  Critically assess the argument presented by Judith Jarvis Thompson in her paper ‘A defence of abortion’.
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Intro

In this essay I will look at the argument that Judith Jarvis Thomson has presented in her paper  ‘a defense of abortion’.
Firstly, I will look at each section of her paper separately, and comment on the preceding argument. After this I will explore some of the key issues that are central to her argument. These are: the nature of human life, rights and obligations, the autonomy principle and the logic and rules of using analogies. Finally, in the conclusion, I will suggest that Thomson’s article would not be helpful in a real life situation.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Opening Paragraphs

In the first few paragraphs of her article, A Defence of Abortion Judith Jarvis Thomson suggests that for the sake of argument she will put the question of whether or when a fetus is ‘a life’ on the back burner. Thomson argues that the question of if and when a fetus is a life is similar to the acorn and the tree argument – that is, whether, and if so when, the acorn is an oak tree. Instead, she accepts, for the sake of argument, that a fetus is a living thing and looks at some of the issues that arise from making that assumption. Firstly, she turns to the extreme view that abortion should not be allowed in any circumstances, a view which can follow from the argument that the fetus’s right to life is equivalent to that of the mother’s. It is at this point that she first introduces the analogy of the violinist. Thomson paints the picture of a violinist who is dependent on you for his life. She asks the question whether you are morally obliged to help keep this person alive, and suggests that the implication of those who argue the extreme case against abortion would have to accept that the violinist could not be detached.   She then explores eight issues that arise from this assumption. 

At this point, I would argue that Thomson should not dismiss the idea of when the fetus becomes a life. Although I can understand why she wanted to put it on the back burner I think she could have explained it better before dismissing it. I will return to this point in my final section. I think the analogy of the acorn and the oak tree she uses to dismiss the argument is not appropriate or useful, as you can’t compare an acorn and tree to a fetus and life  - it is a false analogy.
Abortion as self defense


The first point Thomson addresses is that every person has a right to life so the fetus, as it has a life, may not be aborted. In the analogy of the violinist, the person did not have a choice whether or not she wanted to be attached to the violinist, so the analogy would apply to a rape victim. She goes on to discuss a situation where the woman will die if there is no abortion, and the fetus if there is. How would it be decided between the two? Thomson asks if we think it is murder if the mother aborted the baby herself to save her own life. She argues that the mother has the right to do this. Thomson returns to the analogy of the violinist and says if you reach for the plug yourself to be detached from the violinist this is your choice and this will not be looked upon as murder - it is self defense. Firstly, this raises the question of whether self-defense is always an ethically valid reason for killing another person. If I could only save my own life at the cost of somebody else’s, is that always the right thing to do? If I was seated on a chair and by getting up I would explode a bomb in a primary school, would that be permissible? Secondly, at this point Thomson does not consider that there is a biological connection between the woman and the fetus and so this may not be the same as detaching yourself from an unknown violinist. Further, if a person was to threaten your life you are entitled to self-defense, as they had the intention to hurt you, but the fetus does not have any intention to harm. So we need to ask the question is intention critical for you to argue self-defense? I would argue that it is, but Thomson doesn’t explore this issue. 
Third party involvement 

In her second point, Thomson explores the role of a third party in a situation where a pregnant woman may die as a result of a pregnancy. A doctor may come along and say that s/he cannot choose whom to save as both have equal rights. But Thomson challenges this, as it is the woman’s body, which gives her additional rights. The child is living in the woman’s body and she therefore has the right to decide what happens to it. Thompson goes on to say that a doctor has the right not to act or perform an abortion but cannot stand in the way of someone else doing so. This question of autonomy is addressed later in the assignment.
Right to life? 

In the third point, Thomson turns to the situation where the woman’s life is not in danger. She explores the question of our right to life and says you have no right to make any demands on anyone, and explores the right not to be killed as opposed the right to life.  To return to the analogy of the violinist, although he had no right to be plugged in to you in the first place, and I have the right to unplug myself as it is self defense does he also have a right not to be unplugged by a third party as this will kill him? Her conclusion to this section is that although people do have the right to life, they don’t have the right to be using other people’s bodies to survive. 

