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Abstract 
The essential question in this essay is what defines life. Using these debatable criteria, 
it discusses when each idea would suggest life starts and when death occurs. An 
obvious issue here is that of abortion - the essay relates the arguments to the morality 
of abortion, looking purely at whether the act is killing or not. It ventures into 
personhood, the sanctity of life and the many stages that are argued to begin and end 
the subject which in itself is a mystery – life. 
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When does life begin, how do the beliefs about death have relevance to the question 
and how can this relate to the morality of abortion? 

 
Introduction 
Life is something, no matter what religion you adhere to, no matter of your status or 

home country, which is treated with respect and sanctified by almost the entire human 

race. However does life’s sanctity vary with age and therefore the amount of people 

and things you have had influence on in your life time? Is it a lesser wrong to kill or 

destroy an embryo or foetus during the first half of pregnancy than to murder a 30 

year old woman with children? 

   In my essay, I plan to cover the 

definition of life, the definition of 

death and its significance to the 

question of when life begins. I will 

discuss the many arguments about 

when life begins and therefore the 

views that would prompt the opinion 

that abortion is or is not morally 

acceptable. Also, I will discuss the 

many arguments about when death 

occurs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  I plan to discuss personhood and the sanctity of life principle on the grounds that 

even if you were to believe the foetus to be alive; why does the conscience make 

people wary about abortion? Is a foetus human?  

   I am fascinated by this topic because it is so controversial and also because the 

question is not, and perhaps never will be, answered in my own mind. I would like to 

study medicine at university therefore it is very interesting to read medical ethics 

books which write about case studies and issues for the modern day doctor concerning 

such moral dilemmas.   

A 9 week human embryo; is this being alive and if so should this life have equal 
value to our lives? 
 (Uthman, 2007) 
 



What is life? 

   Existentially or biologically, life’s definition is difficult to specify due to its very 

hazy beginning and end. In the last few decades, the question has become much more 

important as a result of rapid technological developments in medicine. Incubators for 

premature babies have most certainly blurred the line that some believe divides life 

and mere existence in the womb. This is due to the belief that at the stage when a 

premature baby is born, and capable of living independently from its mother, life 

begins simultaneously in all foetuses of this age. Life support machines lead to more 

controversy, because those in a coma cannot move, nor think for themselves or feel 

emotions. Like a foetus under 22 weeks that cannot survive independently of their 

mother, those on life support cannot survive independently of the machine they are 

attached to, the electricity allowing its function, the supporting health staff and the 

money involved in keeping them alive, if this state can be considered living as 

previously discussed. 

   The Oxford English Reference dictionary defines life as “the condition which 

distinguishes active animal and plants from inorganic matter, including the capacity 

for growth, functional activity and continual change preceding death.”(Pearsall and 

Trumble, 1996) This definition stays very clear of the soul issue by its inclusion of 

plants. Very few people would deny plants are alive, however very few would say that 

plants have souls. This is interesting because one of the key stages argued to start life 

is the entry of the soul into the foetus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The main beliefs about when life starts 

   An introduction to my project was to ask those in my year who study philosophy 

and ethics about their class debates and discussions concerning the issue, as the ethics 

behind abortion is part of their AS level syllabus. This gave me an overview of the 

main stages where it is argued that life begins and provided me with a basis to begin 

my research. 

  Firstly, at conception, a key strength of this argument is that when the 2 gametes 

(sex cells) fuse – the nucleus now has all the genetic material that makes the 

individual unique, “new DNA fingerprinting techniques show that an embryo has a 

complete set of DNA at the one cell stage” (Magnus, 2006.) Also, according to a view 

known as preformationist, which arose in the mid-1800’s, all organs of an adult are 

prefigured in miniature within the sperm or (more usually) the egg. Experiments have 

shown that an unincubated chick egg already has a great deal of structure therefore a 

belief that organisms are not seen to ‘develop’ but rather ‘unroll’ (Gilbert, 2000). 

