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ABSTRACT

Current discourse about the necessity of protecting human embryos
often blurs their difference from human lives: the need to protect human
embryos does not necessarily mean that one needs to protect them as
human lives. Vice versa, an argument that embryos are not human lives
does not mean that embryos deserve no protection. Responding to these
confusions, the purpose of this article is three-fold: first, I argue that
protecting human embryos and respecting their lives does not necessarily
require one to regard them as legal persons. Second, I argue that even if
human embryos may enjoy a certain degree of moral status, they should
not enjoy the status of legal personhood. Finally, by carrying out the
foregoing argument, I also like to clarify the unique institutional implica-
tion of legal personhood as opposed to moral status.

This article argues that, because of the limited development of
human embryos and their lack of sentience and consciousness, despite
the respect they enjoy among people and discourses, they enjoy limited
moral status. Therefore, even if embryos deserve some degree of legal
protection, it is inappropriate to regard them as legal persons in law, and
bestow them equal footing with other legal persons. Under such circum-
stances, this article contents that any argument for protecting human
embryos as human beings, actually is proposing to confer them equal
protection as human beings, rather than arguing that they are entitled to
such protection derived from their status as legal persons. Moreover, I
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argue against protecting embryos as legal persons because not only may
such arrangement depreciate the heightened status of other legal person,
but it may also hamper the continuous exploration of our understanding
of human embryos, and the ongoing deliberation of how a plural society
can confer its protection of human embryos most properly.

Key Words: embryo, moral status of human embryo, legal status
of human embryo, legal personhood, abortion,

embryonic research





