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Pro-Life Victories in South Dakota

By Rana Irby

gained major victories in South Dakota these first few months of
2021. The recent legislative session in the state saw five bills ad-
vancing the cause of life. Included were a ban on abortions of chil-
dren with Down syndrome and a law requiring medical care for
babies born alive in failed abortions. The bills passed through the
state legislature despite opposition from some members of the local
medical community and abortion rights advocates.

H.B. 1110, S.B. 183, H.B. 1114, H.B. 1130 and H.B. 1051 were
signed into law by South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem.' Gar-
nering much attention were H.B. 1110 and H.B. 1051, the ban on
Down syndrome abortions and the “Born Alive” bill, respectively.
The other bills make forcing an abortion through surrogacy con-
tract illegal, more specifically defines abortion, and sets rules for
when particular literature has to be given to women who were
provided abortion-inducing drugs.? Not without significant effort
did the measures make it to Governor Noem’s desk, especially in
regards to H.B. 1110 and H.B. 1051.

Governor Noem herself initiated H.B. 1110, noting the right to
life for those with Down syndrome.’ The measure passed unani-
mously through the state House and Senate before getting back to
her for signature.* It prohibits doctors from performing abortions
on women seeking the procedure because of a possible Down syn-
drome diagnosis resulting from a screening.’ The lead up to the
passage of the bill included testimony from people with the con-
dition and their family members.® Supporters touted the ban as a
fight against “eugenics,” invoking the example of countries with
high rates of abortion associated with Down syndrome diagnoses.”
Opponents, however, raised concern regarding abortion access and
the relationship between doctors and patients. Planned Parent-
hood Action Fund in South Dakota manager of advocacy Kristin
Hayward was quoted in the Associated Press as referring to the re-
cent bills as infringement on abortion rights and the doctor-patient
relationship.® Seventy medical workers from around South Dakota
sent a letter to legislators expressing disapproval of the bill on the
grounds it would negatively impact doctor-patient relations and
that there are no exceptions for lethal fetal conditions.” A section
in the bill states, though, that it does not affect abortions "necessary
to save the life of the pregnant woman because her life is endan-
gered by a physical disorder...if no other medical procedure would
suffice for that purpose.” Also of note is that the measure does not
criminalize the mothers."

H.B. 1051, or the “Born Alive” bill, received just as much effort
during its process through the legislature. It added provisions to
the state statute making it mandatory for doctors to provide med-
ical care to babies born during an attempted abortion, as well as

levying a $10,000 fine for doctors that fail to comply and requiring
that a report on the number of babies born surviving abortions be
compiled by the state health office.'” In addition, doctors involved
in these situations can be sued by the mothers and children who
survive the abortions and may have their medical license revoked."

As in the case of H.B. 1110, the measure drew testimony from
those with stake in its outcome. Abortion Survivors Network
founder and author Melissa Ohden testified in support of the bill
and recounted her experience of surviving an abortion."* The afore-
mentioned medical workers expressing opposition to the pro-life
bills included disagreement with H.B. 1051 based on the supposed
harm the bill would do to women’s healthcare. Nevertheless, the
legislation passed the South Dakota State Senate 32-3 and made it
back to Governor Noem’s desk for signature.'® This and the success
of the other bills is on top of the fact that elective abortions are not
performed in the state after 13 weeks.'®

The push for the cause of life in South Dakota came with no
small exertion of energy. This came in the form of no less than five
bills protecting life passing the legislature and becoming law in the
first few months of this year. Despite opposition, it was a significant
step for life in the state.
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Troubling New Developments in‘Embryo
Experimentation Are Not Pro-Life

By Sophie Trist

n international team of scientists has created embryos

that are part human and part monkey by injecting human

stem cells into the embryos of macaque monkeys, which

are relatively close genetically to humans.! After a day, the

scientists observed human cells growing in 132 of the ma-
caque embryos. When they unveiled their discovery on April 15,
the scientists explained that the monkey-human embryos could
help in the quest to grow organs for those who require transplants.
The demand for organs far exceeds the supply; every year, thou-
sands of people die waiting for organ transplants.? However, noble
intentions do not make this form of embryonic research any less
dehumanizing.

The Consistent Life Ethic holds that each human being is a
unique, infinitely valuable individual from the moment of concep-
tion. Combining human DNA with that of other species is a viola-
tion of the dignity of these newly-conceived children. No human
being, regardless of stage of development, should ever be treated
as a means to an end or an object for scientific experimentation.

