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Abstract

Judith Jarvis Thomson’s article, A Defense of Abortion, covers a deeply debated subject in moral philosophy due to its
controversial and powerful stance in favour of the right to have an abortion. In this paper, I critique her work and in
so doing, aim to aftirm her position that abortion is morally permissible. I analyse the hypothetical scenarios Thom-
son uses for her position which include The Violinist, The Engulfing Baby, The Jacket, and The Burglar. Upon close
inspection, the core argument of each of these analogies proves that the right to make decisions about one’s body and
the right to self-defence are stronger than that of the fetus’s use of one’s body. As will be discussed, her paper does
not go without criticism. John Finnis argues that the fetus has ownership rights which should not be violated through
abortion. However, his argument is weakened because it cannot be applied when a pregnancy is life threatening. This
would violate the mother’s ownership rights. I will contend that Thomson’s “right to autonomy” argument, in favour
of the right to abort, is more pertinent than Finnis’ claim, because it can be applied to all situations. Another well-
known point of discussion, proposed as the dilemma of “actively killing” or “allowing to die” by Philippa Foot, will also
be examined. In this paper, I contend that Foot’s concern is less relevant than Thomson’s, given that aborting would
be followed by an already available sequence of events that does not impact the overall moral right to autonomy.
With these convincing critiques, I conclude that Foot’s dilemma dissipates, and we are left with the argument that

Thomson’s right to autonomy in favour of the moral permissibility of abortion prevails.
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Introduction

In determining the moral permissibility of abortion,
multiple conceptual and philosophical problems are
raised. Discussion on whether a fetus has moral rights
and the right to autonomy are largely responsible for
this ongoing debate (Greasley, 2017:1). With particular
reference to Judith Jarvis Thomson (1971), this paper
aims to resolve some of these debates by ascertaining
that the right to abort is morally permissible and justi-
fiable. A critique and discussion will be granted on
Thomson’s paper, A Defense of Abortion, especially
with regards to the thought experiments she provides
to argue that abortion is morally permissible. These
thought experiments for abortion include The Violin-
ist, The Engulfing Baby, The Jacket, and The Burglar.
Furthermore, arguments by Philippa Foot (1967) and
John Finnis (1973) on the morality of abortion will be
highlighted. Finnis gives a direct rebuttal to the
thought experiments Thomson provides for abortion
by claiming that the fetus has ownership rights. How-
ever, if a mother’s life is threatened, his rebuttal falls
short, as the mother has the right to self-defence and
her own ownership rights would be threatened.
Finnis’s argument is not applicable to all cases of abor-
tion making it inconsistent unlike Thomson’s posi-
tion: the right to autonomy can be applied to all cases

of abortion.

The question of the morality of abortion requires deep
consideration because, as this paper will reveal, the
answers to the conceptual questions mentioned above
are complex (Greasley, 2017: 2). Thomson’s article, A
Defense of Abortion (1971), will be the focus of this pa-
per, because it addresses these issues skilfully. Thom-
son (1971: 48) posits that abortion is morally permissi-
ble by arguing that one has the right to autonomy
above all else, from which it follows that one may de-
cide to abort. As Boonin-Vail (1997: 329) observes, the

assertions Thomson provides for abortion are well-

1 A “person” here refers to a being worthy of the moral rights given
to that of an individual.
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thought out and deserve recognition. Before giving
Thomson’s arguments their due attention, it is first
necessary to have a better grasp of the complex con-
cepts at play. The following section will elaborate on
Thomson’s idea that an embryo has personhood rights
from the moment of conception. Her argument then
follows that, although the fetus has the right to life, it
does not supersede the right to abort.

