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Abstract
Judith Jarvis Thomson and those following her have famously argued that the impermissibility of
abortion does not follow from the premises that every fetus is a person and that every person has
a right to life. One of the most forceful objections in the literature to Thomson‘s argument is the
Responsibility Objection (RO), which maintains that if a person, P, engages in voluntary sexual
intercourse cognizant of the possibility that a fetal person in need of aid, F, will, or might, result,
and F does result, then P has a special obligation to render aid to F. One possible analogy for
RO, Accidental Nudge, involves a person who acquires a special obligation to save a drowning
bystander via his initial act of accidentally nudging the bystander into the water. Using the latter
analogy as a platform, this essay assesses the force of RO in light of the Non-Existence Problem
recently advanced by Jeff McMahan, who objects to RO on the grounds that Accidental Nudge is
not parallel to certain cases of unwanted pregnancy. I conclude that, although RO may be
effectively dismantled on other grounds, the Non-Existence Problem fails to address the crux of
RO sufficiently.
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Judith Jarvis Thomson‘s 1971 essay, ―A Defense of Abortion,‖1 is the best known and
perhaps the most influential in contemporary philosophy.2 In it, Thomson defends the following
thesis: the impermissibility of abortion does not follow from the premises that every fetus is a
person3 and that every person has a right to life.4
The crux of Thomson‘s argument is the claim that the fetus does not (at least in some
cases) have a moral right to the use of the woman‘s body. From here it follows that it is not
morally incumbent upon the pregnant woman to allow the fetus the continued use of her body.
According to Thomson, ―no person is morally required to make large sacrifices to sustain the life
of another who has no right to demand them.‖5 Thus, in the case of pregnancy, ―except in such
cases as the unborn person has a right to demand it‖–and she leaves open the possibility that
there may be such cases– ―nobody is morally required to make large sacrifices, of health, of all
other interests and concerns, of all other duties and commitments...to keep another person
alive.‖6 Thomson concludes that, ―having a right to life does not guarantee having either a right
to be given the use of or a right to be allowed continued use of another person‘s body–even if
one needs it for life itself.‖7 Simply put, the unborn does not have a right to life so strong that it
overrides the pregnant woman‘s right to personal autonomy.8
Central to Thomson‘s argument is what I will refer to as the Violinist Analogy. She uses a
now famous thought experiment to highlight the relevant principles of her position:
The Violinist
You wake up in the morning and find yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious
violinist. A famous unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney
element, and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records
and found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They have therefore
kidnapped you, and last night the violinist‘s circulatory system was plugged into yours,
so that your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as well as your own.
The director of the hospital now tells you, ―Look, we‘re sorry that the Society of Music
Lovers did this to you – we would never have permitted it if we had known. But still,
they did it, and the violinist now is plugged into you. To unplug you would be to kill
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him.9 But never mind, it‘s only for nine months. By then he will have recovered from
his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you.‖ Is it morally incumbent on you to
accede to this situation? No doubt it would be very nice of you if you did, a great
kindness. But do you have to accede to it? What if the director of the hospital says,
―Tough luck, I agree, but you‘ve now got to stay in bed, with the violinist plugged into
you, for the rest of your life. Because remember this. All persons have a right to life,
and violinists are persons. Granted you have a right to decide what happens in and to
your body. So you cannot be unplugged from him.‖ I would imagine you would regard
this as outrageous…10
That you are not morally required to give the violinist access to your body, just because he has a
right to life, is the conclusion Thomson intends you to draw. Likewise, a pregnant woman is not
morally required to give the fetus access to her body for its survival (at least in some cases).
For the sake of argument, I will grant that Thomson‘s verdict on the violinist is correct. 11
Even with this concession, however, the question still remains as to whether it successfully
applies to the following cases, which enumerate various types of unwanted pregnancy:12
Rape
You are raped and become pregnant.
Unwanted Pregnancy I
You voluntarily have sexual intercourse, taking contraceptive precautions, but the
contraceptive device fails and you become pregnant.
Unwanted Pregnancy II
You voluntarily have sexual intercourse, without taking contraceptive precautions,
though not with the desire of conceiving, and you become pregnant.
It is important to note that in the Violinist, you did not give prior consent to the Society of Music
Lovers to allow the violinist the use of your kidneys. Recall that it was presented to you as an
irreversible procedure. Similarly, it should be pointed out that consent to pregnancy is not
involved in any of the cases listed above. Contra some of Thomson‘s critics, this commonality
appears to make her argument prima facie applicable to a larger range of pregnancy cases than
just those involving rape.13 If the absence of consent can explain the absence of any obligation
to provide aid to the Violinist, then the absence of consent may also be able to explain the
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absence of any obligation to provide aid in both of the Unwanted Pregnancy cases.14 That seems
to be Thomson‘s chief idea.
1. The Responsibility Objection
Although Thomson‘s violinist may be germane to Rape cases,15 its serviceability to
Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II is less clear. The disanalogy between the
latter two cases and the Violinist rests on the premise that a woman is at least partly responsible
for a fetal person that results from voluntary sexual intercourse, even though the moral
implications of the sexual intercourse itself may not have been intended. From this premise
arises the notion that the woman has a special obligation to provide aid to the newly conceived
fetal person.
This particular point of disanalogy is often referred to as the Responsibility Objection
(RO).16 The argument can be put as follows:
Responsibility Objection
If a person engages in voluntary sex with the knowledge that a fetal person in need of aid
will, or might, result, and a fetal person in need of aid does result, the person has a special
obligation to provide aid to the fetal person.17
―Special obligation,‖ according to Timothy Hall, refers to an ―obligation attaching to the parents
in particular, an obligation beyond that which any stranger would have for a person in need.‖18
This special obligation to aid the fetus arises not simply out of engaging in voluntary sexual
intercourse, but rather the act of engaging in voluntary sexual intercourse with the knowledge
that a fetus might result. In other words, having prior knowledge that a fetus might result
coupled with the voluntary reproductive act, according to the Responsibility Objection, is
sufficient to make one liable to render aid if, in fact, a fetus is brought into existence.
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Let us consider the Responsibility Objection more formally. Take W to be the woman in
Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II, F to be a fetal person in a state of
dependency and in need of aid, and RA to be a voluntary reproductive act.
(1) If W participates in RA with the knowledge that F might result, then W has a

