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Disclaimer: The views presented in this journal do not necessar-
ily represent the views of all members, contributors, or donors. 
We exist to present a forum for discussion within the consistent 
life ethic, to promote discourse and present an opportunity for 
peer-review and dialogue.

This journal is dedicated to the aborted, the bombed, the  
executed, the euthanized, the abused, the raped, and all other 
victims of violence, whether legal or illegal.

We have been told by our society and our culture wars that 
those of us who oppose these acts of violence must be divided. 
We have been told to take a lukewarm, halfway attitude toward 
the victims of violence. We have been told to embrace some with 
love while endorsing the killing of others.

We reject that conventional attitude, whether it’s called Left or 
Right, and instead embrace a consistent ethic of life toward all 
victims of violence. We are Life Matters Journal, and we are here 
because politics kills.

letter from the editor
Dear Readers,

I hope you had 
a chance to attend 
one of the many 
marches for life held 
across the country 
this past January. 
(The March for Life 
Chicago, which I 
attended, was an 
amazing display of 
courage by thou-
sands of people who braved the below-zero wind 
chills.) But regardless of whether you were able 
to make it to one of those events, we are united. I 
believe the marches represent this overall unity of 
the pro-life movement, a symbol of how we’re all 
dedicated to it despite the risks involved.

Though these massive marches of January are 
behind us, we must continue to strive for justice 
and build on that momentum, not just regard it 
with a “been there, done that” attitude. I encour-
age you to find both small and large ways you can 
stay involved in the pro-life movement. There are 
certainly many — some grand, some quiet. Side-
walk counseling, volunteering, protests, writing 
letters to members of the legislature, or even 
“just” treating everyone you meet with respect, 
regardless of our differences, are ways of support-
ing the movement.

Life Matters Journal is holding one event which 
will allow you to stay involved in the pro-life 
movement: our Life/Peace/Justice Conference in 
April at Villanova University (check out the event 
website at www.lifepeacejustice.com). Hope to 
see you there!

For peace and all life,

Mary Stroka



CORRECTION: In Volume 4, issue 2, there was a misprint at 
the beginning of the essay “Our Identity Remains the Same 
Throughout Our Entire Life” by Clinton Wilcox. The dedication 
before this piece was not intended for Mr. Wilcox’s essay; it was 
accidentally carried over from a previous issue of Life Matters 
Journal. We apologize for any confusion this may have caused.
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1) I am pro-life because I believe women are empowered 
when they understand the consequences of sex and don’t 
feel the need to run from their responsibilities or femininity.

A woman is naturally empowered when she can plan her family 
by understanding her own body and by knowing when she’s fertile. 
Natural Family Planning is free, has no side effects or risks, helps 
a couple communicate better, increases intimacy, and engenders 
mutual respect. When a woman wants to avoid getting pregnant, 
she doesn’t have to have sex when she knows she’s fertile. When she 
does decide to have a baby, she can take part in an amazing life-giv-
ing act. Conceiving a child is not the end of her life, her career is 
not ruined, and her chances at happiness in life are not diminished. 
The society that makes a woman choose between her career and 
her child is not pro-woman. A woman truly has a choice when she 
can relate to her sexuality this way. A woman truly has the ability 
to stand on equal ground with a man when she can say no when 
she isn’t prepared to conceive a child. The enemy isn’t men, it isn’t 
women, and it isn’t abortion restriction — it is the system that does 
not respect mothers enough to offer them real choices. The societal 
worldview we have now treats motherhood as a burden to avoid 
and thus shuns the feminine genius that is motherhood. I am for 
uplifting women, mothers, and their families by saying mother-
hood doesn’t ruin lives but creates new and beautiful lives! 

2) I’m pro-life because every child is wanted. 

It may not be by their biological parents who want them, but 
there are many infertile couples waiting to adopt.  Some people 
give the either-or fallacy that abortion is a merciful good because 
they conflate adoption with foster care and assume that children 
created through unwanted pregnancies will have terrible lives. The 

adoption and foster care system is in bad shape and does need re-
form — however, the solution to the problems of foster care should 
be reforming the system, not killing children. It shouldn’t cost 
more to adopt a child than to kill a child.

No one is ever 100-percent ready to be a mom. No matter how 
financially ready you are, how many books or articles or classes 
you’ve gone through, actually being a mother is where you learn 
how to be a great parent. Many people delay having children or  
choose not to have children at all because society imposes this idea 
that you need to be wealthy or perfectly prepared for your child to 
live a happy, fulfilling life. This is a misconception. Waiting until 
you have the house and career you want before you have children 
is not a fail-safe. In fact, it’s actually a pitfall.  On a smaller scale, the 
later you have children, the harder it will be to conceive; addition-
ally, the risk of miscarriage and fetal abnormalities will rise. Chil-
dren aren’t ever convenient, but ask any mother, and she will say 
they are worth it. Real love isn’t supposed to be easy; it’s desiring 
the best for your beloved, even at the expense of yourself.  

3) I’m pro-life because I take motherhood seriously. 

Going through a pregnancy and becoming a mother is one of 
the most positively life-transforming things a woman can do. To 
dismiss the amazing journey of motherhood by demanding birth 
control and abortion trivializes women and motherhood. Mother-
hood is a lot of work, but it is probably some of the most valuable 
work on this planet. The virtues that derive from motherhood don’t 
only appear to those who were always completely on board with 
being a mother, had a blissful pregnancy and labor experience, or 
were ready to be a mother. The virtues you gain, the better person 
you become when you become a mother, come when you become 
a mother. They come whether the pregnancy was unwanted or 
wanted, whether the husband/boyfriend is supportive or not, with 

This is a pro-life response to the article from Salon, “I Am Pro-Abortion, Not Just 
Pro-Choice: 10 Reasons Why We Must Support the Procedure and the Choice” that 
came out on Friday, April 24, 2015.
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wealth or without it, at 14 years old or 34 years old, ready or not. 
You don’t go into parenthood knowing all the answers; you learn 
as you go. We shouldn’t be tricked into fearing this journey of love 
that is motherhood. 

4) I’m pro-life because humans are the greatest natural  
resource of our world. As Mother Teresa of Calcutta said, “It 
is a poverty for someone to die so you can live as you wish.”

Families are the atom of society. When men choose to step out 
of parenthood, mothers are left in the dust. They are left with two 
choices: either become one of the 12 million single mothers out 
there or abort their child. We, as a nation, become poor when we 
snuff out our greatest wealth and abandon responsibility to chil-
dren. Single mothers are among the poorest in our nation; com-
pared to children raised by married husbands and wives, their chil-
dren have a higher chance of being raised in poverty and staying in 
poverty. It is a big misconception that large families suffer. I know 
plenty of big families and they are doing fine and have incredibly 
fulfilling lives. The families that are suffering are not suffering be-
cause they have too many children, it’s because their financial pri-
orities are in the wrong place or they aren’t in the right financial 
place due to insufficient jobs — and again, the solution isn’t to kill 
our children but to fix the economy. You might find it hard to be-
lieve, but the women getting abortions are not among the poorest. 
Overpopulation isn’t currently an issue because we aren’t anywhere 
near it; what we have is a distribution problem. Also, if the contra-
ception that is so highly praised is working, why were more than 
half of the women having abortions using contraception at the time 
of the conception of their child? I believe all life is precious and 
welcome — the right to life should not be reserved for only the 
wanted and the privileged and the healthy.

5) I’m pro-life because reproduction is a miracle — and 
miracles are a positive thing.  

Reproduction is beautiful, and it gives back more than it takes. 
Nothing compares to the unique gift of a new human life.  That 
being said, the miracle of life doesn’t come easily for all women, as 
infertility is a huge cause of suffering for many. Miscarriages are in-
credibly heartbreaking for all involved. Some people perceive mis-
carriages and the fact that an estimated 6-8% of fertilized eggs (sci-
entifically called embryos at that stage) never implant and become 
healthy newborns as “nature’s way of weeding out imperfect ba-
bies.” Be that as it may, those are not intentional decisions coming 
from the parent’s will to end the pregnancy. To say that abortion 
complements a natural process is highly offensive to any woman 
mourning the loss of her miscarried child. Abortion is an inten-
tional and deliberate act decided upon to end the life of your child. 
Intent is key. It makes all the difference in the world in a court of 
law to decide whether a death was in self-defense or pre-meditated 
murder! No mother of a miscarried child would wish that suffer-
ing upon any other woman — yet that is what women are wishing 
upon themselves when they have an abortion, whether they realize 
it right after the procedure or on their deathbed.

6) I’m pro-life because I believe in consistent morals that 
dictate ALL human lives are real, that each one matters, and 
EVERYONE deserves the right to life.

It doesn’t matter if you’re in a coma or in an airport, whether 
you’re in a wheelchair or in a bed, comatose. It doesn’t matter if 
you’ve just been conceived in your mother’s womb or if you’re on 
your deathbed. It doesn’t matter if you’re a pro basketball player 
or a person with a debilitating medical condition. I can say with 
confidence that my moral values are consistent. When we say we 
ought to (and do our darnedest to) practice love and respect to-
wards everyone, we mean it. Do to others as you would have them 
do to you; it’s called the Golden Rule for a reason, and gold always 
beats out silver and platinum. 

7) I’m pro-life because I believe in the empowering act of 
planning out your family through Natural Family Planning. 

Contraception is man-made and is bound to fail, like us. Like I 
stated, almost half of the women having abortions used contracep-
tion at the time of the conception of their child. So sex using con-
traception, whether it’s used perfectly or imperfectly, can result in a 
pregnancy. It’s simple. The idea that “slap on a condom or take a pill 
and you’ll have safe sex!” is doing more harm than good because 
it spreads the false idea of consequence-free sex, separating the act 
of sex from its natural end: pregnancy/babies. And when people 
think sex is a free-for-all, having it for the sole purpose of pleasure 
becomes the norm and the babies that result from it are unwanted. 
Babies resulting from sex are not something gone wrong, some-
thing to fix — they are something gone right, a miraculous joy  
to welcome.

Because life begins at conception, not implantation (as defined 
by the abortion rhetoric after abortion was legalized), we know 
that the pill, other hormonal contraceptives, intrauterine devices 
(IUDs), and Plan B can be abortifacient. So, Plan B (a high dose 
of the birth control pill) starts to work by preventing an egg from 
being released. Secondly, it also causes a woman’s cervical mucus 
to thicken, creating an inhospitable environment for sperm. But if 
those two effects fail to prevent conception, if the egg is released 
and is fertilized, these methods inhibit the implantation of the em-
bryo by thinning the endometrium (the lining of the uterus). The 
newly-conceived child is sloughed off and dies. Any child’s death, 
whether it be through a miscarriage, an abortion, or even through 
abortifacient contraceptives, is a tragedy, and I don’t wish that pain 
on anyone.

8) I’m pro-life because I believe the answer to a crisis or 
unplanned (crisis) pregnancy is to eliminate the crisis, not 
the child. 

The most merciful thing you can do for a woman in need is help 
her solve the problems in her life, not end the life of an innocent 
bystander. We, as pro-life sidewalk counselors, are prepared for 
any circumstances. I had the chance to talk to an abortion-minded 
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woman outside of an abortion clinic around a year ago. With tears 
in her eyes, she explained to me that she was actually homeless 
(she slept in her car the night before), she already had a baby that 
she was struggling to take care of, and she had a very unsupportive 
family — including the abusive father of her child. If she had just 
gone in for an abortion, the only thing that would have happened 
is they would have taken around $600 from her to kill her baby. 
I helped her to the pregnancy center across the street, where she 
got a free ultrasound, free STD testing, and free counseling. They 
helped her obtain baby items for her child, gave her resources  for 
finding a job and a place to live, and some of them became and 
are friends of hers for life. Now, can you tell me that abortion was 
the empowering and compassionate path? The choice that would 
have acknowledged this women’s dignity, and needs? Abortion isn’t 
a life-enhancing surgery like a knee surgery. It’s the only surgical 
procedure that claims to fix something that isn’t broken, and it in-
tentionally ends a life. I can think of another story that illustrates 
the fruits of life vs. abortion where a young woman, proud to label 
herself as pro-choice, drove her friend to get an abortion and paid 
for it. That friend had become pregnant after rape, was living in 
poverty, had an abusive boyfriend, and was addicted to drugs. Lat-
er on, that very friend became pregnant again and this time chose 
life. She turned her life around for that child, and she is now clean, 
free of her abusive partner, and an amazing mother living a pro-
ductive life. It only makes sense that choosing death would lead 
you towards darkness and choosing life brings you to the light.

9) I’m pro-life because one person can make a difference.

Yes, I believe in the butterfly effect that small changes can lead to 
huge ones that impact everyone’s future. There are over 55 million 
people in America whose lives were snuffed out that could have 
been here on this earth changing the world for the better. Finding 
cures for cancer, winning Nobel peace prizes, changing lives, help-
ing solve the social security problem. I know the pain in his heart 
of a special friend, who is so dear to me, who has a sister and three 
more siblings in heaven that he never knew here on earth. I know 
there are millions of fathers, mothers, grandparents, and siblings 
who have felt the loss of a person who has been snuffed out of this 
world through abortion. I can’t believe how having those people 
(who died from abortion) here would have changed things for the 
worse as pro-abortion people imply. 

10) I’m pro-life because I love everyone. I am standing in the 
gap for all those who are marginalized because society tells 
them they have to contribute something to be valued.

