginning of each of us as a unique individual.”4 With the exception of identical twins, each of us began life as a single cell.5


This single-celled organism, a zygote, forms after the sperm and egg fuse, and it rapidly develops into a blastocyst and then an embryo and then a fetus. But none of these are separate organisms. Rather, these words refer to the same human organism at different stages of development, at different ages. The zygote is the very same organism that exits the womb nine months later as a newborn child.


Abortion supporters continue to deny this scientific reality, ignoring the facts of basic biology in order to justify abortion on the grounds that the unborn child isn’t a child at all.


Some of those who defend abortion claim, for instance, that the fetus isn’t even a human being. In reality, the unborn child is from the moment of conception a living human being. The gametes—sperm in a man and egg in a woman—are genetically and functionally parts of the potential parents, but by the time fertilization is completed, a unique human being has come into existence. He or she has human genetic material entirely distinct from both mother and father—and indeed from every human being who has ever existed or ever will exist.6


Other times, abortion advocates argue that the unborn child is merely a part of his mother, and therefore that destroying it through abortion is akin to removing a bad tooth or a burst appendix. In a 2019 CNN interview, for example, former New York City Democratic politician Christine Quinn claimed that pro-life laws are wrong, arguing, “When a woman is pregnant, that is not a human being inside of her. It’s part of her body.”7 But Ryan’s son wasn’t a part of Anna’s body at all; he was a distinct human being dwelling inside her. Though the unborn child lives inside his or her mother’s womb, that human being isn’t a part of the mother’s body in the way that, say, her lungs or her heart are.


The woman’s lungs and heart are organs, organized and operating within her body and enabling it to function properly as a complete organismic whole. The unborn child, by contrast, is both genetically and functionally distinct from both mother and father. It is its own organism, organized with its own parts, its own organs such as the lungs and heart, or the cells that will later develop into these organs. The structure and function of the unborn child’s organs are parts of a distinct, complete organism dwelling inside the mother, not parts of the distinct whole that comprises the mother.


The clearest way to see this is to note that the unborn child has its own fundamentally distinct trajectory. The mother’s various organs serve the purpose of the mother’s organismic life. But the unborn child doesn’t do that. It’s not a part at the service of the mother’s body. It is its own whole, with its own pathway for growth and maturation. The various parts of that child—the organs of the fetus—are at the service of the child’s life. Looking at the different ends the parts serve, whether mother or child—or in the case of the placenta, both—helps clarify that the child is its own whole.


The unborn child is an entirely new organism—a whole human being. Yes, it is young and immature. Yes, it has yet to develop into something that looks like an adult. But the one-celled zygote is exactly what a one-day-old human being looks like, and it does exactly what a one-day-old human being does. So, too, with the eight-day-old blastocyst—that’s what a human being of that age looks like, and it does exactly what it’s supposed to do. So, too, with the twenty-week fetus. These are all complete, whole organisms, even though they are rapidly developing to reach the next stage of life.


The child in the womb needs the same things that we all need outside of the womb: nurture, care, protection, and a hospitable environment. The rapid growth that commences at conception, working to develop a full set of capacities, is a process that continues well after birth. The capacity for locomotion normally develops in the early years first as crawling, then walking, then running. The capacity for speech develops first as babbling, then as discrete words, eventually full sentences, and even foreign languages. The human brain doesn’t even finish fully developing until a human being reaches his mid-twenties. Likewise, the unborn child is no different than the newborn (or, for that matter, the adult) in its dependence on others, though the form of dependence in the womb is more radical.


This is simply to say that human development is a dynamic process, one that extends far beyond the months before birth. We come into existence as organisms who develop over time to be able to exercise more and more of our capacities. That’s what we mean when we say the newly conceived child is a human life with potential, rather than a potential life. The one-celled zygote, multi-celled embryo, fetus, newborn, toddler, teen, and adult are all various stages of a single organism’s growth and development; these stages don’t each represent different organisms but rather periods in the life of one and the same human being. Birth may be an extraordinary event, but it is not a magical dividing line. Each of us (unless we’re an identical twin) started out as a one-celled zygote and have been developing as continuous, unique biological entities ever since.