An Overview of How Abortion Relates to
Personhood, Morality and Rights

Those who argue for the right to abort claim that a fe-
tus is not yet a human being. This is to justify that
abortion is morally permissible because one would
not be killing a ‘person’ (Foot, 1967: 2). Thomson (1971:
47) takes an alternative stance by arguing that her the-
ory for the right to abort rests on the grounds that an
embryo is a human being from the moment of concep-
tion. This is because it is arbitrary to draw a line decid-
ing when an embryo (or fetus for that matter), sud-
denly becomes a person.' Thomson (ibid., 48) declares
that opponents of abortion heavily rely on the notion
that an embryo is a person from the moment of con-
ception and deem that reason enough for the moral
impermissibility of abortion. However, as I will
demonstrate in the following section, this assumption
requires a deeper analysis. Thomson does not deny
that the embryo has personhood rights (ibid.). Alt-
hough she does acknowledge that a clump of cells (an
embryo or fetus) is “no more a person than an acorn is
an oak tree”, she remains steadfast on her position that

these cells still constitute as a person.

Thomson (ibid., 47) mentions that “most opposition to
abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a hu-
man being, a person, from the moment of conception”
and every person has a right to life. This claim is used

to justify that abortion is morally impermissible. On
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the other hand, Thomson writes that a mother has a
right to her body and decisions concerning her body
(ibid., 47). Following this, the fetus’s right to life takes
precedence over the mother’s right to her body. Thus,
an abortion is unethical and should not be executed
(Thomson, 1971: 48). Even though Thomson agrees
that this idea is appealing, she provides a counterargu-
ment in the form of a thought experiment that is best
known as The Violinist, which focuses on the right to

autonomy within the abortion debate.

Autonomy: The Violinist

In this hypothetical scenario, Thomson asks you to im-
agine yourself waking up next to a famous violinist
who happens to be unconscious. On closer inspection,
you realise that your circulatory system has been
plugged into the violinist’s own circulatory system.
This violinist has a rare kidney disease and only your
body can keep him alive. A nurse explains that whilst
you were asleep, you were kidnapped by the violinist’s
fans, The Society of Music Lovers, and connected to
the violinist to keep him alive. The nurse continues to
say that fortunately his condition is not lifelong. You
will only need to stay in the bed connected to the vio-
linist for nine months until he has recovered. Then you
can safely disconnect yourself and continue living
your life as normal. However, to unplug yourself would

result in you killing him (ibid., 49).

The question Thomson raises here, is whether it is
morally obligatory to stay connected and support the
violinist (ibid.). To complicate the situation, the doc-
tor says that you will need to stay in bed for the rest of
your life to sustain the violinist — drastically prolong-
ing the original timeline of nine months. The doctor
reminds you that the right to your body is outweighed
by the violinist’s right to life, and therefore, you must
accept the situation and continue to support the vio-
linist to avoid the violinist’s death. Thomson believes
that this would be an outrageous request because a
person’s right to life should not “outweigh your right
to decide what happens in and to your body” (ibid.).

This position is supported if one prolongs the amount
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of time needed to sustain the violinist, because the
conditions are considerably harsher — making it a less
viable option. Furthermore, a life forced into sustain-
ing the violinist’s life would violate the right to auton-
omy. One might argue that pregnancy is never a life-
long commitment, making the “lifelong sustenance”
argument irrelevant. However, this is not the point
that Thomson is focused on. Thomson is using this
theoretical situation to demonstrate that if a preg-
nancy were a lifelong commitment, it would be mor-
ally unacceptable to force the woman to support the
violinist. You could sustain the violinist (lend your
body to the unborn child) and it would be noble to do
so, but it would be unfair for it to be mandatory. It
would mean you would sacrifice the right to decide
what happens to your body eternally. For the sake of
consistency, a commitment of nine months should
not be viewed any differently from a lifelong commit-
ment: time cannot be a measurement for how long
one’s rights may be violated for. In other words, nine
months in comparison to a lifetime of sustenance does
not outweigh the right to choose what happens to your
body. After considering Thomson’s view, it is evident
that the right to your body is stronger than that of the
fetus’s right to life.