I’m so very heartbroken to hear the story of Brynn’s sibling, the 
first child of the mother in the article, the one she decided to kill. 
The author, Valerie Tarico, claims that if she had not aborted her 
first child, Brynn would not exist. I still am baffled by how many 
people use this faulty reasoning. The child they aborted could have 
had the very traits they love in their other child(ren). They would 
still love them. They would still have had that second or third child. 
They have no idea what things would have been like! The birth of 

the first child wouldn’t have taken away the lives of those children 
living now, it would have added to them! It could have been a both/
and, not an either/or!

We are finding more and more that prenatal testing is often in-
accurate; doctors often suggest abortions when there isn’t even a 
problem! There is story after story of women who were told by their 
doctors that their baby was going to live a terrible life or a short life 
so abortion was the best solution and the mother refused and gave 
birth to a perfectly healthy baby. I hope that wasn’t Ms. Tarico’s 
case, but either way, if her first child had fetal abnormalities, I’m 
sure Ms. Tarico would have loved him/her, and love is what makes 
a child happy, not perfection. My dearest friend has a brother with 
Trisomy 18 (who is now in heaven) who has positively changed ev-
eryone’s lives for the better. Perfectly healthy children or not, per-
fectly stable living environment or not, all of us are glad to be living 
here on the earth and would choose life.

Having an abortion isn’t what makes us love and appreciate peo-
ple who we have in front of us, we can do that on our own — and 
love everyone born and pre-born. We don’t, and shouldn’t have to, 
choose between the pre-born or the born children we have — we 
can love them both!

In conclusion, women aren’t empowered when they have abor-
tions, they are empowered when they respect their innate capacity 
for the amazing gift of motherhood.

Note:
Please, do not take anything said in this article to mean that I think every sin-
gle woman on the planet should push out lots of babies like a machine or be 
a stay-at-home mom. As someone who longs for motherhood, I just deeply 
appreciate the capacity we as women have to make, nourish, and raise chil-
dren. Every woman should have a choice. But that choice cannot enhance her 
dignity if it takes the life of a child. Every woman should be able to choose 
whether she conceives, and she should be free to place her child for adoption 
if she does not want to take on the responsibility of motherhood.

Evie works in Graphic Design & Content Creation at Pro-Life Ac-
tion Ministries in St. Paul, MN. She also does freelance illustration, 
animation, and face painting on the side. Evie is a weekly sidewalk 
counselor at abortion mills in Minnesota and is active in her parish 
community at St. Raphael’s in Crystal, MN.

This article can also be found online at her blog: forricher4poore-
rinsicknessandinhealth.blogspot.com/2015/05/why-im-pro-life- 
response-to-i-am-pro.html.
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T
he etymology of euthanasia, when translated from Greek, 
means “good death.”1 In our present debate on euthanasia 
in the United States, the public policy arena is currently 
dominated by assisted suicide, a form of euthanasia distin-
guished only by the fact that the person committing the ul-

timate act of killing is the victim.2 In spite of the presence of suicide 
prevention programs to talk the depressed out of harming them-
selves — and even involuntary commitment and suicide watch for 
those threatening their own lives — euthanasia by assisted suicide 
is slowly becoming sanctioned and commonplace.3 And therein 
lies the paradox: can a suicide, any suicide, ever be a good death?

Advocates of assisted suicide insist that there is a distinction 
that makes physician-assisted suicide somehow not suicide (and 
yet not homicide either) but merely “aid in dying” when employed 
by the terminally ill — even though it is the taking of one’s own 
life, which is the very definition of 
suicide.4 This insistence makes po-
litical sense: people recoil from the 
word “suicide” so much that polls 
on assisted suicide drop by twenty 
points at the mere mention of the 
word, which many associate with 
mental illness.5 Nevertheless, sui-
cide (assisted or otherwise) is still 
suicide. The intent (to kill one-
self) and the outcome (one’s own 
death) are identical when done by 
someone with a physical illness and someone with depression.

While those with physical afflictions may see an early self-im-
posed death as preferable to continuing to live a few more months 

— even if it is fewer than six months — with their illness, they 
could fail to see how those who suffer with mental illnesses may 
see death as preferable to living years with their affliction. Whether 
those taking their lives are suffering from physical or mental pain, 
in both cases, it is equally suicide.

Advocates of assisted suicide insist that the presence of a physical 
illness differentiates “aid in dying” from suicide, but these argu-
ments are not compelling for one vital reason: the goal of assisted 
suicide is to take life, not to protect or preserve it.6 Even in the dir-
est of circumstances, suicide is almost always a sign that something 
is very wrong — that there is some fate worse than death compel-
ling a person to eschew all the basic instincts for survival in order 
to escape that fate. Suicide typically means someone was coerced 
by fear into killing himself or herself prematurely. And while it may 
be comfortable and even pain-free, does this make such self-de-

struction good?
Philosophically, what tends to 

make an action good or bad is a 
combination of the intent behind 
it and the outcome. Consider an 
individual with severe depression 
who plans to commit suicide and 
intends to destroy a human life, 
his own, and dies of self-induced 
carbon monoxide inhalation: the 
outcome is exactly as he intended, 
the destruction of a human life. 

Compare this to a soldier who hurls his body on a live grenade to 
protect his brothers-in-arms. Both committed an act with the same 
outcome: the intentional destruction of their own lives. Yet to say 

Suicide by  
Another Name:

The Destructive Reality of Euthanasia
By Jacqueline C. Harvey, Ph.D.

Philosophically, what tends to 
make an action good or bad 

is a combination of the intent 
behind it and the outcome. 
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the soldier on the battlefield committed suicide would be incredi-
bly offensive and misleading given his intentions: to protect human 
life at the expense of his own.

Did the soldier die a good death? Well, it could certainly be said 
that a soldier who sacrificed his life for the lives of his fellow sol-
diers did not commit suicide any more than someone who kills 
an attacker in self-defense committed homicide. The intent was to 
protect life against an imminent threat. Even though the outcomes 
for those who sacrifice themselves for the lives of others may be 
death, the intent is good: to preserve life. But in a suicide, the intent 
and the outcome are simply to destroy life.

Assisted suicide advocates compare their concept of “aid in dy-
ing” to the desperate acts of victims who fell to their deaths while 
fleeing the flames of the World Trade Center on 9/11 — a famous 
photograph of one of these victims became known as “The Falling 
Man.”7 They exploit the tragedy of “The Falling Man” and insist 
that simply finding a less painful death when already condemned 
to die is not suicide. But they miss a key distinction: in the World 
Trade Center, the victims jumping to their deaths likely did so not 
to die, but to seek survival. In their attempts to find smoke-free 
air to breathe and shelter from the encroaching flames, perhaps 
the only way to cling to life for a few more moments was to fall to  
their deaths. 

The will to survive could have been manifest in their behavior, 
even if that behavior was purposefully stepping off a ledge to es-
cape the imminent threat and succumb to death by gravity. This act 
presents itself as an instinctual attempt at survival and self-pres-
ervation, albeit short-lived. It does not necessarily mean that 
the action was a rational choice of a quicker, less painful death, 
as some suggest — as if remaining in smoke and the flames were 
possible. The goal could have been to breathe and to live, but the 
means brought death. If so, this would have been a tragedy, not a 
free choice. 

People fleeing an imminent threat could absolutely jump from 
burning buildings, leap from moving vehicles, and otherwise do 
whatever it takes to survive, even when that action might also bring 
about their deaths. In that moment, there is no rational decision, 
just the instinct to flee a grave threat. Remaining in the World 
Trade Center as it burned was not a choice, so many were seen try-
ing to get the air they required and sanctuary from the heat. Even 
those who deliberately chose to leap to escape the smoke and fire 
may have done so in order to breathe a bit longer.

Certainly, these deaths were not suicides, as those who died were 
just as likely not trying to end their lives but instead trying to pre-
serve their lives from an imminent threat. While the outcome was 
that their actions resulted in death, the intent could have been to 
escape smoke and flames. In a suicide, attempted or otherwise, 
both the outcome and the intent of the act is the destruction of 
one’s own human life. A person does not intend death through as-
sisted suicide as a means of self-preservation but self-destruction.

The excessive lengths assisted suicide advocates go to in order 
to rebrand assisted suicide as anything but suicide show just how 
much we recoil from self-killing. At its crux, the argument that as-
sisted suicide is not truly suicide is both politically motivated mar-
keting and also a deeply sanctimonious double standard when you 
consider that the brand of so-called compassion that prescribes 

death for those with physical suffering is not offered to those with 
mental illnesses.

It is disingenuous, however, to present what we know to be an 
act of desperate and unnecessary violence as something acceptable. 
But violence, even against oneself, can never be an acceptable solu-
tion for pain. For those in any pain, physical or emotional, a good 
death is one surrounded by those who care and who ease suffering 
through legitimate medical treatments and real compassion.

No suicide, whether called assisted suicide, euthanasia, or anything 
else, can ever be a good death.

Notes:
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doi:  10.1258/jrsm.100.1.25.
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T
he United States’ plans to admit 10,000 refugees from the 
Syrian civil war into the country has become the center of 
a major political controversy. The controversy began in the 
aftermath of the November 13 attacks in Paris by opera-
tives of the Syria-based terrorist group ISIS that killed 130 

people. The possibility that one of the attackers gained entrance 
to Europe posing as a Syrian refugee has provoked fears that Syri-
an refugees admitted to the United States may include ISIS agents 
ready to repeat the Paris attacks on American soil. Concern over 
this threat has prompted the U.S. House of Representatives to pass 
a bill prohibiting Syrian and Iraqi refugees entrance to the United 
States, while governors of 31 American states have declared that 
they will not allow Syrian refugees into their states.1

While fear over a possible repetition of the Paris attacks is un-
derstandable, such fear should not prevent American policymakers 
from welcoming those fleeing the Syrian war and providing them 
with a safe haven. The risk of terrorists posing as refugees is cer-
tainly real but is also relatively improbable. As contemporary histo-
ry shows, terrorists have a multitude of ways of entering the United 
States to carry out attacks, of which pretending to be a refugee is 
one of the most difficult and least efficient. Terrorists infiltrating 

under the guise of refugees is among the less likely scenarios for 
attacks such as that in Paris. Barring refugees from entering the 
United States will not make the country significantly more protect-
ed from attack. It will, however, prevent the vast majority of Syrian 
refugees who are not terrorists from receiving the help they need.

To appreciate the improbability of terrorists posing as refugees, 
consider what is required to be admitted to the United States as a 
refugee. Refugees must go through an initial screening process usu-
ally administered by officials of the United Nations High Commis-
sion for Refugees, a process that involves interviews, background 
checks, fingerprinting, and retinal scans. If refugees pass this rig-
orous UN process and are referred to the United States, American 
authorities conduct another round of screening, involving the De-
partment of Homeland Security and other security agencies, before 
the refugees are admitted to the country. The entire process, from 
initial screening to final entry to the United States, may take a year, 
two years, or even three.2

Having to run such a bureaucratic gauntlet not only makes it 
more likely that terrorists or suspected terrorists will be identified, 
but it also makes pretending to be a refugee an unappealing option 
for terrorists seeking to enter the United States. Being admitted as 
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a refugee takes a long time and involves being the subject of con-
siderable scrutiny that must be laboriously evaded.

A shrewd terrorist would seek entrance to the United States 
by simply coming here as a tourist or business traveler. Such an 
approach requires merely applying for a visa, which involves an 
interview and background check but takes at most a few months, 
sometimes far less.

Terrorists can also sneak into the United States illegally. For ex-
ample, Canada has agreed to accept 10,000 Syrian refugees and has 
already welcomed about 1,000 into the country.3 If, as feared, agents 
of ISIS are hidden among them, these agents could slip across the 
border into the United States. American rejection of refugees en-
tering the United States legally will not prevent this scenario, al-
though it will prevent many innocent people from coming here.

Terrorists can get to the United States by a third method: by be-
ing born here or coming here as immigrants only later to be rad-
icalized and embrace terrorist groups such as ISIS or al Qaeda. 
Blocking refugees from Syria or elsewhere cannot protect against 
this danger either.

