A Brief Synopsis of Greek and Roman, Jewish,

and Early Christian Attitudes Toward Abortion

Greek


If abortions were prohibited, it was for the sake of the women and for the right of the husband. The Hippocratic Oath prevented the administration of a pessary (an abortifacient):  ". . . I will use treatment to help the sick according to my ability and judgment, but never with a view to injury and wrongdoing. Neither will I administer a poison to anybody when asked to do so, nor will I suggest such a course. Similarly, I will not give to a woman a pessary to cause abortion." Though it is generally agreed that most Greek physicians opposed all non-therapeutic abortions, an abortive pessary was seen as a poison and rejected as an attack not so much on the fetus as on the woman


Although Plato (427-347 B.C.) believed that the fetus is a living being, the state's ideals and needs took precedence over the life and rights of the unborn. He also advocated infanticide for his ideal republic. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) proposed that in order to produce the finest people the state must regulate marriage, which includes age, number and spacing of children, physical conditions for procreation and pregnancy, and the quality of the children. He determined that at 40 days for males and 90 days for females, when distinct organs have been formed, life is present. Both Plato and Aristotle supported abortion for they counted life as utilitarian. Life, due to limited resources of the Greek world, must be sacrificed for the best interests of the state. The Orphics, a mystic cult which taught a normal cycle of life and death and then the bodiless existence of the soul, opposed abortion, for they thought premature death led to evil fate

Roman


Plutarch (1st century A.D.) recounted that the ancient laws of Rome viewed abortion as an offense against the husband and father. The power of the family resided in the father;  he had nearly absolute power of life and death over wife, children and slaves. In the 2nd century A.D. Roman law did not consider the fetus a person but as maternal 


Cicero (106-43 B.C.) opposed abortion, even calling for capital punishment for deliberate abortion but because abortion infringes upon the father, the family name, the family's inheritance rights, the human race, and the state. Augustus tried to protect the family in order to keep the state strong. Though he tried to encourage families by combating contraception, abortion and infanticide, his reform did not outlaw abortion because the laws did not consider a fetus a person--the unborn is not human. Ovid (43 B.C. - A.D. 17) found abortion unnatural and impious, contradicting the maternal and paternal sense, and was also dangerous. Favorinus (A.D. 80-15) thought abortion only a little less serious than infanticide; Juvenal (A.D. 57-127) equated abortion with murder, though somewhat is hyperbolic fashion. Musonius Rufus condemned abortion because it is against the nature of sex and the logic of large families, providing men with more power and influence. Abortion was an offense against the gods, the family and nature.  Life began at birth.


Two emperors, Septimus Severus (A.D. 193-211) and Antoninus Caracalla (A.D. 211-217) classified abortion as a crime for it deprived the husband of his rights and denied the woman her duties. The 3rd century jurist Paulus condemned abortionists because they were bad examples.


Abortion was considered in relation to four basic issues. Did the abortion support or undermine the essential nature of the family? This could be subdivided into other categories. For example, abortion was permitted to hide sexual activity; abortion preserved the family wealth by keeping the inheritance under one name; abortion preserved the woman's external appearance; and abortion prevented the starvation of already existing life by eliminating unwanted mouths.


Abortion was achieved by two methods: pessaries, which were ingested or applied in some fashion, and mechanical procedures.

Judaism


That there are so few direct reference to abortion in Jewish literature of the early period strongly suggests that it was not even considered. Three fundamental reasons can be provided for this: Genesis 1:28 communicated the desire and duty to populate the earth; all life is God's creation; and there existed an aversion to bloodshed. In their expositions against abortion, however, the Jewish community in Alexandria, Egypt, was influenced by the Greek philosophies and actual pagan practices. Alexandrian Jews were aware of the debate between Plato, who thought that life began at conception, and Stoics, who thought life began at birth, and Aristotle's distinction between formed and unformed. In their translation of Exodus 21:22, they rendered 'ason (harm, injury) as exeikonismenon (form). The change of "harm" to “form" makes the penalty apply explicitly to injuring the fetus and not the woman. This position is basically Aristotelian, for the fetus was not considered a person until fully formed. The destruction of the fully formed fetus is punishable then by death and not by fine, as was the interpretation.


Philo (25 B.C. - A.D. 41), an Alexandrian philosopher, posited that the one who harms the unformed fetus is guilty of an outrage against Nature and that the one who harms the formed fetus is guilty of the murder of a human being and thus is deserving of death. His overriding concern is for the child. Also, in other writings, the distinctions are not legal, but rather ethical; there is serious immorality in any killing, especially in deliberate execution of the injury.

