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Most opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a human being, a person, from the moment of 

conception. The premise is argued for, but, as I think, not well. Take, for example, the most common argument. 

We are asked to notice that the development of a human being from conception through birth into childhood is 

continuous; then it is said that to draw a line, to choose a point in this development and say "before this point 

the thing is not a person, after this point it is a person" is to make an arbitrary choice, a choice for which in the 

nature of things no good reason can be given. It is concluded that the fetus is. or anyway that we had better say 

it is, a person from the moment of conception. But this conclusion does not follow. Similar things might be said 

about the development of an acorn into an oak trees, and it does not follow that acorns are oak trees, or that we 

had better say they are. Arguments of this form are sometimes called "slippery slope arguments"--the phrase is 

perhaps self-explanatory--and it is dismaying that opponents of abortion rely on them so heavily and 

uncritically. 

I am inclined to agree, however, that the prospects for "drawing a line" in the development of the fetus look 

dim. I am inclined to think also that we shall probably have to agree that the fetus has already become a human 

person well before birth. Indeed, it comes as a surprise when one first learns how early in its life it begins to 

acquire human characteristics. By the tenth week, for example, it already has a face, arms and less, fingers and 

toes; it has internal organs, and brain activity is detectable. On the other hand, I think that the premise is false, 

that the fetus is not a person from the moment of conception. A newly fertilized ovum, a newly implanted 

clump of cells, is no more a person than an acorn is an oak tree. But I shall not discuss any of this. For it seems 

to me to be of great interest to ask what happens if, for the sake of argument, we allow the premise. How, 

precisely, are we supposed to get from there to the conclusion that abortion is morally impermissible? 

Opponents of abortion commonly spend most of their time establishing that the fetus is a person, and hardly 

anytime explaining the step from there to the impermissibility of abortion. Perhaps they think the step too 

simple and obvious to require much comment. Or perhaps instead they are simply being economical in 

argument. Many of those who defend abortion rely on the premise that the fetus is not a person, but only a bit of 

tissue that will become a person at birth; and why pay out more arguments than you have to? Whatever the 

explanation, I suggest that the step they take is neither easy nor obvious, that it calls for closer examination than 

it is commonly given, and that when we do give it this closer examination we shall feel inclined to reject it.  

I propose, then, that we grant that the fetus is a person from the moment of conception. How does the argument 

go from here? Something like this, I take it. Every person has a right to life. So the fetus has a right to life. No 

doubt the mother has a right to decide what shall happen in and to her body; everyone would grant that. But 

surely a person's right to life is stronger and more stringent than the mother's right to decide what happens in 

and to her body, and so outweighs it. So the fetus may not be killed; an abortion may not be performed.  

It sounds plausible. But now let me ask you to imagine this. You wake up in the morning and find yourself back 

to back in bed with an unconscious violinist. A famous unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal 

kidney ailment, and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records and found that 

you alone have the right blood type to help. They have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violinist's 

circulatory system was plugged into yours, so that your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as 

well as your own. The director of the hospital now tells you, "Look, we're sorry the Society of Music Lovers did 

this to you--we would never have permitted it if we had known. But still, they did it, and the violinist is now 



plugged into you. To unplug you would be to kill him. But never mind, it's only for nine months. By then he 

will have recovered from his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you." Is it morally incumbent on you to 

accede to this situation? No doubt it would be very nice of you if you did, a great kindness. But do you have to 

accede to it? What if it were not nine months, but nine years? Or longer still? What if the director of the hospital 

says: "Tough luck. I agree. but now you've got to stay in bed, with the violinist plugged into you, for the rest of 

your life. Because remember this. All persons have a right to life, and violinists are persons. Granted you have a 

right to decide what happens in and to your body, but a person's right to life outweighs your right to decide what 

happens in and to your body. So you cannot ever be unplugged from him." I imagine you would regard this as 

outrageous, which suggests that something really is wrong with that plausible-sounding argument I mentioned a 

moment ago. 

 