The Moral Thesis: Human Beings Have Intrinsic Value


When Ryan’s son was born, he was entirely helpless. He relied on his mother to feed him and on his father to change his diapers. And his parents joyfully fulfilled the obligations they had to care for their son. For those first few weeks, all he seemed to do was eat, sleep, and poop. Many non-human animals do the same. Yet there is a fundamental difference in terms of moral value between that newborn human being and all other forms of life. The newborn baby possesses profound intrinsic value and worth, even at that early and undeveloped stage, an intrinsic value that non-human animals don’t possess.


Nearly everything around us is valuable for its instrumental worth. We keep chickens in the coop for the eggs they lay; we value trees in the field for their shade. When the chickens stop laying eggs, off they go. When the trees are more valuable as timber or firewood, down they come. But that’s not how we value other human beings. Or at least not how we should value them. We shouldn’t value them based on how useful or productive or instrumentally beneficial they are—to us or to society.


Rather, we should value human beings as subjects who possess immeasurable intrinsic worth, who are valuable simply because of who they are, not because of what they can do for us. That is, we should value them because they are valuable for their own sake; they don’t have mere instrumental value that fluctuates based on what they can offer us at any given time.


What was true of Ryan’s son when he first came home from the hospital was true several weeks earlier at his first ultrasound. He couldn’t do much at all that was different from other animals, but his value was different in kind even then—because he was different in kind. The value he has today, and the value he had when he was born and when he was in utero, all stem from the fact that he is a person.


Because human beings are animal organisms of a special sort, we’re valuable by virtue of who we are, not by virtue of what we can do for others or what other people believe about our worth. Some give a theological explanation for this: We are made in the image and likeness of God. As his image-bearers, we have profound, inherent worth, as he created us to be with him for eternity. Others offer a philosophical explanation: We possess a rational and free nature, and any creature with such a nature is the subject of intrinsic value. Others appeal to a purported self-evident truth of philosophical theology, that all men are created equal and endowed by their creator with inalienable rights.


All three of these arguments converge on one central point: Human beings are creatures of a certain personal nature, so that the only proper response is one of gratitude, appreciation, cherishing, protecting, and valuing.


Supporters of abortion have to get around this in order to argue that abortion is a morally acceptable choice. Some concede the biological thesis that the unborn child is a unique, living human being, but they deny that all human beings have a right to life, because they believe that not all human beings have intrinsic worth. In order to do this, abortion advocates rely on personhood arguments, which attempt to distinguish between human beings and human persons, defined as individuals who have moral worth and basic rights we must respect.


Rather than denying the humanity of the unborn—which they know is a losing argument—they deny the personhood of the unborn. While some will claim the unborn child is only a “potential life,” these more sophisticated (and in some cases sophistical) supporters of abortion claim the unborn child is only a “potential person.” That is, while they concede that this is a human being, they argue that it isn’t yet a person because it can’t yet engage in personal actions.


As philosopher Christopher Kaczor has summarized it, “Several authors such as [Michael] Tooley, [Peter] Singer, David Boonin, Mary Anne Warren, and many others affirm precisely that the fetus is a biological human being but not a moral person.”8 Singer in particular defines a person as “a being with awareness of his or her own existence, and the capacity to have wants and plans for the future.”9 Mary Anne Warren, meanwhile, offers these criteria for personhood: “consciousness of objects and events external and/or internal to themselves, in particular the capacity to feel pain”; “developed capacity to solve new and relatively complex problems”; “activity which is relatively independent of either genetic or direct external control”; “the capacity to communicate, by whatever means, messages of an indefinite variety of types, that is, not just with an indefinite number of possible contents, but on indefinitely many topics”; and “the presence of self-concepts, and self-awareness, either individual or racial, or both.”10 In her essay on the subject, Warren put it this way:




Thus it is clear that even though a seven- or eight-month fetus has features which make it apt to arouse in us almost the same powerful protective instinct as is commonly aroused by a small infant, nevertheless it is not significantly more personlike than is a very small embryo. It is somewhat more personlike; it can apparently feel and respond to pain, and it may even have a rudimentary form of consciousness, insofar as its brain is quite active. Nevertheless, it seems safe to say that it is not fully conscious, in the way that an infant of a few months is, and that it cannot reason, or communicate messages of indefinitely many sorts, does not engage in self-motivated activity; and has no self-awareness. Thus, in the relevant respects, a fetus, even a fully developed one, is considerably less personlike than is the average mature mammal, indeed the average fish. And I think that a rational person must conclude that if the right to life of a fetus is to be based upon its resemblance to a person, then it cannot be said to have any more right to life then, let us say, a newborn guppy (which also seems to be capable of feeling pain), and that a right of that magnitude could never override a woman’s right to obtain an abortion, at any stage of her pregnancy.11