In contrast to their Alexandrian brothers, Palestinian Jews were more concerned about the cultic status of the fetus. They debated the issues of the time of a person's ensoulment (birth, formation, or conception), and when a Jew could enter the future world (after conception, after birth, after circumcision, or after the first words). The majority Palestinian view, based on Exodus 21, was that fetus is not human—for the harm refers to the woman. From this perspective, certain abortions are permitted and even mandatory; the general principle is that existing life takes precedence over the fetus. Yet, this is all in the context of accidental abortion; deliberate abortion would have been extremely rare. Though the fetus has no legal standing, it was still counted as murder. The minority Palestinian view considered the fetus had some personal and legal rights; this personhood was found in Genesis 9:6 when read this way: Whoso sheds the blood of man within (another) man, shall his blood be shed. The majority taught that whoso sheds the blood of man, within (that) man (himself) shall his blood be shed. Both used this text for capital punishment, the minority for the penalty prescribed for abortion, the majority for murderers. In Judaism the debate was not over deliberate abortion but concerning the severity of the penalty exacted in accidental or therapeutic abortions.

The Christian Witness


Although the New Testament makes no specific references to abortion, the use of farmekiain (Galatians 5:20; Revelation 9:21; 18:23; 21:8; 22:15) might be a reference to abortifacients.


The earliest specific Christian condemnations of abortion are found in the Didache and the Epistle of Barnabas. Both documents reject abortion, for it is contrary to loving your neighbor and runs contrary to the 5th commandment; to include abortion in the 5th commandment was a natural expansion for them. In the Apocalypse of Peter abortion is portrayed as the culpable murder of a human; unborn children are viewed as living beings destined for immortality.


The church father Clement (A.D. 150-210) cites Luke 1 in order to prove that the embryo is alive. He here lays the grounds for the theological connection between abortion and the Incarnation. Abortion is the killing of a life under God's care and providence. Athenagoras, an apologist to the Stoic emperor Marcus Aurelius and his son Lucius Aurelius Commodus, explained that Christians renounced murder in all forms, that they would not even watch the gladiators. By the end of the 2nd century, abortion is considered murder, the guilty must give an account to God and the fetus is a living being


Tertullian (A.D. 160-240), a north African lawyer and Christian apologist, expounds that Christians may not murder, not even the fetus in the womb. Though the fetus is dependent upon the mother, this does not mean that the fetus is merely a part of the mother. He thought that life began at conception, thereby first connecting Jeremiah 1:5 to the issue of abortion. Even flesh without a specific form can be considered a living being


Despite such opposition, pagan Rome did influence the church. Pope Callistus himself approved of concubine marriages, which often resulted in unwanted pregnancies and then abortions, in order to preserve their beauty, to preserve family reputation and wealth.


During the fourth and fifth centuries the first ecclesiastical laws against abortions were passed.  The Council of Elvira (305) was the first council to enact a penalty for abortion. Abortion is considered within the framework of adultery and murder, punishable by the gravest penalty. The Council of Ancyra (314) made no distinction between the unformed and formed; the decree may also involve the accomplices of the abortion


Basil (A.D. 330-379) wrote in 374 that the destruction of the fetus (no distinction between formed and unformed) is murder; all life is sacred. Though the sin is serious, it is not unforgivable. Ambrose (A.D. 339-397) focused on the providence of God in caring for the fetus in the womb and the utter disrespect for God expressed in abortion. Jerome and Tertullian and later Augustine, distinguished between the formed and unformed, and therefore considered abortion as murder only when the fetus was formed. John Chrysostom condemns abortion with extremely strong language.


Augustine wrote more upon abortion than any other father. He fluctuated on the question of the soul's origin (pre-existence, an origin from the parents, created by God at conception, or infused at the point of formation). In general he did distinguish between the formed and unformed; the abortion of the unformed was not murder but of the formed was murder. He opposed abortifacients, contraceptives, and sterilizing drugs because they deny sex and marriage. Though he could not answer his question about the time a fetus becomes human, he strove mightily to resolve the issue: “Will it be damned if aborted?” He thought that the aborted fetus would be filled out at the resurrection.  And because he could not say when life began, he chose to emphasize the value of all life, whether actual or potential.


Within the early Christian church, abortion is always connected with murder; the ethical context was always that of love your neighbor. The early church had a consistent pro-life ethic.