This does not mean terrorists never enter the United States dis-
guised as refugees.  Two Iraqi refugees in Kentucky have been con-
victed of trying to send weapons to insurgents in Iraq, while an 
Uzbek refugee has been convicted of trying to send weapons to 
terrorists in Uzbekistan. Some other refugees have been arrested or 
deported on terrorism-related grounds, as well. The risk of terrorist 
infiltration is a real one.4

Nevertheless, the refugees charged or convicted of terrorism are 

only a tiny handful of the roughly 750,000 
refugees admitted to the United States 
since September 11, 2001.5 A review of re-
cent terrorist attacks on American soil by 
Islamist extremists show the various alter-
native origins of such fanatics:
• Of the 19 men who hijacked four 
planes on September 11, 2001, all en-
tered the country on visas of one type 
or another (tourist, business, or stu-
dent). None were admitted as refugees.6

• Nidal Malik Hasan, an Army psychi-
atrist, killed 13 people in a shooting 
rampage at Fort Hood, Texas, in No-
vember 2009. Far from being a refugee 
or even an immigrant, Hasan was born 
in Virginia and had been in the US 
army since the 1990s.7 
• Three men, Najibullah Zazi, Adis Me-
dunjanin, and Zarein Ahmedzay, con-
spired to detonate bombs on the New 
York City subway during rush hour 
in September 2009. The men were all 
immigrants—Zazi and Ahmedzay are 
Afghans, while Medunjanin is Bosnian. 
They had all come to the United States 
in early adolescence, though, their ages 
at immigration ranging from around 
10 to around 16. While their families 

might have had refugee status—Bosnia was in the midst of 
a civil war when Medunjanin came to the United States—the 
three men presumably had not been covert terrorist opera-
tives when they were admitted to this country. Only much 
later did the three conspirators become radicalized and join 
al Qaeda.8

• Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, a native of Nigeria, attempted 
to blow up a Northwest Airlines flight from Amsterdam to 
Detroit on Christmas Day, 2009. He was able to board the 
flight to the United States on a tourist visa.9

• Faisal Shahzad attempted to blow up a car full of explosives 
in New York City’s Times Square in May 2010. A native of 
Pakistan, Shahzad had come to the United States on a stu-
dent visa more than 10 years earlier and had received a bach-
elor’s and master’s degree, married a native-born American, 
and become an American citizen before carrying out this  
terrorist plot.10

• Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev set off bombs at the 
Boston Marathon in April 2013, killing three and wound-
ing more than 200, and later were responsible for killing a  
police officer. The two brothers were the children of ethnic 
Chechens who had a kind of refugee status: the parents had 
come to the United States in 2002 as tourists and subsequent-
ly been granted asylum. Tamerlan had been only about 15 
and Dzhokhar about 8 years old at the time, however: like 
the New York subway plotters, their radicalization came after 
they arrived here.11 
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• Husband and wife Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen Malik 
killed 14 people in a shooting rampage at an office holiday 
party in San Bernardino, California, in December 2015. Fa-
rook was born in Illinois and grew up in Riverside, Califor-
nia. Malik was from Pakistan and came to the United States 
in July 2014 on a visa as Farook’s fiancée.12

Barring refugees from the United States would not prevent terror-
ists from entering the United States as tourists, businesspeople, or 
non-refugee immigrants. Nor would it prevent native-born Amer-
icans from becoming radicalized and joining terrorist groups. Nor 
would it prevent terrorists from entering the country illegally. 

In cases such as that of the Tsarnaev brothers, where the children 
of refugees subsequently became terrorists, barring refugees would 
presumably have prevented terrorist attacks; but such scenarios 
cannot be predicted beforehand with any confidence and denying 
refugees admission because their children might possibly become 
terrorists is hardly fair or humane.

To deny refugees admission to the United States closes off only 
one, very inefficient route for terrorists to enter the country and 
does not address any of the myriad other routes by which they 
might come here. Such meager results are a poor reason to deprive 
people a haven after war forced them from their homes. The Amer-
ican people and their representatives should not follow such a trag-
ically misguided policy. The Syrian refugees deserve to be admitted 
to this country.
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The terrorist attacks in Paris were tragic. That sentence 
cannot be followed by but. No tragedy can be used to 
make a point — no matter how true — without devaluing 
the dignity of those who suffered in it. 

Let’s follow it instead with and. Because and can lead us to steps 
that will perhaps — rather than discount the suffering — more fully 
count the suffering.

So the attacks in Paris were and are tragic; and what do we say 
to the fact that Paris brought to international light and attention 

terror that happens daily; happens silently; happens unnoted and 
unmourned?

Is our understanding of and awareness of human dignity based 
mainly on the wild swing of the media spotlight? Do we care when 
caring is carried by the majority, when Facebook makes it easy to 
take note and change our profile pictures to make shows of soli-
darity? Do we notice human dignity when an event like the Par-
is attacks — a large-scale attack on humanity — occurs but not 
when it appears small-scale; for example, in the daily killing of in-
dividual preborn babies in abortion and in attacks on the women,  
their mothers?

Responding 
to Paris with 
Love in Action
By C.J. Williams

10



Yet Paris illustrated something positive as well. The outpouring 
of solidarity and outcries over the violence against human lives 
showed a community of hearts that are open. We, as a communi-
ty, value fellow human lives. We, as a community, have hearts for 
justice. We, as a community, acknowledge the preciousness of the 
human person — if we did not, why would Paris matter?

So why do we not go a step further? Why do we not mourn or 
revolt against the racism in our backyard? Why do we not swap our 
Facebook profile pics every morning for shots barred by baby blue 
and baby pink, to recognize the thousands of children’s lives taken 
by the abortionist each morning? Why do we not decry the terror-
ism that downed a Russian jet; or post prayers for the Christians 
executed without a second thought in the Middle East; or weep 
on our friends’ shoulders at the horror of child abuse, hidden by a 
cultural assent to broken families and a no-holds-barred surrender 
to sexual whims? 

Why? Why do we have hearts so open and yet eyes so blind? Per-
haps part of the contradiction lies in simple laziness. 

We are spoon-fed values by our phones, by the media which we 
consume. Perhaps we are too used to going with the flow.

Or perhaps even, as Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote in The Broth-
ers Karamazov, love in action is a terrible thing compared to love 
in dreams. To decry Paris is the sign of an open heart; to miss or 
ignore the abortionist’s violence is the sign of a lazy will, an unwill-
ingness to work or suffer.

We Americans are excellent at care and compassion. But we do 
not suffer well.

So we cry over Paris — rightly so, justly so. But we weep little, 

and act less over the fact that thousands of human lives are taken 
by the abortionist each day in our own backyard.  Every day, abor-
tion and sex trafficking take human lives and take human dignity, 
treating human life as a commodity, to be bought and sold as en-
tertainment on the information highway.

So Paris was a tragedy. This is true. Can Paris also be — even in 
its horror — a moment to find our values, and make them active 
things, terrible active things that will not only cry out over the tak-
ing of human life, but will also act out to change our culture and 
our world into one that holds human lives as precious, in every 
circumstance?

Human dignity under assault in Paris became a news story; it 
became a movement; it exposed the preciousness of life by showing 
that life to be precarious. Is it just a news story? Or can it instead be 
the reality that we, personally, authentically, seek each day, act on 
each day, defend each day?

Dostoyevsky was right. Love in action is a terrible thing com-
pared to love in dreams, if we take love in action to mean some-
thing active, alive, able to transform what it touches. But if love 
in action is terrible, then terrifying is lack of love in action, love in 
dreams, which responds with emotion, but has no will and allows 
terrorism to live in the dark that its fluffy pink dreams fear to enter.

We do have hearts. Paris showed us that. May we also have  
wills, and the courage to use them, so that Paris may be a tragedy 
and an opportunity.

We do have hearts. Paris 
showed us that. May we also 

have wills...so that Paris may be 
a tragedy and an opportunity.
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Dear Emma,
There’s a truly touching scene in Har-

ry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets in 
which the character you played in the 
film, Hermione Granger, is consoled by 
her friends after being referred to as a 
“Mudblood” by Draco Malfoy. This particular scene is incredibly powerful, as it reveals 
the ways irrational discrimination and hateful language can lead to dehumanization. The 
use of pure-bloodedness as a metric for an individual’s worth is truly despicable; it is, in 
fact, emblematic of a cynical, antiquated mindset that values homogeneity and advocates 
violence against those who, through no fault of their own, happen to be different.

As I reread those pages in the book, I can clearly see how this episode managed to in-
fluence Hermione’s thinking in later books in the series. Realizing that some would con-
tinue to judge her abilities based on an artificial and meaningless criterion, she became 
motivated to dispel the notion that, as a Muggle-born, her worth was less than that of a 
pure-blooded citizen.

In many ways, this scene from the second Harry Potter book bears a great deal of simi-
larity to the struggles faced by the first-wave feminists who fought to guarantee women’s 
suffrage in the United States, Great Britain, and numerous other countries. It also bears a 
great deal of similarity to the trials faced by pro-life activists who work to protect unborn 
children from the horrors of abortion.

As someone who admires you a great deal, both as an actress and as a person, I want to 
thank you for your efforts in bringing awareness to the experiences of women in less-ad-
vantaged countries. At the same time, I want to discuss the importance of pro-life femi-
nism, as well as the need to include those who oppose abortion in feminist circles.

Last September, you delivered a speech at the United Nations in which you extolled the 

An Open 
Letter to

Emma
Watson

By Anonymous
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virtues of feminism and gender equality. 
For the most part, I found myself in agree-
ment with much of what you said. You 
beautifully described the negative conse-
quences of pigeonholing young girls with 
expectations that they conform to long-
held stereotypes. Likewise, you pointed 
out the detrimental role that the media 
often plays in shaping girls’ ideas of how 
they ought to behave. However, there was 
one line you delivered that I couldn’t help 
but feel troubled by: “I think it is right that 
I should be able to make decisions about 
my own body.”1

Theoretically, that statement could have 
been in reference to any number of things. 
It could have been a condemnation of 
rape and sexual assault; a denunciation 
of female genital mutilation; a criticism 
of society’s expectations regarding what 
women should be allowed to wear; or a 
declaration of support for the notion that 
women should not be objectified. And yet, 
I can’t help but feel that my discomfort 
was justified. After all, such language has 
customarily been associated with support 
for legalized abortion and the destruction 
of preborn human life.  In many coun-
tries, this destruction specifically targets 
girls, and girls lose their lives to abortion 
at a rate that surpasses any other cause  
of death.

As someone who has become increasingly invested in the pro-life movement this past 
year, I have met a number of women (many of whom are millennials) who oppose the idea 
that abortion availability is necessary in order to ensure gender equality. In fact, they argue 
that abortion is symptomatic of a worldview that continues to subjugate women and their 
children, while demanding that they embrace violence in order to reach the same political 
footing as men.

Feminist history contains countless examples of intelligent, hardworking, and indepen-
dent women who fought tirelessly not only for their rights but also for the rights of their 
children. Elizabeth Cady Stanton recognized the patriarchal underpinnings of abortion; 
in a letter to Julia Ward Howe, she wrote, “When we consider that women are treated 
as property, it is degrading to women that we should treat our children as property to 
be disposed of as we see fit.”2 Stanton saw parallels between the devaluation of women 
and the devaluation of the preborn. She believed that, in arguing for the equal rights of 
women, women should not resort to the same violent tactics that men had employed in 
denying women their rights. Her colleague, Susan B. Anthony, agreed with her pro-life 
views, believing that abortion would “burden [a woman’s] conscience in life.”3 Yet Antho-
ny also understood that men used—and continue to use—abortion to control women; 
she wrote that “oh, thrice guilty is he who…drove her to the desperation which impelled 
her to the crime!”4 Other feminists felt the same way: Alice Paul said that “abortion is 
the ultimate exploitation of women,”5 and Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell eviscerated the applica-
tion of the term “female physician” to abortionists, who “filled [her] with indignation, and 
awakened [her with] active antagonism” through their “gross perversion and destruction  
of motherhood.”

I, along with my pro-life feminist friends, absolutely believe that women should have the 

Feminist history contains countless 
examples of intelligent, hardworking, 
and independent women who fought 
tirelessly not only for their rights but 
also for the rights of their children.
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same rights as men. We believe that a woman should be allowed to vote, obtain an educa-
tion, decide if she wants to get married, decide whom she wants to marry, dress however 
she wants, and pursue any career that she wants. But since, scientifically speaking, “fertil-
ization (or conception) is the beginning of human life,”6 we oppose abortion because we 
recognize that it deprives another individual of not only their right to their body, but also 

their right to life. 
Feminism should be inclusive, and yet 

thousands of pro-life feminists are labeled 
as “anti-choice” and excluded from feminist 
circles because they oppose violence against 
society’s most vulnerable and most voiceless 
members. This past June, you retweeted an  
article from The Independent about actor 
Mark Ruffalo. For the most part, the piece 
focuses on Ruffalo’s support for feminism, 
but in its final paragraph, it segues into an 
account of how the actor penned an open 
letter arguing that “women were considered 
second-class citizens” because his moth-
er was “forced to have an illegal abortion.”7 
Second and third-wave feminists must un-

derstand that opposition to abortion is based on an opposition to violence, not support 
for the subjugation of women. Not only is such an acknowledgement necessary in order to 
ensure feminism’s commitment to intellectual honesty, but it also allows others to feel as if 
they are welcome in the feminist movement.

In addition, abortion runs contrary to feminism’s historic support for equality, com-
passion, respect for life, and opposition to violence. When feminists argue that abortion 
is empowering, they encourage desperate women to view dismemberment as the key to 
their liberation. When powerful people like Hillary Clinton, whom you referenced in your 
speech, and Lena Dunham, whom you have referred to as your “favorite person in the 
world,”8 meet with abortionists to offer them praise and serve as spokespeople for Planned 
Parenthood, they glamorize violence. When they write and star in television shows that 
refer to unborn children as “balls of cells” and treat abortion as a lighthearted matter to be 
joked about, they dehumanize those whom they regard as inconvenient. When they joke 
about aborting the royal baby, they trivialize the greatest human rights abuse of our time. 

Abortion runs contrary to 
feminism’s historic support 

for equality, compassion,  
respect for life, and  

opposition to violence.
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Surely, feminism deserves better.
You once said, “If you stand for equality, then you’re a feminist. Sorry to tell you, you’re a 

feminist.”9 I agree. I believe that the only requirement to be a feminist should be credence 
to the notion that every human being has inherent value. No one should feel left out of the 
feminist movement because they logically extend that belief to preborn humans.

