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The highlighting is mine and we begin mid-essay…. 

 

 

… Having invented this counter-context for the abortion 

controversy, left antiabortionists are trying to impose it as the only 

legitimate context for debate. Those of us who won't accept their 

terms and persist in seeing opposition to abortion, antifeminism, sexual 

repression, and religious sectarianism as the real seamless garment 

have been accused of obscuring the issue with demagoguery. Last Year 

Commonweal—perhaps the most important current forum for left 

antiabortion opinion—ran an editorial demanding that we shape up: 

"Those who hold that abortion is immoral believe that the biological 

dividing lines of birth or viability should no more determine whether 

a developing member of the species is denied or accorded essential 

rights than should the biological dividing lines of sex or race or dis-

ability or old age. This argument is open to challenge. Perhaps the 

dividing lines are sufficiently different. Pro-choice advocates should 

state their reasons for believing so. They should meet the argument 

on its own grounds. . . ." 

In other words, the only question we're allowed to debate—or 

the only one Commonweal is willing to entertain—is "Are fetuses the 

moral equivalent of born human beings?" And I can't meet the argu-

ment on its own grounds because I don't agree that this is the key 

question, whose answer determines whether one supports abortion 

or opposes it. I don't doubt that fetuses are alive, or that they're bio-

logically human—what else would they be? I do consider the life of a 

fertilized egg less precious than the well-being of a woman with feel-

ings, self-consciousness, a history, social ties; and I think fetuses get 

closer to being human in a moral sense as they come closer to birth. 

But to me these propositions are intuitively self-evident. I wouldn't 

know how to justify them to a "nonbeliever," nor do I sec the point 

of trying. 

I believe the debate has to start in a different place—with the 

recognition that fertilized eggs develop into infants inside the bodies 

of women. Pregnancy and birth are active processes in which a 

woman's body shelters, nourishes, and expels a new  life; for nine 

months she is immersed in the most intimate possible relationship 

with another being. The growing fetus makes considerable demands 

on her physical and emotional resources, culminating in the cataclys-

mic experience of birth. And childbearing has unpredictable conse-

quences; it always entails some risk of injury or death. 

For me all this has a new concreteness: I had a baby last year. 

My much-desired and relatively easy pregnancy was full of what anti- 

abortionists like to call "inconveniences." I was always tired, short 

of breath;  my digestion was never right; for three months I endured 

a state of hormonal siege; later I had pains in my fingers, swelling 

feet, numb spots on my legs, the dread hemorrhoids. I had to think 

about everything I ate. I developed borderline glucose intolerance. 

I gained  50 pounds and am still overweight; my shape has changed 

in other ways that may well be permanent. Psychologically, my preg-

nancy consumed me—though I'd happily bought the seat on the 

roller coaster, I was still terrified to be so out of control of my 

normally tractable body. It was all bearable, even interesting—even, 

at times, transcendent—because I wanted a baby. Birth was painful, ex-

hausting, and wonderful. If I hadn't wanted a baby it would only 

have been painful and exhausting—or worse. I can hardly imagine 

what it's like to have your body and mind taken over in this way when 

you not only don't look forward to the result, but posit ively dread 

it. The thought appalls me. So as I see it, the key question is "Can 

it be moral, under any circumstances, to make a woman bear a child 

against her will?" 

From this vantage point, Commonweal's argument is irrelevant, for 

in a society that respects the individual, no "member of the species" 

in any stage of development has an "essential right" to make use 

of someone else's body, let alone in such all-encompassing fashion, 

without that person's consent. You can't make a case against abor-

tion by applying a general principle about everybody's human rights; 

you have to show exactly the opposite—that the relationship be-

tween fetus and pregnant woman is an exception, one that justifies 
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depriving women of their right to bodily integrity. And in fact all 

antiabortion ideology rests on the premise—acknowledged or simply 

assumed—that women's unique capacity to bring life into the world 

carries with it a unique obligation; that women cannot be allowed to 

"play God" and launch only the lives they welcome. 

