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This journal is dedicated to the aborted, the bombed, the  

executed, the euthanized, the abused, the raped, and all other vic-
tims of violence, whether that violence is 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 vic-
tims of violence. We are Life Matters Journal, and we are here be-
cause politics kills.

Disclaimer
The views presented in this journal do not necessarily 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.

letter from the editor
Dear Readers,
It is surreal to be writing my very 

first Letter From the Editor for Life 
Matters Journal! I started out as just 
an intern layout designer for this 
magazine back in 2015, was hired on 
full-time as the Director of Creative 
Projects for Rehumanize International in 2018, and 
now, as Rehumanize International's Creative Director, 
I serve as Life Matters Journal's Editor in Chief. I have 
loved seeing this publication change and grow over the 
years. Throughout it all, one thing has stayed the same: 
our passion and respect for human dignity. 

Within the pages of this April 2021 issue, you will 
find a wide array of topics: we've got Sophie Trist cov-
ering the criminal justice sphere with her pieces on po-
lice reform and solitary confinement; Stephanie Hauer 
commenting on everything from mass shootings, to 
COVID-19 vaccines, to maternal mortality; Katherine 
Noble interpreting President Biden's latest statements 
on the Guantanamo Bay Detention Camp; and Rana 
Irby taking a closer look into that very same camp 
through her review of The Mauritanian. The thread 
that connects each of these pieces together is a focus 
on the future, on building a better world. In this issue, 
our Staff Writers dare to ask: what would our world 
look like without these dehumanizing institutions? 
How can we, as a community, heal from violence? I 
have hope that their words will bring us closer to find-
ing the answers we seek.

For peace and every human’s life,

Maria Oswalt

http://REHUMANIZEINTL.ORG


Current Events

Biden’s Promise to Close 
Guantanamo Bay

By Katherine Noble

P
resident Joe Biden’s press secretary Jen Psaki has said it is 
the intention of the Biden administration to close down 
Guantanamo Bay Detention Center.1 In 2009, Biden prom-
ised the audience at the Munich Security Conference that 
“We will uphold the rights of those who we bring to jus-

tice. And we will close the detention facility at Guantanamo Bay.”2 
These promises are similar to the ones made early on in the Obama 
administration,3 which were never fulfilled. Can Biden be trusted 
to follow through on this?

Guantanamo Bay has been a breeding ground for human rights 
violations since it began holding detainees twenty years ago. It is 
currently holding 40 detainees, most of them without any charges, 
and none having received a fair trial.4 Biden is now the fourth pres-
ident to preside over the prison, and he has the power to close it. 

Guantanamo Bay is most known for its brutal history of torture, 
including waterboarding, forced feeding, and sleep deprivation. 
Amnesty International released a new report on January 11th, 
2021, detailing the nineteen years of human rights violations per-
petrated at Guantanamo.5 

This report details how the people detained at the facility are tor-
tured, given inadequate medical care, and are denied fair trials. It 
is difficult to get out once you get in. Even those cleared for release 
from the detention facility have remained incarcerated for years 
with no escape.

We hope that Biden will take steps to shut down Guantanamo 
Bay and end the abuses going on there. However, we stay skepti-
cal because Biden served as Vice President under President Barack 
Obama, who admitted that “we tortured some folks” but said we 
must move on from it.6 Obama did reduce the number of detainees 
at Guantanamo, but the actions he took were paltry and appalling 
in light of the horrific conditions at the prison.

In 2016, then-President-elect Donald Trump not only vowed to 
keep the facility open but declared that “We’re gonna load it up 
with some bad dudes, believe me.”7 Trump established a policy 
to keep the facility open and ready for new detainees, completely 
backtracking any progress made by the Obama administration.

Biden’s press secretary, Psaki, announced no official details or 

timeline and did not establish it as a priority for the Biden admin-
istration. Guantanamo Bay Detention Center is a blot on the name 
and history of a country that claims to be free, just, and honorable. 
We must put pressure on our elected officials to take action on this 
issue. 

When it comes to taking action on an individual level, you 
can learn more by reading updated information on Guantanamo 
Bay from advocacy organizations like Witness Against Torture,8 
Amnesty International,9 Human Rights Watch,10 or Muslim Ad-
vocates.11 You can vote for programs and people that support 
refugees, oppose torture and Islamophobia, and prioritize rehabili-
tation. If you have time, write an email or letter to your elected rep-
resentatives and sign petitions. Post about it on social media. Small 
acts are not worth nothing. Even just posting about human rights 
issues on your social media can raise awareness and prompt others 
to further investigate and take action on the issues that matter.