Just this past July, a video was released in which Planned Parenthood’s top doctor admit-
ted that her organization was involved in the sale of organs stolen from aborted children. 
Feminists should be sounding the alarm on this revelation, as it transcends petty politics 
and demonstrates the tremendous damage that the abortion industry, in its single-minded 
pursuit of profit, has done to women. To be frank, “[i]f [abortion] were about women—if it 
were even, basically, about humans—reports of discarded babies in dumpsters, allegations 
of unsanitary clinic conditions, or horrifying videos of top doctors extolling the virtues of 
well-formed livers, wouldn’t exist.”10 Indeed, abortion deprives women of an ability that is 
uniquely theirs. 

In becoming an avid member of the pro-life movement, I have had the pleasure of be-
coming acquainted with a number of women whose regard for all life is nothing short of 
remarkable. I regard these women as selfless individuals committed to life, nonviolence, 
and generosity. They support extending legal rights and personhood to preborn children. 
At the same time, they believe in helping pregnant women, especially those who are poor 
and disadvantaged. They believe that men should be actively involved in raising their chil-
dren by providing financial and emotional support to pregnant mothers. These women 
subscribe to a belief in the consistent life ethic, a belief that all life should be protected 
from conception to natural death. These women include Aimee Murphy, Lisa Twigg, Mary 
Stroka, Maria Oswalt, and Rachel Peller, and I encourage you to reach out to them.

I also encourage you to engage with groups such as Feminists for Nonviolent Choices, 
Feminists for Life, New Wave Feminists, Secular Pro-Life, the Pro-Life Alliance of Gays 
and Lesbians, and (of course) Life Matters Journal. All of these groups defy traditional pro-
life stereotypes by welcoming people from all backgrounds, and they would be more than 
happy to explain their views to you.

I applaud your support for gender equality and active engagement in feminism, and I 
hope that you will lead the charge in welcoming pro-life women (and men) to the cause. 

Best of luck!

Notes:
1 “Emma Watson: Gender Equality is Your Issue Too,” UN Women, September 20, 2014, http://www.un-
women.org/en/news/stories/2014/9/emma-watson-gender-equality-is-your-issue-too. 
2 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Elizabeth Cady Stanton to Julia Ward Howe, October 16, 1873, letter. 
3Marjorie Dannenfelser, “Susan B. Anthony: Pro-Life Feminist,” Faith Street, May 21, 2010, http://www.
faithstreet.com/onfaith/2010/05/21/susan-b-anthony-pro-life-feminist/3470. 
4 Ibid.
5 Marjorie Dannenfelser, “Early Suffragists,” Susan B. Anthony List, http://www.sba-list.org/movement/
notable-women/early-suffragists. 
6 “Unit 1: The First Week.” The Endowment for Human Development, July 15, 2015, http://www.ehd.org/
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A
ncient Greek philosophy, which undergirds our western 
way of thinking, can provide insights into the current de-
bate over the morality of abortion. There is a false idea 
prevalent in our culture today that science is the final 
arbiter of human knowledge.1 Science, alone, cannot re-

veal knowledge to us, however. Science can only study and give 
us knowledge about the physical aspects of reality. It has nothing 
to say about the metaphysical aspects of reality or about whether 
there is a metaphysical reality or not.2 Science is merely a tool to 
gain knowledge and insight into physical reality. In order to prop-
erly engage in a scientific endeavor, one must already have a world-
view for interpreting scientific findings. Philosophy provides such 
worldviews. Philosophy has also given us logic—principles for rea-
soning—which science must assume and cannot prove. Philoso-
phy is more fundamental than science, which is why science is also 
known as “natural philosophy.”

In philosophy, there are a number of so-called “problems” that 
are relevant to the abortion debate, such as the “mind-body prob-
lem.” However, as philosopher Edward Feser explains, these prob-
lems did not crop up until Aristotelian essentialism started to be 
rejected by philosophers.3 As Feser writes, rejection of essentialism 
was the “single greatest mistake ever made in the history of modern 
thought.”4 In fact, he tells us, without making the distinctions that 
essentialism makes, you can’t even fully understand the abortion 
debate.5

This essay will use Aristotelian essentialism to present a proof 
for the truth of the pro-life position.6 It’s important to point out 
that Aristotle was not pro-life in the modern sense of the term. 

The ancient Greeks had different ideas about the value of human 
life than Christians do, and they practiced abortion and infanticide 
before the influence of Christianity ultimately ended the practice 
of infanticide in ancient western countries.7 But it’s undeniable that 
Aristotle’s metaphysics shows that human beings are human right 
from the start.

What is Essence?
The first step in our argument is to talk about essence. What is es-

sence, and how do you determine the essence of a thing? A thing’s 
essence is essentially what makes that thing what it is, what differ-
entiates it from something else. If we consider the abstract concept 
of triangularity, what is its essence? The essence of triangularity is 
that it has three sides and three corners that add up to 180 degrees.

Triangularity is a “universal,” meaning that there can be numer-
ous instances of this abstract object; universals can be had by more 
than one individual thing at a time.8  An individual triangle is a 
particular instance of the universal abstraction triangularity. Such 
a particular instance of a universal is referred to as a “particular.” 
In the same way, the abstraction “redness” is a universal (there can 
be many red things), but a red apple is an individual instance, a 
particular, of redness.

Once we have determined a thing’s essence, we can then deter-
mine what properties are essential to the thing which makes the 
thing what it is and not something else. Since we know that trian-
gularity means having three sides and three angles, three sides and 
three angles are essential to an entity being a triangle. If I draw a 
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polygon with four sides, it is not a triangle but a rectangle that I 
have drawn. Since three sides and angles are what makes a triangle 
a triangle and not something else, if I draw a figure with four sides 
and four corners, it cannot be a triangle. An essential property is 
any property of an entity that if the entity were to lose that proper-
ty, it would cease to be what it is.

In contrast to needing three sides and three corners, what color 
the triangle is and what material it is drawn on are accidental to 
triangles. If I draw a red triangle on paper and a blue triangle on a 
chalkboard, both are particular instances of triangularity, despite 
being two different colors and being drawn on two different ma-
terial surfaces. An accidental property is any property of an entity 
that does not affect what the entity is. Having or not having a par-
ticular color does not affect what a triangle is.

Having clarified what essence and essential properties are, we 
can now determine what makes humans what they are and what 
differentiates them from non-humans. In other words, what is the 
essence of humanity?

Humans are a specific kind of animal, the kind of animal that can 
engage in rational thought. The capacity for rational thought is what 
separates us from other animals, as well as other living things, such 
as plants and trees. Since what sets us apart from lower animals is 
our capacity for rationality, one can say that humans are rational 
animals. To be capable of rational thought is inherent in being a 
member of the human species. This capacity for rational thought 
is an essential property of humanity, and other things, such as eye 
color, skin color, or being conscious, are accidental properties. As 
long as an entity has 
this capacity for ratio-
nal thought, that enti-
ty is a human being.9

The prenatal entity 
produced by a human 
woman and man is 
identifiable as biolog-
ically human once it 
comes into existence 
during the fertiliza-
tion process. In other 
words, the unborn are 
biologically human 
from the beginning, which means that they have the inherent ca-
pacity for rational thought, which flows from the individual’s ra-
tional nature.

To repeat, to be human is to have the essential property of hav-
ing a rational nature, from which flows the inherent capacity for 
rational thought. It is this inherent capacity, not whether or not it 
is presently exercisable, that is necessary to ground one’s identity 
as a human being. Being human does not depend on accidental 
properties such as higher thought, speech, movement, or the like. 

Claiming that you are not a person until you possess certain 
accidental properties is to confuse what you are with what you 
can do. All members of the human species have rational natures 
regardless of the kinds of things they can do. Given Aristotelian 
essentialism, it is certain that the unborn are full human beings  
from fertilization.

Notes:
1 This religious devotion to science by atheists has been called scientism by 
Christian thinkers.
2 The term “metaphysical” simply means “beyond the physical.” It refers to 
those aspects of reality which are not immediately accessible to the five sens-
es; it usually requires philosophical reflection in order to find truth in this 
area.
3 Edward Feser, The Last Superstition: A Refutation of the New Atheism 
(South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2008), 51.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid., 57.
6 Entire books have been written in defense and explanation of Aristotelian 
Essentialism. This will only be a very basic treatment of these ideas. Essen-
tially (no pun intended), I will only be talking about the portions relevant to 
the argument.
7 This is why certain philosophers, such as Peter Singer, argue that we should 
have legalized infanticide (on top of legalized abortion), to get away from 
“antiquated” views of human value.
8 On the surface, it seems strange to refer to a concept as an “object.” Howev-
er, Plato and Aristotle believed (as do modern Aristotelian philosophers like 
Feser and David Oderberg) that abstract things such as triangularity, justice, 
morality, and so on, are real objects that exist in reality. Plato believed these 
abstract entities (which he called “forms”) exist in some third realm beyond 
the physical and mental, the realm of forms. Aristotle believed that these 
forms did not exist in some third realm, but instead exist, in some sense, in 
the mind (which is perceived by human beings) and in the thing itself.
9 Here is where a clarification is essential. All human beings have the capacity 
for rational thought. There are certain extreme cases, such as anencephaly, 
which are appealed to in order to try and argue that not all humans have 
the capacity for rational thought. It is beyond the scope of this essay to go 
into detail regarding the different kinds of capacities, but suffice it to say 
that children conceived with anencephaly, or some other severe disability or 
defect, still have the inherent capacity for rationality by virtue of their human 
nature. This capacity is just tragically blocked by an external factor (injury 

or disease). It is not pos-
sible today to restore a 
severely disabled child’s 
capacity for rational 
thought so the child can 
actually exercise it, but it 
may be possible some-
day. Here’s an example 
to illustrate this further: 
100 years ago someone 
with severe damage to 
their corneas was blind 
and could never see 
again. As a human being 
is, by nature, an entity 
who can see, this in-
herent capacity was not 

lost, but the presently exercisable capacity became blocked by an injury to 
the cornea. Today it is possible to give a cornea transplant to certain people 
who have gone blind, even though it wasn’t possible 100 years ago. It would 
be silly to assert that the inherent capacity was lost 100 years ago but not 
today, when cornea transplants are a reality. Even so, just because humans 
do not have a way to restore lost brain function, it does not mean the inher-
ent capacity for higher brain function—including the capacity for rational 
thought—has been lost due to severe brain injury or disease.

Claiming that you are not a  
person until you possess certain 

accidental properties is to confuse 
what you are with what you can do. 
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T
he United States was recently able to experience the pres-
ence of Pope Francis. During the pope’s visit, it seemed that 
the American public became interested in all things Cath-
olic, even if some people disagreed with Church teaching. 
The Pope showed that certain teachings of the Church offer 

practical wisdom on the life issues and the dignity of human life — 
not only for the religious, but for the secular world as well.

In his address to Congress, Pope Francis expressed support for 
the worldwide abolition of the death penalty. “The Golden Rule,” 
Pope Francis said, “reminds us of our responsibility to protect and 
defend human life at every stage of its development.” Since the be-
ginning of his ministry, this conviction has led him “to advocate at 
different levels for the global abolition of the death penalty.” Fran-
cis goes on to say that he is “convinced that this way is the best, 
since every life is sacred, every human person is endowed with an 
inalienable dignity, and society can only benefit from the rehabili-
tation of those convicted of crimes.”1 

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) first 
called for the abolition of the death penalty about 35 years ago. 
More recently, the bishops wrote, in A Culture of Life and the Pen-
alty of Death, that, “Each of us is called to respect the life and dig-
nity of every human being. Even when people deny the dignity of 
others, we must still recognize that their dignity is a gift from God 
and is not something that is earned or lost through their behavior. 
Respect for life applies to all, even the perpetrators of terrible acts. 
Punishment should be consistent with the demands of justice and 
with respect for human life and dignity [emphasis in original].”2

Pope Francis expressed his support for the American bishops’ 
efforts, saying, “Recently my brother bishops here in the United 

States renewed their call for the abolition of the death penalty. Not 
only do I support them, but I also offer encouragement to all those 
who are convinced that a just and necessary punishment must nev-
er exclude the dimension of hope and the goal of rehabilitation.”3 
So both the pope and the bishops of the United States, who know 
what the Church’s teachings on the death penalty are, advocate for 
the abolition of this unnecessary, aggressive violence.

To explain the reasons for the pope and the bishops’ opposition 
to the death penalty, I will discuss what the Church teaches on 
the death penalty in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, pa-
pal encyclicals, and the work of prominent theologians such as St. 
Thomas Aquinas. Both the Catechism and St. Thomas Aquinas say 
that the state has the right to exact the death penalty, but neither 
the Catechism nor Aquinas nor any other text that puts forward 
Church teaching presumes this gives the state an unlimited right to 
make laws prescribing capital punishment and to carry them out. 
It is inherent in a just capital punishment law that there be propor-
tion between the taking of the life of the criminal and the benefit 
expected to the common good.

In article 2267 of the Catechism, it is taught that “assuming that 
the guilty party’s identity and responsibility have been fully deter-
mined, the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude 
recourse to the death penalty, if this is the only possible way of 
effectively defending human lives against an unjust aggressor.” But 
even if a criminal is identified and it is known that the said criminal 
committed the crime he or she has been convicted of, where does 
the common good come into play? How does an execution benefit 
the common good? One will ask those questions since the com-
mon good includes the criminal as well. 

