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  GCSE Year 10 Revision Notes on Religion and Early Life 

 
1) What does the word abortion mean? 

The word abortion literally means the premature expulsion (removal) of the foetus 

from the womb. A natural abortion is usually called a miscarriage and accounts for 

over 50% of all abortions. However the controversy surrounding abortion is 

concerned with induced abortions: that is, when a woman has an operation to end  

her pregnancy. 

 

 
 

2) What does the law say about abortion? 

Before 1968 it was illegal to have an abortion in this country. The 1967 Abortion 

Act was sponsored by David Steal MP. This Act came into force on 27
th

 April 1968. 

This Act allowed the termination (ending) of a pregnancy up to 28 weeks if two 

doctors agreed that giving birth there would be a: 

a) risk to life of the mother 

b) risk of injury to the physical or mental health of the mother 

c) risk to the physical or mental health of existing children 

d) if the child could be born seriously mentally or physically handicapped. 

Before 1968 there was a black market in back street abortions. These were not 

carried out under proper medical supervision and were often unhygienic. Some 

women died of blood poisoning. Many were very badly mentally scarred.   

David Steal was a Christian and he sponsored the Abortion Act for compassionate 

reasons; he believed that women should not be forced into back street abortions. He 

was later very shocked at how many abortions actually took place (today in the U.K. 

it is 200 000 a year). 

 

The 1990 Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act amended the 1967 Abortion 

Act in a few ways: 

a) abortions were given a 24-week limit instead of 28 weeks. Because of improved 

medical facilities babies can usually be kept alive outside the mother’s womb in 

incubators from 24 weeks i.e. they are viable (able to stay alive) at 24 weeks. 

b) This Act made it much easier for some abortions to be carried out right up until 

birth particularly if there would be grave injury to the mental or physical health of 
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the mother or if the child would be born severely mentally of physically 

handicapped. 

c) This Act also opened the door to allow abortifacient drugs like RU486 (the 

morning after pill) to be sold in shops and not be just available in hospitals or 

clinics. 

Please note: the vast majority of abortions are carried out because the pregnant 

woman says that she cannot cope with giving birth. It is relatively easy to be granted 

an abortion in this country. 

 

3) What are the main reasons a women might want an abortion? 

a) If there is a danger to the physical or mental health of the mother 

b) If the pregnancy is unplanned or unwanted 

c) If the baby might be born handicapped 

d) If the mother is very young, i.e., still at school 

e) If the mother is on her own, i.e., unmarried 

f) If there are already several children in the family and the mother/family would 

find it difficult to cope with more 

g) If the mother has been raped 

h) If the mother/family are extremely poor 

i) If it would damage the mother’s career. 

 

4) Whose rights should be involved concerning an abortion? (remember Anna’s story) 

a) The pregnant women. It is her body. She will have to give birth and either give 

the child up for adoption or look after and raise the child herself. 

b) The father. It is also his child. What about his values and wishes – he may be 

strongly opposed to abortion (remember video). What if he has religious beliefs 

which make him regard abortion as murder? 

c) The grandparents. It is their grandchild. What about their values and wishes. Like 

the father they might have religious or other beliefs which make them morally 

opposed to abortion. 

d) The doctors and nurses performing the operation. Like b & c above they might 

have problems with the situation. 

e) The unborn child. If the foetus is regarded as a separate human being should not 

he/she be afforded human rights and be protected? 

 

Remember that under current U.K. law the father has no legal rights to prevent an 

abortion happening. In class we evaluated Armin A. Brott’s statement that ‘A woman 

can legally deprive a man of his right to become a parent or force him to become one 

against his will’. You might refer to this quote in an exam question if you were talking 

about people’s rights and abortion. 

 

5) What does it mean to be pro-choice or pro-life? 

People who generally believe that the mother’s rights come before the embryo/foetus’ 

rights would tend to be pro-choice. They believe that because the embryo/foetus is 

not really a full human being but is dependent on the mother for life that the mother 

should have the right to choose whether to have an abortion or not. People who are 
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pro-life would argue that in most cases the rights of the embryo/foetus should come 

first as it is not part of the mother but is a separate human with the right to life. 

 

 

 

 
 

6) What are some pro-choice arguments? 

 It is the woman’s body. She has the right to decide. 

 Why bring unwanted children into an already overpopulated world? 

 Every child has a right to be loved. It is kinder not to give birth at all than for a 

child to grow up unwanted. 

 Life does not start until birth anyway so abortion is not really murder. 

 Pregnancy may come at the wrong time for a woman’s career. A woman has the 

right to a career. She can become pregnant later when she is ready. She should not 

be made to feel guilty. It all comes down to her own conscience. 