special

obligation to render aid if F does result.
(2) W participates in RA knowing that F will, or might, result.
(3) F does result.
(C) Therefore, W has a special obligation to support F.
The thrust of the Responsibility Objection lies in the first premise, for it is the voluntary nature
of the reproductive act by which she acquires the special obligation to aid the fetal person. To
put it differently, if W is responsible for F being in a state of dependency, then W ostensibly
acquires a special reason to continue to provide support to F as long as F remains in that same
dependent state.
The Responsibility Objection seems plausible in light of strongly held moral intuitions
and judgment about responsibility for persons conceived through voluntary sexual intercourse,
most notably in the case of fathers.19 To illustrate this point, consider the following scenario
supplied by Francis Beckwith:
Paternal Child Support
Suppose a couple has a sexual encounter which is fully protected by several forms of
birth control (condom, the Pill, IUD, etc.), but nevertheless results in conception. Instead
of getting an abortion, the mother of the conceptus decides to bring it to term although
the father is unaware of this decision. After the birth of the child the mother pleads with
the father for child support. Because he refuses, she seeks legal action and takes him to
court.20
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Despite the father‘s efforts to avoid fatherhood, thus indicating the absence of consent to care for
the child, the fact that he engaged in voluntary sex cognizant of the possibility that a person in
need of aid might result is sufficient reason to obligate the father to support the child.21
One possible analogy for the Responsibility Objection–which is of primary importance
for our purposes–is offered by Jeff McMahan in the following scenario:
Accidental Nudge
A number of people are gathered for a party on a dock. One guest [the nudger]
accidentally bumps into another, knocking him into the water. The guest who has
plunged into the water cannot swim and will drown if no one rescues him.22
Following McMahan, I will assume that the guests capable of swimming have at least some
moral reason to rescue the now drowning guest. However, it seems that the guest responsible for
the drowning guest‘s need for aid [the nudger] has an additional, special obligation to save him.
This is because, according to McMahan, if the drowning guest is not saved, the nudger will not
only have failed to save him but will also have harmed him, or caused him to die. It was, after
all, the prior act of nudging him into the water that will then have caused his death. The
nudger‘s special obligation to save the drowning guest, then, is that the act of saving him may be
necessary in order to ensure that he–the nudger–will not have harmed the drowning guest or
caused him to die. None of the other guests, as McMahan points out, has acquired this special
obligation because, even if they did not provide aid to the drowning guest, they did not initiate
the act that would have harmed him or resulted in his death.23
Perhaps clarification is needed here as to why McMahan thinks that the nudger has a
special reason to save the drowning guest. If we take N to mean the nudger and G to mean the
drowning guest, McMahan‘s reasoning can be put as follows:
(1) N accidentally nudges G into the water.
(2) G cannot swim and is now drowning.
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(3) If N does not save G, then his prior act of nudging will cause G to drown, and therefore
die.
(4) If G dies, then he will be worse off than he was prior to N’s act of nudging.
(C) Therefore, N, because of his prior act of nudging which would leave G worse off, has a
special, additional reason to save G.
Simply put, N’s special reason for aiding G is this: the act of saving G may be N’s only course of
action to ensure that he will not have caused G to die, and therefore leave him worse off than he
was prior to N’s act of nudging him into the water.
Recall that the Responsibility Objection maintains that a woman who engages in
voluntary sexual intercourse that results in pregnancy is at least partly responsible for that
resulting pregnancy even though the morally significant consequences may not have been
desired or intended. Likewise, regarding the Accidental Nudge, it is plausible to conclude that
the nudger acquired a special obligation to rescue the drowning guest, even though the morally
significant consequences of his prior act of nudging were not intended or desired. It is here that
an important question arises: is the woman‘s responsibility in Unwanted Pregnancy I and
Unwanted Pregnancy II analogous to that of the nudger‘s responsibility for the drowning guest‘s
need for aid in Accidental Nudge? If so, then the women in the Unwanted Pregnancy cases have
a special obligation to support the fetus.
The Accidental Nudge analogy is important because it can serve as a platform for
examining the force of RO in light of some objections raised against it. One of these objections,
which I will refer to as the Non-Existence Problem,24 is put forth by McMahan, who objects to
the Responsibility Objection on the grounds that Accidental Nudge is not analogous to the
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Unwanted Pregnancy cases.25 It is this objection against RO that I will be primarily concerned
with here.
The remainder of this essay consists of three parts. In part (1), I will present Jeff
McMahan‘s Non-Existence Problem against the Responsibility Objection. In part (2), following
Gerald Lang26 and Francis Beckwith,27 I will respond to the Non-Existence Problem posed by
McMahan. And in part (3), I will consider some relevant objections to the argument against the
