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The Silver Bullet Question

(Part 2)
James H. Dee

Silver Bullet Question that Kills the Immortal Soul, #7,

April/May 2004), I argued that souls cannot be infused into
humans in today’s world, because there is no point in human
or prehuman history where a putative “first ensoulment” can
be ethically justified.! In that essay, The Silver Bullet Question
was: “Who first had a soul whose parents did not?” But The
Question can be formulated even more pointedly, providing a
better basis for the following discussion.

Imagine a timeline stretching from the present back to the
origin of Homo sapiens, perhaps two hundred thousand years
ago, or even all the way to Olduvai Gorge, more than three mil-
lion years BP, with billions of dots representing, in exact
chronological order, each baby born throughout that period.
The concept of a “first infusion” means that there must exist
on that line a point where it is morally acceptable to insert
“The Magic Tick of the Clock,” creating a literal infinity of
difference between “Baby N” and “Baby N+1,” a consecutive
pair who would otherwise be indistinguishable both geneti-
cally and anatomically.

I note parenthetically that if we define the points on the
timeline as conceptions not births, reflecting the view of some
theologians that the soul or personhood is conferred at con-
ception, it could easily happen within the transitional “cross-
over generation” that “Baby N” (or N-1, N-2), conceived before
the “Magic Tick,” might take longer in gestation and thus be
born later than “Baby N+1” (or N+2). So some “pre-soul”
children would be younger than others that were conceived on
the “good side” of the dividing line, and they would grow up
side by side—but with a maximum disparity of destinies.

Either way, the whole concept seems obviously untenable 720
matter where we place that Magic Tick; the injustice of deny-
ing to Baby N, who dies and becomes dust, the eternal existence
granted to Baby N+1 is immediately evident. This kind of argu-
ment, which originated in ancient Greece, is called sorites, from
the Greek word soros (heap), referring to the impossibility of
determining, when one takes one grain of sand at a time from a
pile, just when it stops being a pile. It is worth noting that Ted
Sider, a full professor of philosophy at New York University, has
recently applied a sorites argument to a very similar issue, the
absolute division between heaven and hell as opposed to the
inevitably “fuzzy” continuum of human moral character and
behavior, and two other professional philosophers have used it
to argue against the notion of fetal personhood.”

In fact, there has been a striking resurgence of interest in
sorites problems and the general issue of “vagueness”: a search
in February 2008 of the online Philosopher’s Index, covering
more than sixty years of publication, yielded 337 entries involv-
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ing the term sorites and 778 for vagueness, with fully half of
each set coming from the last decade. This shows clearly that
using this ancient argument form is no mere antiquarianism,; it
remains as disturbingly potent as ever and cannot be dismissed
just because its implications may be unwelcome.

As applied here, the crux of the argument is the contradic-
tion between the scientific insistence on gradualism and conti-
nuity in evolutionary development, acknowledged in the late
Pope John Paul 1I's well-known 1996 Address to the Pontifical
Academy of Sciences, and the unbridgeable gap created by the
absolute presence or absence of immortality® Proponents of
eternal existence thus have to choose whether to abandon sci-
ence or morality—a rather awkward dilemma, to put it mildly.
Of course, if they choose to grant immortality to the creatures of
Olduvai, then the locus of the argument simply recedes deeper
into the past, with its deadly force still intact. Yet the farther
back one goes, the more ridiculous it seems for creatures we
would regard as mere beasts to receive “eternal life.” Whether
primitive humans or hominids could understand their status
and fow divine instructions might be communicated to them
are also questions fraught with difficulty for the traditional view,
since most paleoanthropologists think that conceptual thought
and language came rather late to our species.

Considering this longer time period, we may reframe The
Question in a different but equally intractable format as three
simple but incompatible propositions:

1. All humans today have immortality as an intrinsic prop-
erty from birth (or conception).

2. No animal has such an intrinsic property (a central tenet
of Christian theology).

But: 3. Humans are derived from animals (a basic claim of
evolutionary theory). Thus, there has to be a threshold, yet
such a dividing line cannot be morally tolerable.

It’s hard to see how those who support the concept of eter-
nity for humans can evade this dilemma. Many classical-
period arguments based on the sorites paradox involve com-
paratively trivial issues, such as the exact defining point for a
heap or baldness; but the presence or absence of eternal life is
of vital importance, and it surely must be an all-or-nothing sit-
uation. No one would be inclined to accept partial or fractional
immortality, and, mathematically speaking, infinity cannot be
subdivided; thus the sorites argument is actually better suited
to this idea than it is to the traditional topics.

The focus on the long-range history of our species invokes
the phylogeny aspect of The Silver Bullet Question, and, just as
there is a parallel between individual and species in the biologi-
cal cliché, “Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny,” so there is a par-
allel type of argument in which The Question is applied to the
realm of ontogeny. By “ontogeny” I mean the prenatal embry-
ological development of the individual from the so-called moment
of conception to the birth of a full-term baby.* Most people prob-
ably regard this process as, on the whole, pretty reliable, since
in the modern world the incidence of serious birth defects and
stillbirths is fairly low;, about two or three per hundred births.