 The father may have left. The mother may not have the emotional and/or financial 

support she needs. 

 

7) What are some pro-life arguments? 

 Abortion is murder because human life clearly begins in the womb. Science 

proves that the foetus is a separate human life from the mother. 

 Unwanted babies could be adopted. There is currently a shortage of babies for 

adoption and foster care. 

 Women who have an abortion are statistically more likely to suffer from 

depression and commit suicide. Many say that they deeply regret what they have 

done. 

 Many ‘disabled’ babies enjoy a good quality of life and can give and reciprocate 

(accept) love. 

 Abortion is too easy. It encourages people not to face up to their 

responsibilities.The morning after pill is treated by some people as a form of 

contraception. 

  How many talented people have been lost because of abortion? 
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8) What does it mean to adopt or foster a child? 

Adoption is when a child goes to live with an adult or adults who are not their real 

parent/parents. Many children are adopted from birth. These new parents will provide 

a secure and loving family environment. Any adult over 21 regardless of race, 

sexuality, marital status or disability can apply to adopt a child. Their application will 

be assessed before an adoption panel. People with serious criminal convictions 

including the abuse of children are barred from adopting, however, people with more 

minor convictions who have shown they have reformed (will not commit a crime 

again) are allowed to adopt a child. Foster care is similar to adoption only in this 

situation the child, for whatever reason, has been removed from their real biological 

parents. Social services arrange fostering and they check the suitability to prospective 

foster parents. 

 

9) At what stages of the foetus/child’s development do some people argue that human 

life begins and why? 

a) At conception (when the sperm penetrates the ovum). At this moment all the 

information to make a unique individual are present (gender, body shape, colour 

of eyes etc.) The new being’s DNA is fixed. Roman Catholics tend to believe 

that human life begins at conception – ‘From the time the ovum is fertilised, a 

new life is begun which is neither that of the father nor of the mother. It is the life 

of a new human being…’ – Roman Catholic Church. 

b) At 21 days when the heart begins to beat. Some people believe that if you are 

medically dead when the heart stops beating then life must begin when the heart 

starts beating. 

c) At eight weeks. The embryo is fully formed and becomes a foetus. Many people 

believe the embryo can feel pain at around this stage. 

d) At 24 weeks when the baby is viable. This means that it could probably survive 

outside the womb if born prematurely. 

e) At 40 weeks when the child is born. The child draws its first breath 

independently of the mother. 

Please note – you must be able to say when you think human life begins and why. 
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10) What does the term ‘sanctity of human life’ mean?   

The term ‘sanctity of life’ is used by Christians and means that all human life is 

sacred, i.e., it is God given and should therefore be treated with absolute respect.  

In the book of Genesis in the Bible it states that all human beings are made in the 

‘image of God’. This does not mean that God looks like us, what it means is that we 

have part of God inside of us, we have a spiritual part to our lives and it is God’s 

purpose that after physical death we can share an eternal life with him in heaven. If 

human life is so sacred it is a sin against God to harm human life or to take human 

life. When used in relation to abortion it means that the foetus is not just an 

unconscious part of the mother’s body, but that it is a separate God given human 

being which should be protected and have the right to life. For Christians all human 

life has intrinsic value. Intrinsic value means that human life is valuable within itself 

not for how it looks or how useful it can be. 

 

11) How might Christians apply the sanctity of human life to the issue of abortion? 

Most Christians would argue that if we are made in the image of God and are sacred 

then abortion in most circumstances is immoral and is a sin against God. In some 

situations, however, for example, if the mother had been raped then some Christians 

might argue that the mother too is sacred and made in the image of God and it would 

be unreasonable to expect her to go through with the pregnancy. In other words they 

might say that the most compassionate (sympathetic and caring) thing to do would 

be to allow her to have an abortion. They might argue that in this circumstance 

abortion is the lesser of two evils. 

 

12) Why to Christians sometimes refer to a pregnancy as the ‘miracle of life’? 

Because human life is created by God and because human life is so valuable and 

sacred then an embryo or foetus in the womb is truly amazing or miraculous. It is 

amazingly complex and has all DNA encoded from conception. It is a special gift 

from God with a purpose. It is an expression of God’s love; it can be described as 

God’s work of art. When the child is born it brings love out in humans and also 

gives love back. The unborn child is of intrinsic value, this means that it is valuable 

within itself not for what it can do. The unborn child is also the first step in a miracle 

of development i.e. it will grow into an individual with a unique personality which 

can enter into its own relationships and reach its full potential in life. Christians 

believe that part of reaching one’s full potential in life is to enter into a relationship 

with God through worship which will carry on after physical death. 
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13) Why do Christians often have their babies christened? 