Non-Existence Problem as laid out in part (2). It will be concluded that McMahan‘s critique
does not adequately address the crux of the Responsibility Objection. (Note the following
abbreviations used throughout the essay: RA = Voluntary Reproductive Act; W = Woman in the
Unwanted Pregnancy cases; F = Fetus; NA = Nudging act in Accidental Nudge; N = Nudger; G =
Drowning Guest).
2. The Non-Existence Problem
McMahan does not concede that Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II are
analogous to Accidental Nudge. His objection is unique in that it focuses on features of
reproductive cases that are distinctive of reproduction. In pointing out the disanalogous nature of
the two cases, McMahan hones in specifically on the question of whether a pregnant woman who
is responsible for her fetus‘s need for aid has a special obligation to render that aid.28
It is important to note that McMahan‘s argument does not deal with the question of
whether W‘s refusal to support F would be worse for it than her supporting it would be. The
relevant question, as McMahan sees it, is this:
[I]f the pregnant woman refuses to aid the fetus, so that it dies, will the act by which she
caused it to need her aid then have been worse for it, better for it, or neither?29
His answer: neither. The essence of McMahan‘s reasoning in answering this question is
contained in the following passages:30
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[T]he evil of being deprived of further life is not appropriately avoided by ensuring
that the possible victim gets no life at all. It is not that kind of evil.31
[I]t is irrational to seek to prevent a potential person from suffering the loss of continued
life by preventing him from having any life at all. The failure to get more good life
cannot negate the value of having some.32
McMahan‘s leading idea in these passages seems to be that the fetus must actually exist before it
qualifies as the locus of harms and benefits.
If, in the event of an abortion, for example, W‘s prior RA was worse for F, then it follows
that the non-performance of that act must have left F better off, or at least not worse off. But if
W had abstained from that RA, F would never have come into existence. And here lies the thrust
of McMahan‘s argument, which can be put as follows:
(1) W‘s choice to engage in RA brings F into existence.
(2) Without RA, F would not exist at all.
(C) Therefore, RA (being the prior act) is immune to the kind of moral analysis that we can
extend to NA.
Recall that, according to McMahan, what produces a special obligation in Accidental
Nudge is that, without N‘s prompt aid, his earlier act of nudging (NA) will have left G worse off.
In other words, NA, being the prior act, will prove to have been fatal to G. Extending the same
analysis to W‘s prior RA in the Unwanted Pregnancy cases is problematic, he says, because
whatever W does next, RA cannot be converted ex post facto into an act that has made F worse
off. That is to say, RA is shielded from the type of post factum verdict that will apply to NA in
Accidental Nudge if G is not aided. McMahan‘s mentioning of appropriateness in the first
passage cited above hints at a related idea regarding suitable compensation for harm. That is, it
will be no compensation to F for being aborted if, in fact, F never existed to begin with.
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3. Contra the Non-Existence Problem
It should be pointed out that some premises of the Non-Existence Problem are correct.
That F must exist if it is to be a locus of harms and benefits seems indisputable. It is also
plausible to hold that, if there is no RA, then there is no one for whom W‘s refraining from RA
would have been worse. Even with these concessions—which do not constitute the crux of the
issue—the Non-Existence problem is unsatisfactory.
The crux of the issue, for the Responsibility Objection, is that the voluntary nature of W‘s
RA entails that she bears responsibility for the existence of F in a state of dependency and need.
If one is responsible for a person‘s being in a state of dependency and need, then it is plausible to
maintain that one acquires a special obligation to continue to provide aid to that person for as
long as he remains in that same state of dependency. This is so even if the act that causes the
person to be in a state of need is one and the same act that brings the person into existence.
McMahan is correct in saying that this particular feature—the act of causing-the-fetus-toexist—differentiates the Unwanted Pregnancy cases from Accidental Nudge. But this feature,
according to the Responsibility Objection, does not suffice to excuse W of the responsibility she
acquired by engaging in RA, an act which, by its voluntary nature, entails moral obligation.
It is important to emphasize here that the Responsibility Objection is committed to more
than just the claim that W is responsible for F‘s coming into existence. The Responsibility
Objection encompasses not only W‘s responsibility for the existence of F, but also the type of
existence possessed by F, which is characterized by dependency and need of aid. McMahan
acknowledges F‘s state of existence, describing it as a ―chronic, background condition‖ of
―inherent helplessness and dependency.‖33 Recall that this condition of dependency possessed
by F is the biological result of the same RA which brought F into existence.
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4. Relevant Objections
In defense of the Non-Existence Problem, one may argue that a pregnant woman does not
have the option of choosing the biological facts of human reproduction that actuate both F‘s
presence in her womb and F‘s need for the life-sustaining resources provided by the womb. But