Some defenders of abortion make a slightly different argument. They say that what matters for moral status is the capacity to suffer. We should treat equally all creatures who can suffer, they say, whether equally well or equally poorly. They go so far as to argue that it is “speciest”—a species-based prejudice, akin to racism or sexism—to say that one species is more valuable as such than another. The unborn baby, they argue, is no more valuable than any other animal organism that can perform similar functions. At certain stages, the unborn baby cannot even experience suffering, so he ranks lower than various other animals. Moral worth is determined by what any given organism can do here and now. The greater your capacity to feel pain, experience pleasure, or engage in higher “personal” actions, the greater your moral worth—or so the argument goes.


If you don’t balk at eating chicken, they’d say, you have no grounds to believe that an unborn child, with no greater mental or personal life than a chicken, has moral worth. This is why the philosophically robust argument for abortion ends up justifying infanticide as well, a reality that honest abortion defenders such as Tooley and Singer acknowledge, and which they deal with by arguing that infanticide is morally acceptable, too. After all, what can the newborn baby do in terms of personal actions that it couldn’t do the day before birth?


What all of these arguments miss is that the unborn child—and the newborn, for that matter—is a creature of a rational and therefore personal nature. To have a rational nature means that you are capable of reason, when fully matured, in good health, and in a hospitable environment. Chickens don’t have this capacity, no matter how mature or healthy, no matter their environment. Humans do. While Ryan’s son couldn’t yet talk as a newborn, no one was surprised when he started babbling later on, because it was the natural unfolding of his basic nature. It’s why we all expect that the unborn baby will one day speak, but we’d all be shocked if the chicken one day bargained with us to spare its life. One is a rational, personal animal; the other is not.12


Personhood and Body–Self Dualism


Personhood arguments come in two main flavors. The body–self dualism version holds that human beings and human persons are two radically different substances. Human beings are physical bodily substances, while human persons are spiritual or mental substances, or brains. The end result is that the person is something other than the organism. The person is a part of the organism (the brain) or some non-physical substance, a center of consciousness or the seat of higher, personal actions. The bottom line, then, is that all “persons” have moral value, but not all human beings do.


On this view, not all human beings overlap with a human person; at the beginning of life the unborn and even newborns, and at the end of life the severely demented or those in a so-called persistent vegetative state, are all non-persons. Why are these human beings not persons? Because there is no personal substance associated with such bodily beings who can engage in personal actions. On this argument, persons are centers of consciousness somehow associated with bodies, not bodily organisms as such. Persons are those who can engage in immediately exercisable personal acts, such as self-consciousness and self-awareness.


The end result is that the entity reading this book is a person, because you are self-aware and capable of “higher” mental actions such as reading and speaking. But the entity reading this book, on this view, isn’t a bodily being, even though you make use of a body. The entity reading this book, the “person,” is a non-bodily center of consciousness somehow associated with a body. But you aren’t the bodily being, and thus you were never an embryo or a fetus. On this strong version of body–self dualism, it is false even to say, “I was once in a womb” or “I was once a fetus,” for there was no “I” associated with the body at those times. Dualism of this sort has been associated with Plato, René Descartes, and John Locke, and some philosophers have ridiculed it as the “ghost in the machine.”13 There are at least three good reasons to reject it.


First, we have a basic common sense and common experience of ourselves as bodily beings. The burden of proof—and it’s a high burden—falls on the philosophers trying to convince us that their arguments are stronger than a more basic form of knowing: our direct embodied experience of ourselves.


This immediate, embodied, experiential form of knowledge works in conjunction with the second basic reason to reject body–self dualism: it can’t account for the unity of action among physical acts and mental acts. Consider yourself reading this book. Perception and understanding are actions of the same agent, but one is bodily and the other is mental. That is, you are seeing the words on the page with your eyes, bodily organs. You’re also interpreting those markings on the page as words and grasping the meaning of the words, sentences, and paragraphs—the argument of the book—with your mind. But it’s a single agent, a single person—you—who both sees and reads, looks and understands. It’s not two agents, a body who sees and looks and a mind who reads and understands.