	I partly agree with Thomson on this issue. I don’t believe people have the right to expect another person to give up their coat, body part, or womb to save their life, as it is too much to demand of people. However, a fetus does not feel a sense of entitlement to the womb; it is a natural home for the fetus, and so the analogy is not a useful one. 

Can Killing Ever be Just? (The Chocolate Box Analogy) 

For her fourth discussion point, Thomson introduces the analogy of two children who have been given a box of chocolates to share and says that if one child refused to share with the other it is unjust. However, she later, in point 5, goes on to say if the box of chocolates had been given to one child then that child has the right not to share the box with the other child; not to share would not be unjust. To apply that to the right of abortion, the woman has a right to say no to carrying the fetus, as the womb it will grow in is hers. Thomson continues by making a distinction between just and unjust killings. To return to the violinist: 1. The violinist has a right to life 2. By unplugging yourself you are killing him BUT 3. The killing is not an unjust killing. So she has introduced the idea that some killing can be just. In a case of a rape victim the mother has not given permission for the fetus to use her body for food and shelter. She has not, therefore, given the unborn child the ‘right’ to her body. It would therefore be acceptable for a raped woman to have an abortion, since the woman did not invite the child to use her body. If the idea of an ‘invitation’ is crucial for there to be a ‘right’, then if the intercourse was voluntary, and she knew what the consequences may be then the mother does not have a right to be have an abortion - it would not be ethical. 
 At this point in the paper Thomson clearly shows that there is a distinct difference, in her opinion, between unjustified and justified abortion. 


	The chocolate box analogy I found hard to follow as Thomson had split it up. Although a chocolate box cannot be compared to a womb, it did help me understand how an action can appear to be wrong but still be just. I feel Thomson has not said enough to convince me that her argument is fundamentally true and she needs to explain it more in depth – she needs to explain what criteria she is using to ‘judge’ what is ‘just’. 
The Good Samaritan. 

In the sixth point, Thomson uses the Parable of the Good Samaritan.  She describes three different types of behaviour: one is called the Good Samaritan who would go out and beyond to help someone in need. Then there is the Minimally Decent Samaritan who would only do the basic necessities, and then there is the third category of people who are not even minimally decent. Thomson argues that when a woman is pregnant she is expected to go up and beyond to provide a casing for the fetus to develop and feed the fetus but in all other walks of life the expectancy of others to help is minimal. 

	Although this may be true, I would argue that it is appropriate that the expectation on a woman carrying a child is higher, because carrying another life is a huge responsibility and should be taken seriously – the fact that she has put the ‘life ‘ argument on the back burner does not help here. 


Biological Relationships.

In the seventh issue Thomson points out that in the previous sections she has assumed equality between the two lives – that of the mother and that of the unborn child. Here, she asks whether the fact that there is a biological connection makes a difference. Thomson says that if the parents choose to have the child and follow the pregnancy through then they should assume a responsibility for it, but if the parents had taken all reasonable precautions then they ‘do not simply by virtue of their biological relationship (…) have a special responsibility for it.’ (Thomson, 1971, p. 65) In her view, in this case, they can either take responsibility or not, it’s up to them what they decide. 

	The first point I would make here is that she has not made a valid argument for the biological connection between the parents and the fetus having no consequences. In fact, under English law there is a financial responsibility stemming from a biological connection. Further, Thomson has not considered whether there may be emotional or psychological connections, which also bring about responsibilities.
I ask, would the tale of the violinist end differently if he were her son?

Thomson’s Conclusion.