In a variation of The Violinist thought experiment, the
doctor tells you that you will only need to keep the vi-
olinist plugged into you for an hour (Thomson, 1971:
59). Thomson claims that in this situation, it would be
considered indecent to unplug yourself. I concede that
this seems to loosen Thomson’s stance at first glance.
This is why Thomson argues that it is better “to keep a
tight rein” on what she has established (ibid.). In other
words, to say that what you “ought to do” does not
equate to “the right to have” (ibid.). You ought to save
the violinist, but that still does not give him the right
to have what you can offer him. The conclusion of the
thought experiment firmly remains: you can lend your
body to your unborn child, but that does not mean

that you must at all costs.

Thomson draws the reader’s attention towards the

question of whether it is more acceptable to have an
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abortion if the pregnancy occurs as a result of rape.
Imagine The Society of Music Lovers forced you into
the position whereby you are connected to the violin-
ist. You did not intend to be plugged into the violinist.
The example is synonymous to that in a case of rape
that results in pregnancy — you did not intend to be-
come pregnant (Thomson, 1971: 47). This gives rise to
the notion that a fetus conceived from rape has less of
a right to life than that of a fetus conceived consensu-
ally. This is arguably unfair, because your right to life

should not depend on how you come into existence.”

Now that I have analysed The Violinist thought experi-
ment, I will discuss some speculations that Foot (1967)
and Boonin-Vail (1997) consider on the topic of the
morality of abortion that Thomson addresses briefly.
In The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Dou-
ble Effect, Foot (1967: 2) suggests that the problem with
abortion is that it would be actively “initiating a fatal
sequence of events”. In other words, one would be kill-
ing as opposed to allowing a fatal sequence of events
to occur. Thomson (1971: 52) disagrees with this prem-
ise based on self-defence. In an adapted thought ex-
periment of The Violinist, the doctor says that you
must stay plugged in even though this will lead to kill-
ing you. Thomson insists that it would not be morally
permissible to expect the mother to passively wait to
die. This is because Thomson insists the right to life
trumps the right for the violinist to use the mother’s
body especially if she is employing the common law of
self-defence (ibid.).

Although Foot (1967: 6) grapples with the dilemma of
initiating killing versus letting (or allowing to) die, she
does not use this assertion to conclude that abortion
is morally impermissible. She writes that even though

her suggestion deserves consideration, she has “not

2T acknowledge that some individuals would not make an excep-
tion for rape, even if the mother’s life is heavily compromised by
the situation for the rest of her life. Although Thomson (1971: 50)
claims that those who do not make an exception for rape cases are
rare, recently (2022) in the United States of America (USA), there
have been multiple protests in favour of criminalising abortion —
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been arguing for or against these points of view but
only trying to discern some of the currents that are
pulling us back and forth” (ibid.).

Boonin-Vail argues that Foot’s proposal on abortion is
irrelevant (1997: 337). In response to Foot’s analysis on
abortion, Boonin-Vail argues that a distinction cannot
be made between whether the action of abortion is in-
itiating or allowing the end of a life. With regards to
The Violinist, when you unplug yourself, the violinist is
fulfilling a pre-existing sequence of events similar to if
you were to abort. On this point, Boonin-Vail (ibid.,
334) claims:

Abortion seems simply to be a means
by which a woman who has been
providing needed life support to the fe-
tus she is carrying can effectively dis-
continue her provision of such support,
and when an agent discontinues
providing another with needed life
support this seems clearly to be a case

of letting die rather than of killing.

A fatal sequence of events is already available with re-
gards to the violinist (or fetus). Therefore, it must be
said that you would not be initiating a sequence of fa-
tal events by performing an abortion, but rather, you
are allowing a fatal sequence of events that would oth-
erwise happen if you were not fostering the unborn
child. Although intriguing, the conversation on initiat-
ing versus allowing the end of a life is less of a concern
to Thomson than that of her fundamental point in The
Violinist —which concludes that the right to autonomy
is more pertinent that the fetus’s right to life. Initiating
or allowing the fetus to die is irrelevant, because it

does not impact the moral rights to autonomy or life.