Research on human embryos has long made the public uncom-
fortable and stirred ethical debate. Many countries have laws (in
the United States, they are not legally binding, just widely accepted
research guidelines) which prevent scientists from keeping human
embryos alive after two weeks, by which point the central nervous
system begins to develop, the embryo can no longer split into
twins, and it is considered an individual.’ In short, once embryos
become too individualized, too “human,” they are destroyed.

This protocol is logically inconsistent because it operates on
the premise that we “become” human at some point in our de-
velopment, when the truth is that we will never be any more or
less human than we were at the moment of conception. Because
the human-monkey embryos were not fully human, they were not
subject to the 14-day rule. The team of scientists was able to study
them for 19 days.

Some bioethicists oppose the 14-day rule, arguing that since em-
bryos used for research are destined to be destroyed anyway, scien-
tists may as well study them for as long as they can keep them alive.
This mentality of objectification makes the entire field of embryon-
ic research anathema to the pro-life movement. Creating, mutilat-
ing, and discarding tiny human beings at will shows no regard for
human life and reduces human beings to things that can be thrown
away when no longer useful. Any research conducted on human
beings must always hold dignity and the greatest respect for human
life at the center of every endeavor.

Science cannot make true progress unless and until it aban-
dons all forms of aggressive violence against human beings, and
that includes destructive embryonic research. This type of research
dehumanizes, objectifies, and discards preborn children in horrif-
ic numbers. Figuring out how to grow organs in a laboratory will
doubtless save countless lives, but it must be done ethically, without
destroying other human lives in the process.
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By Sophie Trist

n April 13, the Biden administration announced chang-
es to the FDA regulations on mifepristone, also known as
RU486, an abortion pill used in conjunction with miso-
prostol to kill preborn children in the first ten weeks of
pregnancy. The FDA first approved mifepristone in 2000,
but the agency’s current Risk Evaluation and Mitigation Strategy
(REMS) requires that the drug be prescribed by a licensed pro-
vider, that women pick up the drug in person from a hospital or
clinic, and that women receive ade-
quate counseling on the risks of the
drug.! Given mifepristone’s deadly ef-
fects, these are common-sense regu-
lations, but the Biden administration
announced that it is lifting these re-
strictions and allowing mifepristone
to be distributed by mail.?
For now, these changes only extend
until the end of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. However, deregulating RU486 has been a long-standing
dream of the abortion industry.® In 2017, the ACLU filed a lawsuit
in Hawaii to make abortion pills more widely available.* A recent
Atlantic article suggests deregulating mifepristone as a way for the
Biden administration to permanently expand abortion access, cir-
cumventing the courts and the people’s duly elected legislators.” The
abortion industry is clearly making the most of this public health
emergency to pave the way for pushing deadly abortion pills into
local pharmacies and mailboxes. Mifepristone is used in about 39%

of abortions in the United States, an increase of 25% since 2014.° De-
regulation of mifepristone may cause the biggest spike in abortions
since Roe v. Wade, and it will be a disaster for pregnant people and
preborn children.

Though relatively few pregnant people seem to die from mifepri-
stone use, its greatest danger lies in its potential as a tool for abusers
and human traffickers.” In 2018, senior Trump aide Jason Miller
was credibly accused of giving his pregnant mistress a smoothie

which contained RU486.% The woman lost
her baby and nearly lost her life. That same
year, a Wisconsin man named Jeffrey Smith
tried to coerce his girlfriend into aborting
their baby, and when that failed, he ordered
mifepristone and misoprostol online and
slipped one of them into her water bottle.’
Fortunately, the woman noticed the pills
crushed in the water, and she and her baby
were spared.

In May of 2017, Dr. Sikander Imran of Arlington, Virginia, was
arrested for slipping an abortion pill into his girlfriend's tea, killing
their seventeen-week-old child.”” Imran was sentenced to twenty
years in prison for fetal homicide, but he will only serve three. In
2013, John Welden pleaded guilty to fetal homicide after tricking
his girlfriend Remee Lee into taking an abortion pill."" “Every day
is a nightmare for me ever since this began,” Ms. Lee told CNN.