this objection is highly problematic because it assumes an unrealistic view of how much control
agents have over the facts of nature. This is so because, in an agent‘s domain of action, a
―determinate causal background‖ not chosen by that agent is necessarily prior to that agent‘s
ability to generate consequences via any voluntary action.34 In other words, an agent can only
externally influence her domain through voluntary action if that domain has a causal background
with a certain determinate character, such as the ―laws of nature,‖ which are not decided by that
agent. Moreover, to take the reasoning of this objection to its logical conclusion would be to
abolish moral responsibility altogether.
Another objection worth considering here is advanced by Harry Silverstein35 and David
Boonin,36 who distinguish between (a) W‘s responsibility for ―the needy person‘s neediness‖
and (b) W‘s responsibility for ―the needy person‘s existence.‖37 Regarding (a), if a person, P, is
responsible for causing someone‘s, S, neediness, then P has a special reason to provide aid to S.
Regarding (b), however, if P is responsible for the existence of S, and S is or will be in need of
aid, Silverstein and Boonin argue that P has no special reason to render aid to S. To illustrate
this distinction, consider the following case supplied by Boonin:
Imperfect Drug
You are the violinist‘s doctor. Seven years ago, you discovered that the violinist had
contracted a rare disease which was on the verge of killing him. The only way to save his
life that was available to you was to give him a drug which cures the disease but has one
unfortunate side effect: five to ten years after ingestion, it causes the kidney ailment
Thomson has described. Knowing that you alone would have the appropriate blood type
to save the violinist were his kidneys to fail, you prescribed the drug and cured the
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disease. The violinist has now been struck by the kidney ailment. If you do not allow
him the use of your kidneys for nine months, he will die.38
According to Boonin, you are responsible for the violinist‘s existence because, ―in giving him
the drug, you voluntarily acted in a way which forseeably caused him to exist at this time.‖39
However, now that he exists, ―you are not responsible for his need of your kidneys,‖40 for there
was no course of action available to you seven years ago both to provide the violinist a drug that
would extend his life and to ensure that the violinist would not require your kidneys five to ten
years later to extend his life even further. As a result, ―you are responsible for the needy
violinist‘s existence, but you are not responsible for his neediness given that he exists.‖41 The
application of Imperfect Drug to cases of unwanted pregnancy is clear: ―A woman whose
pregnancy is the result of voluntary intercourse, that is, is responsible for the existence of the
fetus, but is not responsible for the neediness of the fetus, given that it exists.‖42 It follows, then,
that since W is not responsible for F‘s neediness, W is not morally obligated to render it
assistance.
Imperfect Drug is helpful in showing that, just because parents bring about the existence
of a fetal person, it does not follow that they are responsible for any or all the harm the fetal
person suffers throughout his lifetime.43 However, Silverstein and Boonin‘s objection is
problematic for at least two reasons, both of which address the relevance and weight of the
application of Imperfect Drug to Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II.
First, the conclusion drawn from Imperfect Drug–that W is responsible for F‘s existence
but not F‘s neediness–cannot be applied to Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II.
This is so because, in Imperfect Drug, the physician does not bring a person into existence;
instead, he prolongs the life of an already existing person, the violinist. In Unwanted Pregnancy
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I and Unwanted Pregnancy II, however, the parents do not prolong the life of F; instead, they
bring F into existence.44
In order to address the second problem with Silverstein and Boonin‘s argument, it is
necessary that we examine the platform they argue from to make the distinction between
responsibility for existence and responsibility for neediness-given-existence. Recall Boonin‘s
claim that, in Imperfect Drug, the doctor is not responsible for the violinist‘s need of your
kidneys because ―there was no course of action available…seven years ago that would have
caused it both to be the case that the violinist would now be alive and to be the case that he was
not in need of the use of…[the doctor‘s] kidneys.‖ It seems, then, that this objection, at bottom,
relies on a version of what is often called the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP), which
can be put as follows:
Principle of Alternative Possibilities
A person is morally responsible for what she has done only if she could have done
otherwise.45
It is true that, at the time of acting, there was no alternative act open to the doctor in Imperfect
Drug which would be such that the violinist continues to exist but in an un-needy state. Thus
Silverstein and Boonin are correct in saying that the doctor is not obligated to provide further
treatment. The use of PAP in Imperfect Drug demonstrates that the doctor is not obligated to
provide further aid.
Still, PAP does not apply to Unwanted Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II.
It is true that there is no other act open to W in the Unwanted Pregnancy cases which is such that
the fetus comes into existence but in an un-needy state. However, the alternative to not have
engaged in RA which brought F into existence was, in fact, open to W. That is, W could have

