
Three Cases Of Abortion

Using a Natural Law perspective, examine these cases.

Compare your view with the Roman Catholic view (see the Catholic catechism 
on abortion).

The Underage Girl

Dorothy, 14, and her mother Rachel are among the first clients to arrive. She is 
nervous and embarrassed, waiting to be told off for getting pregnant at such a young 
age. Bare-faced and wearing an Alice band and simple T-shirt and jogging bottoms, 
she looks painfully young.

When she discovered that she was pregnant she told her mother and visited her 
“pretty useless” GP. He gave her the number of a youth sexual-health service near 
her home in North London which, in turn, referred her here. At her first consultation a 
week ago, the nurse spoke to her alone to make sure that she was not acting under 
duress and genuinely wanted to end the pregnancy. That is a statutory duty.

The first of two drugs was administered then, and today Dorothy will receive the 
second. That will begin the medical abortion once she gets home.

“I am very relieved that no one is trying to make me feel terrible. I feel bad enough 
anyway. My mum is very upset. I am looking forward to things being back to normal,” 
she said.

Her mother agrees. “This has all been a nightmare. I felt the world had fallen in when 
she told me. They were really good at the youth service. The people there were quite 
young and they didn’t make Dorothy feel bad. They referred us here and everyone 
has done their best to make it easy for us. No one has made me feel I am a terrible 
mother.”

Source: Times May 24th 2010
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Three Cases Of Abortion

Hint: Natural law theory asks us to focus on the intention, the act itself and 
the consequences (in so far as the end result ought to fulfil the condition of 
building a fulfilled and flourishing life, and if you’re a Christian, a flourishing 
life that accords with God’s revealed will). In this case the child is underage, 
and feels terrible about the situation and the mother is angry. Remember that 
Aquinas taught the first principle of natural law is ‘do good and avoid evil’ and 
that we have an innate sense of what this involves – and also we should ‘harm 
no-one’. The consequences of keeping the child seem to be undesirable as the 
child will be unwanted and the teenaged girl harmed. There are three precepts 
that might be considered relevant: the preservation of life if we consider the 
foetus to have the status of a human being, an ordered society which may not 
think unwanted children are desirable and the worship of God and respect for 
commands such as ‘thou shalt not kill”. Is this a case of two ‘evils’ coming 
together and choosing the lesser evil – to kill a foetus versus to ruin a young 
girl’s prospects of a happy and fulfilled life? How absolute is the ‘thou shalt not 
kill a foetus’ divine command?

A Student Party

Emma aged 19 was at a second year party with a couple of friends. Many people at 
the party she hadn’t met before and she was drinking heavily.

After midnight people started pairing up and she found herself with a fellow student 
she quite liked. Things went further and she remembers waking up in his room but 
not much else. It was clear they’d had sex during the night but she doesn’t remember 
anything about it and she certainly had no recollection of giving her consent.

“As far as I’m concerned, he raped me” she told the university welfare services and 
was advised to go to the police. She also went straight round to the chemist for a 
morning after pill.
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Three Cases Of Abortion

Hints: how important is consent in natural law sexual ethics? And would 
consenting to be with someone (in their room, drunk) be considered sufficient 
consent? Sexual intercourse according to natural law has a two-fold natural law 
purpose that must be respected — the purpose of bringing into being new life 
and the purpose of uniting men and women together: whoever participates in 
sexual activity must do so to protect these natural goods of sexual intercourse. 
But reason is also important as Aquinas stresses that secondary precepts 
such as ‘do not abort’ are the applications of reason. Clearly in this case there 
is neither a procreative nor a unitive intention in this action – it was a case of 
casual sex with no consent. But rape breaks the fundamental goal (telos) of 
natural law – human welfare, the welfare of the victim. So the fundamental goal 
of natural law seems to be at odds here with the more general primary precept 
that human beings are so ordered by our natures to seek always to preserve 
life. There would seem to be a case for allowing abortion in cases of rape 
because the overall telos of natural law is the welfare of all.

The Irish Couple

Click here the link below to read the Guardian article
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/nov/14/ireland-woman-dies-after-abortion-refusal


Three Cases Of Abortion

Hints: natural law allows for situations like this by the principle of double 
effect. Remember that there are three elements to natural law thinking – the 
intention, the act itself and the consequences. Here the consequences are 
dire – a woman in labour dies because the abortion didn’t happen. Double 
effect says that if the intention is good (to save the mother’s life) then a bad 
consequence (the death of a foetus) is morally acceptable. The doctrine 
recognises that we cannot have the best of all possible worlds and in reality 
we often have to choose least bad consequences which appear to break one of 
the primary precepts – in this case preservation of life of the foetus, in order to 
keep that same precept for a mother. The problem here appears to be (as with 
utilitarian ethics) we need to assess consequences and this may be difficult or 
even impossible. If the doctors had known for sure that the mother would die, 
the morality might have been clear-cut to have a termination. But they didn’t 
and they delayed. All theories that adopt a consequentialist perspective (e.g. 
utilitarianism, natural law) suffer from this difficulty.
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