The Death Penalty:
A Violation of Human Dignity

By Ana Plumlee
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The Catechism also states, in article 2267, that “If, however, 
non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people’s safe-
ty from the aggressor, authority should limit itself to such means, 
as these are more in keeping with the concrete conditions of the 
common good and more in conformity with the dignity of the 
human person.” Further, there are non-lethal ways of rendering 
a criminal unable to do harm. This is stated in the Catechism, as 
well as in John Paul II’s encyclical Evangelium Vitae. Article 56 
of Evangelium Vitae says, “Today, in fact, as a consequence of the 
possibilities which the state has for effectively preventing crime, by 
rendering one who has committed an offense incapable of doing 
harm — without definitively taking away from him the possibility 
of redeeming himself — the cases in which the execution of the 
offender is an absolute necessity ‘are very rare, if not practically 
non-existent.’”

These statements from the Catechism and Evangelium Vitae pro-
vide one basis for Catholic opposition to the death penalty. In addi-
tion, the bishops of the United States and people such as Sister Hel-
en Prejean, the author of Dead Man Walking, assert that the death 
penalty is a violation of Catholic Social Teaching. This assertion 
raises the question of which principles of Catholic Social Teaching 
are being violated and how these principles are being violated. 

There are 10 total principles of Catholic Social teaching, of which 
three are violated by the death penalty: 

The first principle being violated is that of the preservation of 
human dignity. This principle states 
that all life is sacred and that the 
dignity of the person is the core of a 
moral vision for society. As a USC-
CB task force noted, “Our belief in 
the sanctity of the human life and 
the inherent dignity of the human 
person is the foundation of all the 
principles of our social teaching.”4 
Capital punishment takes away the 
life and dignity of a criminal. In a 
complete and total disregard for the 
sanctity of criminals’ lives, we kill 
them, because it seems like the right 
thing to do to them. The United Nations Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights includes in its list of the essential human rights that 
every human being has the right not to be tortured and the right 
not to be killed (Articles 5 and 3, respectively). The death penalty is 
just that: torture and killing. It violates one’s rights.

The second violated principle of Catholic Social Teaching is 
stewardship of creation. Stewardship of creation insists that we 
show our respect for what/whomever we see as a creator by car-
ing for creation. We are called to protect people and the planet, 
living our faith (or lives in general, whatever we might believe), in 
relationship with all of creation. This environmental challenge has 
fundamental ethical dimensions that cannot be ignored, and it also 
applies to the use of the death penalty. Instead of protecting people 
and the planet by means that preserve life, our use of the death 
penalty teaches that it is only possible to protect people and the 
planet by means of killing.

Although some could argue that the death penalty helps protect 

the rest of society, capital punishment isn’t actually necessary. The 
prison system in place today, at least in the United States, is more 
sophisticated than the one we had in place 100-200 years ago, so 
people aren’t as much of a danger to society anymore once they 
are locked behind bars. While there is a possibility that the crim-
inals could escape, there are more constructive alternatives to the 
death penalty. Tougher sentencing would discourage offenders 
from committing crimes. Longer jail times for felons and first-time 
offenders would keep them from entering into society until they 
are rehabilitated. Requiring inmates to pay for their time in pris-
on would reduce the cost to taxpayers. Allocating a portion of a 
prisoner’s earnings toward facility expenses and programs would 
force them to “pay” for their crimes, literally and figuratively, mak-
ing it cheaper to keep a convict in prison for life without parole. A 
portion of inmates’ wages should also be put into funds for crime 
victims and their families. Although money can never replace 
a loved one or completely heal the damage from the loved one’s 
loss, it could help families establish a new normal and get on their  
feet again. 

The third and final violated principle of Catholic Social Teach-
ing is providing options for the poor and vulnerable. This princi-
ple roots itself in Catholic teaching’s proclamation of a basic moral 
test, which is how we treat the most vulnerable members of society. 
We must put the needs of the poor and vulnerable first. Christ said 
it himself in the Gospel of Matthew (25:40): “Whatsoever you do 

for the least of my brothers, you do 
for me.” 

The vulnerable person in situa-
tions where the death penalty might 
be used is the criminal. We as hu-
man beings are just so centered on 
being vengeful in response to the 
deaths of the victims and cannot 
summon enough love to forgive 
someone for the crime of murder, 
especially if he is not showing re-
morse. We already have power over 
this criminal, so why not use this 
power for good? 

Different responses to murderers have been seen in multiple 
cases where the death penalty has been dealt. Some victims’ loved 
ones want the perpetrator to die. Others will find it in their hearts 
to forgive. But let me ask this: Is it really worth it, watching some-
one die in front of you, even if that person hurt you and your loved 
ones? I would have to say no, it’s not worth it.

Notes:
1 Pope Francis, “Address to Congress,” Catholic News Agency, September 24, 
2015, http://bit.ly/1L8i19B.
2 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), A Culture of Life 
and the Penalty of Death (Washington, D.C.: USCCB, 2005), 11, available at 
http://bit.ly/1ZGUgJu.
3 Pope Francis, “Address to Congress.”
4 “Sharing Catholic Social Teaching: Challenges and Directions,” Task Force 
on Catholic Social Teaching and Catholic Education, United States Council 
of Catholic Bishops, accessed January 2, 2016, http://bit.ly/1I0xjGC.
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Answer:
I love the way this question is worded. You clearly desire to show 

that you don’t only care about the child; you rightly care for the 
survivor of rape as well. Many pro-life people don’t communicate 
that very well when they talk about rape. They come across as if 
they have something we call “Fetus Tunnel Vision.”

I think rape is the most common example of this. Immedi-
ately we say, “The child’s right to life shouldn’t be dependent on 
how it was conceived!” I agree with that, but who does this skip?  
The mother. 

As my friend Steve Wagner from Justice For All says, “When a 
pro-choice person brings up the issue of rape, they’re not terribly 
concerned at that point if the unborn is human. They want to find 
out whether you’re human.” Can you comprehend how horrible 

Life Lessons
with Josh

Question:
“One of the most common questions I get about being pro-life is ‘But what if the 

mother was raped?’ I stand for all life, even life that was created through rape or any 
other difficult situation. How can I explain that to a pro-choicer in such a way that I 
don’t come across as callous or uncaring about the mother’s situation?”

Sincerely,
Troubled in Tuscaloosa
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rape is? If not, please don’t tell people you’re pro-life. I’ve trained 
people before who understood the definition of rape, but they don’t 
understand what rape is. There are other pro-lifers who cannot 
hear the word “rape” and let themselves acknowledge how horrible 
rape is because they feel like they’re losing debate points or time. 
There’s too much of that out there and it’s hurting our movement. 

So, here’s what we should do instead. We should first acknowledge 
the horror of rape. Please hear me. I’m not telling you to fake com-
passion. Rather, we should clearly express the genuine compassion 
we have for survivors of rape.

I was talking with a pro-choice woman in the Denver airport 
once, and it wasn’t long before she asked me, “What about rape?” I 
took a cue from Steve Wagner and said this:

Rape is one of the worst things that I know about. Thinking 
about rape makes me feel really sad and really angry at the 
same time. I have friends who have been through that expe-
rience. Rape is horrific, and if she becomes pregnant, she’s 
probably going to make the most difficult decision of her life. 

She has three choices. 
She can either do what’s 
right, which in my mind 
is carrying the baby to 
term, which includes 
nine months of pregnan-
cy and a painful deliv-
ery. She can then keep 
the child which is a very 
expensive 18-year com-
mitment; she can choose 
adoption, which I think 
is a very heroic and self-
less act, but it’s also very 
emotionally painful for most birthmoms; or she’s going to 
make the wrong decision and hire a doctor to shred the baby  
to death.

I think the rapist should be punished for all of that. He has 
committed multiple moral crimes if the survivor becomes 
pregnant. He’s not only forced himself on her sexually, but 
he’s also forced her to become a mother. I don’t think we 
should force women to become mothers.

Now, this is where I stop. You see, there are two challenges in front of 
me when someone brings up the issue of rape: a relational challenge 
and an intellectual challenge. We at the Equal Rights Institute be-
lieve that the most effective response is to first address the relational 
challenge and to only address the intellectual challenge if the other 
person brings us there. Some people only need to hear the relation-
al part that day. When we talk to people, we are trying to love them, 
and loving people well is complicated. Sometimes loving people 
means making a good argument. Sometimes it means just listening  
to them. 

Sometimes the other person does bring the conversation to the 
intellectual challenge. “Okay, I get it. You don’t like rape. I appreci-
ate that, I really do. We agree that rape is really horrible and since 
we agree on that, can’t we agree that at least in the case of rape abor-

tion should be legal because rape is so bad?” 
I’ll tell you the response that has worked the best for me. I used 

it in a public debate with a leader from Georgians for Choice in 
front of a packed auditorium of pro-choice students. The issue of 
rape came up a lot, but it was only when I presented the following 
scenario that I could see light bulbs come on for some of the stu-
dents. I said:

Let’s imagine that a woman is raped and becomes preg-
nant, and she decides not to have an abortion. Some people 
do decide to not have abortions. Not every pregnant rape 
survivor has an abortion. So she’s one of those who decides 
not to have an abortion. She gives birth to a baby boy. She is 
getting therapy, and the rapist’s butt is in jail where it belongs. 
It’s not easy, but for the sake of the argument, it’s going as 
well as it could be. She’s on the slow road to healing. And 
then, her son turns two, and, for the first time, he looks like 
her rapist. Her son got his looks from his biological dad, and 
now it’s causing flashbacks every time she sees him, and she’s 

having nightmares every 
night because she’s around 
her son all the time. It gets 
to the point where it’s really 
bad and she’s starting to hate 
her son, to the point where 
she wants to kill her son.

I asked the audience, “Should 
she be allowed to kill her son?” 
Everyone in the audience said, 
“No.” I said, “Why not?” Some-
body said, “That’s different.” 
And I said, “Why is that differ-

ent?” And she said, “Because he’s human.” I said, “Precisely! And if 
the unborn is equally valuable as the toddler, then we shouldn’t kill 
the unborn to solve an emotionally traumatic event.” 

We should surround this woman with love and the kinds of re-
sources she needs. I’m not saying we fix it, but we do the best we 
can. Basically, we should be willing to do just about anything for 
this woman except kill someone. I won’t cross that line. It doesn’t 
mean that I don’t care about her. I want things to be instantly better 
for her. But if people should be given an equal right to life because 
of the kind of thing they are, then the most rational conclusion I 
can come to is that we should not kill young people to help some-
one else feel better about a horrible situation.

I often summarize this point for the pro-choice person in the 
following way: “We both agree that rape is an act of violence that 
was done against an innocent person, the woman. We shouldn’t try 
to fix the problem by doing another act of violence toward another 
innocent person, the child.”

Josh Brahm is the president of the Equal Rights Institute, an organi-
zation dedicated to training pro-life advocates to think clearly, reason 
honestly, and argue persuasively.

We should surround this woman  
with love and the kinds of resources  

she needs. I’m not saying we fix it, but we 
do the best we can. Basically, we should 
be willing to do just about anything for 

this woman except kill someone.
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T
he abortion clinic in Asheville, North Carolina, is located 
on Orange Street, a quiet street on the edge of the down-
town area. It’s only two blocks long and has mostly houses 
that were built in the 1930s and ‘40s and have been convert-
ed to office buildings for lawyers, beauticians, psychologists, 

and so forth. The abortion clinic is on the second block and it was 
built 30 some years ago. It’s a one-story light brown brick building 
surrounded by a wood fence on one side and a chain link fence on 
the other three sides. It looks like one of those unattractive public 
school buildings that are all over the United States.  

The preborn babies are killed on Wednesday, Friday, and Satur-
day mornings. The pregnant women arrive periodically in a car 
usually driven by a man or another woman. Next to the sidewalk 
in front of the abortion clinic there is a car with a battery-operat-
ed speaker on the roof. It’s connected to a microphone that’s in a 
basket alongside the car. When a car pulls into the parking lot in 
front of the abortion clinic, a woman picks up the microphone and 
begins speaking when the pregnant woman gets out of the car. 

Waiting for the woman when she gets out of the car is at least one 
escort and often two. The escort is a pro-abortion volunteer who 
wears an orange vest with silver stripes, sort of like what construc-
tion workers wear when doing highway repair. The escort greets 
the woman with a welcoming smile and talks to her as she goes 
from the car to the abortion clinic door. They want to put her at 
ease, but they also want to distract her from the voice of the woman 
on the microphone. 

The woman on the microphone has very little time, less than a 
minute to plead with the pregnant woman to turn away, not go 
through with the abortion. She will talk about the unborn baby, 

that it is a gift from God, that to kill the baby is a terrible evil. But 
she will also talk about the suffering this will cause the pregnant 
woman for the rest of her life.

Besides the woman on the microphone there are usually two oth-
er counselors on the sidewalk. One, usually another woman, stands 
at the driveway entrance with a handful of pro-life brochures and 
pleads with the occupants of the car to stop and take one. They 
rarely do. Another protestor, often a man, stands nearby with a 
pro-life sign of some sort that the car occupants will see as they 
come down the street and turn into the parking lot. While I am 
there, I hold up a sign that says “Let your Baby Live!, We Will Help” 

The morning I’m going to tell you about was a beautiful fall morn-
ing, bright and sunny with low humidity. This morning, Helen is 
responsible for the microphone and I am at the driveway entrance 
with my sign and the brochures. We stand and talk for 20 minutes 
or so before the first pregnant woman arrives. It’s a conversation 
we’ve had many times about how discouraging our work is, about 
how few people respond to the fact that a million preborn babies 
are killed every year, about how we try to save these precious lives. 

