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

Judith Jarvis Thompson provides throughout her paper what I believe to be a refreshing look at the abortion debate. Many other papers discussing this issue take a quite cold and calculated approach and perhaps this is a way of detaching themselves from the distressing action of ending the life of a baby. Thompson tackles the issue head-on, outlining the different circumstances in which she believes abortion may or may not be permissible. Thompson outlines a series of arguments, all of which will be discussed throughout this essay. Although some of the examples that she uses in the paper can at first glance be considered to be far-fetched in relation to the point that she is aiming to make, I will try to explain how they are in fact effective in providing a different perspective on certain arguments. Overall, her argument seems to be that abortion is permissible in certain circumstances which she also describes in her paper. I will not be able to discuss in detail all of her arguments as this would go beyond the scale of this essay. Whether or not the unborn child in the early stages of its development is a person is a much-discussed issue and Thompson has decided to not discuss this issue in her paper, instead, she is going to assume that the unborn child can be classed as a person.
The first argument that Thompson discusses is the right to life. The idea of the right to life is one that is commonly used in the conservative argument. The argument consists of the view that every person has the right to life and that an unborn baby’s right to life is equal to that of an adult. Sometimes, the right to life argument even puts the unborn baby’s life above that of the mother. Thomson explains that the advocates of this view believe that the mother has in some ways already lived her life, and therefore the child should now be given a chance to live theirs. On this point alone, I consider the right to life argument as being quite dismissive of the life and the potential of the life of the mother. Building on the same idea of the right to life, Thompson discusses the idea that the unborn child is innocent in its creation, and therefore should not be killed. Whilst agreeing with this argument, to me, it still does not take away from the fact that it is down to the woman to decide what she wishes to do with the pregnancy. In my opinion, the woman still has more of a right to life, as it is her life that brought the other into being.
A continuing analogy throughout the paper is that of a violinist. In her example, she asks the reader to imagine that they have been kidnapped and are connected to a violinist’s kidneys. The reader is then told are then told that the kiddnappers are very sorry to have taken you, but the reader is the only person who is able to save this violinist’s life, and therefore has to stay in the bed for nine months. 
Thompson’s second argument is that it is permissible to perform an abortion, but only if the women did it herself. In this way, there is no third party, i.e. doctor, involved, as the third partycan state that they “will not act[footnoteRef:1]” when faced with the option on whether or not to perform the abortion. In relation to the violinist analogy, no one can stop you from unplugging yourself from the violinist. In other words, no one can stop the mother from performing the abortion herself as Thompson states that “if a human being has any just, prior claim to anything at all, he has just, prior claim to his own body[footnoteRef:2]”. However, the fact that abortion is illegal or highly frowned upon in many places across the world, diminishes the claim that people have a claim over their own body, as they are prevented from doing things that would have enormous implications on their lives.  [1:  Thomson, Judith Jarvis. “A Defence of Abortion.” Ethical Thought, vol. 1, no. 1, 2017, pp. 125–142, 10.21146/2074-4870-2017-17-2-125-142. Accessed 29 Sept. 2019.]  [2:  IBID] 

The next argument that Thompson discusses is that even if the mother’s life is at risk due to the pregnancy, some people would argue that the child’s right to life still outweighs the mother’s right to life. This is a point of view that is easy enough for me to disagree with, as if that mother would rather live than die for her unborn child, then she has every right to do so. Equally, I also believe that if she wishes to risk her life, then she should also be able to do that, as it is her choice on what she wants to do with her life.
With regard to the right to life argument, there is disagreement between the conservative and the liberal view of abortion. Don Marquis explains this issue well. He describes how the conservative view argues that "It is always prima facie seriously wrong to take a human life[footnoteRef:3]". On the other hand, the liberal view argues that "Being a person is what gives an individual intrinsic moral worth[footnoteRef:4]". Marquis states that both of these moral statements make valid points, and therefore it is difficult to agree or disagree with one or the other. Thompson disagrees with the argument for the right to life, instead, she is of the opinion that people have the right not to be killed. She states that “having a right to life does not guarantee having either right to be given the use of or a right to be allowed to continue use of another person’s body- even if one needs it for life itself[footnoteRef:5]”.  [3:  Marquis, Don. “Why Abortion Is Immoral.” The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 86, no. 4, Apr. 1989, p. 184, www.pdcnet.org/jphil/content/jphil_1989_0086_0004_0183_0202, 10.2307/2026961. Accessed 16 Apr. 2019.]  [4:  IBID]  [5:  IBID] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thompson continues with this point later on in her paper by stating that the “right to life consists not in the right not to be killed, but rather in the right not to be killed unjustly[footnoteRef:6]”. This makes the argument harder to support, because if the mother’s life is not a risk, then it is difficult to justify killing unjustly. When discussing in which circumstances an individual has a right to kill, Cheyney C. Ryan askes the question of whether the "Aggressor has forfeited the right to defend himself because he has intentionally provoked Victim's threatening action[footnoteRef:7]"?If we take the woman as the attacker and the child as the victim in this case, as the woman engaged in sex, knowing that there is a chance of pregnancy, does she then give up her right to harm the child as she provoked it? [6:  IBID]  [7: Ryan, Cheyney C. “Self-Defense, Pacifism, and the Possibility of Killing.” Ethics, vol. 93, no. 3, Apr. 1983, p. 513, 10.1086/292463. Accessed 14 Apr. 2019.