even in cases of rape that result in pregnancies. See the newspaper
article, Few States with Abortion Bans in Effect make Exceptions for
Rape or Incest, for further details on the most recent protests in the
USA (Cineas, 2022:1).
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One of the challenges Thomson may face in The Vio-
linist, is if one were to argue a utilitarian stance. This
counterargument seems agreeable when both the
mother and baby will survive the pregnancy: not
aborting produces the greatest good for the greatest
number, as the core ethical standpoint of utilitarian-
ism proposes.® The issue with indulging in this coun-
terargument, is that one would have to concur with
utilitarianism, which would breach the standard
moral right to autonomy in the case of abortion. Utili-
tarianism would not allow the mother to abort, be-
cause aborting would negatively impact the overall
outcome, since the fetus would not survive. Hence, the
mother would have to sacrifice her right to autonomy
to keep the fetus alive. The rights-based deontological
argument Thomson adopts with The Violinist thought
experiment does not have room for such a consequen-
tialist argument. According to Thomson’s (1971: 60)
stance, rights must remain constant instead of shifting
in accordance with future outcomes. In all, I deduce
that the utilitarianism stance fails to successfully
counter Thomson'’s position, as it rests upon unsound
foundations on the basis that it ignores the basic

moral rights of the individual.

To conclude this section, The Violinist, brings about a
convincing argument for the right to have an abortion.
It provides evidence that the right to autonomy is
stronger than the right to life of a fetus. This is done by
illustrating that one could lend one’s body to sustain
the violinist, but does not mean that one must do so,
for that would infringe one’s right to autonomy. In
other words, one could provide support to the fetus,
but that does not mean that the fetus has the right to
this support. To do so would violate the right to choose
what happens to one’s own body. Furthermore, the

suggestion of initiating a fatal sequence of events

3 The author, Peter Singer (2011), claims that if one were to take a
utilitarianist stance, it would successfully refute Thomson’s rights
argument on abortion and thus believes her theory is not defend-
able. His defence of abortion relies instead on personhood and
what it means to be recognised as a legitimate person with a right
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versus allowing a fatal sequence of events has little rel-
evance to the issue on the permissibility of abortion in
comparison to the more pertinent stance Thomson
provides — which, as stated above, entails the moral
right to autonomy above that of the life of the fetus.
This is because the intention behind the decision to
abort is to preserve one’s autonomy rather than to in-
itiate a fatal sequence of events. Therefore, Foot’s ar-
gument is irrelevant. Lastly, the utilitarianism stance
that defends anti-abortion is flawed, because it contra-
dicts the moral right to autonomy in favour of an over-
all positive future consequence. Now that I have ar-
gued for the right to autonomy which leads to the right
to abort, the next section will focus on the right to self-
defence, which provides another reason for the moral

right to have an abortion.

Self-Defence: The Engulfing Baby

Extremists believe that killing a person is never mor-
ally permissible, no matter the circumstance. A
mother should not abort even if, due to medical com-
plications, the pregnancy will kill her. This view claims
that, even though the mother will die, it is still not per-
missible to abort, because abortion is actively killing a
person (Foot, 1967: 1). The extremist continues to de-
clare that not aborting is morally justifiable because
there is no active component — one is simply letting

the mother die (Thomson, 1971: 50).

Thomson puts forth another thought experiment to
problematise the extremist’s position (ibid.). In this
scenario, you are a woman trapped in a small house
with a baby. The baby grows larger and larger, eventu-
ally growing so big as to press you against the wall. You
know that the baby will engulf you to death if you do
not protect yourself by exterminating it. With the

to life. However, Singer’s arguments are beyond the scope of this
paper. For more details, refer to chapter 6, Taking Life: The Embryo
and the Fetus, in Singer’s Practical Ethics (2011).
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extremist’s line of reasoning, the mother must let her-
self die to avoid the act of killing and therefore, the
baby’s right to life outweighs the mother’s (Thomson,
1971: 50). Thomson states that this postulation is im-
plausible, for it cannot be that the mother must pas-
sively let the baby (or pregnancy) kill her. The right to
self-defence must exceed the right to the baby’s life
(ibid., 51). Consider the following: if one’s life is in im-
minent danger with a live firearm pointing at one’s
head and there is no alternative point of action, the
common law principle maintains that one has the
right to defend oneself — even if it is at the cost of the
other person’s life (Goosen, 2013: 71). The right to self-
defence is what separates an innocent person defend-
ing themselves from a murderer, similar to a mother
choosing to defend her life instead of proceeding with
a pregnancy that would kill her. In light of Thomson’s
contention, I believe that the mother choosing to
abort would be a morally acceptable action, because
she has the right to defend her life.