Whilst this idea could support the beginning of life at conception it could also play a 

role in the idea that life is something which merely develops and a certain time it 

begins cannot be specified – as I will later discuss. Whilst the “control of growth and 

development are established by the embryo DNA after the 3rd division” (Motluk, 

2006.) Looking into this argument further I found many arguments against it. “60% of 

embryos are naturally aborted at conception.” (Bailey, 2005) This means during the 

blastocyst stage (where the embryo is a barely visible hollow sphere of cells) they are 

(Scott, R., 1988) 



lost naturally by the menstrual cycle. “Nature doesn’t hold fertilised embryos in high 

regard” (Magnus, 2006) If this is the case, could it be taken that God does not 

consider fertilised embryos human beings at this point? Christians who agree with this 

argument should technically believe heaven is over half full of the souls of these 

naturally aborted embryos who never had a thought or an emotion.  Another argument 

against this refers to the ‘individuality’ point in the case of identical twins- they do 

not become distinct from each other until sometime after conception. Usually at 

around 12 days of gestation, the group of cells divide forming the two, whilst 

genetically identical, separate embryos that will develop into two human beings. 

Finally, an article in the New Scientist also states that hair follicles and nail clippings 

contain their owners’ genetic fingerprints, but are dead (Magnus, 2006) – thus directly 

confronting the argument claiming that having the full genetic blueprint makes you a 

live human being. Also, connected to the idea about a full set of genetic information, 

the issue of virus’s could be seen a similar way because this species basically is 

genetic information although is not considered living in the scientific world – “a 

submicroscopic infective agent that usually consists of a nucleic acid molecule inside 

a protein coat, only able to multiply within the living cells of a host.” 

   Secondly, there is the view that life begins when a foetus first moves – a stage 

called the quickening. The first trace of active movements occurs at 13-16 weeks; 

although around week 20 is the first stage the mother can actually feel the movements 

(Anon, 2008). People who believe this to be the start of life are likely to do so, due to 

the potential choice of the foetus to move – thus it is conscious and to those who 

believe in souls, the time when a soul enters the foetus. Christian theory, as well as 

the bible, makes reference to such a distinction. “St Augustine made a distinction 

between embryo unanimatus, not yet endowed with a soul, and embryo animatus, 

endowed with a soul” (Anon, 2008). A flaw in this argument is that medically, the 

exact time when quickening occurs is influenced by irrelevant factors, such as the 

number of previous pregnancies the mother has had(Anon, 2008).  

   A baby can survive independently from their mother at around 22 weeks; this is the 

moment of viability even though the stage stands with appropriate medical support 

(Herring, 2006.) The argument that springs from the significance attached to viability 

is that the foetus becomes a person when they become capable of existing 

independently. This is because the foetus is clearly physically separate from the 

mother and therefore can be seen as a separate identity. Against this argument, people 



question; then surely the moment when a foetus becomes a person depends on when 

in history and what country the child is born in. Whilst for example, a child born 

prematurely in 2008 in Britain at 26 weeks would be viable, in less developed 

countries and at less developed times, there would not be sufficient medical facilities 

to cater for it.  

   Also is it fair to say the surviving baby is even viable? Considering that they would 

be incubated and have constant nurse attention – they are not surviving independently 

(Herring, 2006.) This leads me on to an argument which I will later discuss that 

suggests personhood does not even begin until sometime after birth.  

   Whilst the exact time is debatable, at around 20-24 weeks of pregnancy, a foetus 

develops sentience. This is capability of sensation or desires (Herring, 2006). This 

statement covers many issues in that “sensation” must imply brain activity and 

thought, also “desires”, to those who believe in souls, must indicate the point at which 

ensoulment occurs. Looking at an alternative source, the nervous system is developed 

sufficiently to control some body functions at 25-28 weeks (Anon, 2008.) I would not 

have previously expected these sources to be biased because neither are particularly – 

‘pro-choice’ nor ‘pro-life.’ Therefore I can assume these two bits of data merely 

demonstrate a difference in definition of sentience. Although, the quickening (at an 

earlier stage in the foetal period) perhaps demonstrates a certain amount of ‘desire’ 

because the foetus has potentially chosen to move.  An interesting idea about the soul 

issue, which relates to believed ensoulment of the foetus, is surely – is the Christian 

belief that the soul lives forever. Would abortion therefore be taking life? (This is 

because if you claim ensoulment starts life, then you imply having a soul defines life. 

