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Understanding the Abortion Debate: 

Biology, Technology, Philosophy, and the Law

Abortion is the physical termination of a pregnancy at any point during the 40 weeks of development. In Canada, there is no law against abortion at any stage. The philosophical abortion debate centers on the moral status of the fetus and the pregnant woman’s right to choosing what happens to her body. Biblical and rational philosophy point to the humanity of the fetus and therefore abortion as an act of killing. However, the fetus relies on the mother’s body, so the physical life of the mother should be the priority before the needs of the fetus. In addition to philosophy, the ability of current technology to sustain premature babies should be reflected in the legislation of abortion. Abortion is more than a simple medical procedure, and needs to be personally and legally reevaluated using the education of biology, technology, and philosophy.

The biology of abortion is rooted in the formation of a fetus. Conception begins as the sperm travels through the cervix and enters the Fallopian tubes. The zygote, containing all the genetic information needed to form a child, is created when the sperm penetrates the female egg. The zygote divides and becomes a blastocyst as it travels to the womb. The blastocyst becomes an embryo on the sixth day when it implants on the uterine wall. During the embryo stage, cells begin to have specific functions (differentiation). The external body features are formed, and organs such as the brain, lungs, heart, which begins beating, and intestines are forming. At the end of the 8th week, the embryo is termed a fetus. The fetus develops until the 40th week when it is fully formed and ready for delivery.


The biblical opinion on abortion can be based on how the bible discusses pregnancy. In the bible, the fetus is often referred to as a baby. When Elizabeth was pregnant, “the baby leaped in her womb” (Luke 1:41). Not only is the fetus considered a baby, but also the pregnant woman is considered a mother before she gives birth. This puts responsibility on the woman to act as a mother and protect her child. For example, Elizabeth called Mary "the mother of my Lord" before she gave birth (Luke 1:43).


The bible reminds us that beyond man and women, God is also part of conception and development. God made us in our mother’s womb, and knows us. In Psalms 22:9-10 it is written, “Thou hast been my God from my mother's womb,” an idea that is repeated in multiple verses (Job 31:15, Isaiah 44:2, Isaiah 44:24). God had a plan for us even before we were born, and he formed us. The bible states, “Thou didst form my inward parts; Thou didst weave me in my mother's womb. I will give thanks to Thee, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalms 139:13-16).

To be fully educated on abortion, it is important to understand why many people consider abortion to be ethical. The foundational reason for moral abortion is the belief that the fetus does not have human status; therefore killing it is not murder. Abortion is often carried out when a baby is conceived out of wedlock, when parents cannot care for the baby, or when the mother’s life is at stake. Judith Thomson believes that killing the fetus does not take away its right to live, but simply takes away its right to the mother’s body. She believes the sacrifice of the mother to house the fetus is too great a sacrifice to keep another person alive. Another pro-choice advocate, Bonnie Steinbock, believes that abortion cannot be illegal because the state should have no involvement in personal decisions. In addition, the pro-choice ‘interest view’ of fetal status states that the fetus does not have moral status due to their lack of interests, consciousness, and sentience. 


The previous pro-choice arguments have their foundation in the fetus not possessing moral rights. However, the pro-life debate believes the status of a fetus to be human. As Pope John Paul II stated, a fertilized egg is human because ‘It would never be made human if it were not human already.’ Once an egg is fertilized, it is genetically human, and develops from zygote to fetus. How is this development different than newborn to toddler? Just as a fetus appears more human than a zygote, so does a toddler who can reason and talk compared to a newborn. Pope John Paul II is pointing out that we are always growing and developing, and we are human at all points. A further argument is that abortion can be considered murder based on the definition of murder as the ending of the future of human life. Don Marquis believes that killing is wrong due to loss of victim’s future, a future like ours. Abortion should be considered morally wrong due to the killing of a fetus’ future. Though it has been established that killing the fetus is morally wrong, sacrificing the mother’s life to house the fetus is not logical. If the mother dies, so does the fetus. Therefore, the mother’s life should come before her duty to provide life for her fetus, but the bond between mother and fetus is sacred, and should not be broken by abortion.

In addition to philosophy, technology has also changed the status and acceptability of abortion. As technology advances the ability to keep a premature baby alive improves. For instance, in the past 10 years the ability to keep a 25-week old baby alive increased from 52 to 63%. A 23 week-old baby has a 20% chance of survival outside the mother. At 22-weeks, technology takes away the argument of a female’s right to her own body. In addition, science is starting to study the possibility of fetal pain during abortion. Though there are conflicting studies, this area needs further research to validate the use of anesthetics during the procedure.


Technology should bring change to the legal aspects of abortion. Canada is one of only four nations with no legal restrictions on abortion. As of 1988, there are no legal limits on abortion due to it violating the woman’s right to “life, liberty and security of person” (Charter of Rights and Freedoms). Many countries have laws against abortion past a certain time. Abortion is regulated at 12 weeks in Denmark, France, and Norway, 13 weeks (Italy), 14 weeks in Austria and Germany, and 18 weeks (Sweden). Canada should minimally have an anti-abortion law on pregnancies past 22 weeks, where medical measures should be taken to save a premature baby.


I believe personally that abortion is wrong, and that legally it should have restrictions on what stage in pregnancy it can be executed in Canada. In order to bring about legal change, I think education on the process of abortion and the development of a fetus is important. Education will be the first step to replace the notion of abortion as a simple medical procedure. In reality, the concept of abortion is complex, emotional, and far from simple. The national education system should be using high technology images to show fetal development. In addition, schools should encourage philosophical debate on abortion so both sides can be heard. I believe the idea of loss of future life of the fetus puts abortion in the category of killing a human being, however there are situations where taking away the support of the mother’s body are appropriate, such as protecting the mother’s physical health.
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