This leads to the third reason to reject body–self dualism: it can’t explain how the non-physical “self” interacts with the physical body. Descartes famously, or perhaps infamously, posited the brain’s pineal gland as the way that mind and body are connected and the way they interact. A simpler solution is to say that there is no interaction problem, because there are not two substances interacting but rather a single substance, a single nature, a single organism, a single person, who is a bodily person and a personal body, a rational animal.14


Personhood and Moral Dualism


Another form of dualism recognizes that body–self dualism is metaphysically implausible. Human beings are an integrated whole of body and soul, mind and matter, personal bodies and embodied persons. The bodily self and the “personal” self aren’t two substances that somehow interact, but are one and the same dynamic organism. These thinkers realize it’s absurd to say, “I was never a fetus.” Instead, they argue that while each one of us once was a fetus, we weren’t valuable at that stage of development. Each of us is valuable now because we are able to engage in personal actions, but as fetuses we couldn’t do so. Not all human beings are moral persons, because to be valuable as a person for moral purposes, a human being must have certain immediately exercisable capacities or abilities.


The views are similar, and to normal people it can seem like the logic-chopping that philosophers are notorious for. The distinction between the positions is fairly straightforward, though. One set of thinkers claims: “I am not a bodily being, and therefore I never was a fetus. If you had killed the fetus in my mother’s womb that developed into the body I’m now associated with, you wouldn’t have killed me.” The other claims: “I am a bodily being. I was once a fetus, but when I was a fetus I wasn’t valuable, though I am valuable now. Killing that fetus would have been killing me but it wouldn’t have been morally wrong.” Both hinge on the ability to engage in personal acts, but one argues about who I am while the other makes a claim about when I’m valuable.


For the latter sort of moral dualist, moral personhood is evaluative, an accidental property, rather than a property that’s essential to every human being. These thinkers argue that just as not every human being has the right to vote, not every human being has the right to life. The violence of abortion against the unborn child is not morally significant to these thinkers because while the unborn child is the same entity as the adult, the child isn’t of moral value. They argue that the unborn child doesn’t have the moral status of a person because we are persons only when we can immediately exercise the ability to engage in personal acts, such as self-awareness, self-consciousness, memory, future planning, and so on. Remember how Warren put it: “In the relevant respects, a fetus, even a fully developed one, is considerably less personlike than is the average mature mammal, indeed the average fish.”15


But think about what this moral argument would entail. It’s not just unborn babies who would be denied the moral status of personhood; this would also include anyone who could not immediately engage in personal acts. The same view would render an elderly man suffering from dementia, a woman in a temporary coma, or even a newborn baby all as non-persons. After all, a newborn can no more immediately engage in self-conscious acts than can an unborn baby.


This leads to some rather unappealing and untenable immediate moral implications. But it also has deeper philosophical problems. It is fundamentally arbitrary to allow a mere difference in the degree of development of a trait to serve as the basis for treating creatures in radically different ways. In matters of basic justice, hinging such a determination on an arbitrary characteristic is itself a gross injustice. That is, if all human beings have the same basic traits but some have developed them to a greater extent, making that difference of developmental degree the basis for treating those human beings in radically different ways is itself unjust, for those human beings aren’t different in kind. Albert Einstein doesn’t have greater moral worth than Joe the plumber.


All humans are fundamentally the same when it comes to their human nature. This explains why we treat humans, rational animals, in radically different ways than we do non-rational animals. It also explains why we treat—or at least should treat—all humans equally. For all humans share the same rational nature, regardless of how well developed that nature is at any given moment in time, and no non-rational animal has a rational nature.


Indeed, the view of moral personhood put forward by these thinkers would render it utterly impossible to defend equality as a moral principle. If what matters morally are our developed capacities, then those who develop their capacities the furthest should matter most. Why believe in moral equality if it isn’t somehow connected to a common nature? Absent a coherent view of personhood based on intrinsic value and root capacities, a human being conceivably could gain and lose moral worth several times throughout the course of his life subject to fluctuations in his abilities.


In reality, every human being is a person with equal moral worth because we are all organisms of a certain kind, with a certain nature and a certain structure. We are rational organisms, and regardless of whether we are able to exercise any given capacity at a particular moment in time, the embryo, newborn, and adult share the same rational, personal nature, with basic root capacities for rational, personal actions. Theologically, we can express this truth as all being made in the image and likeness of God, a rational and free being, created for eternity with God. So, too, we have a rational and free nature, a personal nature—even if we can’t immediately exercise all of our capacities, including our most personal ones.