If the soul is immortal, then is murder even murder because the soul lives forever and 

is the thing which defines life anyway?) However, ‘Thou shalt not murder’ is one of 

the Ten Commandments, and thus a Christians’ opinion about abortion is generally – 

from when you believe the foetus or embryo is alive, abortion is murder and therefore 

a sin. But, even if abortion was carried out after the stage someone believed this ‘law 

to be broken’, few would believe the foetus had sinned therefore they would live 

forever in heaven and from an extreme and bizarre point of view, are you doing your 

child a favour? Not giving them opportunity to turn away from God or sin – a free 

ticket into heaven? Of course, you probably think that defeats the object of having 

children and, generally the whole point of the human race being here on earth, but I 

hope you can appreciate where this extreme idea could occur.  



   After birth there are very few who would not accept the baby deserves the same 

rights as you or I; as it has clearly become a separate entity from the mother. However 

in the case of premature births, for example at 30 weeks, should this baby have a 

different moral status to a foetus that remains in the womb? (Herring, 2006) Where 

they are living should not alter the moral status of a foetus, therefore it could be said 

that birth is an arbitrary stage in the question of when life begins. Interestingly, 

similar arbitrary stages are used in law. For example, 18 year olds have much greater 

entitlements than a 17 year and 11 month old person whilst their maturity is likely to 

be extremely similar. Mentioned by one of my peers in a questionnaire I gave out, and 

increasingly discussed by a “new generation of philosophers and bio-ethicists” 

(Winter, 1988) is the idea that personhood cannot begin until a toddler or even a child 

actually becomes autonomous. You cannot remember being born nor are you capable 

of truly thinking for yourself until the age of around three, therefore there is some 

question as to whether you are even wholly conscious below this age?  

   “Darwinian biologists could not accept the view that human beings spring into 

existence at a particular moment.”(Warnock, 2002) An interesting analogy was put 

into debate at the second reading of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill 

(December, 1989) by the then Archbishop of York, John Habgood – “Scientists in 

general and biologists in particular deal most in continuities and gradual changes from 

one state to another. This is true of evolution, in which the transition from the pre-

human to the human took place over countless generations. There was never a precise 

moment when it could have been said, “Here is a hominid and here is a man.” But this 

is not to deny that as a result of the process there emerged a profound and indeed 

crucial set of differences between hominids and men. The same is true of individual 

lives.”(Warnock, 2002). This introduces the argument that it is impossible to identify 

an exact time or stage when a foetus or an embryo becomes alive. Or even, not is it 

only impossible to identify but it does not exist in the first place – life gradually 

appears throughout pregnancy. This argument also links with the potentiality principle 

which claims “there is no point in its development, no matter how early on, when the 

foetus does not display some elements of personhood, and, therefore, throughout its 

development it has a claim to life and a profound respect…. This claim is not 

absolute: it grows stronger as development proceeds.” (Jones, 1988) Here, propping 

up another analogy to support the idea – rights and respect of an embryo or foetus 



should increase with its development – surely the loss of an oak tree hit by a storm is 

greater than an acorn eaten by a squirrel? (Bailey, 2005)  

Death 

The definition of dead is “no longer alive” (Pearsall and Trumble, 1996) which does 

not help me in relating to my question; therefore I researched the definition of death 

and what some scientists say about it. “The final cessation of vital functions in an 

organism; the ending of life.” (Pearsall and Trumble, 1996) Cessation is “a ceasing” 

or “a pause” (Pearsall and Trumble, 1996) and vital functions are those body systems 

and their processes needed to sustain life. However, as with the beginning of life, 

scientific advances blur the line between life and death. This is demonstrated by the 

fact that medically, death used to be declared when the heart stopped beating. But, 

more recently, the state is certified when brain activity ceases (Bailey, 2005) – when a 

person has no thoughts, memories, emotions nor intentions. When, if ever, could it be 

said a foetus has memories? Do babies or even young toddlers ever have intentions? 