Here’s a “reality check”: suppose we could identify one
hundred American women with access to good medical care
who became pregnant within the last twenty-four hours. If we
come back nine months later (and ignore the possibility of
multiple births), how many full-term babies, healthy or other-
wise, will have been born? The average person might guess
ninety or more, imagining a very high success rate for human
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pregnancies once fertilization has occurred. But one of the
most striking conclusions reached by embryologists in the last
few decades is that the correct number would be no more than
fifty—and maybe as low as twenty!

A few quotes’ from expert sources will show an emerging
consensus:

1. “The total loss of conceptuses from fertilization to birth
is believed to be considerable, perhaps even as high as 50% to
nearly 80%.”

2. “The fate of the fertilized ova can be quite grim within the
embryonic period . . . [adding up to] a total loss rate of 70-80%.”

3. “At minimum, two-thirds of all human eggs fertilized dur-
ing normal conception either fail to implant at the end of the
first week or later spontaneously abort.”

4. “Estimates [of pre-implantation loss] range all the way
from 60 percent to 80 percent.”

5. Harold Kalter, a noteworthy expert, asks plaintively, “Is
it all part of a plan that the great majority of human products
of fertilization should perish during the course of pregnancy?”
On the same page, Kalter estimates that by the time of birth,
80 percent of “defective conceptions” are “mercifully sifted
out,” and “a mere (!) 3 percent of newborns are congenitally
malformed” (Kalter’s exclamation mark).

In general, then, about tkree-fourths of all fertilized eggs—
which “right-to-life” groups sometimes refer to as “babies”™ —
are rejected by the maternal womb in a process known as
“spontaneous abortion” or “pregnancy wastage.” We are not
the only species to use such an erratic method of reproduction;
studies of various mammals early in the twentieth century
indicated similarly high embryonic failure rates for pigs,
sheep, and cows. For example, several studies published in the
1950s (using half-century-old technology) showed 40-50 per-
cent embryonic mortality in normally fertile pigs and sheep.
Higher percentages are attested: the plains viscacha (a South
American rodent) ovulates about eight hundred eggs, of which
seven may end up being fertilized and only two actually deliv-
ered, a 71.4 percent failure rate.’

In many cases, the lost human embryo has gross genetic
abnormalities, meaning that it would be profoundly malformed
if carried to term and probably could not survive on its own.
But about half of rejected fetuses appear to be genetically nor-
mal, and the reason for their failure remains unknown—
except, perhaps, to the traditional divinity that does not inter-
vene to prevent their deaths. These sobering statistics invite
an inference which seems unavoidable but which I have not
seen in the literature: if we combine the disquietingly high
rates of pregnancy wastage and infant mortality over the last
two hundred thousand years of the existence of Homo sapi-
ens, it seems plausible to say that at least 95 percent and per-
haps as much as 98 percent of all fertilized human eggs, each
one a wondrously complex potential member of our species,
have died without achieving meaningful maturity or contribut-
ing to the “gene pool.” Some embryology texts speak of human
reproduction as highly efficient—but that can only be true if
they are comparing it with plant seeds or fish in the sea.

A 2004 satirical essay in FrREE INQUIRY by Richard Taylor,
taking the 80 percent pregnancy wastage figure as valid, pro-
posed a crash government program to do what God is appar-
ently unwilling to do: save the sixteen million “babies” that are
presently lost every year in the United States alone.” A simple
extrapolation from that figure suggests an annual worldwide
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total of about three hundred million “babies” who die without
a chance to develop, which constitutes a staggering if unac-
knowledged number of “persons” whose “right to life” is being
violated. Flippancy aside, there is a serious issue here; several
philosophers, including Leonard M. Fleck, have asked what we
should ¢#ink and what we are obligated to do, focusing on the
moral problems created by the fact of high pre-natal mortality
and the possibility that in the near future it might be techni-
cally feasible—but perhaps otherwise undesirable—to pre-
vent some or all spontaneous abortions by means of an (at pre-
sent imaginary) “Omega Pill.”®

Kalter’s phrase quoted above, “mercifully sifted out,” may
seem callous, but anyone who peruses textbooks on teratology,
the study of monstrous birth defects, can see what ghastly
things emerge when nature’s screening process is not suffi-
ciently vigilant. Many religious parents might prefer to regard
a child with “special” qualities as a gift from God (rather than
as a curse or punishment), but it would take extraordinary for-
bearance to deal with the challenges presented by a truly
deformed baby, and one wonders whether society could handle
the sudden tidal wave of {erata that would undoubtedly result
from widespread use of Fleck’s pill. That particular technology
does not exist now, but there is reportedly another source of
abnormal births and spontaneous abortion, which, by a
strange irony, comes from religious authority itself—the
“rhythm method.” Studies done in the 1960s and "70s strongly
suggest that this Church-endorsed approach to birth control
may actually increase the chances of a disastrous outcome.’

