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Moral Thinking about the Embryo-Fetus Period:
Reconsidering the Problems of Existence

Hideyuki Yahata

In the embryo-fetus period, various events that might influence
subsequent quality of life or even threaten the life itself could happen. And
our moral thinking focuses on the possibilities that are or were given to us.
For example, while chromosome aberrations, such as trisomy 21 occur by
accident, we can get a prenatal diagnosis of them and decide whether or not
to bring a child into the world.

Some people may think that if the unborn child has such a disease, it
would be better for him or her not to be born. Depending on the
circumstances, it is possible that his or her potential parents would also
reach the same conclusion after comparing the two possible states: the case
where their child is born with an incurable disease and the case where no
child comes to exist.

However, whichever case occurs, the potential parents do exist. This is
the very reason why it is possible in principle for them to compare these two
states. On the contrary, seen from the viewpoint of the child, this type of
comparison will run into difficulties. For if the potential parents choose not
to give birth to the child, there will be neither his or her own state, nor his or
her standpoint. Expressed in the first person, he or she will have to imagine
uselessly, “what if I never exist”.

To avoid this difficulty, two different ways of thinking are proposed. On
the one hand, as D. Parfit suggested, we could indeed stop attaching so
much importance to the quetionable viewpoint of the child itself and make
our moral thinking more impersonal. For instance, we might be able to ask,
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“how will the whole situation change, depending on whether or not the child
will come to exist?”

On the other hand, as B. Steinbock suggested, we could continue to
maintain “the person-affecting view” for the present. According to Steinbock,
though an unborn child before the sixth month of pregnancy has no interest,
his or her potential parents must consider the future interests of the child.
She says, the decision of birth for a child with serious disadvantages should
be made from the point of view of whether the parents are able and willing to
compensate for them.

However, it seems that the viewpoint of the children who could never
come to exist is still important and not properly covered by these two ways
of thinking. Therefore, taking account of such a point of view, for instance,
as expressed in so-called “wrongful life” suits, the best thing we can do now
is to go back and forth between these two ways of thinking.
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