Months and months go by without a woman turning away. I 
remember my first morning at the abortion clinic when I asked 
about pregnant women who don’t go through with the abortion. A 
woman told me: “It happens, but it’s rare.” Well, she was certainly 
right about that.  After spending over one hundred mornings at the 
abortion clinic, I still haven’t seen a “turn away” for sure. A number 
of times a woman will go through the door, only to come back out 
in five or ten minutes. But we don’t know why, because some of the 
women who go there are picking up contraceptives or have some 
other business in that building besides having an abortion. 

The biggest problem that the woman on the microphone is up 
against is that the women who come to the clinic are mostly in their 
20s or teenagers. They have the perception that they can “end this 
pregnancy” and that that will put this unpleasant business behind 
them. They think they can get on with their lives because they are 
deceived into thinking it just a “pregnancy,” not a child. This view is 
reinforced by the Planned Parenthood counselors as well as friends 
or relatives and the people at the abortion clinic. 

They couldn’t be more wrong. Young people don’t have much of 
a past yet and for them their focus is all on the future and the good 
life they are sure to have. What they don’t know, and really can’t 
imagine, is that everyone takes their past with them. The signifi-
cant things in your life continue on in your memory and you revisit 
them over and over again until you die. 

The sidewalk counselors know this from their own experience 
(most are in their 60s and 70s) but also from their time here on the 
sidewalk. Cars go back and forth on the street, and in the course 
of the morning probably a couple of hundred pass by, an average 
of one or two a minute. And some of the drivers react to what 
they see. The ones that are pro-life will smile and wave or give the 
thumbs up signal. Some will stop and say something like, “thank 
you” or “God bless you.” 

Some of the pro-abortion drivers will give a thumbs-down signal, 
or give you the finger, or yell something like “get a life” or “go work 
at a food bank.” Then there are the screamers. The screamers yell 
whatever comes into their heads and they are distinguished from 
the others by the violence of their emotion. These are the women 
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who have had an abortion often or men who have been complicit 
in the abortions of their partners. And it is really something to see 
and hear. 

One morning I arrived early with the microphone and speaker. I 
had set the speaker on the roof of my car and put the microphone 
in a basket near the rear tire. I was getting my foam-board sign out 
of the trunk when a woman came up the sidewalk behind me. She 
began screaming at me, “You don’t know what it’s like for these 
women who come here. You’re a man and you don’t know what 
they are going through.” She said this over and over. She looked to 
be in her early 30s, attractive, with light brown hair in a pony tail. 
She started to cross the street to her car, but stopped in the middle, 
turned and yelled at the top of her lungs, “You’re a man, not a wom-
an; you have a penis, not a vagina!” (I’m not inventing this). Then 
she turned and walked to her car. She had probably had an abor-
tion herself, and this outburst was 
the only way she could tell her story.

Then there is the man in the shiny 
black Lexus who drives by every 
couple of weeks or so. He stops his 
car, rolls down the window, and 
shouts “F---  you, f---  you” over and 
over. His face is so contorted with 
anger and hatred that I wouldn’t rec-
ognize him if I walked past him on 
the street an hour later. 

One morning, a veteran in the 
sidewalk advocacy work told me 
about a note that was found next to 
a bush in front of the abortion clinic 
about ten years ago. It was pinned 
to the ground by four tooth picks. A man had addressed it to his 
aborted child, who, he wrote, was now in heaven with his mother. 
He said that it was not his idea that the baby be aborted, that he had 
pleaded that it not be done, that he now begged for forgiveness. The 
sidewalk counselors treated the note as something sacred, a sort of 
monument to the aborted baby, and wouldn’t touch it, although 
the husband of one of the women came to the sidewalk and pho-
tographed it. A couple of weeks later it was gone and then in the 
next week they found it across the driveway under another bush. 
It looked like a dried up leaf. One of the women took it home and 
preserved it between the pages of a book.

All of the protestors can tell stories about the screamers. They go 
by a few times a week, some new, some who have gone by before. 
What they shout differs from one to the other, but the furious out-
pouring of emotion is all the same. They have been not able to “put 
it behind them.”  Instead, it has stayed with them like a wound that 
will not heal. Not that they think about it all the time, but the mem-
ory of their abortion comes back to them. Perhaps they lay awake 
in the middle of the night wondering where their child would be 
today: getting a driver’s license, graduating from high school, get-
ting married. Maybe the memory would be triggered by a bumper 
sticker declaring: “It’s a child....not a choice.” Maybe it’s when they 
learn that someone they know is pregnant. 

You see, pro-choice people, who are focused on expediency, still 
know that if the preborn baby is not killed, it will be born, have a 

life, however short, however long. They know that however their 
abortion was justified, abortion takes a life. They know that if they 
had been killed before birth by abortion, they wouldn’t be here 
today. So killing the preborn baby is a horrendous thing for the 
woman and man, but especially the woman. This is not like killing 
your next door neighbor, or a bank teller, or even a relative. This 
is killing your very own child and it is something that  — once it 
has been done — will never go away. For everyone but the most 
morally obtuse, it is an absolute horror. The English have a folk 
saying:  “An old sin casts a long shadow.” That applies perfectly to 
those who have been complicit in killing their own preborn child.

Today, a dozen or so cars pull into the parking lot at the abortion 
clinic and, like the other mornings, the women pass through the 
door in a relentless stream. But then something different happens. 
A woman drives into the parking lot in a black SUV, and parks on 

the right side alongside the build-
ing. She sits there for a few minutes 
and then gets out. But a couple who 
came in after her now stand at the 
top of the stoop near the door wait-
ing to get in. (The abortion clinic has 
a rule that when one couple is inside 
going through registration and se-
curity, no one else can come into the 
building.) 

So the woman with the SUV 
stands at the bottom of the steps 
for a couple of minutes, and then 
she turns and walks back to her 
car. We’ve seen this before plenty of 
times. I think that maybe she is just 

going to sit in the car while she waits her turn, or maybe she forgot 
something. But to feel useful, I walk down the sidewalk until I am 
directly across from her. I hold up my sign (Let Your Baby Live!, 
We Will Help), which she can see if she looks out the passenger 
window of her car. I yell to Helen, who is 20 feet away: “She’s gone 
back to her car.” But Helen continues to plead with the woman at 
the top of the stoop, who has not yet gone inside. 

So I continue standing there, holding my sign and watching the 
woman in the SUV. And then I see her lean forward and rest her 
head on the steering wheel. I walk back to Helen and tell her what 
I’ve seen. She immediately turns from the couple on the stoop to 
the woman in the SUV. She tells me to go back and to hold my sign 
up high. Helen then begins to speak to this woman. She starts with, 
“I can see that you are troubled” and goes on with non-stop pleas.

Now I’m standing there holding my foam-board sign high over 
my head, which is tiring even though it’s light. I try holding it with 
one hand and then the other. Then I see the woman put her hand 
to her face and I yell to Helen, “I think she’s crying.” Helen has real 
range and she adjusts her pitch to take this in. 

Then I see the woman start up her car. I yell to Helen “I think 
she’s going to back up!” And she does, but she only goes a few feet 
until her back tire on the driver’s side jumps the curb alongside the 
building. Then she goes forward and backs up again and jumps 
the curb a second time. Finally, she backs up, gets it right, turns 
around, and crosses the lot to the entrance. 

The English have a folk 
saying:  “An old sin casts a 
long shadow.” That applies 

perfectly to those who have 
been complicit in killing 
their own preborn child.
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By this time, Helen is there to meet her. The woman stops her car 
and Helen leans in and says something. Then the woman pulls out 
of the parking lot and takes an immediate left and parks on our side 
of the street, pointed the wrong way.  Helen goes up to the driver’s 
door and puts her head partway through the window and starts 
talking to the woman. I walk up the street past the car, go to the 
other side of the driveway, about 25 feet away and, with my back to 
the SUV, I hold my sign in front of my chest to catch the attention 
of the oncoming traffic. 

Every minute or two, I turn my head and look back at the car. 
Helen is still leaning into the car, and now she has her hand on the 
woman’s arm. About ten minutes later, I look back at the car and 
see that the brake lights are now on. The woman must have her 
foot on the brake pedal. Helen has moved away from the car, she’s 
about 15 feet away and she is facing the chain link fence with her 
head bowed, and her hands clasped in front, apparently praying. So 
I start praying too. Like a lot of people with a Catholic background, 
I’m not good at extemporaneous prayer, so after a few “please 
God keep her out of there,”s I resort to a string of Hail Mary’s and  
Our Father’s. 

After a few minutes, I look back and Helen is back at the car with 
her head in the window, hand on the woman’s arm. Another couple 
of minutes go by … and at last, the woman drives away. 

I walk back to Helen and ask her what happened. Helen, who has 
been at her absolute top performance level for over half an hour, is 
exhausted. She starts with, “She…”  but can’t go on. I stand there for 
about twenty seconds and Helen starts again. “She said...” But still 
she can’t finish.

So I wait until Helen can talk. 
The woman is a college student from a nearby county. She found 

out that she was pregnant and told her father, who was furious. He 
demanded she get an abortion and kicked her out of the house. She 
spent the night in her SUV and a few nights with friends, and then 
she came here this morning to get an abortion. She had expected 
her father to be angry but was surprised that he wanted her to get 
an abortion, because he is pro-life. She said she didn’t think she 
could face him again. 

Helen’s tack surprised me. Instead of taking sides against the 
woman’s father, she said, “Your father is right. Of course he is angry 
and he should be. You did something very stupid. Your father loves 
you very much. That is why he is so angry. But don’t compound this 
problem; don’t make it worse by killing your baby. You and your fa-
ther will always regret it; you will both suffer.” And this is essential-
ly what Helen told the woman over and over, but in different ways. 

Then Helen told her to call her father and tell him where she was 
and that she couldn’t go through with it. That’s when Helen walked 
away to stand in front of the fence and pray and the woman made 
the phone call with her foot riding the brake pedal.

When the phone call ended, Helen had walked back to the car. 
“He told me to come home,” the woman said. Then she started 
crying. Helen held onto her arm and told her about God’s love 
for her, and they said a prayer together. On that prayer, the girl  
drove away.

We walk back to our cars. The morning is over, the escorts have 
come out of the building with their vests off, a sign that no more 
women will be coming for an abortion this morning. We are jubi-

lant as we part. We high-five.  Helen says “I’m going to cook a great 
fish dinner tonight.” I respond, “I’m going to buy an expensive bot-
tle of wine.” 

Three hours later I am standing on our flag stone patio stacking 
firewood next to our cobblestone fire pit. I find that I am grind-
ing my teeth, and I say to myself, “Calm down! Calm down! It’s 
okay. She left and she won’t come back.” And I was just a bystander  
after all. 

A few days later, I’m standing in the checkout lane at the super-
market. I look at the photos on the magazine covers on the racks. 
I see Oprah (“Express Yourself!”), Paula Deen (“Fabulous Chick-
en Pot Pie!”), and Tiger Woods (“I’m Not the Same Man”). And 
I think about them, some of America’s stars and role models. No 
question that they have a talent of one kind or another, but on a 
moral level, they are likely to be quite ordinary. 

But I’m thinking about the women with whom I stand every 
week on that sidewalk. There is nothing ordinary about them. They 
differ from each other in that one has been a pro-life activist for 
over 25 years, one teaches science to home-schooled children, one 
is a dentist, and one is the widow of a Baptist minister. Another 
one spent 23 years as a nurse missionary in Africa, mostly in the 
Congo. They range in age from early 50s to early 70s. They do have 
a couple of things in common: they are all grandmothers, they 
are moral stars, and they are all dedicated to saving the lives of  
preborn babies.

So when I think of the stars of the American culture, I think how 
shallow our values are. If people really want to have someone to 
admire and look up to, they should come to the abortion clinic 
on Orange Street in Asheville and watch the woman on the mi-
crophone. Listen to Edie or Helen or Joann or Debbie or Miriam. 
Listen as whoever it is stands on the sidewalk and talks to the preg-
nant woman in the parking lot on the other side of the chain link 
fence. Listen to her as she pleads to save a life, pleads with every-
thing she has for that woman and her preborn baby.

John O’Meara has a B.A. from Marquette University, a J.D. from 
the University of Denver, and an M.P.A. from Georgia Southern Col-
lege. He spent six years in the Air Force as an intelligence officer, with 
a bronze star for meritorious service for his year in Vietnam. After 
28 years practicing law in the federal government, he retired from his 
position as General Counsel of the Federal Retirement Thrift Invest-
ment Board in 1999.  From 2001 to 2004, he was Town Manager of 
Princess Anne, Maryland. He now lives on St. Simons Island, Geor-
gia, with his wife Linda.

So when I think of the stars of 
the American culture, I think 
how shallow our values are.
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T
he United States imposed an oil embargo in mid-1941 on 
Japan, which was then engaged in the military conquest of 
China and parts of Southeast Asia. As the United States was 
Japan’s leading oil supplier, this embargo threatened the fu-
ture of Japan’s expansion, and the Japanese ultimately com-

pensated for the loss by embarking on a comprehensive invasion of 
Southeast Asia and the Dutch East Indies (present-day Indonesia) 
in order to seize the region’s oil and other resources. To protect 
their conquests in Asia, Japan also declared war on the United 
States and attacked the American fleet at Pearl Harbor.