Another source informs me of the many different arguments for when death actually 

happens. This discussion raises issues of personhood which I will later write about. 

As with abortion and the beginning of life, arguments concerning death have great 

practical relevance in medicine where organ transplants are concerned and a person (if 

they qualify for such a status) who is unconscious and on life support is argued to still 

be alive, whilst their organs could save another’s life. Also if removal is postponed 

the organs may become unfit for transplantation. (Herring, 2006) I will now outline 

the arguments for the stages when death occurs and write about their relevance in the 

life issue.  

   Firstly, brain stem death (widely accepted as the UK medical definition of death.) A 

Code of Practice for the Diagnosis of Brain stem Death (DoH, 1998) outlines the 

three criteria to be met for a doctor to diagnose brain death – “it must be concluded 

that the coma is not due to reversible sources” (DoH, 1998), “it must be demonstrated 

that the several components of the brain stem have all been permanently destroyed, 

significantly this includes the respiratory centre” (Herring, 2006) and “it must be 

proved that the patient is unable to breath spontaneously.” (Herring, 2006) This 

clearly is comparative to the idea that life starts at the first stage where there is brain 

activity in the foetus. Arguments against this definition of death are that it implies that 

the brain is the only significant part of the body – surely to claim a life is finished 

because one part of someone’s body no longer functions reveals little understanding 



of the body. Is this the case where the start of life is concerned? Would it be giving 

too narrow a view on the body as a whole? The reverse is perhaps an issue because 

the brain develops relatively quickly in an embryo and a foetus so the brain’s activity 

is not representative of the development as a whole – for example at 4-5 weeks the 

brain splits into five different areas whilst arm and leg buds are only just beginning to 

form. (Anon., 2008)  

   The end of breathing is medically now a more problematic indicator of death 

because “it is now clear that stopping of the heart does not lead to an end of brain 

activity” (Mason, McCall Smith and Laurie, 2000) The heart begins to beat at a 

regular rhythm at 4-5 weeks of gestation, and earlier in my essay I did not include this 

event as one of the main arguments for when life begins. However, a supporter of this 

stage, when concerning death is the Danish Council of Ethics. Interestingly they claim 

their reasoning for this is the fact that someone on the street would view the stopping 

of the heart as the criterion for death because “the heart is widely seen as a symbol of 

life.” (Truog, 1997) Therefore, even if not logically justifiable, should this event mark 

the start of life also because this is how the community as a whole understands life? 

Some may disagree because no longer would you pass someone as dead due to the 

disappearance of a heart beat – first aid now has ways to keep people alive despite 

this, in addition to the medical advances such as “ventilators of electrical stimulation.” 

(Herring, 2006)  

   If you were to view the body purely as a ‘working organism’ then several functions 

are needed for life – you could believe death to occur when these functions cease.       

(Lamb, 1985) “Ventilation, circulation, nutrition and elimination of waste products” 

(Herring, 2006) may be seen as these functions and therefore when these no longer 

work in the body – it can be branded dead. This is linked to the independence idea 

that when a foetus is viable – it can function for itself it is a separate identity and is 

alive. Arguments against this are the machine-like implications about the body and 

that merely to be able or becoming unable to function does not draw any lines, but 

emotions and thoughts do. An interesting aside to this is a quotation written from a 

purely scientific perspective and is something to prompt thoughts about the 

spectacular development that is that of an embryo – “One of the critical differences 

between you and a machine is that a machine is never required to function until after 

it is built. Every animal has to function as it builds itself.” (Gilbert, 2000) 



   An extreme view about death is one which states you are not dead until every cell in 

the body has ceased functioning. (Herring, 2006) This would be the point that the 

body actually begins to putrefy – “to decompose and become rotten” (Pearsall and 

Trumble, 1996) This view supports the argument that life begins at conception 

because surely as a zygote (the resulting complete cell after fertilisation) every cell 

that makes up the organism is ‘functioning’ so it cannot be classed as dead therefore 

must be alive.  

