
Lecture on Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion” 

I. Introduction 

• This article was written in 1971 before Roe v. Wade. It 

is the most important and famous philosophical 

articular on the subject of abortion.  

• Thomson begins by looking at the standard pro- and 

anti-abortion arguments. 

• She thinks that both make problematic assumptions. 

i. The standard pro-abortion argument needs to 

argue for some morally relevant dividing line 

such that an infant is a person, but a fetus is not. 

It’s not clear how this is possible.  

ii. The standard anti-abortion argument needs to 

argue that a fetus is a person from the moment 

of conception. This also seems difficult to 

defend. An acorn is not an oak tree, and the 

clump of tissue in a uterus is not a person.  

• This suggests that debates around fetal personhood 

are misguided in approaching the issue of abortion.  

• Thomson will take a very creative approach and grant 

for the sake of argument that the fetus is a person 

from the moment of conception.  

• Then, she will argue that even under this assumption, 

there are still many situations where abortion is 

moral.  



• She begins by articulating the standard argument 

against abortion: 

i. Fetus is a person from the moment of 

conception. 

ii. Every person has a right to life. 

iii. Therefore, the fetus has a right to life.  

iv. Mother has the right to decide what will happen 

to her body. 

v. But, the right to life outweighs the mother’s 

right to control her body.  

vi. Therefore, the fetus may not be killed; an 

abortion may not be performed.  

• Thomson’s strategy will be to use a variety of thought 

experiments to chip away at premise (v) in the 

argument.  

• So, essentially, she will argue that thought this 

deductive argument is valid, it is unsound because 

premise (v) is false. 

II. Her Strategy 

• Her strategy in the essay is to present a variety of 

thought experiments.  

• Thought experiments function as analogical 

inductions.  

• She will present a thought experiment, generate what 

she sees as an obvious answer to that thought 

experiment, and then draw a comparison between 

that thought experiment an abortion.  



• In your group, read the assigned thought experiment 

and answer the following questions: 

i. Describe the thought experiment. 

ii. What conclusion does Thomson think we should 

reach about this scenario? 

iii. How is this relevant to the issue of abortion? 

• The three thought experiments are: 

i. The famous violinist (p. 327) 

ii. The rapidly growing baby (p. 328) 

iii. People Seeds (p. 332) 

III. The Famous Violinist 

• You wake up to discover that you have been 

kidnapped by the Society of Music Lovers who have 

connected your kidney to a famous violinist. That 

famous violinist needs the use of your kidney for 9 

months at the end of which he will be disconnected, 

and you will be fine.  

• The core question is, “Are you morally required to 

remain hooked up to this violinist against your will?”  

• Thomson thinks it is morally permissible for you to 

disconnect yourself from the violinist if you don’t 

want to allow him the use of your kidneys for 9 

months.  

• This is relevantly similar to cases where the 

pregnancy is the result of rape.  



• Based on this example, Thomson does think that 

abortion is permissible when the pregnancy is the 

result of rape.  

• This shows at least one situation in which the 

mother’s right to control her body does override the 

fetus’ right to life.  

IV. Growing Baby Example 

• You are in a tiny house with a rapidly growing baby. If 

you do nothing, the baby will grow so fast that it will 

crush you against the wall f the house and eventually 

destroy the house. In this situation, are you allowed 

to kill the baby to save your own life and protect your 

house? 

• Thomson thinks that in this situation, you do have the 

right to self-defense, and you can kill the baby.  

• This is analogous to situations where the pregnancy 

threatens the life of the mother. And Thomson argues 

that abortion is permissible in these situations.  

• So, here is another situation where the mother’s right 

to control her body outweighs the right to life of the 

fetus.  

• Thomson also argues that in these situations, a third-

party is allowed (but not required) to help the 

mother.  

V. People Seeds 

• Imagine that there are people seeds floating about 

and these take root in carpets and upholstery and 



develop into persons. You are a home-owner and you 

take all the reasonable precautions to keep people-

seeds from getting into your home, but due to a 

manufacturing defect in one of the screens you have 

installed a people seed gets in and takes root. Are you 

required to allow that people seed the continued use 

of your home?  

• Thomson thinks it is permissible to remove the 

people seed, because you haven’t given it the right to 

access or use your home. 

•  Thomson sees this as analogous to a situation where 

the pregnancy results from failed birth control, and 

she does argue that abortion is permissible in these 

situations.  

VI. Conclusion 

• Thomson has identified three situations in which the 

mother’s right to control her body overrides the 

fetus’s right to life: 

i. When the pregnancy results from rape. 

ii. When the pregnancy threatens the life of the 

mother. 

iii. When the pregnancy results from failed birth 

control. 

• Taken  together, this shows that the standard 

argument against abortion is unsound, and that there 

are situations where abortion is morally permissible.  