Sewell 14

simply refrained from having sexual intercourse. So the idea that W did not have an alternative
possibility other than bringing F into existence in a needy state is false.
A third response to my argument against the Non-Existence Problem worth noting is put
forth by Silverstein.46 According to Silverstein, ―neediness cannot generally be viewed as a ‗bad
thing‘,‖ for we all exist in such a state.47 Certain external conditions, but not others, must be in
place if persons are to prosper. And, for those who manage to prosper, it is not a bad that certain
external conditions must be met for this to be the case.
Silverstein‘s point may be correct, but it does not sufficiently address the challenge posed
by the Responsibility Objection. The act of causing-the-fetus-to-exist-in-a-state-of-need can be
more suitably described as the act of causing-the-fetus-to-exist-in-a-state-of-potentially-unmetneed. But it is the potential for having one‘s needs unmet, and the badness of not having one‘s
needs met, rather than the badness of being in a state of need that is central to the Responsibility
Objection.
By the same token, it is this detail that constitutes the highly analogous nature of the
Unwanted Pregnancy cases and Accidental Nudge, despite the distinction between the two
scenarios mentioned above. W‘s declining to render life-sustaining aid to F is wrong, it seems,
because she does not lessen a needy condition that she assisted in bringing about. W, then,
according to the Responsibility Objection, has acquired a special obligation to render lifesustaining aid to F.48
5. Conclusion
Now that we have addressed relevant objections, let us recall McMahan‘s original
question: ―Will the act that caused the fetus to come into existence have been better for it, worse
for it, or neither, if the woman does not continue to supply aid to it?‖ This is not the right
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question to ask, for the question of whether W‘s prior RA can turn out to have been worse for F,
when that same act is compared to the non-existence of F, does not sufficiently address the crux
of the Responsibility Objection.
McMahan‘s question should have dealt with whether W‘s prior voluntary RA, which not
only brought about F‘s existence, but also the existence of F‘s state of dependency and need for
aid, engendered a special obligation for her while pregnant, and thus while F is dependent on her
for life-sustaining aid. The Non-Existence Problem, then, can be rejected, since McMahan‘s
question, at its basic level, remains an invalid test for the question of whether it is morally
incumbent upon W to provide continued life-sustaining support to F. We can conclude that,
although the Responsibility Objection may be effectively dismantled on other grounds, it
remains unhindered by McMahan‘s Non-Existence Problem.