Had the United States not cut off Japan’s oil, Pearl Harbor would 
probably never have happened and the United States might not 
have entered the Second World War in the Pacific — or at least 
not at the time and way it did. James Bradley, author of The China 
Mirage: The Hidden History of American Disaster in Asia, argues 
that cutting off the Japanese oil supply was a tragic blunder and 
that American policymakers should have avoided war with Japan 
in 1941. He lays the blame for the fateful oil embargo on an attach-
ment to China, on the part of American policymakers and the pub-
lic, and on the desire to stop Japan’s conquest of that country. This 
attachment was based on various false American understandings 
and expectations of China — the “mirage” of the title.

To argue that the United States should not have entered the Pacif-
ic War is a provocative thesis, given both the Second World War’s 
status in American memory as the heroic “good war” and the de-
gree to which involvement in the war shaped the course of subse-
quent American foreign policy. For American opponents of war 
and military intervention abroad, a well-argued critique of United 
States’ policy in Asia that shows how an alternative to war was pos-

sible in 1941 would be extremely valuable. The China Mirage fails 
in this respect, however.

Bradley does not seriously engage the ethical problems posed by 
American relations with China and Japan in the lead-up to Pearl 
Harbor, and he does not provide a clear alternative course of ac-
tion to the various American policies aimed at aiding China and 
checking Japanese expansion. Further, The China Mirage’s ethical 
analysis is not merely inadequate but dangerously distorted, em-
phasizing ad nauseam the — real and significant — crimes and 
failings of Chinese President Chiang Kai-Shek and his American 
sympathizers while ignoring or explaining away the crimes of both  
the Japanese and Chiang’s main Chinese rival, Communist leader  
Mao Zedong.

The China Mirage does not look only at the events leading up to 
Pearl Harbor — indeed, this is one of the problems with the work, 
which I address below — but those events are the heart of the book. 
Around half of Bradley’s narrative is preoccupied with the period 
from Chiang becoming the preeminent Chinese leader in 1928 to 
the United States entering the Pacific War in December 1941. 

During this period, Bradley argues, Chiang and his in-laws, the 
wealthy Soong family, waged a highly effective propaganda cam-
paign directed at American policymakers and the American pub-
lic and designed to encourage support for Chiang’s rule in China. 
Building on long-standing American perceptions of China fos-
tered by Protestant missionary activity in the Asian country, and 
aided by publicists such a Henry Luce, the publisher of Time, Life, 
and Fortune magazines, Chiang and the Soongs led Americans to 
believe that the Chinese were essentially Americans in the making. 
China was on its way to becoming a Christian and democratic na-

Distorted Ethics:
A Review of The China Mirage

By John Whitehead

28



tion where, as Bradley puts it, “the Chinese would pray to Jesus in 
white-washed churches and debate Jeffersonian principles in town-
hall meetings.” Leading this (illusory) transformation of China was 
the heroic Chiang.

Through this propaganda campaign and cultivation of key Amer-
ican policymakers such as Henry L. Stimson, President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s Secretary of War, and Henry Morgenthau, Jr., Roos-
evelt’s Secretary of the Treasury, Chiang’s regime managed to wring 
hundreds of millions of dollars of aid from the United States, as 
well as military support against Japan, which had invaded China in 
1937. Chiang and the Soong’s activities hid from many Americans 
such unpleasant realities as the regime’s repressiveness and corrup-
tion and comparative military incompetence in fighting Japan; it 
also hid the existence of a serious rival to Chiang in Mao. 

Most significantly, Chiang and his American allies argued that 
an American embargo on Japan would halt Japanese aggression 
against China without serious repercussions for the United States. 
Despite Roosevelt and the State Department’s — justified — fears 
that an embargo would lead to Japan seizing Southeast Asia and 
the East Indies and might even draw the United States into war, 
75 percent of the American public had come to support an em-
bargo by early 1940. Further, Bradley argues that when Roosevelt 
finally did impose a limited oil embargo in the summer of 1941,  
lower-level government of-
ficials, led by the hawkish, 
pro-China State Department 
official Dean Acheson, enforced 
the embargo in such a way that 
it became effectively compre-
hensive. This provoked Pearl 
Harbor.

Much of Bradley’s account, 
including the Chiang regime’s 
cruelty and incompetence and 
the influence of a well-funded 
“China Lobby” that promoted 
American support for Chiang, is plausible and fairly uncontrover-
sial. To lay most or all of the blame for the outbreak of war between 
Japan and the United States on Chiang and the China Lobby is 
overstating the case, however, and to dismiss the case for an embar-
go altogether, as Bradley does, fails to do justice to the complexity 
of the situation.

American concerns about Japanese conquest of China were 
based on more than sentimental attachments to an illusory Ameri-
canized China led by Chiang. As Bradley acknowledges, Roosevelt 
worried about Japan’s action not merely because of China Lobby 
propaganda but because he saw that Japan could use its position in 
China to conquer Asian territories to the south that were economi-
cally vital to the United States — as indeed, the Japanese eventually 
did. The Japanese government had already decided in July 1941 to 
expand to the south of China and had invaded French Indochina 
when Roosevelt imposed the limited oil embargo. 

Meanwhile, Secretary of State Cordell Hull — consistently por-
trayed by Bradley as more cautious than hawks such as Stimson, 
Morgenthau, and Acheson — nevertheless took a hard line in 
1941 diplomatic negotiations with the Japanese, insisting on Ja-

pan’s withdrawal from China. This suggests Hull was motivated 
by considerations other than propaganda put out by Chiang and 
his supporters. Moreover, the failure of Hull’s negotiations owed 
more to diplomatic misunderstanding than China Lobby activities. 
By placing so much emphasis on the China Lobby, Bradley may 
be giving them a more central position of policymaking influence 
than is warranted.

More important than this over-emphasis on propaganda and 
misguided beliefs in American-Chinese friendship, however, is 
Bradley’s refusal to engage the strongest argument made by embar-
go proponents: by selling Japan oil, Americans were literally fuel-
ing a barbaric and bloody war of conquest. 

Comments such as Stimson’s challenge “Does the safety of the 
American nation…require that we go on helping Japan to exter-
minate by the methods she is daily employing, the gallant Chinese 
soldiers with which she is confronted — not to speak of the ci-
vilian Chinese population that she is engaged in terrorizing?” or 
the accusation made by a China Lobby pamphlet that America 
had a “Share in Japan’s War Guilt” are presented by Bradley as Chi-
ang-sponsored propaganda, but they had more than a little truth 
to them. 

The Japanese occupation of China was one of extraordinary 
brutality in which perhaps 14 million Chinese perished — more 

deaths than were suffered by 
any other nation in the Sec-
ond World War, apart from the 
Soviet Union. For the United 
States to sell Japan the means 
to engage in such a crime 
against humanity should ap-
pall anyone concerned with 
justice and basic decency. 
Not necessarily to go to war 
with Japan but simply to cut 
off the resource that powered 
their war machine could rea-

sonably be seen as a minimal ethical response to Japanese  
aggression.

As Roosevelt and others feared at the time — and is even clearer 
in retrospect — cutting off Japanese oil did not end the occupa-
tion of China but helped to escalate the war and pull the United 
States into it. Americans were thus faced in 1941 with an agonizing 
choice between helping Japan commit its crimes and provoking a 
wider conflict. It would be difficult to imagine a harder ethical di-
lemma. To identify an appropriate response or even to do justice to 
the stakes involved requires a more careful analysis than Bradley 
provides. 

Indeed, Bradley scarcely even mentions Japanese crimes in Chi-
na. He makes a single reference to one of the worst Japanese atroc-
ities of the Second World War, the mass torture and slaughter of 
Chinese civilians in the city of Nanking — in what became known 
as the Rape of Nanking — and he mentions the incident mainly to 
highlight Chiang and his wife’s cowardice in fleeing the city. Oth-
erwise, Japanese atrocities in China are ignored. The villains in The 
China Mirage are strictly Chiang and his American dupes.

As mentioned, Bradley’s — inadequate — discussion of events 

American concerns about  
Japanese conquest of China were 
based on more than sentimental  

attachments to an illusory  
Americanized China led by Chiang.
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leading to the oil embargo and Pearl Harbor is the heart of the 
book, but he covers other historical events as well. The treatment 
of these events is even more problematic. He begins his narrative 
with the first American contacts with China in the 19th century, 
covering such topics as British and American opium smuggling in 
China, early missionary activities in China, and the exclusion of 
Chinese immigrants from the United States in the 1880s. He also 
has an early chapter devoted to American-Japanese relations in the 
early 20th century and how President Theodore Roosevelt allowed 
Japan to annex Korea. 

Much of this is interesting, but its relevance to American entry 
into the Second World War is tenuous at best. Some of this histo-
ry illustrates themes that are important to the later discussion of 
Chiang and the China Lobby: illusions of a Christianized, Amer-
icanized China; Americans’ limited contact with Chinese people; 
and the ways educated elites from another country can influence 
policymakers (as Theodore Roosevelt’s attitude to Japan and Korea 
was influenced by the Japanese aristocrat Baron Kaneko). 

Granting all this, however, most of this early material could be 
dispensed with or condensed to a few paragraphs without the cen-
tral part of the book suffering. How important is it to American 
foreign policy in 1937-41 that Franklin Roosevelt’s maternal grand-
father made his fortune selling opium to China? This oft-repeated 
bit of family history seems to be included just to make Roosevelt 
look bad; indeed, making Americans look bad seems to be main 
function of most of the pre-1930s sections of the book.

The final 80 pages or so of the book are a digest history of United 
States-China relations during the Second World War and in the de-
cades following Mao Zedong’s eventual 1949 triumph over Chiang. 
A great deal of history, including the Chinese civil war, McCarthy-
ism, and the Korean and Vietnam Wars are hurried through here, 
to make the point that the United States should have abandoned 
Chiang Kai-Shek and embraced Mao Zedong as the better leader 
of China and American ally. 

These final chapters, as well as earlier portions of the book, con-
tain the other disturbing distortion in Bradley’s account: his apolo-
getics for Mao. In The China Mirage, Mao is portrayed as a superior 
political and military leader to Chiang, the parts of China under 
Communist control are described in glowing terms, and Mao’s of-
fers to form a partnership with the United States are presented as 
sincere — and the American failure to respond is presented as a 
great lost opportunity. Some of these claims have merit, but Brad-
ley leaves out the most salient fact about Mao — that once in power 
in China, he was a brutal tyrant whose policies killed millions of 
people. For the most part, Mao’s crimes are either flippantly dis-
missed (in regard to the Communists’ use of torture, Bradley com-
ments that “After all, this was a Chinese civil war, and Mao was no 
saint”) or buried in endnotes.

In one of these endnotes, Bradley says that he ignores Mao’s 
crimes in The China Mirage because his focus is merely on how 
Mao was a more effective leader than Chiang. This claim is com-
pletely at odds with the highly moralistic stance he takes toward 
Chiang and the United States, however, who are repeatedly con-
demned for ethical as well as practical failures. Bradley recounts 
tales of torture and executions under Chiang, as well as the enor-
mous degree of corruption in his regime, and draws more than one 
parallel between Chiang and Hitler. Meanwhile, countless lapses 
by Americans, whether selling opium to China, betraying Korea to 
Japan, or planning to bomb Japanese civilians in the Second World 
War, are condemned. Such condemnation is entirely appropriate, 
but greater consistency would have been welcome.

The China Mirage is a disappointing book. An intellectually and 
ethically careful critique of American involvement in the Second 
World War, or in Asian affairs in general, would be of tremendous 
value. Bradley, however, provides only some interesting history 
and highly selective ethical criticisms that he does not shape into a 
coherent argument.
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O
ne of the most timeless Christmas stories of the past cen-
tury is Frank Capra’s classic film It’s a Wonderful Life.  
Initially a box office disappointment in December 1946, 
it has become nearly as universally associated with the 
Christmas season as Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, 

and it is watched by millions of people every December.  The sto-
ry centers around George Bailey, an everyman living in the small 
town of Bedford Falls, whose father owns the local Bailey Build-
ing and Loan.  George has always dreamed of traveling the world, 
but upon his father’s death he finds himself faced with the decision 
to either take up his father’s position as head of the company or 
relinquish it to the miser, Henry Potter, who wants nothing less 
than ownership of the entire town.  He becomes a local hero among 
many of the townsfolk, building homes and helping those in need.  
He soon marries his high school sweetheart and has three children, 
and they move into an old abandoned house in town, effectively 
rooting themselves — and George — in Bedford Falls for good. 

But just when everything seems happy for George, disaster 
strikes.  On Christmas Eve, his uncle and business partner, Billy, 
misplaces eight thousand dollars of the Bailey Building and Loan’s 
funds. This disaster puts the Building and Loan at Potter’s mer-
cy and George at risk for arrest and prosecution for a misuse of 
funds. As a last resort, George stops by Mr. Potter’s office to ask his 
archenemy for help — and mercy — where he reveals that the only 
money he has left that could possibly save the company is his ten 
thousand dollars of life insurance.  Potter laughs, saying George is 
“worth more dead than alive.”  He then calls up the police to tell 
the tale, and they immediately issue a warrant for George’s arrest 
on charges of misappropriation of funds, leaving George with two 
options: live and face federal prison and bankruptcy; or die and 
save the company and his family, as he believes that his life insur-
ance will cover the debt.  Feeling no hope, he drives to a bridge and 
prepares to jump, only to be saved by his guardian angel, Clarence, 
who offers to show him what the world would look like if he had 
never been born. 

