
Lecture on Abortion 

I. Moral Status 

• The concept of moral status is a significant concept 

for many bioethical questions such as abortion, 

euthanasia, human research, and animal 

rights/animal research.  

• Moral Status: the qualities or characteristics that 

render an entity deserving of moral consideration.  

• This concept of moral status allows us to make the 

following distinction: 

i. Human Being: member of the species Homo 

sapiens. This is a biological category.  

ii. Person: an entity with moral status. This is a 

moral category.  

• The point of this distinction is that it allows us to ask, 

“Are there non-human persons?” and “Are there 

human beings that aren’t persons?” 

• What could be examples of non-human persons? 

i. A pet (dog or cat) 

ii. Wildlife 

iii. Dogs 

iv. Orangutans (and other Great Apes) 

v. Whales and dolphins 

vi. Artificial Intelligence 

vii. Elephants 



• What could be examples of humans that aren’t 

persons? 

i. People in a coma or persistent vegetative state. 

ii. Embryo 

iii. People with severe cognitive disabilities. 

• What qualities render an entity deserving of moral 

status? 

i. Self-consciousness; awareness of one’s self as an 

individual distinct from other individuals.  

ii. Ability to assert one’s own needs and desires 

and campaign for them. 

iii. Ability to communicate 

iv. Cognitive abilities similar to those of a mature, 

neurotypical human adult.   

v. Ability to claim autonomy and understand what 

that means.  

vi. Inability to live in a way that is unaffected by 

moral decisions of humans. 

vii. Ability to engage in moral reasoning and be 

motivated by moral considerations. 

• Much of the abortion debate turns on the question of 

whether a fetus is a person. If it is a person, then it 

seems like abortion is seriously wrong. If the fetus is 

not a person, then it seems like abortion is 

acceptable.  

II. History of moral attitudes towards abortion in the 

Western World 



• Ancient Greeks practiced infanticide (killing of 

newborn children) with children that couldn’t be 

cared for or that were physically deformed.  

• Roman and Greek law generally did not punish 

abortion. In those instances when it did, it generally 

punished the mother for depriving the father of his 

right to a child.  

• Ancient attitudes gave the unborn and the newly 

born almost no rights at all.  

• English common law held that prior to quickening 

(when the mother can first feel the fetus move; this 

was the point at which it was believed that the fetus 

acquired a soul) abortion was perfectly acceptable. 

After quickening abortion was, at worst, a 

misdemeanor.  

• Until the mid-19th Century the various US States 

followed English Common Law.  

• In 1821 Connecticut outlawed abortion after 

quickening. Outlawed all abortion in 1860. 

• In 1828 New York makes abortion before quickening a 

misdemeanor, after quickening 2nd-Degree 

Manslaughter. However, these laws allowed an 

exception when the life of the mother was at stake.  

• As the 19th Century draws to a close abortion laws in 

the US become much stricter and the quickening 

distinction starts to disappear. These laws are starting 

to treat the fetus as having moral status from birth.  



• By the end of the 1950’s most states outlawed any 

abortion except to save the life of the mother.  

• This is the context for the Supreme Court decision in 

Roe v. Wade (1973). 