   An idea that directly relates to an argument for the beginning of life is that death is a 

process – neither the beginning nor end of life are sudden moments in time. Sudden 

death however does occur when unnatural causes are involved – such as being blown 

up by an explosion. But the idea is, when a natural death takes place – “Death has 

been dissected, cut to bits by a series of little steps, which finally makes it impossible 

to know which step was the real death, the one in which consciousness was lost or the 

one in which breathing stopped.” (Aries, 1974) Does the fact that law, friends, 

relatives and health care staff need particular points to mark, mean we simply create 

them? Is the same for life – do we merely want to set a time in stone when it’s 

‘beginning’ is actually a gradual process? If this was the case it would make it very 

difficult for doctors to justify their actions – both in terms of abortion and post-death 

procedures such as removal of organs for transplantation. Abortion would be 

something to do as soon as possible because from this viewpoint there is more life to 

destroy every day. 

   Desoulment is another definition of death – the moment when the soul leaves the 

body. Again directly comparative to the argument that ensoulment begins life. 

Similarly, neither of these stages are apparent to humans, so at neither side of life 

provide a legal basis to mark it. When earlier discussing the issue, I suggested 

sentience as a criterion for the possession of a soul because of the thought involved in 

‘feeling’. Perhaps this stage is sometimes considered as the stage when a person stops 

moving, again as discussed previously, as the quickening could potentially imply the 

first act of choice, the last movement, the last act with intentions or thoughts.  

   An alternative to the heart beating, being what people understand to be human, is 

consciousness and the ability to interact with people around you. This would support 

the idea that life does not start potentially until years after birth, when a child is 

autonomous. This idea covers those who have lost consciousness and therefore 

supposedly the awareness which actually makes them human – for example, those 



who are suffering from Persistent Vegetative State (“a condition of patients with 

severe brain damage in whom coma has progressed to a state of wakefulness without 

detectable awareness”)(Anon., 2008) would be regarded as dead. (Herring, 2006) 

Even more controversially it would classify large numbers of people dead who suffer 

from severe mental conditions. However, although potentially unconscious, a new 

born baby or very small child could surely not be classified as ‘dead’? 

   D. Lamb said “It is as wrong to treat the living as dead as it is to treat the dead as 

alive.” This does not get me any closer to answering my question, although again it 

prompts one to think about and understand the many issues both divisions I have 

discussed could cause. Could you even die twice? (Herring, 2006) If so, could life 

begin twice? This definitely supports the idea that the sanctity of life is adjusted 

continually through development of an embryo.  

The Sanctity of Life 

No matter what stage you believe life to begin, there remains a question as to why 

people even respect life? Even if you believed a foetus’s life had begun, what actually 

is the issue with taking the life, especially considering they know no one and thus 

have not influenced anyone in their life time nor perhaps even thought for 

themselves?  Immanuel Kant (born in 1724) sets out his philosophy in a number of 

books and derives ‘moral law’ by our powers of reason from ‘good will’. 

(Wilcockson, 2008) Whilst ‘good will’ cannot be proved, it is the bedrock on which 

Kant bases his theory.      

    There are two categorical imperatives which are particularly important in 

expressing his ideas about the sanctity of life. Firstly, the practical imperative which 

when summarised is “when we will our neighbour’s good we do so for no other 

reason than that they are a fellow human being.” (Wilcockson, 2008) Secondly, the 

kingdom of ends, which expresses the view that “every rational being is capable of 

being a law-maker whose autonomous decision takes into account the desire of being 

a member of the kingdom of ends” (Wilcockson, 2008) (which is an idea where all 

rational beings have equal dignity as law-makers and law-doers). These two 

imperatives therefore ‘create’ as such, an opinion that lives are not ours to dispose of. 

Thus Kant, and people who agree with his ideas about the sanctity of life, would 

strongly reject abortion because the mother makes a decision which ‘does not take 

into account the desire of being a member of the kingdom of ends.’ Nor does she treat 

humans with equal dignity (providing she would not kill other human beings of her 



own age for example) and she goes against the resulting notion that life is not ours to 

dispose of. The two doctors who must give consent for the abortion to take place and 

the one of this pair whom actually carries out the abortion also go against the idea of 

Kant’s, that lives are not ours to dispose of. Not to be forgotten would be the 

establishment of when life actually does begin and therefore this theory is only 

relevant when one has decided whether the foetus or embryo is alive or not. 