Christening is another term for infant baptism when a baby might have water 

sprinkled over its head at a font by a priest in the presence of parents, god parents, 

family and friends. It is a ceremony which celebrates the coming into the world of a 

new human being and whereby parents and god parents make promises to raise the 

child with in the Christian religion. 

 
 

14) How might Christians interpret Bible passages in relation to the abortion debate? 

Psalm 139:13-15 – ‘You created every part of me; you put me in my mother’s 

womb….When I was growing there (in the womb) in secret, you knew that I was 

there – you saw me before I was born.’ – A foetus is a creation of God which he 

knows about and cares for while in the womb. The foetus is part of God’s plan. 

Abortion is against the wishes of God. Again, the foetus is sacred. 

Exodus 20:13 – ‘Do not commit murder’ – The foetus is a separate human being and 

is part of God’s plan. An abortion, therefore, is a deliberate act of murder. 

Galatians 1:15 – ‘God in His grace chose me even before I was born and called me 

to serve Him’ – The unborn child is part of God’s plan which God has for the child 

even before birth. Abortion then is going against God’s plan and therefore is going 

against God. 

Mark 12:33 – ‘Love your neighbour as you love yourself’ – The neighbour can be 

the unborn child which if we love it as we love ourselves we would not murder. 

However, this passage can be interpreted in an entirely different way. If the neighbour 

refers to a young rape victim who has found herself pregnant, for example, then to 

show proper compassion (care) it might be justified (morally acceptable) for an 

abortion to take place.  

Luke 18:16 – ‘Then Jesus called for the children and said to the disciples, "Let the 

children come to me. Don't stop them! For the Kingdom of God belongs to those who 

are like these children.’ – Although Jesus is not referring to the unborn child in this 

passage he is saying that little children who are innocent with minds that are not 

developed are still valued and cherished by God. In fact their innocence might make 

them closer to God that older people who are more proud. 
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15) What do different Christian denominations (types of churches) teach about abortion? 

Roman Catholics tend to argue that abortion is very rarely justifiable (never say that 

all Catholics are absolutely against all abortions because this is not true!) 

      ‘Life must be protected with the utmost care from the moment of conception;      

      abortion is an abominable (terrible) crime.’ – The Roman Catholic Church. Roman      

Catholics see the fertilised ovum as a separate human being and therefore some would 

argue that abortion is murder. Only in extreme cases (the mother’s life being at risk) 

would they agree with abortion. Pope John Paul 11 said that ‘The unborn human being’s 

right to live is an absolute human right’. Pope John Paul was saying that because embryos 

and foetus’ are separate human beings they should be afforded human rights. Killing a 

child in the womb through abortion is therefore going against their human rights. 

      The Anglican Church tends to disagree with abortion but is generally seen as being 

      a little more flexible than the Catholic Church. ‘We believe that abortion is an evil 

      and that abortion on demand would be a very great evil. But we also believe that to 

       withdraw compassion is evil, and in circumstances of extreme distress or need, a 

      very great evil…. In an imperfect world the ‘right’ choice is sometimes the lesser of 

      two evils.’ – The Anglican Church. So abortion is sometimes the most compassionate 

      solution, for example, a young rape victim. It is the lesser of two evils. 

      The Methodist Church also says in cases such as rape or severe handicap  

       Termination (ending) the pregnancy is the right course. 

 

16) What does it mean when someone takes an absolute or relative moral stance on 

abortion?  

An absolute moralist is someone who thinks that something is absolutely right or 

wrong regardless of the situation. A relative moralist is someone who looks at the 

wider situation first before deciding the right course of action. Roman Catholics tend 

to condemn abortion in almost all situations and therefore can be seen as more 

absolute in outlook. The Anglican Church and the Methodists, however, while 

believing abortion is generally wrong would tend to look at the wider situation (for 

example, has the woman been raped?) before deciding if abortion is the best option. 

These denominations tend towards a more relative stance. 

 

17) What is a pressure group? 

A pressure group is an organization which believes so strongly about something that 

they want to convince other people that their point of view is right. Pressure groups 

might write to MPs, create web sites, put leaflets through peoples letter boxes, go on 

television and radio and visit schools to give presentations. 

 

18)  Are there any pressure groups who are pro-choice and  support the woman’s right to 

have an abortion? 