If one accepts the claim that a fetus and the mother
have the right to live, one still needs to ask whether
one of the two has a “stronger” right to life (Thomson,
1971: 52). In the Engulfing Baby thought experiment,
the house (the body) is owned by the mother, and the
baby is likened to a tenant temporarily renting the
house. This is indicative that the mother has more of a
right to use her body in the way that she wishes, be-
cause it is first and foremost her body and not the
baby’s (ibid.). I wish to add to Thomson’s statement: if
a tenant uses the landlord’s house and changes the
tiles without the permission to do so, it breaches the
contract between them and the landlord. Therefore,
they have no right to make changes to the house as it
is not their place to do so. Similarly, the fetus has no
right to change the state of the mother’s body without

her permission, because it is not their property.

One of Thomson’s most well-known critics is John
Finnis. He challenges Thomson by saying that the un-
born child has an equal right to the mother’s body. The
fetus has ownership rights over its own body, accord-

ing to Finnis, and nobody else should have the right to
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interfere or destroy that right (Finnis, 1973: 142). I ar-
gue that Finnis undermines his claim, because, like the
fetus, the mother also has ownership rights over her
body and, as Finnis states, nobody may interfere with
ownership rights. By Finnis’s logic, if the fetus risks the
mother’s life and, in doing so, violates her ownership
rights, she should have the right to self-defence by
aborting to protect herself. So, although Finnis's idea
may be tempting, it still does not hold in a scenario
where a mother is dying due to a complicated preg-

nancy, which makes his argument unstable.

Ownership: The Jacket

Often, a third party is responsible for performing an
abortion — or at the very least, aiding in an abortion
procedure. That is to say, it is not the mother who is
directly defending herself, but rather another person
who defends her life on her behalf, by performing the
abortion procedure (Thomson, 1971: 52). The extremist
would say that neither the mother, nor the third party,
may perform an abortion. According to this view, to do
so would be to kill an innocent person (ibid.). In other
words, performing an abortion this way would be mor-

ally impermissible.

Finnis (1973: 140) agrees with Thomson, that the
mother has the right to perform an abortion if her life
is in danger. However, he disagrees with her argument
with regards to a third party. He claims that the abor-
tion must only be performed by the third party if they
are entirely certain that the fetus poses a fatal threat
to the mother, or that the fetus is already dead. Finnis
believes that Thomson is too confident with regards to
her position that a third party has the obligation to get
involved (ibid., 130). To this, I offer Thomson’s oppos-

ing argument below.

I uphold that, pace Finnis’s view, Thomson’s (1971: 53)
position is strong: a third person may help with abort-
ing the fetus. Thomson proposes a thought experi-
ment to illustrate her point which introduces the
theme of partiality (ibid.). In this thought experiment,

a person, Jones, is wearing a jacket that belongs to
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Smith. They both need this jacket to survive the cold.
A third party arrives and says that he cannot choose
who should wear the jacket, because he claims to be
an impartial spectator. However, Thomson writes that
impartiality is nearly impossible in a situation like
this, since the spectator knows Smith owns the jacket.
Furthermore, according to the rationality of owner-
ship, he would believe it should be Smith’s to wear.
The third party does have the right to refuse to help
(Thomson, 1971: 54). I argue that this last point under-
mines Finnis’s (1973: 130) postulation that Thomson is
over-confident, because Thomson does allow room for
refusal. In other words, the third party has a right to
choose to (not) help perform an abortion. In this in-
stance, the right to autonomy is not violated and it is
morally permissible for a third party to help the

mother.