Notes
1

Judith Jarvis Thomson, ―A Defense of Abortion,‖ Philosophy and Public Affairs 1 (1971): 47-66.
According to William Parent, the editor of a volume of Thomson‘s collected papers, her defense of abortion is ―the
most widely reprinted essay in all of contemporary philosophy.‖ See his introduction to her Rights, Restitution, and
Risk: Essays in Moral Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), vii.
3
One strategic element of Thomson‘s argument is that she concedes the traditional pro-life view of personhood.
That is, she grants (for the sake of argument), that the unborn is intrinsically valuable (IV)–a subject of moral rights–
but nevertheless concludes that abortion is morally permissible. For a defense of the view that the unborn is (IV),
see Baruch Brody, Abortion and the Sanctity of Human Life: A philosophical View (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1975); Peter Kreeft, ―Human Personhood Begins at Conception,‖ Journal of Biblical Ethics in Medicine 4 (1990): 811; Francis Beckwith, Defending Life: A Moral and Legal Case Against Abortion Choice (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 130-171; Beckwith, ―The Explanatory Power of the Substance View of Persons,‖ Christian
Bioethics 10 (2004) 33-54; Stephen Schwarz, The Moral Question of Abortion (Chicago: Loyola University Press,
1990); Robert George, and Christopher Tollefsen, Embryo: A Defense of Human Life (New York: Doubleday,
2008); Patrick Lee, Abortion and Unborn Human Life (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press,
1996); Lee, ―A Christian Philosopher‘s View of Recent Directions in the Abortion Debate,‖ Christian Bioethics 10
(2004): 7-31.
4
For renditions and defenses of Thomson‘s argument, see David Boonin, A Defense of Abortion (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 133-281; Boonin, ―A Defense of ‗A Defense of Abortion,‖ Ethics 107 (1997):
286-313; Harry Silverstein, ―A Woman‘s Responsibility for the Fetus,‖ Social Theory and Practice 13 (1987): 103119; Eileen McDonagh, Breaking the Abortion Deadlock: From Choice to Consent, (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996); Nancy Davis, ―Abortion and Self-Defense,‖ Philosophy and Public Affairs 13 (1984): 175-207; F.M.
Kamm, Creation and Abortion: A Study in Moral and Legal Philosophy, (New York: Oxford University Press,
1992); Jeff McMahan, The Ethics of Killing: Problems at the Margins of Life (New York: Oxford University Press,
2002).
5
Thomson, 64.
2