It’s a Wonderful Life offered a life-affirming look at the issue of 
suicide at a time when it was still somewhat a taboo subject.  But it 
is more relevant than ever with the rising rates of suicides among 
teenagers and young adults.  When many of us first saw the film as 

children, we likely echoed Clarence’s initial commentary that mon-
ey is a silly thing to kill yourself over.  Upon reaching adulthood 
though, the realization hits us that the fear of debt is a real thing 
that affects many people, even young people with rising college tu-
ition and a higher cost of living.  But as Clarence shows George, 
each of us makes a greater impact on the world than we will ever 
know.  In an alternate world where George was never born, his 
brother, Harry, a local WWII hero in the community, died at the 
age of nine because George didn’t rescue him from drowning after 
he fell through thin ice.  Because Harry didn’t survive childhood 
to go to war, an entire transport of soldiers died.  Many of the peo-
ple George helped throughout his life were also in prison or strug-
gling to survive in an alternate Bedford Falls, known as Pottersville, 
without George’s influence through the Building and Loan. In this 
alternate world, Potter took control of the entire town and convert-
ed it into a commercialistic wasteland. 

 None of us truly know how many lives we have impacted or how 
much we have changed the world for the better.  We also can never 
be certain that our conditions will not improve, as the film shows; 
ultimately, George’s friends and family raise enough money to save 
the business and keep him out of jail.  The only thing his death 
would have achieved would have been to leave his wife a widow 
and his children fatherless — and it would have left Bedford Falls 
without a wonderful human being. 

One final note must be made about Mr. Potter’s statement that 
George is “worth more dead than alive.”  Potter almost seemed 
as if he was encouraging George to take his life.  Just as Susan B. 
Anthony’s Revolution declared, “thrice guilty is he who, for self-
ish gratification…drove her to the desperation which impelled her 
to [abortion]”1, just so is he who drives one to suicide or actively 
encourages it.  In many places in today’s culture, it seems popu-
lar to use “go kill yourself ” as a retort against someone’s unpop-
ular opinion.  This is an attitude that needs to end.  Even in jest, 
this is a threat on par with any other threat of violence.  No one is 
worth more dead than alive, because everyone’s life is wonderful 
and worth living.  Let us appreciate the impact of each and every 
individual life in our world.

1 The Revolution, July 8, 1869.

On the Beauty of  
Each Wonderful Life

By Joey Garrity
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There’s a dumpster near my place
That smells bad

But it’s shorter to the 7-11.

When it’s dark
Misting a little
I hear a voice.

“I was small.
I was out of sight.

And I wasn’t very smart.”

It’s always the same.

“I was small –
Like our earth from a space probe. 

Invisible –
Like your hopes when you’re deep asleep.

Not smart –
So what can I say?

“I wish – well –
If I had of been big

Like Serena Williams.
 They wouldn’t have messed

With Serena Willams.”

It was fading.

“If I’d had some money...”

I rubbed the mist on my face
To come to my senses.

I always hear that voice in the garbage can.
That choice in the garbage can.

28 April 2015

Acyutananda has a pro-life blog at www.NoTerminationWithoutRepresentation.org.

The Ghost in  
the Garbage Can

By Acyutananda

poetry
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T
hink of all the array of views related to abortion that you 
have ever encountered. It’s a lot, isn’t it? And now let’s try 
to imagine all the array of contradictory views related to 
abortion as they have inhabited all the minds of all people 
through all of history. That array must be staggering. How 

could such a plethora of mutually exclusive ideas have originated? 
I think it is largely explained by the psychological morass on moral 
issues in general, and this issue in particular, that the human race 
somehow goes on living with. Recognizing and trying to escape 
this psychological morass can allow us to find the truth about the 
morality of abortion.

In making this assertion, I am assuming that there are indeed 
moral truths to be found about abortion and other moral ques-
tions. Certain answers to the question of whether abortion is right 
or wrong, just or unjust, can be identified as truer or better than 

others. Further, I would argue that the answers to moral questions 
— the moral truths — must ultimately be found through our intu-
ition rather than through intricate arguments or philosophies (al-
though these are certainly a useful part of the process). 

Psychology professor Paul Bloom, author of the recent Just Ba-
bies: The Origins of Good and Evil, has offered some justification for 
an intuitive basis of morality. In an interview, he commented that 
while some moral values “are the product of culture and society” 
and “aren’t in the genes,” “there also exist hardwired moral univer-
sals — moral principles that we all possess. And even those aspects 
of morality . . . that vary across cultures are ultimately grounded 
in these moral foundations.”1 With this kind of psychological un-
derstanding as a basis, I will make one further assumption to start 
with: that not only are there indeed moral truths to be found, but 
that identical truths are to be found deep within all of us.2 In a sim-

one last thing

The Psychological 
Morass of the 
Abortion Issue
By Acyutananda

morass: 2. a complicated or confused situation
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ilar vein, the journalist Christopher Hitchens described his under-
standing of human moral intuition in his work God Is Not Great: 
How Religion Poisons Everything: 

Like murder and theft, this [incest] is usually found to be 
abhorrent to humans without any further explanation. . . . [the 
Golden Rule is] a sober and rational precept, which one can 
teach to any child with its innate sense of fairness . . . . [The 
Rule] is gradually learned, as part of the painfully slow evolu-
tion of the species, and once grasped is never forgotten. Ordi-
nary conscience will do, without any heavenly wrath behind it. 
. . . [C]onscience is innate. . . . Everybody but the psychopath 
has this feeling to a greater or lesser extent.3

Despite this conscience, or intuitive moral sense, that humans 
possess, an array of psychological factors obstruct our intuitive 
grasp of moral truths. This is a vast topic, but in this article I have 
selected 11 psychological factors that might work against our find-
ing moral truth on any issue, as well as three factors that are spe-
cific to the abortion issue. I think of this article as sketching the 
broad outlines of how psychological factors interfere with moral 
intuition. My aim is to provide a basic framework to be filled out 
by further research.

The psychological factors are as follows:
1. The mental longing for simplicity. No elaboration is needed 
here. (I can keep it simple!)
2. Upbringing. In the long-standing nature-nurture debate, I 
would take the following position: we are born with intuitions of 
certain moral truths already within us in latent form, but various 
actions or inactions by parents and teachers can undermine the 
development of those moral intuitions, or create an overlay of false 
values, or both. Even a casual look is enough to show us the im-
portance, in the development of our attitudes, of background and 
upbringing.
3. Tribalism. Even someone who switches, for example, from pro-
choice to pro-life or vice-versa may immediately start demonizing 
the side they had just been on. 
4. Projection. We expect others to view some things and value 
some things just as we do.
5. Neurotic emotional needs. Such needs 
can affect one’s moral and political views 
in a number of ways. One way — certain-
ly not the only way — is when the needs 
result in commitments, sometimes fanatic 
commitments, to groups or ideologies. 
6. Lack of introspection. If it is true that 
intuitions of moral truths exist within 
us and that they began to form in us be-
fore we were capable of rational analysis, 
then it should be clear that to find them 
we must look within and that this search 
within will not be a process of thinking up 
new ideas but of rummaging through what is already there. We 
may need to make such efforts frequently, and with patience, over 
a period of time.

7. An excessive faith in the efficacy of logical argumentation to 
resolve moral issues. This faith seems to be borne out of a psy-
chological need for an orderly understanding of our environment, 
perhaps borne in turn out of an illusion that such conceptual or-
der gives us some kind of control over our environment. (This is 
certainly not to say that there is no place in moral investigations 
for logic. I think that all the thought experiments and probing for 
inconsistency and arguments that go on are indispensable, but they 
are indispensable because they nudge us toward more accurate 
moral intuitions, which are not essentially based on logic.4)
8. The manufacture of perceptions. As just one example, if you 
hear “My body, my choice” enough times, and are not presented 
with alternative views, after a while you will come to really believe 
that there is only one body involved in an abortion.
9. Doctrinal baggage that comes with the valuable elements of a 
religion. Atheism advocate Sam Harris has described a transcen-
dent experience that he once underwent sitting by the Sea of Gal-
ilee. He writes

If I were a Christian, I would undoubtedly have interpreted 
this experience in Christian terms. . . . If I were a Hindu, I 
might think in terms of Brahman. . . . If I were a Buddhist, I 
might talk about the “dharmakaya of emptiness.”5

The meditative and devotional techniques of various religions 
can bring about in us these transcendent states, arguably the most 
wonderful states we have ever experienced. Although Harris and 
others strive for totally non-religious forms of meditation, it must 
be admitted that religions are, today, still ahead of conventional sci-
ence in the knowledge of such techniques. As a result, when someone 
experiments with such “religious” practices and discovers that they 
constitute a certain specialized wisdom that science seems to be 
lacking and that most directly leads to happiness, they are likely not 
only to adopt that valuable meditative practice but also to buy the 
whole religious package, including whatever that religion teaches 
about astronomy and evolution — and the ensoulment of a newly- 
conceived baby. If the religion teaches that ensoulment does not 
take place for the first three months, for example, and that abortion 

before that point is permissible, they will 
believe that.

This psychological factor is different 
from factor 5 above, in that I think it 
can occur even in a psychologically very 
healthy person.
10. Limited human intelligence.
11. Unlimited human ego. A big per-
centage of discussions about moral issues 
comes down to a garden-variety contest 
of egos. Discussions become more about 
winning, belittling, and mocking than 
about trying to understand clearly. Peo-
ple write on any topic partly because they 

want attention. It has been said, “More people write poetry than 
read it.” Similarly, it may be that more people talk than listen.

Most of the 11 factors listed above can contribute to different 

A big percentage of discussions 
about moral issues comes down 
to a garden-variety contest of 

egos. Discussions become more 
about winning, belittling, and 
mocking than about trying to 

understand clearly.
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forms of cognitive dissonance: we sense a contradiction or incom-
patibility between the beliefs psychological factors move us toward 
and the beliefs our moral intuitions move us toward. We cope with 
cognitive dissonance by adopting ideas that violate our natural in-
tuitions, and then shoring those ideas up with techniques such as 
confirmation bias.

Among the psychological factors that work against intuitively 
finding the moral truths within, there are also some differences of 
perception that do not come into play in relation to most moral 
issues but do come into play in relation to the abortion issue:
12. Incorrect intuitions about the unborn. Some people see the 
unborn, especially the early unborn, as a snapshot, and some see it 
as part of a process. If a small embryo were to remain just as it is, 
frozen in time (a snapshot) we would have to say quite fairly that its 
life would not have much value. 

Both ways of looking at the unborn are scientifically useful for 
different purposes. It is not science but only pre-logical intuition 
that identifies the unborn as an organism with little moral value 
or an organism with great moral value. If there are indeed moral 
truths to be found, however, one of these two intuitions must be 
less correct than the other.
13. Incorrect intuitions about the importance of bodily rights. 
One important source of variations in intuitions about the im-
portance of bodily rights is different cultural senses of the relative 
weights to be given to the individual and to the collective. Almost 
the greatest relinquishing of bodily right imaginable is when a per-
son submits to being conscripted into an army, where he or she will 
risk all his body organs being blown to bits. Different cultures vary 
greatly in their acceptance of military conscription. Yet if there are 
indeed moral truths to be found, one particular moral truth about 
bodily rights must be correct — not all of the diverse intuitions 
about bodily rights can reflect that truth. (I have written elsewhere 
about bodily rights.6)
14. Incorrect intuitions about what’s wrong with killing. Among 
all who get involved in discussions about moral issues, killing 
and violence seem to have, in general, a bad name. One would 
think that that would give us some common ground. But it turns 
out that although killing is universally disreputable, it’s disrep-
utable in a nebulous way. We disagree on exactly what is wrong  
with killing. 

My moral intuition is that what is most wrong with killing is that 
it deprives an organism of its future life. But in discussions about 
abortion, I have often encountered expressions such as this one: “I 
can’t imagine caring one way or the other being aborted if I didn’t 
possess a fully functional nervous system.” Here any harm to be 
done by killing seems to depend on the organism’s caring, at the 
time of the killing, about its future life (this view does not, after 
all, contest the fact that a currently unconscious embryo will have 
a fully functional nervous system soon and will eventually care 
about its future life). This view seems to exclude the possibility that 

any harm can be caused by depriving an organism of its future life, 
whether the organism deprived of life cares about it at this moment 
or not. Thus the only real harm that this view is willing to consider 
is the harm of frustrating a desire, on the part of the organism,  
to live.7

This is one example of how there are different intuitions about 
what is wrong with killing. Yet if there are real moral truths to be 
found, then not all the intuitions can be correct.

By identifying 14 different psychological factors that interfere 
with moral intuition, I have tried to develop a kind of checklist. 
I think that if anyone can go through the checklist and neutralize 
in themselves each of the above-mentioned psychological factors, 
their thinking will become clear. Their minds will become cleared 
of endless clutter. And when other people encounter a clear mind 
like that, they in turn become forced to clear their own minds.

This clarification process (along with scientific progress) will 
decide the abortion issue. The grip of all the psychological fac-
tors enumerated above will be loosened. Arguments, thought ex-
periments, and other philosophical approaches will play a part in 
breaking their grip; I think that the part that they will play will be a 
significant one but not, alone, a decisive one.

Personally I expect that the truth that we will find through moral 
intuition will be mostly a pro-life truth. I expect that the issue will 
be decided to an important extent by the fuller recognition of the 
humanity of a previously dehumanized group. (The importance of 
psychological factor 12 above cannot be overestimated.) Do I ex-
pect all this due to some psychological blinders of my own? Time 
will tell.

Acyutananda has a pro-life blog at http://www.NoTermination-
WithoutRepresentation.org.
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