Yet the alternative to allowing women this power is to make 

them impotent. Criminalizing abortion doesn't just harm individual 

women with unwanted pregnancies, it affects all women's sense of 

themselves. Without control of our fertility we can never envision 

ourselves as free, for our biology makes us constantly vulnerable. 

Simply because we are female our physical integrity can be violated, 

our lives disrupted and transformed, at any time. Our ability to act in 

the world is hopelessly compromised by our sexual being. 

Ah, sex—it does have a way of coming up in these discussions, 

despite all. When pressed, right-to-lifers of whatever political per-

suasion invariably point out that pregnancy doesn't happen by itself. 

The leftists often give patronizing lectures on contraception (though 

some find only "natural birth control" acceptable), but remain un-

moved when reminded that contraceptives fail. Openly or implicitly 

they argue that people shouldn't have sex unless they're prepared 

to procreate. (They are quick to profess a single standard—men as 

well as women should be sexually "responsible." Yes, and the rich as 

well as the poor should be allowed to sleep under bridges.) Which 

amounts to saying that if women want to lead heterosexual lives they 

must give up any claim to self-determination, and that they have no 

right to sexual pleasure without fear. 

Opposing abortion, then, means accepting that women must suf-

fer sexual disempowerment and a radical loss of autonomy relative 

to men: if fetal life is sacred, the self-denial basic to women's op-

pression is also basic to the moral order. Opposing abortion means 

embracing a conservative sexual morality, one that subordinates plea-

sure to reproduction: if fetal life is sacred, there is no room for the 

view that sexual passion—or even sexual love—for its own sake is 

a human need and a human right. Opposing abortion means toler -

ating the inevitable double standard, by which men may accept or re-

ject sexual restrictions in accordance with their beliefs, while women 

must bow to them out of fear—or defy them at great risk. However 

much Commonweal's editors and those of like mind want to believe 
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their opposition to abortion is simply about saving lives, the truth 

is that in the real world they are shoring up a particular sexual cul -

ture, whose rules are stacked against women. I have yet to hear 

any left right-to-lifers take full responsibility for that fact or deal 

seriouslywith its political implications. 

Unfortunately, their fuzziness has not lessened their appeal—if 

anything it's done the opposite. In increasing numbers liberals and 

leftists, while opposing antiabortion laws, have come to view abor-

tion as an "agonizing moral issue" with some justice on both sides, 

rather than an issue—however emotionally complex—of freedom 

versus repression, or equality versus hierarchy, that affects their 

political self-definition. This above-the-battle stance is attractive to 

leftists who want to be feminist good guys but are uneasy or 

ambivalent about sexual issues, not to mention those who want to ally 

with "progressive" factions of the Catholic church on Central America, 

nuclear disarmament, or populist economics without that sticky 

abortion question getting in the way. 

Such neutrality is a way of avoiding the painful conflict over cul-

tural issues that continually smolders on the left. It can also be a way 

of coping with the contradictions of personal life at a time when lib-

eration is a dream deferred. To me the fight for abortion has always 

been the cutting edge of feminism, precisely because it denies that 

anatomy is destiny, that female biology dictates women's subordinate 

status. Yet recently I've found it hard to focus on the issue, let alone 

summon up the militancy needed to stop the antiabortion tanks. In 

part that has to do with second-round weariness—do we really have 

to go through all these things twice?—in part with my life now. 

Since my daughter's birth my feelings about abortion—not as a 

political demand but as a personal choice—have changed. In this 

society, the difference between the situation of a childless woman 

and of a mother is immense; the fear that having a child will dislodge 

one's tenuous hold on a nontraditional life is excruciating.  This ter-

ror of being forced into the sea-change of motherhood gave a special 

edge to my convictions about abortion. Since I've made that plunge 

voluntarily, with consequences still unfolding, the terror is gone; I 

might not want another child, for all sorts of reasons, but I will never 

again feel that my identity is at stake. Different battles with the cul-

ture absorb my energy now. Besides, since I've experienced the pri- 
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mal, sensual passion of caring for an infant, there will always be part 

of me that does want another. If I had an abortion today, it would 

be with conflict and sadness unknown to mc when I had an abortion 

a decade ago. And the antiabortionists' imagery of dead babies hits 

me with new force. Do many women—left, feminist women—have 

such feelings? Is this the sort of "ambivalence about abortion" that 

in the present atmosphere slides so easily into self-flagellating guilt? 

