Unique from the start: the development of a new human life

Dr Calum Miller

A lot of people get the impression that going to a top secular university inevitably makes one more
‘progressive’. It is supposed to be a chance to grow out of traditional views and open one’s mind to
enlightened, scientific, evidence-based ideas; to be a liberal and a revolutionary, fighting for
marginalised groups.

In reality, there is much more nuance to it than this, but in this particular case it is true. When I went up
to Oxford, I — like most people — disagreed strongly with late term abortion. But I was not pro-life; I
had bought into the traditional view in my country that we do not know when life begins, and that we
do not know when a new human being is created. But it was precisely because I studied Medicine (and
Medical Ethics) and opened my eyes to the scientific evidence that [ became pro-life. It was because of
my passion for the marginalised that I realised the urgency of this cause: because in many countries we
have failed mothers and their unborn children, so that the most dangerous place for a child to be is in
their first home, their mother’s womb.

Human rights are no less important today than they were in the 20" century. They are a way of protecting
the marginalised, upholding their most fundamental rights no matter how weak or vulnerable they are.
In the words of a leading progressive human rights campaigner, they ‘empower the vulnerable’ and
‘irritate and inconvenience the mighty’.! International human rights law is clear that they apply to every
human being.> The Convention on the Rights of the Child even explicitly says that ‘children’ need
‘appropriate legal protection, before as well as after birth’.?

One of the things that convinced me most is realising that on a scientific level, there is no debate about
when life begins. Here 1 was, at the top medical school in the world, and in an overwhelmingly pro-
choice environment, and yet no one even thought to debate ‘when life begins’. It was simply taken for
granted, as it is across the scientific community: life begins at fertilisation.* This is the standard view
you will find in embryology textbooks and departments all over the world. It is not up for debate. A
recent survey of thousands of biologists all over the world found that 95% affirmed this view: including
over 90% of those who called themselves atheists and pro-choice.’

If unborn babies are not living, talk of them dying would be nonsensical. But it is commonplace within
medical literature. The prestigious Cochrane Library defines miscarriage as ‘the spontaneous death
and/or expulsion of an embryo or fetus from the uterus before it is able to survive on its own’.® The
National Institute for Clinical Excellence, the leading clinical guidance body in the UK, says that
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‘Intrauterine fetal death is when an unborn baby (fetus) dies inside the womb before birth’.” The Royal
College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists write that ‘Intrauterine fetal death refers to babies with no
signs of life in utero’ — presumably in contrast to ‘babies” who do show signs of life in utero.® Elsewhere,
regarding a particular method of late abortion, they say that ‘failure to perform feticide could result in
a live birth and survival, which contradicts the intention of the abortion’.” Ann Furedi, until recently
the CEO of the UK’s leading private abortion provider, defines abortion as ‘the intentional destruction
of the fetus in the womb, or any untimely delivery brought about with intent to cause the death of the
fetus’.1

It helps to have a clear understanding of what it means to say that ‘life begins at fertilisation/conception’.
After all, isn’t a skin cell technically living? And aren’t the sperm and egg cell that made the baby
living? Indeed, they are. Skin cells, egg cells and bacteria are alive, but do not have a right to life. So
why do embryos and fetuses?

To answer this question, we just have to think about what we are. We have a right to life because we are
individual human beings. And human beings are living organisms of the species Homo sapiens. So the
important question is not just, are fetuses living? Rather, the question is, are they new, individual human
organisms? Skin cells, egg cells and bacteria are not. But embryos and fetuses — in other words, unborn
babies — are.

I have sometimes been challenged on my ‘unscientific’ use of the word ‘baby’. But most of my
colleagues within Medicine are bewildered by this objection. ‘Of course it’s a baby!” None of us have
any hesitation about calling her a baby when she is wanted. The National Health Service calls the unborn
child a ‘baby’ from the first few weeks of pregnancy.!! The Oxford Handbook of Obstetrics and
Gynaecology openly calls her an unborn child and a baby.!> A recent study in one of the leading
Midwifery journals concluded that “Midwifery scholarship, global midwifery professional bodies

position statements and practice codes mostly employ the word ‘baby’ instead of ‘fetus’.”!?

The difference between ‘fetus’ and ‘baby/child’ here is not between ‘scientific’ and ‘unscientific’ terms,
or between accurate and inaccurate terms. It is simply the difference between technical and non-
technical terms. Doctors use non-technical terms accurately all the time: when we call a myocardial
infarction a ‘heart attack’, for example, or when we call an axilla an ‘armpit’. It is perfectly accurate to
call the child in the womb a baby or a child. Indeed, the word ‘fetus’ in Latin just means ‘offspring’ and
can also refer to infants outside the womb.

Since the legalisation of abortion in much of the Western world, we know far more about the
development of the child in the womb, from the amazing facts published in scientific journals to graphic
depictions through 3D and now even 4D ultrasound.
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What is particularly striking is how our understanding of a baby’s development changes over time:
babies develop and mature far quicker than we used to think. Every year, new evidence of the unborn
child’s humanity and development emerges. Textbooks and more have been written on the development
of a human being in the womb.'* It’s worth recapping just some of the most impressive facts: '3

1) While the standard view is that the first heartbeat of the baby is at just 22 days after
fertilisation,'® a team from the University of Oxford has unveiled new research suggesting it
may be as early as 16 days after fertilisation.!” Either way, it is very early, and well before the
large majority of abortions. The heart will beat 1 million times by the end of the 4™ week, and
around 54 million times by the end of pregnancy.'®

2) The baby has its first noticeable movements from just 4-5 weeks after fertilisation,'*?° moving

away from a stimulus touching them at 5-6 weeks.?! They show a startle response by 6 weeks?
and hiccupping, sucking and swallowing by 7 weeks.? Breathing-type movements begin at 8
weeks, and yawning at 9 weeks.**

3) The telencephalon — eventually the most developed part of the brain — can be distinguished at
just 4 weeks,? and grows rapidly. By 5 weeks, ‘The brain is growing rapidly and this results in
the head growing faster than the rest of the body. The embryo has a large forehead, and the eyes
and ears continue to develop.’* The brain grows much faster than the rest of the body, being
43% of the entire body weight by just 8 weeks.?” By 11 weeks, the forebrain alone has 3 billion
neurons.?