If mifepristone is widely available at local pharmacies or through
the mail, abusers and traffickers can gain easy access, and without



medical oversight and counseling, there will be no way of knowing
whether a pregnant person is truly seeking abortion or is being
coerced, manipulated, or outright deceived.

Any drug which ends a human life should never be treated light-
ly. We see this in the strict protocols surrounding drugs used for
executions and assisted suicide. Imagine being able to walk into
a drugstore and order a lethal drug over the counter, or to obtain
lethal drugs anonymously via the Internet. Lifting the FDA restric-
tions on mifepristone during the COVID-19 pandemic sets a very
dangerous precedent. If mail-order abortion becomes the norm,
there’s no way of predicting how many preborn children will die.
Pregnant people will face increased risk of forced abortions from
abusive partners with easy access to these drugs. In short, dereg-
ulating RU486 is a nightmare, and countless pregnant people and
their children will suffer untold physical and psychological trauma
because of it.
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Racial Disparities in the

Death Benalty

By Julia Smucker

n 1998, the Death Penalty Information Center (DPIC) released

an extensive report demonstrating “the infectious presence of

racism” in the death penalty’s application throughout the Unit-

ed States.! One study cited found that Black defendants were

sentenced to death at nearly four times the rate of other de-
fendants for similar crimes, while a second study — focused on
decision-makers in capital cases — found those individuals to be
“almost exclusively white” The studies found that statistically, “[r]
ace is more likely to affect death sentencing than smoking affects
the likelihood of dying from heart disease” The report concluded
that these studies “add to an overwhelming body of evidence that
race plays a decisive role in the question of who lives and dies by
execution” in the U.S.

Although the 1986 Supreme Court case Batson v. Kentucky pro-
hibited the removal of jurors on the basis of race, it’s often up to
defendants to demonstrate that this has occurred, and prosecutors
are often well-versed in justifications for striking Black jurors using
language designed to circumvent Batson.> A 2011 study found that
among defendants on North Carolinas death row, “prosecutors
across the state removed qualified black jurors at more than twice
the rate of non-black jurors.”

The studies found that statistically,
"[r]ace is more likely to affect
death sentencing than smoking af-
fects the likelihood of dying from
heart disease.’

Another report released by the DPIC in 2020 drew on several
studies from the 2010s that showed “cases with white victims being
more likely to be investigated and capitally charged; systemic ex-
clusion of jurors of color from service in death-penalty trials; and
disproportionate imposition of death sentences against defendants
of color Some of these studies demonstrate the role of racial bias
in “putting a thumb on the scale in favor of death” in sentencing

proceedings. For example, people with darker skin or features com-
monly perceived as African-American were more likely to receive
higher culpability ratings given the same set of facts, and were also
more likely to be sentenced to death, specifically in capital cases
involving Black defendants and white victims. This pattern belies
popular perceptions of criminal justice as blind and unprejudiced.

Both DPIC reports mention the case of death row exoneree Clar-
ence Brandley, “one of two high school custodians who discovered
the body of a white female student who had been raped and mur-
dered” in 1980. Brandley was told by a Texas police officer, using
a racial slur, that he was “elected” to be hanged for the crime be-
cause he was Black. In another example, South Carolina prosecutor
Donald Myers compared Black defendant Johnny Bennett to “King
Kong on a bad day;” also calling him “a ‘caveman, a ‘mountain man,
a ‘monster; a ‘big old tiger; and a ‘beast of burden.”

Sadly, statistical evidence suggests that such comments are not
merely rare occurrences of individual prejudice but are “symbolic
of a more systemic racism” pervading the U.S. legal system. As the
2020 DPIC report summarizes, “[s]tructural racism and implicit
and explicit bias influence decisions made from the earliest stag-
es of a case, before a crime has even been charged, all the way to
its conclusion”

Notes
1. “The Death Penalty in Black and White: Who Lives, Who Dies, Who
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son-Brief.
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On the Problem of AFRICOM

By Rana Irby

Much discussion on the U.S. military’s presence abroad
in recent years has focused on the Middle East.

What seems to not have garnered as much attention, however, is
America’s military presence in Africa. Known as the U.S. African
Command (AFRICOM), this presence is approaching its 15th year
of operation. In that time, it has raised concerns of being another
project with exploitative effects on the continent — concerns that
aren’t without merit. They are concerns crucial to fostering a global
culture of non-violence.