We must therefore look to basic, root capacities, not immediately exercisable ones, when we determine natures and personhood. Ryan’s son and a farm animal might have similar abilities in terms of what they can do immediately here and now, but a human child is now and always has been a person, because he has a personal nature.


Denials of personhood to categories of human beings have been used throughout history to subjugate, oppress, and extinguish groups of people that those in power wanted to eliminate. History gives us little reason to believe that denying personhood to some human beings has ever been used to further justice or equality—instead, in every such instance, it has been used in precisely the opposite way.


Political Thesis: Government Exists to (at the Very Least) Protect against Lethal Violence


The denial of personhood undergirding the defense of abortion entails another ugly position, with grave political consequences: the belief that might makes right. If we accept the framework of moral dualists, someone or some group must be able to decide which human beings count as persons. This belief means that stronger people, by virtue of their capabilities, can rule over the weaker—or the wiser over the dumber, the older over the younger, the prettier over the uglier, and so on. This view rejects a fundamental truth about human nature that government exists to defend, the truth that all human beings are created equal.


Yet many supporters of abortion argue that protecting babies from the violence of abortion is an illegitimate use of government power. They argue that the state may not impose morality on other people, or that it can’t legislate based on “religious” values. They insist that a state that enacts laws protecting unborn babies has somehow exceeded its rightful authority.


None of these arguments withstands scrutiny. We don’t even need to consider abstract academic debates about the role of the state. On even the most minimalist conception of the state, protecting innocent persons from lethal violence is a legitimate and necessary government function. Therefore, the state should protect all human beings. If we accept that the unborn child is a human being and that all human beings have intrinsic worth and are persons in that sense, then the government’s role is indisputable: any government worthy of its name is obligated to protect the lives of unborn human beings, too. However expansive or limited your conception of the role of the state in promoting human flourishing, it must, at the very least, shield innocent human beings, including the unborn child, from lethal violence.


Indeed, the proper role of government runs counter to what abortion proponents normally argue. Laws that protect innocent life are a functioning government’s default position, and the burden of proof is on those who would demand exceptions. In fact, a state that does not aim to protect innocent life from lethal violence should be considered illegitimate. If each of us enjoys the same natural dignity by virtue of our humanity, then there is no sound basis on which a government could arbitrarily deprive certain individuals of their lives, rights, or freedoms.


That protection begins by, at minimum, preventing people from harming one another. This is the first step that any legitimate government must take to safeguard its citizens and their freedoms. In order to promote human flourishing, government must, at the very least, secure the right to life, the right upon which all others depend. Securing this right is consistent with the equal and natural dignity of each person. We are glad the law protects Ryan’s three-year-old son today. No one has the legal freedom to harm him. If someone did, he would be held accountable in ways commensurate to the harm caused. Because he is a walking, talking, and laughing little boy, it is easy to make the case that he deserves this protection, and most people would agree with us, including people who support abortion.


But while most abortion supporters would agree that it is right to legally protect Ryan’s son now, they would have opposed any attempt to legally protect him while he was still in the womb. Often, those who favor legal abortion dismiss pro-life policy as a religiously motivated effort to impose one particular view of morality on the rest of society. But this critique is not quite right.


What the opposition means to say is that pro-life laws impose a morality with which they disagree—in other words, a bad morality. All laws, after all, have to do with morality, at least on some level. This defense of abortion suffers from the misguided notion that we should separate law from morality, an effort that even abortion supporters would not promote in most other areas. And there’s nothing more or less “religious” about our abortion laws than our homicide laws, or laws against theft, tax evasion, or running a stop sign. What matters isn’t whether a proposition coincides with secular or religious values but rather whether the proposition is true. If it is true that killing an innocent person is unjust, then it is appropriate for the state to prohibit such injustices. Whether we give a Kantian, utilitarian, Aristotelian, or biblical explanation for why homicide is unjust is ultimately beside the point. The public square should be open to all citizens working from their deepest convictions to dispute issues of public policy and law.