Sewell 16

6

Ibid., 61-62.
Ibid., 56.
8
Beckwith, Defending Life: A Moral and Legal Case Against Abortion Choice (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), 173.
9
It is worth noting that Thomson‘s thought experiment gives the impression that the typical abortion procedure is
simply a matter of unplugging the unborn person from his mother. Many philosophers have argued that this is
misleading. As Stephen Schwarz and Ronald K. Tacelli point out, ―a woman who has an abortion is indeed
‗withholding support‘ from her unborn child...[but] abortion is far more than that. It is the active killing of a human
person–by burning him, by crushing him, by dismembering him.‖ in Stephen D. Schwarz and R. K. Tacelli,
―Abortion and Some Philosophers: A Critical Examination,‖ Public Affairs Quarterly 3 (1989): 85; see also Michael
Levin, Feminism and Freedom (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1987), 288-289; Anton Tupa, ―Killing,
Letting Die, and the Morality of Abortion,‖ Journal of Applied Philosophy 26 (2009): 1-26.
10
Thomson, 48-49.
11
Critiques of Thomson‘s argument are abundant in the literature. See Beckwith, ―Personal bodily rights, abortion,
and unplugging the violinist: A critical analysis,‖ International Philosophical Quarterly 32 (1992): 105-118;
Beckwith, ―From personhood to autonomy: The shifting legal focus in the abortion debate,‖ in Bioethics and the
Future of Medicine, ed. Cameron, N. Schiedermayer, D. & Kilner, J. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans), 187-198; John
Finnis, ―The Rights and Wrongs of Abortion: A Reply to Judith Jarvis Thomson,‖ Philosophy and Public Affairs 2
(1973) 117-145.
12
Gerald Lang asks this question and formulates the three types of unwanted pregnancy listed here in ―Nudging the
Responsibility Objection,‖ Journal of Applied Philosophy 25 (2008): 56-71.
13
Lang points out that some may be inclined to argue that tacit consent is involved in Unwanted Pregnancy I and
Unwanted Pregnancy II. This argument is called the Tacit Consent version of the Responsibility Objection, and it
hinges on two claims: (1) that because a woman voluntarily engaged in intercourse, she should be understood as
having tacitly consented to something with respect to the state of affairs in which there is now a fetus developing
inside of her body, and (2) that what she tacitly consented to with respect to this state of affairs is the fetus‘s having
a right to have the state of affairs continue for as long as this is necessary for it to remain alive. I will leave this
argument aside, for it seems to have been dismantled by David Boonin in ―A Defense of ‗A Defense of Abortion‘:
On the Responsibility objection to Thomson‘s Argument,‖ 290-300.
14
Lang, ―Nudging the Responsibility Objection.‖
15
I will not address the question of whether Thomson‘s argument applies only in the cases of pregnancy resulting
from rape or cases in which there is no voluntary consent on the part of the mother. As Mary Anne Warren notes:
―The plausibility of such an argument is enough to show that the Thomson analogy can provide a clear and
persuasive defense of a woman‘s right to obtain an abortion only with respect to those cases in which the woman is
in no way responsible for her pregnancy, e.g., where it is due to rape.‖ see ―On the Moral and Legal Status of
Abortion,‖ in The Problem of Abortion 3rd Edition. ed. J. Feinberg. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth), 59-74. It is not
within the scope of this essay to question whether Warren is correct here. For I am only concerned with cases of
unwanted pregnancy resulting from cases in which the mother gives voluntary consent as noted in Unwanted
Pregnancy I and Unwanted Pregnancy II.
16
For discussions on the Responsibility Objection, see Thomson, ―A Defense of Abortion‖; Michael Tooley,
Abortion and Infanticide (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 45; Warren, Mary Anne, ―On the Moral and Legal Status
of Abortion,‖ in Today‘s Moral Problems 3rd Ed. ed. Richard A. Wasserstrom (New York: Macmillan, 1985), 43840; Silverstein, ―A Woman‘s Responsibility for the Fetus‖; Kamm, 124-185; Boonin, ―A Defense of ‗A Defense of
Abortion‘‖; McMahan, The Ethics of Killing, 364-372; Boonin, A Defense of Abortion, 167-187.
17
Hall, ―Life Extension and Creation: A Reply to Silverstein and Boonin,‖ Journal of Social Philosophy 35 (2004):
485-492.
18
Ibid.
19
That an individual has special personal obligations to his offspring and family which he does not have to other
persons seems plausible in light of commonly held familial intuitions. It is worth quoting Christina Sommers on this
point: ―For it [the volunteerist thesis] means that there is no such thing as a filial duty per se, no such thing as the
special duty of mother to child, and generally no such thing as morality of special family or kinship relations. All of
which is contrary to what people think. For most people think that we do owe special debts to our parents even
though we have not voluntarily assumed our obligations to them. Most people think that what we owe to our
7

Sewell 17

children does not have its origin in any voluntary undertaking, explicit or implicit, that we have made to them. And
‗preanalytically,‘ many people believe that we owe special consideration to our siblings even at times when we may
not feel very friendly to them...The idea that to be committed to an individual is to have made a voluntary implicit or
explicit commitment to that individual is generally fatal to family morality...it looks upon the network of felt
obligation and expectation that binds family members as a sociological phenomenon that is without presumptive
moral force.‖ See Christina Sommers, ―Philosophers Against the Family,‖ in Vice and Virtue in Everyday Life:
Readings in Ethics, ed. Sommers, Christina and Sommers, Fred (San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1989),
744-745.
20
Beckwith, ―Personal Bodily Rights, Abortion, and Unplugging the Violinist,‖ International Philosophical
Quarterly 32 (1992): 112.
21
Jeff McMahan also makes this point. See The Ethics of Killing, 374.
22
McMahan, 367.
23
Ibid., 367.
24
This is the term Gerald Lang assigns to McMahan‘s argument.
25
The Non-Existence Problem is not the only objection McMahan advances against the Responsibility Objection.
He also advances the Latent Dependency Problem, which I will not be concerned with in the present essay.
However, it is worth noting in brief. The argument holds that a procreative act–which allegedly causes the fetus to
exist in a condition of dependency–does not generate the same kind of special obligation that the nudging act
generates in Accidental Nudge. McMahan explains why in the following passage: ―The act by which [the woman]
caused the fetus to be in a dependent [condition] was the act of causing it to exist– that is, the act of conception.
And whatever else is true, it cannot be that her subsequent failure to support the fetus could retroactively convert
that act into an act of killing...one cannot cause the person‘s death, or kill him, by causing him to exist.‖ (p. 387).
In other words, the woman cannot be held responsible for the dependent state of the fetus, because the act of causing
the fetus to exist cannot be one and the same as the act of causing the fetus to cease to exist. And because the means
by which the woman acquired her responsibility for the dependent condition of the fetus was via that prior voluntary
reproductive act, it follows that the woman cannot be held casually responsible for that dependent condition. For an
objection to this argument, see Lang, ―Nudging the Responsibility Objection,‖ 65-69.
26
Lang, 56-71.
27
Beckwith, "Defending Abortion Philosophically: A Review of David Boonin‘s A Defense of Abortion,‖ Journal
of Medicine & Philosophy 31 (2006): 177-203
28
McMahan, 368.
29
Ibid., 368.
30
Boonin also entertains this line of reasoning: ―[I]f saying that death is a great harm to the fetus amounts to saying
that death deprives the fetus of great goods it would enjoy if it were to go on living…this provides no support for the
claim that the fetus would have been better off still had it enjoyed no such goods in the first place.‖ In A Defense of
Abortion, 179-180; see also Kamm, 84-87.
31
McMahan, 369.
32
Ibid., 370.
33
Ibid., 385-386.
34
Lang, 68.
35
Silverstein, ―A woman‘s ‗responsibility‘ for the fetus,‖ 103-119.
36
Boonin, A Defense of Abortion (2003).
37
Ibid., 170.
38
Boonin, ―A Defense of ‗A Defense of Abortion‘,‖ 303.
39
Ibid.
40
Ibid.
41
Boonin, A Defense of Abortion, 173.
42
Ibid., 175.
43
Beckwith makes this point in ―Defending Abortion Philosophically: A Review of David Boonin‘s A Defense of
Abortion.‖ 193.
44
Ibid., 193-194.
45
Harry G. Frankfurt, ―Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,‖ reprinted in Fischer, ed. (1986), 143. For
discussions of PAP, see John Martin Fischer, ―Recent Work on Moral Responsibility,‖ Ethics 110 (1999): 93-139;

