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It’s rare that anyone pays attention to bioethicists,
but in February of 2012, a pair of them set off an Internet
firestorm by saying newborns could be killed for almost
any reason. Alberto Guibilini and Francesca Minerva wrote
“After-birth abortion: why should the baby live?” in the
Journal of Medical Ethics.1
That cynical question implies that explanations are now
owed for any child who lives more than a few days or weeks
beyond birth. The authors didn’t detail how long the killing
is acceptable before it should be called “murder,” or suggest
discrete methods of bringing about the demise of an infant.
They only wanted to apply pro-choice arguments to what
has previously been called “infanticide.”
What changes at birth? In their view, a newborn is
more like a fetus than a child, so “killing a newborn could
be ethically permissible in all the circumstances where
abortion would be.” An abnormality may have been
missed in prenatal testing, or the mother’s circumstances
may have altered. Should her baby’s birth prevent her
from carrying out now what would have been legal days
or months before?
Pro-life apologists have also wondered what changes
at birth, to the opposite effect. Since the baby who is
born is the same person who was in the womb, there is
no essential difference and the unborn baby should be
protected along with the newborn.
Polls show that most people – even those who are prochoice – agree that viable unborn babies (age 24 weeks or
more) ought to be protected by law.2 Birth is only a change in
venue, not value. And the value of human life is inestimable.
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