Challenges to pro-life legislation, especially in public commentary and legal scholarship, often rely on arguments about “imposing” morality or warning of a looming theocracy.16 Ronald Dworkin, perhaps the most influential legal philosopher of the twentieth century, argued in his 1994 book Life’s Dominion that “freedom of choice about abortion is a necessary implication of the religious freedom guaranteed by the First Amendment.”17 New York Times columnist Linda Greenhouse has likewise insisted for years that restricting abortion would constitute a formal establishment of religion: “If the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause means anything, it has to mean that God’s will cannot be a constitutional justification for a law that erases an individual right.”18 Of course, the same could be said about God’s will when it comes to laws prohibiting homicide, which erase the individual right of the murderer. After all, it is only with the advent of Christianity that Western societies embraced the truth that every human life matters and deserves equal protection under the law. What’s true outside of the womb is true inside as well. There are both religious and non-religious arguments against adult homicide—and against fetal homicide. Both are legitimate sources for public policy and law, and while theology can tell us that every human life matters, it doesn’t tell us when the life of a human being begins. As we saw above, we need science for that.


A law protecting children from the violence of abortion will surely be considered burdensome by those who would prefer to allow women to kill their unborn children. But dismissing pro-life laws because they “impose morality” is a deflection; it doesn’t explain why the law should permit abortion. This is the same deflection attempted by abortion supporters who attempt to sidestep the issue by declaring, “If you don’t like abortion, don’t have one.” This misunderstands, or misrepresents, what we all recognize about law.


Consider an obvious parallel case. No one today would applaud the proposal, “If you don’t like slavery, don’t own a slave.” Notwithstanding our nation’s disgraceful history on this score, thankfully today we recognize that slavery is a grave moral evil, one that the government has justly abolished and prohibited. Telling those who disagree with slavery merely to avoid participating in it, and using this argument to justify continued government protection of slavery, would be a non-starter with reasonable people, because we know that slavery degrades and violates the personhood of the enslaved human being and of the enslaver. The same is true of the unborn child killed in an abortion, his mother, and the abortionist—and the government has the same responsibility to step in and prohibit this injustice.


In order to be consistent, abortion proponents either must advocate abolishing all of our laws because they are wrongful impositions of morality, or they must acknowledge that the real disagreement when it comes to abortion law is about which particular moral vision our laws should codify. Rather than condemning pro-life laws as an imposition of morality, abortion supporters must make a substantive case for whatever moral vision they believe justifies killing unborn children, an effort they avoid because it’s an impossible case to make.


We propose that a society and government properly ordered toward promoting human dignity and human flourishing must protect the lives of all human beings, including the unborn. While persuasion and cultural change can help change hearts, so too can legal reform, which must play an important part in protecting unborn children. Law is as much a teacher as it is a rulebook and a remedy. Eventually, in a just society, both federal and state law would explicitly protect the unborn child’s life.


Abortion and Women’s Rights: The “Bodily Autonomy” and “Forced Birth” Arguments for Abortion


Some abortion supporters sense the truth of what we’ve argued so far—that the unborn child is a human being and a person with moral value, and that the state has a legitimate role in protecting the lives of all people—so they make a different case. Conceding for the sake of argument all that we’ve said above, they argue that the state’s protection of innocent life cannot come at the expense of women’s bodily autonomy. That is, there are two goods—and two state interests—at play when it comes to abortion, and the state needs to balance them.


As a result, one significant set of arguments, often used by feminists, is that abortion is first and foremost a matter of female autonomy. These thinkers say that, without abortion, women cannot control their bodies and their reproductive choices. Even if the unborn child is a human being and a moral person, that doesn’t give him a right to trespass in a woman’s body. Women have authority over their own bodies and need the right to abortion in order to be free and equal. We say more about the social equality argument in the next chapter. Here we focus on the bodily autonomy argument.


This basic bodily autonomy argument for abortion was first fully articulated in 1971 by moral philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson.19 Thomson stipulated for the sake of argument that the unborn child is a human being—and even that it is a human person. But she nonetheless justified abortion as non-intentional killing. Her famous analogy compared a pregnant woman to a hypothetical individual who, without his consent, has been hooked up to a famous violinist who is sick and requires this connection to remain alive. Imagine someone with kidney or liver failure who needs to be plugged into your body so he can rely on your kidney or your liver for, say, nine months, until a transplant could be found.