Sewell 18

Fischer, Moral Responsibility (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); David Widerker and Michael McKenna,
eds., Moral Responsibility and Alternative Possibilities (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Press, 2003); Frankfurt, ―Some
Thoughts Concerning PAP,‖ in Widerker and McKenna, eds. (2003), 339-348; McKenna, ―Frankfurt‘s Argument
against Alternative Possibilities: Looking Beyond the Examples,‖ Noûs 42 (2008): 770-793; Ishtiyaque Haji,
―Alternative Possibilities, Moral Obligation, and Moral Responsibility,‖ Philosophical Papers 22 (1993): 41-50;
Haji, ―Alternative Possibilities and Responsibility,‖ Journal of Social Philosophy 31(2000): 259-267.
46
Silverstein, ―Creation and Abortion: A Reply to Hall,‖ Journal of Social Philosophy 35 (2004): 493-505.
47
Silverstein points out that it is reasonable to regard some needs as bad, which he calls unusual needs, such as the
need to be permanently connected to an oxygen tank. Ibid., 497.
48
Lang, ―Nudging the Responsibility Objection.‖

Bibliography
Beckwith, Francis. Defending Life: A Moral and Legal Case Against Abortion Choice. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
———. "Defending Abortion Philosophically: A Review of David Boonin's A Defense of
Abortion." Journal of Medicine & Philosophy 31 (2006): 177-203.
———. "Personal Bodily Rights, Abortion, and Unplugging the Violinist." International
Philosophical Quarterly 32 (1992): 105-118.
Boonin, David. A Defense of Abortion. Cambridge studies in philosophy and public policy. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2002.
———. "A Defense of ‗A Defense of Abortion‘: On the Responsibility Objection to Thomson's
Argument." Ethics 107 (1997): 286-313.
Fischer, John Martin, ed. Moral Responsibility. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986.
———. "Recent Work on Moral Responsibility." Ethics 110 (1999): 93-139.
Hall, Timothy. "Abortion, the Right to Life, and Dependence." Social Theory & Practice 31
(2005): 405-429.
———. "Life Extension and Creation: A Reply to Silverstein and Boonin." Journal of Social
Philosophy 35 (2004): 485-492.
Lang, Gerald. "Nudging the Responsibility Objection." Journal of Applied Philosophy 25 (2008):
56-71.
McMahan, Jeff. The Ethics of Killing: Problems at the Margins of Life. Oxford Ethics Series.
New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Sewell 19

Silverstein, Harry. ―Creation and Abortion: A Reply to Hall.‖ Journal of Social Philosophy 35
(2004): 493-505.
Thomson, Judith Jarvis. "A Defense of Abortion." Philosophy and Public Affairs 1 (1971): 4766.