   Secondly, natural law sanctity of life arguments exist and come from the ideas of 

ancient philosophers such as Aristotle and Aquinas. Again this theory revolves around 

God, although derivatives could be made and ideas extracted by atheists and 

agnostics. The ideas are based around the belief that God has created all things with a 

distinctive purpose, as God is the cause of nature, the world as a whole is purposeful 

and designed; everything has a ‘final cause’ or ‘telos’ (Wilcockson, 2008). The theory 

sets out 5 key purposes to life. Interestingly, natural law “does not think that all 

human life should be preserved at all costs” (Wilcockson, 2008). An example is given 

that, “if an aim is to restore peace and justice then life may be taken, if in favour of 

the innocent” (Wilcockson, 2008). Parts of the above quotation would perhaps favour 

abortion because surely many ask for and perform abortions with the aim of justice (in 

terms of women’s rights) and peace (perhaps socially; between families and friends)? 

Although, contradicting the proposition; if the foetus is alive at the stage of 

termination then surely the action is most certainly not in favour of the innocent? An 

important natural law principle is that innocent life must be preserved, therefore the 

justifiable killings refer perhaps only to situations when war and issues such as 

dictatorship are involved. Francisco de Vitoria defined a non-innocent life as someone 

who intentionally harms or tries to harm another person. (Wilcockson, 2008) When 

the question of innocent life occurs, Aquinas developed a term known as the doctrine 

of double effect which permits the killing of innocent life providing it is not the 

primary intention and it is not disproportionate to the good ends. Therefore, according 

to this idea abortion would be acceptable in many circumstances if the primary 

intention of the mother was to sustain psychological or physical health or if the 

primary intention of the doctor was to save the life of the mother. Perhaps some 

would agree that the life of the mother is the only situation where the primary 

intention is ‘proportionate’. Ireland is the only country in Europe that has legislation 

which only allows abortion when the life of the mother is at stake. Malta actually bans 



abortion – both these countries’ laws result from their catholic constitutions. Which 

leads me on to the final argument I will discuss called Revealed Ethics. 

   In Christian thought, the philosophical term vitalism covers the approach that life is 

sacred, given to humans by God and there are no ordinary or extra-ordinary means 

which justify the termination of any human life. This pro-life view would also cover 

life beginning at conception. Abortion would surely therefore be effectively denying 

and directly disobeying God in the opinions of many Christians, Muslims and Jews 

alike? Genesis 1: 27 sets out that humans’ are created in God’s image and therefore 

set apart from other animals. This addresses an idea which I have not touched upon, 

between the sanctity of life where animals are concerned, and therefore the difference 

between animal rights principles and those views against abortion. Here would fit in 

the fact that neither small children nor animals are autonomous or self-conscious but 

in most cases lives of babies and toddlers are held in much higher regard than those of 

dogs for example. Already therefore, by most people, the section of this argument 

differentiating human lives and animal’s, is believed significant and true. Also 

scholars of Judaism and Islam suggest abortion is a lesser wrong earlier on in 

gestation which perhaps links to the idea life gradually develops in the womb and the 

sanctity of life does increase with becoming a member of a family, having influence 

on peoples’ lives and having such duties as the mother of the foetus. Both faiths 

accept abortion in cases where the life of the mother is in serious danger. (Anon., 

2009) Revealed Ethics also describes how “God is a providential God who through 

nature or other means is the only being who may directly terminate a person’s life” 

(Wilcockson, 2008). Thirdly, respect and honour to society, thus your parents, friends 

and neighbours is shown by those who respect life. A respect for life also honours 

God. Again from a purely Christian perspective, Love, a gift of which is given 

through life. The parable of the Good Samaritan, for example, explains the 

importance of love and thus protection of all humans, regardless of their status. Whilst 

the importance of love will be respected by most people because, as in Kant’s ideas, a 

natural respect for and love of other humans is abundant and it is often that which 

hinders those wanting an abortion, particularly at later stages in pregnancy when it is 

likely that one believes their child is living. 