AFRICOM was created in 2008 with the goal of fostering peace
and development on the African continent. The command does
this through “military-to-military partnerships to improve the
capacity and operability of African armed forces, assisting oth-
er US [sic] agencies in fulfilling their tasks in Africa and, where
necessary, undertaking military activities in Africa to protect
America’s national interests” In contrast to other American
military outlets abroad, AFRICOM’s structure includes officials
from such agencies as the U.S. Department of State and the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID). However, there
remains the question of the U.S. continuing a militaristic stance
through AFRICOM.

As Ebrahim Shabbir Deen notes, a number of African political
leaders and intellectuals haven't forgotten the history of American
backing of militias and dictators on the continent. In addition, ac-
cording to the Black Alliance for Peace, the U.S. and NATO at-
tack in Libya in 2011 resulted in the U.S. establishing military-to
military relations with 53 out of the 54 African nations, as well
as a number of bases and special forces troops operating across

the continent.? Thus, a reasonable concern that the U.S. is again
employing a military approach to foreign relations at the expense
of diplomacy has arisen. It is an approach that, as Deen concludes,
will lead to more violence and civil war if things don’t change.

Many voices have and are speaking out. Most important of these
voices are those from African nations themselves.> Opposition to
AFRICOM on the continent has been so strong that the command
had to halt plans to move its headquarters to Africa. Another voice
that’s doing significant work to end the problem of AFRICOM is
that of the aforementioned Black Alliance for Peace. Recognizing
the important connection between militarization in Black commu-
nities in the U.S. and U.S. militarization in Africa, the organization
calls for the end of AFRICOM’s operations and an investigation
into the command’s impact on the continent.

In the effort to create a culture of anti-violence around the world,
AFRICOM has shown itself to be a significant area of concern. That
concern is that U.S. involvement in Africa through this command
is yet another example of employing military solutions over diplo-
macy in foreign relations. For those who want a world free of vio-
lence, supporting the efforts to end the militarization of Africa, in-
cluding the work of Black Alliance for Peace, is worth engaging in.

Notes
1. Ebrahim Shabbir Deen, “AFRICOM: Protecting US interests disguised as
‘military partnerships” Al Jazeera Centre for Studies, April 21, 2013. https://
studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2013/05/2013521122644377724.html
2. “U.S. Out of Africa!” Black Alliance for Peace. https://blackalliancefor-
peace.com/usoutofafrica
3. "African voices on AFRICOM." Pambazuka News. https://www.pambazu-

ka.org/governance/african-voices-africom



Innocence and the Death Penalty

By Sophie Trist

n April of 2017, the state of Arkansas likely executed an inno-

cent man. Recently-tested evidence from the 1993 murder of

Debra Reese uncovered DNA other than that of Ledell Lee, who

was executed for the crime.! Lee appealed for DNA testing in

his case, but the courts repeatedly denied his motions. The day
before his execution, Ledell Lee told the BBC, “My dying words
will be as it has always been, I am an innocent man”*> The DNA
tests were performed only after Mr. Lee’s sister Patricia Young, the
ACLU, and the Innocence Project sued the state of Arkansas. If Lee
is posthumously exonerated of Debra Reese’s murder, it will no
doubt bring his family much-needed closure, but it wont change
the fact that our broken, brutal system of state-sanctioned homi-
cide took another innocent life.

Since the death penalty was rein-
stated in 1976, 185 people on death
row have been exonerated — approxi-
mately one for every ten prisoners sen-
tenced to death.’ Three to four times a
year, courts in this country determine
that an innocent person is locked in a
cell for 23 hours a day awaiting an in-
humane execution. In my home state
of Louisiana, 11 people on death row have been exonerated, put-
ting us fourth in the U.S. for number of exonerations.* The Death
Penalty Information Center maintains a list of men who were ex-
ecuted despite strong doubts about their guilt.> According to the
Innocence Project, DNA evidence has been critical in 232 exon-
erations since 1992, eighteen of which have involved people on

Ledell Lee.

