What are the Unborn?
Between the years of 1973 and 2005 (the last year for which we have reported data) an estimated 48,589,993 babies were aborted in America. That is approximately 1,518,000 per year, 4,160 per day, 173 per hour, 3 per minute, and approximately 1 every 20 seconds. This means that in about the time that it took you to read those statistics there was probably at least one baby aborted.

Does that bother you? Should it bother you? Does it really matter? Are they really human beings or just clusters of cells? These are very important questions.


First of all, I need to point out that the discussion of abortion is not about choice. And it is not about forcing morality or invading privacy. It’s about one single, very important question… What is the unborn? This is the most important question in this issue. Before you can decide whether or not to kill something, you have to know what it is. For example, if you are a parent and your son comes up behind you while you are working and asks “Can I kill this?” your first reaction should be to figure out what “this” is. If it is a bug, of course, go ahead and kill it. If it’s the family cat… again, go ahead and kill it. (I’m just kidding.) Now, if it is his little sister you will definitely not let that happen... If the unborn are human, the unjustified killing of them is wrong. If the unborn are not human, then abortion should not be restricted in any way… This is the real issue.

So, what are the unborn? I would argue that the unborn are human beings just like us except for a few differences. These differences can be represented in the acronym SLED. The S stands for size. A human embryo is different in size from an adult human. But really, does size make you human? Is a seven foot tall person any more human than a five foot tall person? No, as we all know, that’s crazy. Size doesn’t determine humanity… Well, what about the L? The L in SLED stands for level of development. The human embryo is less developed than the adult human. But, is an adult woman more human than her eight year old child. No, we would all say she’s not. So, level of development does not determine humanity… Now, let’s move on to the E. The E in SLED stands for environment. The fetus is in the womb while the newborn or adult is not. But since when does environment affect human value? What if you climbed into your refrigerator or closet? Would that make you any less human than if you were, say, in a field?... Environment obviously doesn’t affect whether or not someone is human... Okay, on to the D. The D in our acronym SLED stands for degree of dependency. The fetus in the womb is dependent on the mother to survive while an adult human is not. So, does the dependence of the fetus on the mother strip it of its humanity? If so, then I would say the diabetic isn’t human due to their dependence on insulin. And the astronaut in space is not human due to his dependence on his space suit. So, again, degree of dependency doesn’t affect human value.


Now we are going to move on to a little bit more of a scientific discussion of the question. Scientifically, embryos may be less mature but they are distinct, living, and whole human beings at the point of conception. By distinct, I mean that it is different in kind from any cell of its parents. At the point of conception it directs its own internal development. And not only that, it has its own chromosomal structure, completely separate from its parents. The embryo is also living. This seems to be pretty obvious, first of all, because dead things don’t grow. Also, scientists pretty much agree that for something to be alive it must exhibit irritability (reaction to stimuli), have metabolism (convert food to energy), and reproduce cells (growth). The embryo does all of these things... And clearly the embryo is human considering the fact that it comes from human parents. Humans make humans... It also has the genetics characteristic of a human… But most importantly, the embryo is whole or complete. This means that it is not just a part of another human being. It is its own entity. This is seen by the fact that it is directing its own internal development. All of its cells work together for the growth of the single entity. It is basically programmed from the beginning to develop itself to the next level of human maturity… Some people would say that embryos are just clusters of cells. But mere clusters of cells can’t do these things. These things are characteristic of distinct, living, and whole beings.


Okay, now that I’ve argued that the unborn is human from the point of conception let’s look at a common argument against it. This is an argument that I have encountered personally. The argument goes like this:

1. Cognitive ability (mental processes of perception, memory, judgment, and reasoning) are the things that characterize our humanity.

2. The unborn doesn’t have brain activity until several weeks into the pregnancy.

3. Therefore, the unborn isn’t human until several weeks until pregnancy, which means abortion is okay until that point.

First of all, I need to point out that brain activity does not mean cognitive ability. Just because the fetus has brain activity does not mean that it is able to think or make choices. The thing is, newborns cannot even make conscious, reflective choices until several months after birth. So according to the first premise in this argument, newborns aren’t even human.

For my second point, an analogy from philosopher Richard Stith is very helpful. It goes kind of like this… Imagine you are back in the pre-digital photo days and you have a Polaroid camera. You have just taken a picture that you think is extremely rare and valuable. Maybe you could make a ton of money off of it, or maybe it’s just a really good moment that would mean a lot to you for sentimental reasons. Then suppose you pull out the tab and as you are waiting for it to develop I come up, rip it out of your hands, and tear it to shreds. And when you get angry at me, I just say in a carefree manner “You’re crazy. That was just a little smudge. Why in the world would you care so much about a little smudge?”… Wouldn’t you think I was the crazy one? As Stith points out, “Your photo was already there. We just couldn’t see it yet.”

The argument fails because we’re not valuable due to some traits that we develop in time. We are valuable because of the kind of thing that we are. From the very beginning, the unborn has a human nature. The fact that the unborn does not have cognitive abilities only means that it cannot yet function to the degree we can, not that it doesn’t have the essential nature that makes those things possible in the first place. Most, if not all, arguments against the view that the unborn is human from conception can be answered in this way.

As you can see, the unborn is human from the point of conception. What this implies is that the unjustified killing of these human beings is wrong. And unfortunately, a vast majority of the abortions in America are definitely unjustified. The statistics show that 93% of abortions are done because the babies were simply not wanted or were inconvenient. This means that of the 48,589,993 done between 1973 and 2005, 45,188,693 were done simply because the children were seen as an inconvenience... This is horrifying... Another 1% of abortions are done because of rape or incest. I know a lot of people would argue that these cases would be justified because of the emotional baggage that goes along with the child. But if the unborn is a human being then this isn’t justified either. Think about it. Would you kill a toddler because it was the product of rape or incest? No, of course not… When asking whether or not an abortion is justified, we need to always keep in mind that it is a human being. If it would be wrong to kill a toddler for the same reason you want to kill the fetus then the abortion is not justified. We need to use some common sense when examining these issues.
If I’m right then we should be doing a whole lot more about this problem than we are right now... We need to take a stand on this issue... Our views on abortion should weigh heavily on our political votes. Because really, which is more important?... Getting healthcare? Or saving the lives of millions of American children?... I would say the latter… As Gregg Cunningham put it, “Most people who oppose abortion do just enough to salve the conscience but not enough to stop the killing.” What are you going to do to stop the killing? I’d say the least you could do is have good reasons for opposing it, express those reasons in conversation, and use your votes wisely.
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