Education for Choice argues that it is a woman’s right to choose whether to have an 

abortion or not. We saw a DVD in class made by Education for Choice where they 

argued that 100,000 woman die each year as a result of back street abortions in 

countries where abortion is illegal so what is needed is safe legal and professional 

abortions for all woman. They want the law on abortion changed so that a woman can 

demand an abortion up to three months into the pregnancy. They generally want to 
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make abortions far easier for women. We saw an Education for Choice DVD in class 

where at no point did we see an image of a foetus or embryo throughout the DVD. 

This is because Education for Choice do not consider the embryo/foetus as a separate 

human being. 

They consider it the mother’s human right to have easy access to abortion. They 

argue that before the 1967 Abortion Act women who wanted abortions were made 

into criminals because they had to seek ‘back street’ illegal abortions which were 

unhygienic and could result in the women’s death. In class we watched a back street 

abortion taking place in the pro-choice film Vera Drake. Vera Drake was 

subsequently arrested and sent to prison. 

 

 
 

 

19) Are there any pressure groups, which oppose abortion? 

The Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child (SPUC)  and Life are both 

pro-life pressure groups. Life  argues that 180,000 abortions take place in the UK 

every year out of which only 3% are due to abnormalities (something wrong) with the 

foetus or the mother. They argue that many women feel pressurized into having 

abortions when they don’t really want one and woman who do go through with 

abortions often eventually regret it. They argue that many disabled children can have 

a good quality of life and should not be aborted. 
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20) What does it mean when people talk about quality of life? 

Quality of life refers to the well being a baby is likely to have. Certain disabilities 

whether mental or physical can affect a child’s quality of life. If a child is unwanted 

by their parents and is unloved or they are living in poverty (with out much money) 

then it is possible that the child will have a poor quality of life. Other factors which 

might affect the quality of human life are: pain, immobility (not being able to move 

around and be independent), severe mental disability where it is hard to interact with 

other humans and form meaningful relationships. 

 

21) Isn’t it unfair to give birth to a child who is going to be disabled?  

With modern ultra sound scans it is often possible to detect disabilities early in the 

foetus. Many Christians argue, however, that some disabled children can have a good 

quality of life and the mother should not automatically abort a child if she discovers 

the child will be born disabled. In class we explored the case study of Joanna Jepson. 

 

 
 

22) Explain the case study of Joanne Jepson 

Several years ago when Joanna Jepson was a curate (a trainee priest) she took West 

Mercia police to court for allowing an abortion after 24 weeks. Under the 1990 

Human fertilization and Embryology Act an abortion can be performed after 24 

weeks if there is a risk of ‘serious disability’. In this case the child was going to be 

born with a cleft lip and palate (Joanna Jepson was born with a similar disability) 

which she did not believe constituted a serious disability. As a Christian, Joanna 

Jepson believes that all human life is sacred and precious regardless of any 

disability. Why do we have equal rights for disabled and able bodied people yet seem 

so keen as a society to abort unborn children if they are disabled. She believes that 

our society devalues human life by sometimes not allowing the birth of disabled 

children. On the DVD that we saw in class Joanna Jepson she introduced us to a 

couple who had dad a child called Christopher who had been born with Edwards 

syndrome. He died after a few months but his parents were still glad they went 

through with the birth. They described Christopher as giving so much to the people 
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who knew him in his short life. His mother said that disabled children can bring out 

compassion in people and help them grow as human beings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
23) How many abortions take place in the U.K. after 24 weeks? 

Pro Life Alliance (a pro life pressure group), campaigned for five years to allow 

information on abortions taking place after 24 weeks to be made available to the 

general public. 147 abortions took place in England and Wales after 24 weeks in 

2010. The most common reasons were for Spina Bifida, Down’s syndrome, Edward’s 

syndrome and club foot. Pro Life Alliance are pleased that this information has been 

released because they believe that the general public needs to be aware that not all 

abortions taking place after 24 weeks are for life threatening serious conditions. Many 

people born with Down syndrome, Spina Bifida and club foot can have a good 

quality of life. Remember that Joanna Jepson’s own brother had Down syndrome. 

 

24) What do Muslims believe about abortion? 

Like Christians Muslims believe that human life is a gift from God (Allah) and is 

intrinsically valuable; so Muslims also believe in the sanctity of human life. Islam 

teaches that after 120 days the foetus receives a soul and this is when human life 

really begins. Up to 120 days the mother has more rights than the foetus, but after this 

the child has equal rights with the mother. The Quran states that on Judgement Day 

the aborted children will ask why they were killed. Many Muslims believe that if a 

woman has an abortion she will not be able to enter paradise. 

 

Important: make sure that you understand the meanings of all 

words and phrases that are in bold type.  

Be able to argue and evaluate coherently when you think 

abortion can, if ever, be justified. 

Be able to explain how various religious believers may respond 

to the complex moral issue of abortion. 