Intention: The Burglar

Throughout this paper, I have considered various
thought experiments, as posited by Thomson. In this
section, I turn to Thomson’s position on abortion, par-
ticularly in cases where the pregnancies are uninten-
tional. One might say that a person does not have the
right to abort if that person were aware that there was
a possibility that they could fall pregnant but had un-
protected sex regardless (Thomson, 1971: 57). The ar-
gument holds that, that person would be doing an in-
justice to their unborn baby, because they were re-
sponsible for the conception of the baby (ibid.). Thom-
son counters this notion with yet another thought ex-
periment: a woman opens a window, because it is
stuffy. As a result, a burglar climbs through the win-
dow and trespasses into her house. By claiming that a
woman does not have the right to abort in a situation
where she had sex, despite knowing the possible con-
sequences, suggests that you would have to let the bur-
glar do as he wished — even if that means staying in her

house. I argue that this is an unreasonable claim to
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make, because the woman did not intend to let the

burglar in, just as she did not intend to get pregnant.

The woman knew that burglars pose a threat, and she
knew of their existence. However, she is not responsi-
ble for the burglar who broke into her house (ibid.).
This is because, despite trying to prevent the preg-
nancy, the situation still thrust itself upon her. As this
makes it not her responsibility, she has no obligation
to foster the fetus. This gives another reason for why
abortion is morally acceptable. Upon this closing
statement on The Burglar thought experiment, I con-
clude on the matter of the right to abort in light of

Thomson'’s paper.

Conclusion

After discussing Thomson’s thought experiments, I
have argued that the right to autonomy and self-de-
fence is stronger than the right to the life of the fetus.
This is what makes abortion morally acceptable. As I
have shown in this paper, Thomson’s thought experi-
ment, The Violinist, provides a strong assertion for the
right to abort, because it exhibits how one’s right to
one’s own body outweighs the right for others to use
one’s body. I observed that only a utilitarian can at-
tempt to counter-argue by postulating that not abort-
ing would produce the greatest good for the greatest
number. However, utilitarianism is flawed against the
deontological approach Thomson uses, because it fails
to consider the essential rights of the individual, mak-
ing it a weak contention. The next thought experi-
ment, The Engulfing Baby, shows that a mother should
have the right to abort if her life is in danger because
she has the right to self-defence and autonomy over
her body. The Jacket thought experiment shows that a
third party may also justifiably help the mother per-
form an abortion, because those individuals have the
right to choose to help or not. Lastly, The Burglar
thought experiment reveals that even if a pregnancy

occurs, a woman does not necessarily intend for it to
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happen and therefore does not have their responsibil-

ity, nor their obligation to keep the fetus.

In this paper, I have discussed some of the well-known
objections to Thomson’s arguments, particularly those
posited by Finnis. Finnis provides a compelling argu-
ment, which states that nobody may violate the own-
ership rights of the fetus through abortion. However,
this argument does not hold when the mother’s life is
endangered by the pregnancy and when her owner-
ship rights would also be violated. Thus, his argument
is inconsistent, for it is not applicable to all cases of
abortion. Thomson’s argument regarding self-defence
and autonomy can be applied to all cases of abortion.

Hence, her position is stronger. This is shown by
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employing the thought experiment of The Engulfing
Baby: common law allows that the mother may defend
herself against the threat of the ever-growing baby. In
other words, if the fetus threatens the mother’s life,
she may defend herself. Therefore, the right to self-de-
fence and the right to autonomy is stronger than the
fetus’s ownership rights. Foot calls our attention to the
possibility that abortion would be an act of actively
killing. However, as Boonin-Vail refutes, an abortion
only lets a pre-existing fatal sequence of events hap-
pen, which makes abortion morally permissible. In
conclusion, Thomson’s arguments outweigh all the at-
tempts of rebuttal discussed in this paper, and the
right to autonomy prevails, resulting in the moral per-

missibility of abortion.
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