In Thomson’s analogy, just as it would be morally acceptable for you to choose to detach from the violinist, even if you know he will die as a result, so too would it be acceptable for a pregnant woman to have the unborn child detached. In neither case did you consent to having the violinist plugged in or the child exist in the womb. And in neither case are you seeking the person’s death. You don’t want it for its own sake, nor do you want it for the sake of something else it will bring. Death is neither your means nor your end, in the jargon of philosophers. It isn’t intended, only foreseen. You cut someone off from invasive access to your body, while knowing this will result in death. With this argument, Thomson portrayed pregnancy as an act of violence against women. Just as the violinist was secretly hooked up without your knowledge or consent, violating your bodily integrity, so too the child conceived and growing in the womb does so without permission.


Thomson’s argument fails spectacularly.20 First, the bodily autonomy argument for abortion could only get off the ground if abortion entailed unintentional killing. But unlike the case of the violinist, where the intention truly is just to detach—with his death a foreseen but unintended side effect—in the case of abortion, the intended outcome is a dead child. Thomson’s hypothetical is wrong about what people want when they seek abortion. An abortion where the child survives is a failed abortion.21 By contrast, a detachment from the violinist where the violinist survives would be considered a success. In performing an abortion, the abortionist doesn’t seek only to remove an “invading” child from a womb but also to ensure that the child no longer exists. (As we’ll see in subsequent chapters, this is why the pro-abortion movement opposes even the Born-Alive Abortion Survivors Protection Act, which would legally protect newborns who survive an attempted abortion.)


To better illustrate the difference, consider situations in which the death of an unborn child is foreseen but not intended, such as when a pregnant woman has a cancerous uterus. In treating a woman in such a case, the death of the child is neither a means to the desired outcome nor the intended end itself. In fact, the death of the child in such situations is almost always lamented. The mother with the cancerous uterus doesn’t intend to kill her child but rather to remove a cancerous organ. So, too, a woman with an ectopic pregnancy—in which the embryo implants and develops in the fallopian tube—doesn’t intend to kill her child but to remove it from developing in a place inhospitable to continued life for both baby and mother. She foresees but does not intend that the child will inevitably die as a result. Women seeking abortion, however, don’t just seek to be “unpregnant.” They seek not to have a living child.22


Second, the analogy between abortion and the violinist is a non-starter in any case other than when the pregnancy itself was the result of a violation of bodily integrity—as it would be if the violinist were hooked up to you. The analogy doesn’t apply to nearly all pregnancies, the vast majority of which result from consensual sex. In fact, the pro-abortion Guttmacher Institute’s research has shown that only 1 percent of abortions are obtained in cases of rape—a percentage that holds steady across decades of data.23


In consensual sex, even in the case of failed contraception, the man and woman voluntarily engage in the act that brings a new life into existence. The unborn child is not an intruder who uses force and violence to attach himself to the mother, the way a parasite attaches to a host. Rather, the unborn child is right where he is supposed to be, doing what he’s supposed to be doing. Conception is the natural fruit of sex, and a child developing in the womb is a sign of reproductive health. Conception and gestation are natural results of sex. People—parents especially—bear responsibilities for the natural consequences of their acts. A man and a woman who voluntarily engage in the act that can create new life, a life that comes into existence in the condition of radical dependency, owe duties in justice to care for that new life. This is the heart of parental obligation.


Pregnancy for many women can be a burden, and for some it can entail grave physical costs, but that doesn’t justify the intentional killing of another innocent person—and not just any innocent person, but the woman’s child. Missing from bodily autonomy arguments for abortion is any recognition that a moral relationship between mother and child already exists by the time a woman is contemplating an abortion. Both mother and father have natural duties to protect and care for their children, regardless of whether they are “wanted” or “unwanted,” “planned” or a “surprise,” “perfect” or “defective.”


Thomson’s analogy, then, fails as applied to nearly all pregnancies. The analogy seems apt only when the pregnancy in question was the result of rape. Even in the case of rape—a horrible violation of a woman’s dignity, bodily integrity, personal autonomy, and rightful liberty—justice still requires respecting the unborn child’s life. The child, after all, wasn’t the rapist, did nothing wrong, and is still the mother’s child. The burden of persisting in even a difficult pregnancy is not proportionate to losing one’s life. That is, there exists a profound asymmetry between existence or non-existence on the one hand, and the burdens and costs of pregnancy, even one that comes with profound psychological challenges, as in cases of rape. And, of course, as a moral matter nothing justifies intentional killing of the innocent, let alone one’s own child.24
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