‌ ] 

Thompson looks at this argument through the idea of consent, and its role with regard to pregnancy and a woman’s right to have an abortion. There is the idea that if you engage in consensual intercourse, then you should take responsibility and not get an abortion, as you entered the act knowing that there was a risk of pregnancy. This argument continues to say that even if measures were taken to prevent a pregnancy, that you should still follow through with the pregnancy as the risks were clear. Thompson poses the question of what if "people seeds drift about in the air like pollen[footnoteRef:8]”, and you opened your window and one flew in and started to grow in your carpets. Would you then have the responsibility to look after that life? Thompson argues no. She goes further to argue that it would be even more “absurd” to expect a person to care for this life if they had put bars on their windows to prevent this seed from flying in.  [8:  IBID] 

A more conservative view would argue against Thompson’s opinion. She points out that the conservative view expects women to “avoid a pregnancy due to rape by having a hysterectomy, or anyway by never leaving home without a (reliable!) army[footnoteRef:9]”. This seems like a ridiculous statement to make, however, there would be no other way around the issue if people were not able to rely on the option of having an abortion if it was needed. The analogy that Thompson presents in relation to the people seeds is brilliant, as it shows clearly the absurdity of expecting women to not engage in sex for pleasure and  [9:  IBID] 

In her next point, Thompson states that it sometimes "morally indecent to detach a person from your body as the cost of his life[footnoteRef:10]”. This point refers to the conservative argument that it is unjust to remove an unborn child from its mother, as it would result in its death as the child is reliant on the mother to live. Here Thompson refers back to the violinist analogy. She refers to the fact that it would be “morally indecent” for the reader to unplug themself from the violinist, as the reader is the only thing keeping the violinist alive. In her first example of the violinist, the reader must stay in bed for nine months. However, she then asks the reader to imagine that they had to stay there for an hour or nine years. Thompson argues that it would be “greedy, stingy, callous -- but not unjust” for you to not stay for the hour to save the violinist. Although here she is trying to make the point that “nobody is morally required to make large sacrifices, of health, of all other interests and concerns[footnoteRef:11]”.With her previous wording of “greedy” and “callous”, she is able to express the shame that comes along with a woman choosing to put her own needs and body before someone else’s, especially when a child is involved.  [10:  IBID]  [11:  IBID] 

The final point that Thompson explores is that of the law and the pressures that it puts on women to be what she describes as a “Good Samaritan”. She describes in her paper a Good Samaritan as someone who “went out of his way, at some cost to himself, to help one in need of it[footnoteRef:12]”. Thompson argues that women are expected to go beyond what a “Minimally Decent Samaritan” would do for a child that she may not want. This expectation comes with the idea that all women should want to be a mother, and therefore she would be going against her biological function to not carry out that role. Like many of the other reasons that it is looked down upon for wanting an abortion, the idea that a woman does not want a child is one that many people, especially coming from the conservative argument, cannot understand.  [12:  IBID] 

To end her paper, Thompson points out that whilst establishing that, for the sake of the paper, she was going to assume that all unborn children can be considered persons, this matter in fact had no effect on the arguments that she made. To me, this shows that the personhood argument is one that perhaps is unnecessary, as Thompson successfully showed that it does not serve a purpose besides adding another argument to the mix. However, she does question this view when asking whether she had, in fact, looked at the wrong arguments against abortion, and if she were to look at different ones, then would there have been a different outcome. For example, would she include the idea of a soul and when that enters a foetus as it then becoming a person, and if not, what other significance would the soul hold?
Thompson overall acknowledges that on two accounts her arguments will be seen as “unsatisfactory” by those who believe that abortion is morally acceptable. The first is that she argues that “abortion is not impermissible”, however, she does not argue that “abortion is not permissible[footnoteRef:13]”. By this, she means that when an abortion is allowed, it can be down to the context of the situation. However, she states that if there is a case where “carrying the child to term requires only Minimally Decent Samaritanism of the mother, and this is a standard we must not fall below[footnoteRef:14]”. I disagree with this, as assuming that the child has not developed to a stage in which it would be able to live if it was born, a woman should be able to abort the child. Regardless of whether this is the standard, I will not agree with pressuring a woman to have a child because it is considered the right thing to do and dismissing what she wants to do with her body and her DNA.  [13:  IBID]  [14:  IBID] 

The second issue that she acknowledges from within her argument is that she makes a case for the “permissibility of abortion in some cases[footnoteRef:15]”. She does not argue “for the right to secure the death of an unborn child[footnoteRef:16]”. Thompson states that if a child was to be removed from the mother and it was to survive, then the mother does not have the right to kill that child. I agree with this fully, as to me, a women should know whether she does or does not want a child way before the child had developed to the point of survival outside the womb. I believe that a woman who would want an abortion, would seek it before this point.  [15:  IBID]  [16:  IBID] 

Thompson then ends her paper by stating that
“it should be remembered that we have only been pretending throughout that the foetus is a human being from the moment of conception. A very early abortion is surely not the killing of a person, and so is not dealt with by anything I have said here[footnoteRef:17]”. [17:  IBID] 

I see this as a very convincive way for her to end her paper, as it determines the points she has made throughout. Although she has considered various other views throughout her paper, by ending on this point, she is able to show that to her, some things are not up for debate, such as her view that aborting a very early pregnancy is not murder. These issues are also ones that are discussed in depth amongst the liberal and conservative communities, however, by stating this as a definitive point, she is showing that these things are not up for discussion or are not worth discussing as they should be obvious. 
Overall, I believe that Thompson has tackled the arguments throughout the paper well. She manages to look thoroughly at a number of different arguments, giving various examples for each of them to make her point. As I stated at the start of this essay, some of her analogies, such as the people seeds, can come across as slightly far-fetched. However, I believed that they are very accurate to the point that she is trying to make, and those who disagree may do so because they disagree or just do not understand the overall point that she is trying to make. Thompson is able bring her views across very clearly without going into the topic of personhood. 
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