If we turn from that unhappy subject to the aforementioned
issue of “ontogeny” paralleling “phylogeny,” it should be obvi-
ous by now that the “infusion” or appearance of a soul in each
individual human will be as much a target of The Question as
the first appearance of a soul in the history of the species. In
fact, matters may be even worse, since there can be some
extraordinary twists and turns in the development from uni-
cellular fertilized egg to full-term delivered baby, and the com-
plex facts of embryology, revealed only within the last century
(and becoming more complex as research proceeds), make it
difficult if not impossible to establish any specific point in the
process that would be either physiologically or morally appro-
priate for the insertion or emergence of the immortal element
said to be present in all humans.

Almost any introductory text in embryology will demon-
strate these problems. If souls are infused at “the moment of
conception,” when there is only one cell, what happens in the
case of twins or other multiple births? Even if there is no twin-
ning, for about two weeks the embryo is totipotent, which
means that each of its cells can develop into a complete indi-
vidual; are extra souls created later for them? If souls are
added after that two-week period, what happens in the (rare)
case of chimeras, which result when two genetically indepen-
dent embryos grow together and have mixed DNA from three
parents? Does one soul vanish (thus implying mortality)?
Another complication is that a fertilized egg or zygote cannot
be considered a fully-formed and independent persorn just
because all the genetic information of the new DNA is present;
it still must have various kinds of input from sources outside
itself. And no matter how one answers those questions, there
remains the issue of “pregnancy wastage,” which will also
mean “soul wastage”; if 80 percent of embryos die long before
birth, then either most infused souls are being lost or fetuses
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don’t acquire their souls until after the period of highest mor-
tality has passed—which might suggest that they are not enti-
tled to protection before that point and also does little to help
pinpoint the proper moment for infusion.

There have in fact been other, very different opinions in
Western thought, both secular and Christian, regarding the tim-
ing of fetal “animation” (entry of the anima, soul); some promi-
nent early Christian theologians argued, following Aristotle,
that ensoulment takes place in successive animations, with the
fetus acquiring first a “vegetative,” then, by a mysterious dou-
ble replacement process, a “sensitive,” and finally, as the dis-
tinctive mark of humanity, a “rational” soul, seemingly antici-
pating the (now abandoned) “ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny” concept. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-c. 215)
attempted to offer a general timetable for this process, propos-
ing that a fetus did not become a true member of the human
species until some forty days after conception; other theolo-
gians have offered varying estimates of the timing—all with the
underlying common theme that, as St. Anselm (1033-1109)
asserted, it cannot be possible for the “rational [i.e., properly
human] soul” to be present from the “moment of conception.”

But the notion of a tripartite soul, regardless of how its con-
nection to or development within the body is explained, seems
obviously more implausible than a unitary essence. One also
has to wonder whether the supervising divinity is required to
implant or infuse “animal” and “sensitive” souls into all other
living things according to their nature and stage of develop-
ment—a task which would require an inordinate amount of its
time, given the stupendously large number of living creatures
on earth. In any case, modern biology long ago abandoned the
idea that a “life principle” must be superadded to an organism
to make it become alive."

Theologians and moral philosophers have wrestled with
these new discoveries with little unanimity in their arguments
and conclusions; FREE INQUIRY readers may be surprised to find
that both Catholic and non-Catholic authors have presented
quite controversial and unconventional ideas in recent
decades. The items mentioned in notes 10 and 12 represent
only a tiny fraction of the enormous bibliography in these
highly contentious areas, but they may serve as starting points.
Especially worthwhile is Protestant minister Geoffrey
Drutchas’s Is Life Sacred?, a well-researched, well-written,
but highly contrarian survey of Christian ideas, which received
only one extended professional-journal review and no notice at
all in the national media—probably because he argues that the
modern “absolute sanctity of life” principle did not become part
of mainstream Christian thinking until the late nineteenth cen-
tury. He states at the outset (p. x), “a belief in the sacredness
of human life does not cokere with biblical teaching, church
tradition, or even current belief and practice among many, per-
haps a majority of, Christian theologians and laypeople”
(emphasis his). Instead, Drutchas advocates a “respect for life”
principle as being both truer to historical Christian tradition
and more in conformity with scientific and social realities.”

The foregoing discussion has sought to show that many
familiar ideas about human development—the soul, anima-
tion, the “moment of conception,” personhood, “sanctity of
life”—are vulnerable to the power of the sorites, and, as we
have seen, there is no easy escape. If one accepts the basic pic-
ture presented by modern science—in this case, the continu-
ous unfolding of human life in both individual and species—
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then The Silver Bullet Question cannot be ignored or dis-
missed. As I like to say, The Question, taken together with
other science-based arguments, causes “The Death of the
Afterlife” and falsifies pie-in-the-sky promises of heaven and
terroristic threats of hell. In the present atmosphere of resur-
gent religiosity, secularists need to make the strongest possi-
ble case against cherishing untenable fantasies and in favor of
accepting the sobering facts of human mortality; as part of this
campaign, The Silver Bullet Question can have an effect dis-
proportionate to its apparent simplicity. K3
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