Eighteen people owe their lives
and their freedom to the DNA
testing that may have saved

death row.” Eighteen people owe their lives and their freedom to
the DNA testing that may have saved Ledell Lee. Despite this, states
frequently resist calls for extensive forensic testing in death pen-
alty appeals,® even when further testing is supported by the vic-
tims’ families. One capital defense lawyer whose client was denied
post-conviction DNA testing said, “Td like to know what the state
is so scared of... Why are they afraid of the truth? This is sad and
so disturbing”

Witness to Innocence is the only organization in the United
States led directly by death row exonerees and their families.” WTI
empowers death row survivors to tell their stories, become advo-
cates for abolition, and directly challenge political leaders and the
general public to confront the inhu-
manity of capital punishment. The or-
ganization also provides critical sup-
port to those facing the unique social,
psychological, and financial challeng-
es of life after exoneration. In addi-
tion to abolition of the death penalty,
Witness to Innocence calls for fair and
speedy compensation for the wrongly
convicted and their families and works
to put justice back into the criminal justice system.

Racism and classism are woven into every facet of the American
death penalty system. But one of the most horrifying aspects of
our broken system is its propensity for sentencing innocent people
to die. With one person on death row exonerated for every eight
to ten people executed, the likelihood of executing an innocent



person is far too high. No human being is infallible, and death is ir-
reversible. The thought of anybody having that power — especially
a government with a history of abuse against the marginalized —

is terrifying.

Statistics on innocence and the death penalty are just one symp-
tom of a much larger issue of dehumanization and the systemic de-
valuation of people who are BIPOC, low-income, or disabled. The
right to life should not belong only to the innocent. As best-selling
author, civil rights activist, and founder of Equal Justice Initiative
Bryan Stevenson puts it, “Each of us is more than the worst thing
we've ever done” Every man and woman on death row, innocent or
guilty, possesses incalculable human dignity and worth. It is time
to consign our broken system of state-sanctioned homicide to the
ash heap of history.
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"DIY Abortions" in a Post-Roe America

By Christy Yao Pelliccioni

The ending of Roe v. Wade in America,

although a celebratory event for many pro-lifers, will present new
and unique challenges to the pro-life movement. Although there
would be great benefits to antiabortion legislation, a potential
drawback is an increase in “DIY abortions” often promoted in on-
line spaces.! While the dangers of pre-Roe v. Wade illegal abortions
have historically been exaggerated,? the mass influx of information
via social media and the internet has the alarming potential to turn
this myth into an even scarier reality. In a Post-Roe world, pro-life
feminists will need to double down on refuting the acceptability of
this DIY dehumanization and promoting safe, life-affirming, and
empowering choices.

Perhaps the most prominent piece of literature foretelling the
challenges for pro-life feminists post-legalized abortion is The New
Handbook for a Post-Roe America, which came out in March 2019.
This updated version of The Handbook for a Post-Roe America is
a pro-choice manual for a future where Roe v. Wade is overturned.
The book claims to help “get the health care you need” This in-
cludes self-managed abortions.

The book does not entirely shy away from the dangers of
self-managed abortions. According to The New Handbook’s web-
site, the most dangerous part of a self-managed abortion is feeling
like you cannot go to the hospital.* However, the authors go on to
say that the legality and potential for arrest are the only factors that
make at-home abortions via medication dangerous. So which is it?
If at-home abortions are so safe, why is there a fear of going to the
hospital at all?

The waters get murkier. The handbook’s website also says it is
better to seek out a legal abortion provider, especially if one is
seeking to end their pregnancy in the 2nd trimester, but they then
give instructions on how to perform at-home abortions later in
pregnancy.* The site links to Women Helping Women, a group that
encourages those facing at-home abortion complications to lie to

hospital staff and claim that they had a spontaneous miscarriage.
How is this safe? Wouldn't this affect medical care?

On social media, many pro-choice activists boast about helping
others to end the lives of their preborn children. They truly believe
this is the right thing to do, and often have a vigilante-esque air to
them. It wasn’t so long ago that I saw my own Facebook friends
offering to help their out-of-state friends obtain abortions when
antiabortion laws were passed in states such as Georgia. (In my
state of Maryland, where the abortion laws are among the laxest
in the world, ending a pregnancy is very easy.) I truly believe these
pro-choice advocates want to help people facing unexpected preg-
nancies. However, they are failing to recognize the humanity of the
preborn, and in doing so, I believe they are failing to work towards
true equity and empowerment. Ending the life of a child will not
help improve the lives of women. True empowerment is walking
with someone facing a crisis pregnancy, helping her to care for the
life inside her. True empowerment is loving both the mother and
the child.
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