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

I will be assessing the argument presented by Judith Jardith Thompson in her paper ‘A Defence of Abortion’. Thomson introduces her paper explaining how the main premise against abortion is that a fetus is a human being from the moment of conception.
Thomson brings in the argument of an oak tree to explain how it is difficult to draw a line in the development of when the fetus becomes a person, similar to when the acorn becomes an oak tree. We would say as the line cannot be drawn it must have always been a human being, from the moment of conception. But we would not call an acorn an oak tree, this is what Butler refers to as a ‘slippery slope argument’ and we cannot rely on these arguments too heavily when referring to abortion as it does not follow that acorns are oak trees.
Furthermore, Thomson writes how most people defending abortion are relying on the premise that the fetus is not a human being, but the step taken to decide to defend abortion from the view that a fetus is not a person is not a clear step, so as Thomson says “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.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 48] 

Thomson then proposes that we should grant a fetus to be a person and as the fetus is a person, it then like any other human, has a right to life. However, the mother also has a right to choose what happens to her body. And of course, we accept this but then surely the point that the fetus has a right to life is stronger than that the mother has a right to what is happening with her body, Thomson states that this sounds plausible and here the right to life outweighs the right of choice.
However, Thomson introduces a scenario for the reader to think of; if you woke up one morning, finding yourself plugged into a famous unconscious violinist, who has a kidney ailment that you could help fix. A group of people (The Society of Music Lovers) kidnapped you and now if you unplug yourself from the violinist you will kill him. I think that this scenario sounds a bit crazy but is so far a good analogy to help explain and understand the real-life cases where people are raped and woken up one morning after being kidnapped and where a woman then will have to make a decision to carry the child, or to “unplug” herself.
In this scenario the unconscious violinist has been found to have a fatal kidney ailment and you have the right blood type to help, which is why the Society of Music Lovers have kidnapped you, and why your kidneys will be used to save the violinist, but you would have to wait until the violinist is ready to be unplugged from you. 
Thomson already stated that “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."[footnoteRef:2]  This is very unfair though as you didn’t choose to have this violinist plugged into you. You didn’t do anything for it to happen and so you should be able to unplug yourself without question. As this sounds unfair, Thomson states how something must be wrong with the argument that sounded plausible earlier, that the fetus’ right to life is more important and an abortion may not be performed  [2:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 49] 

This is still a plausible argument unlike the previous argument of unplugging the violinist. Firstly, because the woman won’t have to go through giving birth to the violinist when he is ready as he is not her child and not in her body, only plugged in which is a simple process to unplug. Secondly, she will not have to worry about how to look after the violinist, like she would her baby, and bringing it up or not bringing it up but going through giving the baby to a new family. 
In the case with the violinist, Thomson writes “you were kidnapped; you didn't volunteer for the operation that plugged the violinist into your kidneys”2. So those who oppose abortion on the ground mentioned can make an exception for a pregnancy due to rape. “They can say that persons have a right to life only if they didn't come into existence because of rape; or they can say that all persons have a right to life, but that some have less of a right to life than others, in particular, that those who came into existence because of rape have less.”2
“But” Thomson explains, “these statements have a rather unpleasant sound. Surely the question of whether you have a right to life at all, or how much of it you have, shouldn't turn on the question of whether or not you are the product of a rape.”2 However people, in my view, don’t make an exception for a pregnancy due to rape or the reason that they have less of a right, I think it is only because of the stress it will have on the mother, knowing and remembering how she got pregnant, and perhaps she isn’t ready to have her own child yet, as she did not consent to becoming pregnant with one and other reasons other than the child’s right. 
Moreover, some “regard abortion as impermissible even to save the mother's life.”[footnoteRef:3], “it is a good place to begin” states Thomson as she makes a number of points of interest “that come out in respect to it”; The first point being “the extreme view”, Thomson gives a scenario: “Suppose a woman has become pregnant, and now learns that she has a cardiac condition such that she will die if she carries the baby to term. What may be done for her?”3 They both have a right to life, so the argument to follow would be that performing abortion is directly killing a person unlike only letting the mother die. [3:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 50] 

This can be explained using the doctrine of the double effect, where an action will produce two effects, one which is the aim, for example here giving the baby its right to life so not performing abortion, and the other effect which is not desired but is expected, here the death of the mother.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Foot, P. (2002). The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect. In Virtues and Vices: and other essays in moral philosophy: Oxford University Press. Page 20] 

It is the woman who houses the child, so “surely” she, as Thomson writes “can defend her life against the threat to it posed by the unborn child, even if doing so involves its death. And this shows that the extreme view of abortion is false.” But “there isn't much a woman can safely do to abort herself. So, the question asked is what a third party may do”[footnoteRef:5]. In this case there are only two innocent people involved so for this reason we may feel that a third party cannot intervene. But the person threatened, in this case the mother can. Thomson supposes that “in some views of human life the mother's body is only on loan to her, the loan not being one which gives her any prior claim to it.”5 But in my opinion loaning it still means that you own it at this current time, so it is yours. [5:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 52-55] 