   Personhood 

The concept of personhood and ideas surrounding it may help differentiate states in 

the womb and therefore the beginning of life. “An entity is a person if and only if it is 



conscious” (Wilcockson, 2008) A philosopher called John Locke, born in 1632 made 

statements and wrote about ideas that still influence modern day debates about 

personhood. Michael Wilcockson summarises what Locke says in An essay 

concerning human understanding about consciousness – a person must be conscious 

and have rational thought as well as being able to remember oneself doing so at 

different times and in different places (Wilcockson, 2008). If this was the case, then a 

foetus becomes a person when they are conscious – “awake and aware of one’s 

surroundings and identity” (Pearsall and Trumble, 1996). This again would need 

defining and you could almost go on forever – but most would say this state does not 

occur until after birth. A flaw in this argument, however, is surely, for example, 

someone who has Alzheimer’s disease. In forgetting their earlier life, they would 

according to these ideas become a different person or surely in extreme cases with a 

severe lack of short term memory no longer be a person at all? Also, even if 

consciousness changes through a person’s life, their identity surely remains constant 

and unchanged?  A vitalistic view agreed by Descartes and Plato is that the soul is 

quite distinct from the body and someone remains a person, therefore, whatever state 

their body is in. Considering this opinion, life begins exactly at ensoulment and ends 

abruptly at desoulment, times of which neither can be specified nor tested for. Whilst 

this would draw two clear lines on the ‘timescale of life’, when the abortion issue 

occurs, no time or stage can realistically ever be proved so for people looking to draw 

up an opinion on the matter this idea effectively will always remain redundant unless 

you are certain the soul enters at conception. This fails even to mention the idea and 

significance of ‘potential life’.  

What do I conclude? 

My first look into the beliefs about when life begins left me hesitant about my 

previous view that life begins at conception. I will remain adamant that life begins in 

tandem with the entry of the soul into the body, although it is the stage that this occurs 

I have been reviewing in my mind whilst carrying out my research. Although as 

discussed, both ensoulment and desoulment are very debatable stages.  

   Unfortunately, in answering the part of my question, “when does life begin”, it is 

impossible to categorically state when this occurs because it thoroughly relies on what 

you believe – although I hope those who have read this essay can understand the issue 

from many more angles and perspectives. In terms of death, at every stage mentioned 

concerning the beginning of life, death was interesting to discuss and it’s relevance 



has helped explore some ideas which I would not have thought of without looking 

into it, particularly in the important process of defining life. This has aided my ability 

to discuss when life begins and ends.  

   The morality of abortion, with regards to its issues concerning life, is not clean cut 

or fair to say. The power the human race now has as a result of its scientific 

knowledge and techniques has wholly created this issue, both in the fact that we have 

the ability to do such things to our bodies and the fact that such medical advances 

cloud moral questions we need answering in relation to them. 

   In carrying out this project, I have been faced with many fascinating ideas and 

beliefs. My research has enlightened me about the issues that modern day medicine, at 

such an advanced level, causes. It creates problems because of the ability of a doctor 

or even a machine to prolong or end life, and the same advances make the debates 

raised, harder to fairly answer. With this comes inequality, it is not fair that in this 

world some have access to drugs, surgery, brilliant and complex ways to help with 

affectively prolonging life, stopping pain, saving lives and some do not. In these 

unfortunate places, however, life is much more natural and simply looking at the 

never-ending debate over where to spend money to fund drugs for people who are 

dying; thousands of pounds for mere extra days are spent in the developed world, 

makes you wonder, would it be easier to just ‘let life be’. Of course, this is not an 

option because of peoples’ reliance on medicine now, but it certainly makes you 

think.  

   Life is something we can attempt to define, and the issues surrounding it can be 

discussed, but we will probably never understand it truly – why it is sanctified and 

generally the question to many, why it even exists? Whilst, perhaps, my question has 

not received a final answer I have hopefully probed sufficiently into the scientific and 

philosophical ideas around it for much more informed debate.  
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