
 

WHEN IS AN EMBRYO 
HUMAN? AUSTRALIAN 
PUBLIC OPINION1 

When do cells whose natural course of 
development will produce a member of the 
species homo sapiens become accepted by 
the populace as human, with a person's 
rights and interests? Is an embryo human at 
conception, or does it become human at 
some point between conception and birth?  
This question has long vexed theologians, 
moral philosophers, law makers, and 
medical ethics committees.  It is important 
in part because the answer has profound 
implications for the ethical evaluation of 
medical treatments involving the use of 
foetal tissue; for abortion; and for scientific 
research using foetal tissue.  

Singularly lacking in this important debate 
is evidence as to what the general public 
believes. We address these issues using data 
from five large, representative national 
samples of Australians collected by the 
IsssA; there are 8,920 cases.  

We first asked:  

"About the beginnings of human life: Is 
an embryo a human being ... At the moment 
of conception?" 
 Yes, definitely 19%  [100 points] 

 Yes, probably 16%  [75 points] 

 Sometimes yes, 
sometimes no 20% 

 
[50 points] 

 No, probably not 28%  [25 points] 

 No, definitely not 18%  [0 points] 

    
  100% (8456 cases) 
   (Mean = 48 points) 
   (Test-retest reliability r = .64) 

Importantly, there is no majority opinion 
here: 36 percent incline towards the view 
that conception instantly establishes 
human-ness, 20 percent take a neutral 
stance, and 45 percent incline towards the 
view that embryos are not human at the 

                                                      
1Source: Evans & Kelley Australian Economy and 
Society 2002: Religion, Morality, and Public Policy in 
International Perspective, 1984-2002. Sydney: 
Federation Press, 2004. 

moment of conception. The average is 48, 
about half way between "yes" and "no".2  

We continued the question:  

"...About 14 days later, when the 
first primitive structures develop – 
human then?" 

 Opinion remains enormously diverse about 
humanness at this stage, but there is a 
clear, small shift towards perceiving the 
embryo as human by 14 days. Next, we 
asked:  

"...About one month after 
conception?"  

 Opinion still remains very diverse, but is 
clearly shifting towards view that the foetus 
is human, with an average of 60 points.  We 
continued in this way, asking about various 
stages until birth. Opinion steadily shifts 
toward "human", reaching 83 points for a six 
or seven month embryo and fully 93 at birth. 

Most people seem to see becoming human as 
a process. There is a gradual shift, with the 
typical respondent viewing the earliest 
stage as non-human and progressively 
shifting towards the ‘human’ end.   

Who thinks embryos are human? 

Social differences on this issue are marked, 
as shown by multiple regression analysis 
(see the first Figure). The largest cleavages 
are religious – as they are also for abortion, 
euthanasia, sexual permissiveness and 
many other family-related issues: 

• Religious belief. is by far the 
dominant source of division.  People 
who strongly endorse the basic 
Christian tenets see an early foetus 
as much more human that do 
unbelievers. 

• Denominational differences are also 
important: a devout Catholic would 
see an early foetus as 10 points (out 

                                                      
2 Opinion on this is quite stable, not something that 
changes from day-to-day, week-to-week, or even year-to-
year. The correlation between what someone thought 
when we first surveyed them and what they thought 
when we re-surveyed them again an average of 4 years 
later is fully r = .65. 



of 100) more human than would an 
otherwise comparable Protestant.  

• Church-going has a separate effect. 
Those who attend church regularly 
are much more inclined than those 
who do not go to church to see early 
embryos as human.  

Figure 11.1
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By way of summary, differences between the 
secular outlook and the religious view of 
when life begins can be illuminated by 
tracing the perceived degree of personhood 
for two characteristic types average in all 
respects except religion: First, an atheist 
who does not believe in God, heaven, hell, or 
life after death, is not a Catholic and never 
attends church; and, second, a devout 
Christian who unreservedly believes in God, 
life after death, heaven and hell, is Catholic, 
and attends church weekly. The atheist 
would give an embryo at the time of 
conception only a modest degree of 
humanness, 29 points (Figure 2). In 
contrast, the devout Christian sees an 
embryo as already predominantly human at 
conception (74 points) and fully human a 
few months later, for example with an 
average of 89 points at 2 to 3 months. As a 

result, the gap between the views of the 
atheist and the devout Christian is widest 
over the humanness of an embryo at 
conception and for the next few months, 
declines for a 4 or 5 month old foetus, and 
virtually disappears at birth.  

For more than a millennium almost 
everyone believed in a world guided by God's 
hand. But late in the 19th century, these 
comforting beliefs were directly challenged 
by Darwin's theory of evolution by natural 
selection. Darwin argued that the gradual 
process of evolution accounted for the wide 
variety of species found in the modern 
world, from fish to mankind, and accounted 
for all their features. Evolution implies that 
it was not God who created species, that it 
was not divine purpose that guided change, 
and that there is nothing all that special 
about mankind. This in turn suggests a 
more relaxed view about the embryonic and 
foetal cells that might in time develop into a 
human. And in fact those who accept the 
theory of evolution are less likely to think 
early foetuses are human, even taking into 
account the fact they are less religious. 

Figure 11.2
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Over time, opinion is gradually shifting 
toward the view that an embryo or foetus is 
human. The shift is clear but not rapid, a 
growth of around half a point per year. 

Thus there are very large social differences 
in views about when a embryo becomes 
human, differences rooted in religion and 
science.  Their resolution will surely involve 
conflict, compromise and possibly coercion; 
in short, politics, not ethics. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