Furthermore, Thomson brings in a third point with strong arguments, the point being where has another point where the mother’s life is not at steak. Everyone has a right to life, so the unborn person has a right to life. “He certainly has no right against you that you should give him continued use of your kidneys. For nobody has any right to use your kidneys unless you give him such a right; and nobody has the right against you that you shall give him this right.”5
If I mention rape, still using the violinist as an example, you didn’t give anyone the right to use your body, so you can decide what you do with it. Also, it could be argued that in any case, rape or not, as Thomson states “if you do allow him to go on using your kidneys, this is a kindness on your part, and not something he can claim from you as his due.”5 Arguing that having a right to life does not guarantee having either a right to be given the use of or a right to be allowed continued use of another person's body-even if one needs it for life itself. So the right to life will not serve the opponents of abortion in the very simple and clear way in which they seem to have thought it would.”[footnoteRef:6] This is a very strong point that I couldn’t find an argument for as it is still following the right to life. [6:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 59-60] 

Thomson’s fourth point is “to deprive someone of what he has a right to is to treat him unjustly.”6 As she suggests ways where “one can have acquired a right to the use of another”, giving the example of a woman who “voluntarily indulges in intercourse” becoming pregnant after being aware that this could happen, “is she not in part responsible for the presence, in fact the very existence, of the unborn person inside her? No doubt she did not invite it in. But doesn't her partial responsibility for its being there itself give it a right to the use of her body”6 Thomson further explains this point making it a very strong argument with the following analogy:
“Suppose it were like this: people-seeds drift about in the air like pollen, and if you open your windows, one may drift in and take root in your carpets or upholstery. You don't want children, so you fix up your windows with fine mesh screens, the very best you can buy. As can happen, however, and on very, very rare occasions does happen, one of the screens is defective; and a seed drifts in and takes root. Does the person-plant who now develops have a right to the use of your house? Surely not-despite the fact that you voluntarily opened your windows, you knowingly kept carpets and upholstered furniture, and you knew that screens were sometimes defective”6
The fifth point from Thomson is to suppose that the violinist needs only one hour of your life, not nine years and this would not affect your health at all. One argument Thomson puts up is that “it seems to me plain you ought to allow him to use your kidneys for that hour-it would be indecent to refuse.”6 Which seems to be fair as you will save someone’s life for only one hour of your time. But supposing that also pregnancy lasted only an hour, not affecting your health, and then supposing that a woman becomes pregnant as a result of rape. “Admittedly she did not voluntarily do anything to bring about the existence of a child. Admittedly she did nothing at all which would give the unborn person a right to the use of her body. All the same it might well be said, as in the newly emended violinist story, that she ought to allow it to remain for that hour-that it would be indecent in her to refuse.”6 I think here is where the two scenarios cannot be compared due to how much rape affects a person and the birth of the child and looking after it afterwards, none of this mental and physical strain would happen in the violinist example.
A strong quote from Thomson is her own view that “even though you ought to let the violinist use your kidneys for the one hour he needs, we should not conclude that he has a right to do so.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Page 61-66] 

In a further point from A Defense of Abortion Thomson writes “It may be said that what is important is not merely the fact that the fetus is a person, but that it is a person for whom the woman has a special kind of responsibility issuing from the fact that she is its mother.”7 “And it might be argued that all my analogies are therefore irrelevant for you do not have that special kind of responsibility for that violinist”7
Additionally, we recognise fact that men and women both are obliged by law to support their children. Certainly, we do not have any such "special responsibility" for a person unless we have anticipated it. Thomson explains that “if a set of parents do not try to prevent pregnancy, do not obtain an abortion, and then at the time of birth of the child do not put it out for adoption, but rather take it home with them, then they have assumed responsibility for it, they have given it rights, and they cannot now withdraw support from it at the cost of its life because they now find it difficult to go on providing for it. But if they have taken all reasonable precautions against having a child, they do not simply by virtue of their biological relationship to the child who comes into existence have a special responsibility for it”.7 The biggest precaution against having a child would be to not have sex, therefore when a women doesn’t give her consent but then ends up pregnant, she, as Thomson writes  “may wish to assume responsibility for it, or they may not wish to. And I am suggesting that if assuming responsibility for it would require large sacrifices, then they may refuse.”7
To conclude, Thomson’s eighth and final point states how she argues that abortion is not impermissible, but importantly that it is not always permissible. I think this is a good ground to stand on because as the paper has shown, there are many grey areas in arguing for or against abortion and so as Thomson states, her view which supports situations where someone becomes pregnant due to rape, for example “a sick and desperately frightened fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, may of course choose abortion, and that any law which rules this out is an insane law.”7 Also cases where resorting to abortion is even “positively indecent. It would be indecent in the woman to request an abortion, and indecent in a doctor to perform it, if she is in her seventh month, and wants the abortion just to avoid the nuisance of postponing a trip abroad”7
Overall, I believe that Thomson argues well for the premise that the fetus is a human being, giving many arguments which successfully defend abortion.

Bibliography
· Foot, P. (2002). The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect. In Virtues and Vices: and other essays in moral philosophy: Oxford University Press. Retrieved April 2020 from https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/0199252866.001.0001/acprof-9780199252862-chapter-2.

· Thomson, J. (1986). A Defence of Abortion: Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer. Oxford: Oxford University Press. First Retrieved February 2020 from http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/2265091





[bookmark: _GoBack]


2668 words