Some left antiabortionists, mainly pacifists—Juli Loesch, Mary 

Meehan, and other "feminists for life"; Jim Wallis and various writers 

for Wallis's radical evangelical journal Sojourners—have tried to square 

their position with concern for women. They blame the prevalence of 

abortion on oppressive conditions—economic injustice, lack of child 

care and other social supports for mothers, the devaluation of child- 

rearing, men's exploitative sexual behavior and refusal to take equal 

responsibility for children. They disagree on whether to criminalize 

abortion now (since murder is intolerable no matter what the cause) 

or to build a long-term moral consensus (since stopping abortion re-

quires a general social transformation), but they all regard abortion 

as a desperate solution to desperate problems, and the women who 

resort to it as more sinned against than sinning. 

This analysis grasps an essential feminist truth: that in a male- 

supremacist society no choice a woman makes is genuinely free or 

entirely in her interest. Certainly many women have had abortions 

they didn't want or wouldn't have wanted if they had any plausible 

means of caring for a child; and countless others wouldn't have gotten 

pregnant in the first place were it not for inadequate contraception, 

sexual confusion and guilt, male pressure, and other stigmata of 

female powerlessness. Yet forcing a woman to bear a child she doesn't 

want can only add injury to insult, while refusing to go through with 

such a pregnancy can be a woman's first step toward taking hold of 

her life. And many women who have abortions are "victims" only 

of ordinary human miscalculation, technological failure, or the va-

garies of passion, all bound to exist in any society, however utopian. 

There will always be women who, at any given moment, want sex 

but don't want a child; some of these women will get pregnant; some 

of them will have abortions. Behind the victim theory of abortion 

is the implicit belief that women are always ready to be mothers, if 

only conditions are right, and that sex for pleasure rather than pro- 
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creation is not only "irresponsible" (i.e., bad) but something men 

impose on women, never something women actively seek. Ironically, 

left right-to-lifers see abortion as always coerced (it's "exploitation" 

and "violence against women"), yet regard motherhood—which for 

most women throughout history has been inescapable, and is still our 

most socially approved role—as a positive choice. The analogy to the 

feminist antipornography movement goes beyond borrowed rheto -

ric: the antiporners, too, see active female lust as surrender to male 

domination and traditionally feminine sexual attitudes as expressions 

of women's true nature. 

This Orwellian version of feminism, which glorifies "female values" 

and dismisses women's struggles for freedom—particularly sexual 

freedom—as a male plot, has become all too familiar in recent years. 

But its use in the abortion debate has been especially muddleheaded. 

Somehow we're supposed to leap from an oppressive patriarchal soci-

ety to the egalitarian one that will supposedly make abortion obsolete 

without ever allowing women to see themselves as people entitled 

to control their reproductive function rather than be controlled by 

it. How women who have no power in this most personal of areas 

can effectively fight for power in the larger society is left to our 

imagination. A "New Zealand feminist" quoted by Mary Meehan 

in a 1980 article in The Progressive says, "Accepting short-term solu-

tions like abortion only delays the implementation of real reforms like 

decent maternity and paternity leaves, job protection, high-quality 

child care, community responsibility for dependent people of all ages, 

and recognition of the economic contribution of childminders"—as 

if these causes were progressing nicely before legal abortion came 

along. On the contrary, the fight for reproductive freedom is the 

foundation of all the others, which is why antifeminists resist it so 

fiercely. … 

 

the essay continues….  To read it entirely go to the book  
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