4) From just 43 days (6 weeks), brain waves are detectable from an unborn baby’s brain. The baby
who was studied was taken from an ectopic pregnancy and was able to survive for 90 minutes
in just a salt solution, even at this early age.?
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5) Atjust 7 weeks post-fertilisation, ‘The eyes are bigger and more obvious, and have some colour
(pigment) in them. There’s a mouth and a tongue with tiny taste buds.

The hands and feet are developing — ridges identify where the fingers and toes will be, although
they have not separated out yet.

The major internal organs, such as the heart, brain, lungs, kidneys and gut, continue
developing.’3°

By 8 weeks post-fertilisation, ‘more than 90% of the 5000 named structures of the body have
appeared.’!

6) The latest research suggests babies can feel pain at just 10 weeks,*? though some scholars think
even earlier.?

7) Babies demonstrate social interaction from 12 weeks: an ultrasound study on twins found that
they deliberately reached towards each other and even took special care around each other’s
eyes.** From 9-11 weeks, they react strongly to being touched or pushed by the other twin — or
even earlier for twins sharing a placenta.®

8) Recent research suggests that babies can hear and respond as early as 14 weeks after
fertilisation, moving their mouth and tongue in response to music.*

9) Unborn babies can respond to taste at 15-16 weeks,*’ and later in pregnancy can remember the
taste of foods, eating more of those foods after birth.*®

10) Babies begin to learn songs, poetic rhythms and language®-*’ while in the womb — one study

found that newborn babies could recognise The Cat in the Hat after hearing it repeatedly in the
womb.*" Another found that newborn babies settled when hearing a soap opera theme tune they
had heard in the womb,* and they can even detect ‘wrong’ notes in songs.** One study found
that French and German babies even cry in ‘French’ and ‘German’ ways according to the
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language/accent they heard in the womb.** They remember their mother’s voice in the
womb*+%® and recognise their own language in the womb over foreign languages.*’

11) From 24 weeks, babies’ capacity for facial expressions gradually increases.* They appear to
be able to cry in the womb in the late second and third trimester.*

12) In the third trimester, babies can track visual stimuli®® and seem to preferentially notice face-
like patterns.’!

13) Perhaps most remarkably of all, babies produce unborn stem cells which migrate around their
mother’s body helping to heal damaged organs, as early as 2-3 weeks after fertilisation.>> These
cells have been able to repair heart damage, among other organs.> They appear to play a role
in preventing cancer, especially breast cancer — this may be part of the reason women having
children are at lower risk of breast cancer.>* Women with more fetal cells have a lower risk of
death from cancer.’® In mouse models these cells have been shown to repair the brain after a
stroke.>® Other studies have shown these cells becoming neurons — likely affecting the mother’s
thought — in other conditions. They integrated within the brain in a mouse model of Parkinson’s
Disease.”” A low level of fetal cells is associated with an increased risk of Alzheimer’s
Disease.’® In one study, ‘fetal cells from her terminated fetus repopulated the liver of a woman
with hepatitis C.”* The ratios of fetal cells in maternal organs are at times similar to those seen
in stem cell transplants.®® These cells can last for decades.®’ One leading scholar concludes:
‘after the mother spends 9 months providing nutrients and an environment for optimal growth
and development of the baby, the baby gives back cells with regenerative potential to the
mother... it is the mother who benefits’.%?
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all women (a 70% reduction compared to abortion and a 56% reduction compared to not being
pregnant),% primarily because pregnancy and looking after young children are two of the
strongest protective factors against suicide.

It’s important to be clear here that, for example, having a heartbeat does not make the unborn child
human. No one is — or should — argue that any of these particular features are the defining feature of
humans. A human being exists before all of these developments take place. But these developments are
a reflection and expression of the fact that a human being already exists — they are evidence of that
human being coming to maturity. This is, on reflection, no different to the development of a human
child after birth. They are not fully developed — but they are still a human being. When they acquire a
new biological feature or ability, they do not become a human being. Rather, they simply mature and
develop in the way that existing human beings normally do. The same is true of the very young embryo
or fetus. They are a developing human being in the same way that as a 5 year old child is. In fact, the
brain is not fully mature until age 25.% If they are subhuman because they are not fully developed
(though they develop very quickly), then so are all children and young adults.

Long before doctors knew all of this, the Hippocratic Oath forbade abortion. Now that science has
shown us the reality of unborn life, abortion is impossible to justify. Unborn children are human beings:
and all human beings are equal. The pro-life position is not just pro-life and pro-woman: it is also pro-
science.

63 Karalis, E et al. (2017). ‘Decreasing mortality during pregnancy and for a year after while mortality after
termination of pregnancy remains high: a population-based register study of pregnancy-associated deaths in
Finland 2001-2012,” British Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 124: 1115-1121.

6% Arain, M et al. (2013). ‘Maturation of the adolescent brain,” Neuropsychiatric Disease and Treatment, 9: 449-
461.



