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The Right to Life and the Potentiality Criterion

Some people who are opposed to abortion accept the potentiality criterion of personhood. 

To accept such a criterion is to accept the claim that all potential persons are persons. Is this 

claim true? In her article, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion,” Mary Anne Warren relies 

upon a thought experiment involving a captive space explorer to argue that the answer is no. If 

Warren's argument were successful, it would undermine the view that a human fetus has a right 

to life in virtue of its potential to acquire all the morally relevant characteristics of a normal, 

human adult. Nevertheless, Warren's argument is unsuccessful. In this paper, after first clarifying 

why Warren thinks her thought experiment shows that at least some potential persons are not 

persons, I will explain why the scenario Warren describes is too dissimilar to a pregnancy case to 

settle the potentiality question.

Before presenting Warren's full argument, I will clarify some of the terms that are 

relevant to the debate. First, Warren uses the term, “person” to refer to a “member of the moral 

community,” and she holds that all and only members of the moral community have “full and 

equal moral rights” (p. 47). I take her to mean that, although a being who is not a person can still 

have some degree of moral status, it can never have rights that are as stringent as the rights that a 

person possesses. Second, Warren holds that a fetus's status as a potential person means that “if 

nurtured and allowed to develop naturally it will very probably become a person” (p. 59). Thus, 

the question at issue is whether, as a potential person, the fetus qualifies as having “full and equal 



moral rights.”

Two show that the fetus does not qualify for such rights in virtue of its status as a 

potential person, Warren proposes a thought experiment in which a space explorer finds himself 

captured by aliens. The aliens wish to extract and then clone a few hundred thousand cells of the 

space explorer's body. Warren stipulates that this cloning project would have an “extremely high” 

chance of success and that the clones would be treated fairly (p. 60). Still, Warren argues that the 

space explorer is not morally required to participate in the aliens' scheme:

I maintain that in such a situation he would have every right to escape if he could, and 
thus to deprive all of these potential people of their potential lives; for his right to life 
outweighs all of theirs together, in spite of the fact that they are all genetically human, all 
innocent, and all have a very high probability of becoming people very soon, if only he 
refrains from acting (p. 60).

Although, in the above quote, Warren notes that the explorer's right to life outweighs whatever 

rights the potential people might have, she later contends that, even if the cloning scheme did not 

kill the explorer, his escape would still be permissible; thus, the explorer's right to liberty also 

outweighs any rights of the potential people. Warren therefore purports to have produced an 

example of potential people who do not have anything close to the full set of rights possessed by 

the space explorer. I will reconstruct her full argument as follows:

(1) If the space explorer's refusal to participate in the aliens' scheme is morally 
permissible, then it is not the case that all potential persons have full and equal 
moral rights.

(2) The space explorer's refusal to participate in the aliens' scheme is morally 
permissible.

(3) Therefore, it is not the case that all potential persons have full and equal moral 
rights. 

As I said above, I believe that Warren's argument is unsuccessful. The main reason the 

argument fails is that premise (1) is false:  the fact that it would be permissible to escape from the 



aliens does not show that there are any potential persons who lack full and equal moral rights. 

For it is not clear that there are any potential persons who make an appearance in Warren's 

example. Certainly, there is potential of a certain kind: there is the potential that, if the cloning 

goes well, a few hundred thousand persons will soon be amongst the aliens, being treated fairly. 

But to say that there is potential is not to say that there is a potential person.  

To see why envisioning a particular being in whom potential personhood inheres is 

crucial for evaluating the claim that all potential persons have full and equal rights, consider an 

example in which two people are considering whether to have a child. Suppose that the woman is 

not pregnant; the couple is merely deliberating about whether they ought to try to conceive. I 

take it that most proponents of the potentiality criterion—those against whom Warren is arguing

—would claim that it would be permissible for the couple to decide not to conceive a child. 

Notice that there is potential in this case:  there is the potential that the woman becomes pregnant 

and gives birth to a child. However, Warren's opponents would not place much weight on this 

kind of potential; their claim is not that, whenever there is the potential that one could bring a 

person into existence, one is required to do so. Rather, their claim is that, whenever there is a  

potential person that is already in existence, one must honor its right to continued existence. 

Since there are no potential persons in Warren's scenario, her example is not a counterexample to 

the right claim.

Warren might object that I have characterized her example incorrectly. She might say that 

in her space explorer scenario, there are, indeed, existing beings who have the property of being 

potential persons. Those existing beings are all the cells of the space explorer's body. Such cells 

would be the bearers of rights that the space explorer's escape would violate, if it were really the 

case that all potential persons were persons. 



Nevertheless, I doubt that Warren's opponents would find this objection convincing. The 

cells of the space explorer's body seem to be more like the unfertilized gametes of the couple I 

described above than they are like a fully fertilized zygote. Since proponents of the potentiality 

criterion would not attribute a right to life to any of the couple's unfertilized gametes, they would 

probably not attribute a right to life to any cells of the space explorer's body. Their reasoning 

would be that, before any particular gamete is fertilized, the probability that it will grow into a 

normal adult human is still so low that Warren's definition of “potential person” would not apply 

to it:  “if nurtured and allowed to develop naturally,” it is not true that the gamete would “very 

probably become a person.” There are, after all, 200,000,000 spermatozoa in a single ejaculate, 

so the probability that any one of those sperm cells will fertilize an egg is very low. Likewise, the 

proponents of the potentiality criterion would probably claim that, before the cloning process is 

actually initiated, the probability that any particular cell of the explorer's body will grow into an 

adult human is still so low that the cell would not count as a potential person. Therefore, even if 

Warren's example shows that there are some cells that do not have full and equal moral rights, it 

does not show that there are some potential persons who do not have full and equal moral rights.

In this paper, I have criticized Warren's argument against the claim that all potential 

persons have full and equal moral rights. Warren's space explorer scenario is supposed to show 

that, contrary to this claim, some potential persons do not have full and equal moral rights. I 

objected that Warren's scenario does not involve any potential persons, so it does not serve as an 

appropriate counterexample. There may well be other problems with Warren's argument. For 

example, there is the possibility that, even if the cells of the space explorer had full and equal 

rights, it would still be permissible for him to escape; perhaps escaping would not violate those 

rights.1 To show that some potential persons do not have full and equal rights, Warren will 

1For an argument that killing a fetus may still be permissible, even if the fetus has a right to life, see Thomson (1971).



therefore need to produce a different example that has at least two features. First, the example 

will need to involve an individual who clearly is a potential person. Second, the example will 

need to show, not only that acting towards the potential person in a particular fashion is 

permissible, but also that acting towards a person in the same fashion is impermissible.  
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