
ABORTION AND PERSONHOOD 

The ph i l osoph ica l  debate about abo r t i on  b o i l s  down t o  t h e  quest ion When does 

a  fe tus  become a  person, hence a  being w i t h  a  r i g h t  t o  l i f e ,  ergo one t h a t  

it would be c r i m i n a l  t o  k i l l ?  Most C h r i s t i a n  theo log ians  profess t o  have 

a  ready answer t o  t h i s  quest ion. For example, a  Thomist be l ieves  t h a t  t h e  

f e t u s  becomes a  person t h e  moment it rece ives  a  soul from t h e  Holy S p i r i t .  

However, he may add tha t ,  s i nce  man has no way o f  knowing t h e  prec ise  i n s t a n t  

t h a t  t h i s  d i v i n e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  occurs, we a r e  we l l  advised t o  t r e a t  a l l  fe tuses I 
equal ly ,  regardless o f  t h e  t ime  o f  concept ion. 

A modern phi losophers i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  accept t h e  theo log i ca l  dogma t h a t  

t h e  soul i s  in fused i n t o  t h e  f e t u s  by t h e  d e i t y .  I f  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  or iented,  



- - - -  - - 

t h e  phi losopher w i l l  ho ld  t h a t  minds o r  sou ls  do n o t  come ready made b u t  develop 

along w i t h  the  nervous system and w i t h  experience. However, g iven t h e  pauc i ty  

o f  data concerning i n f a n t  menta l i t y ,  t h e  phi losopher may n o t  wlsh t o  r i s k  an 

op in ion  concerning t h e  stage o f  development a t  which t h e  mind may emerge. 

I n  p r a c t i c e  t h e  problem i s  no t  so lved by theologians o r  by phi losophers bu t  

r a t h e r  by o b s t e t r i c i a n s  o r  by lawyers. I f  reasonable, t h e  lawyer and, i n  p a r t i -  

cu lar ,  t h e  judge, w i l l  de fe r  t o  medicine. Now, reasonable medical men do n o t  

ask whether a g iven f e t u s  - i s  a person ( o r  has a mind), b u t  r a t h e r  whether it 

has a chance o f  becoming a normal person w i t h  t h e  help o f  medicine. And they  

may add t h a t  t h e  bare minimum f o r  t h i s  t o  happen i s  f i v e  months, al though seven 

i s  t he  safe lower bound. I n  any case, t h e  unce r ta in t y  concerning these two months 

(between f i v e  and seven) i s  o f  no p r a c t i c a l  importance i n  t h e  case o f  abor t ion,  

because, save i n  except iona l  cases, t h e  upper bound f o r  a b o r t i o n  i s  f i v e  months. 
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