In her eighth point, which serves as a conclusion, firstly Thomson says that abortion may not always be permissible but that does not mean that it is impermissible. Secondly, she says that she does not argue for the right to kill an unborn child, so this would mean abortion is not permissible if the child is capable of living outside the womb. 

the nature of human life

As discussed earlier, Thomson chooses to put the issue of whether, and if so when, a fetus becomes a life aside. I think that this is a critical issue in the abortion debate, and cannot simply be ignored for the sake of argument. If we turn to Singer, (Singer, 2011, p. 73) he offers two definitions of what it is to be human.  The first is a strict biological definition; following this definition a fetus, however damaged it might be, or whatever potential it might have, is a human being from the very point of the sperm entering the egg. The second definition uses Fletcher’s characteristics (Indicators of Humanhood), such as self-awareness, a sense of the future, and the sense of the past. He uses the word ‘person’ to indicate this definition. In this case a fetus would not be seen as being a person. 
the nature of rights and obligations

As Rosalind Hursthouse pointed out, Thomson makes the assumption that the only thing I am morally required to do is not violate other people’s rights (Hursthouse, 1987, p. 197). I would personally put the bar of morality higher than that. When talking about the chocolates, Thomson says that ‘if the boy refuses to give his brother any, he is greedy, stingy, callous-but not unjust.’ (Thomson, 1971, p. 60). But, as pointed out earlier, she does not really explore what we mean by ‘just’. Thomson is comparing the rights that one child has gained by being given the box to the lack of rights of the other child, who was not given the chocolate so cannot expect any. I feel the older child who is eating the chocolates has a responsibility to share with the younger brother even though the younger child may not have any ‘rights’ to the chocolate. I would say that responsibilities are greater than the rights; the two are not equal. Similarly, the woman has a responsibility towards the fetus although the fetus does not have the right to expect anything from the mother. I think these responsibilities are greater than Thomson suggests. 

the autonomy principle

This principle is explained by Hursthouse, referring to Glover, as being the view that ‘it is intrinsically wrong to prevent someone from doing or having what he wants, regardless of the consequences.’ This is the view taken by Thomson in her article (Hursthouse, 1987, p. 158). Glover argues that the autonomy principle should not always be given priority over the consequentialist view. Hursthouse quotes Glover’s example of a parent who is aware of a forthcoming horror, and kills his children. Glover says that he cannot be certain that such a decision would be wrong. If we turn to abortion, a person might decide to have an abortion for what they might think were the best of reasons. One of the major problems with this approach is that no-one can absolutely predict the outcome of their actions. 
The logic & rules of using analogies


The Stanford Encyclopedia offers a summary of the characteristics that make a strong analogy (Bartha, 2016). These are: number of similarities, identical properties and relations and coming from common underlying causes. Using these criteria, I would argue that Thomson’s analogies are not strong. If we took the analogy of the violinist as an example I feel there are no similarities between the violinist and a fetus.
In terms of the second criteria, both the violinist and the fetus involve two lives that are both dependent on the woman to survive. But the woman has a responsibility for the fetus and she does not have any responsibility to the violinist. 
In terms of the third criteria, they both share the legal right to life, but only the woman has any responsibilities – though Thomson would challenge this. 
Conclusion

Overall, I found the article challenging but parts of it were very helpful.  I felt that her arguments could have been made more concisely. I felt that her analogies were confusing and did not clarify the key issues. I would also like to challenge the fact that she put the core issue on the back burner; it would have been helpful for her to have at least considered the argument, even though this was not the focus of her article. Importantly, because she focussed on the mother’s rights, she failed to address the issue that any responsibilities the mother, in the real world, might have are for a lot longer than nine months; in some cases they will be for the mother’s entire life and Thomson fails to address this fact. 


In reality, a pregnant woman would, when considering an abortion, need to take her own situation onto account. Factors such as her mental and emotional capacity, as well as her financial situation would need to be taken into account. And this goes well beyond the nine months of the pregnancy; any child is arguably your responsibility forever, and with modern medicine enabling more and more sick children to live there may be a high longterm demand on the mother. She needs to take all these factors into account when making her decision. Nothing in Thomson’s paper would help me make any kind of rational decision about a termination.
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