Notes
1. Fox, Ben. " Biden will try to close Guantanamo after ‘robust’ review." AP 
News. https://apnews.com/article/joe-biden-biden-cabinet-prisons-tali-
ban-jen-psaki-b751784fdb5c29de907057cc7833ec1f
2. Muhammad, Nisa Islam. " Human Rights Violations: 20 years of 
Guantánamo Prison." The Final Call. https://new.finalcall.com/2021/01/19/
human-rights-violations-20-years-of-guantanamo-prison/
3. " Obama legal advisers draft plans for Guantánamo." The Guardian. https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2008/nov/10/obama-guantanamo-bay-prison
4. Muhammad, Nisa Islam. " Human Rights Violations: 20 years of 
Guantánamo Prison." The Final Call. https://new.finalcall.com/2021/01/19/
human-rights-violations-20-years-of-guantanamo-prison/
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
7. "Special Series: Detainees at Guantanamo Bay." NPR. https://www.npr.
org/series/4711397/detainees-at-guantanamo-bay
8. http://witnessagainsttorture.com/
9. " USA: New Amnesty International report details ongoing human 
rights violations at Guantánamo Bay detention facility." Amnesty Interna-
tional. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/01/usa-report-hu-
man-rights-violations-guantanamo/
10. "Guantanamo." Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/topic/terror-
ism-counterterrorism/guantanamo
11. https://muslimadvocates.org
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Police Reform Legislation: A First Step
to Dismantling Systemic Racism

By Sophie Trist

Current Events

A
lmost one year ago, George Floyd’s brutal murder at the 
hands of Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin ripped 
open old scars that have been present since before our 
nation’s founding. Millions of people took to the streets 
across America and the world in a massive wave of mostly 

nonviolent protest. This bottom-up call for racial justice paved the 
way for critical conversations about how America’s criminal justice 
system, from encounters with police officers all the way through 
trial and incarceration, consistently and systemically devalues 
Black Lives. The George Floyd Justice in Policing Act of 2021,1 
sponsored by Rep. Karen Base (D-CA), chairwoman of the House’s 
Black Caucus, provides a first step in our long fight to dismantle 
systemic racism and create communities which rehumanize  in-
stead of criminalize people of color.

The George Floyd Justice in Policing Act (JPA) aims to ban the 
use of chokeholds like the one that ended George Floyd’s life, re-
strict the use of no-knock warrants such as the one that led to the 
death of Breonna Taylor,2 and ban racial or religious profiling by 
police departments. The bill also aims to hold police officers ac-
countable for abuse by rolling back qualified immunity, making 
it easier for victims of police brutality to get justice through the 
courts. The JPA also streamlines the process for prosecuting cases 
of police misconduct and makes provisions for independent pros-
ecutors to investigate police brutality, as cops often have very close 
and compromising relationships with district attorneys. Though 
the federal government has little control over how state and local 
governments police their populations, the JPA incentivizes reform 
by making provisions to redirect federal funding toward police de-
partments which comply and away from those which don’t.3

The JPA is not without its critics. While many civil rights groups 
applaud the bill as a first step, they maintain that it doesn’t go far 
enough in dismantling systemic racism and militarized policing. 
The ACLU calls on Congress to perfect the JPA by complete-
ly eliminating the program which gives police officers access to 
military-grade weapons and turns communities into war zones.4 
They also urge the Senate to go further in eliminating qualified im-
munity and to prevent facial recognition technology from police 
body cameras from contributing to our already Orwellian surveil-
lance system. Human Rights Watch (HRW) points out that despite 
months of racial justice protests, 645 people have been killed by 
police officers since George Floyd’s murder.5 HRW is concerned 
that the JPA does not do enough to divest from police and reinvest 
in life-affirming community programs. Instead of creating more 
studies and commissions, HRW argues, the JPA should focus on 
drastically rethinking systems which criminalize people of color, 
people with disabilities, and people in poverty. 

As a white woman, I never learned to fear the police. I was taught, 
from an early age, that police could always be trusted, and it is only 
in recent years that I’ve come to see the vast gulf between my ex-
periences with law enforcement and those of my BIPOC brothers 
and sisters. While there is no comprehensive national data on po-
lice violence (something the JPA aims to fix), statistics show that 
unarmed Black people are killed by police at significantly higher 
rates than whites.6 Of the more than 1,000 unarmed people killed 
by law enforcement between 2013 and 2019, one-third were Black. 
The statistics on mental illness and police violence are equally ab-
horrent, with people suffering from untreated mental illness being 
sixteen times more likely to be killed by police.7 Being poor, Black, 
or mentally ill should never be treated as a crime. By over-relying 
on law enforcement to deal with social problems like homeless-
ness, addiction, and mental illness, we’re upholding racist struc-
tures which violate the human dignity and human rights of poor, 
Black, and disabled people on a daily basis. All lives won’t matter 
until Black lives matter, and that starts with rethinking policing in 
this country. The JPA is far from the be-all and end-all of racial 
justice, but it opens the door for future conversations about what 
a truly whole-life society can do to reform law enforcement and 
create thriving, supportive communities.

Notes
1. George Floyd Justice in Policing Act of 2021, H.R. 1280, 117th Congress 
(2021). https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1280/text
2. Brown, Matthew and Tessa Duvall. " Fact check: Louisville Police had a 
'no-knock' warrant for Breonna Taylor’s apartment." USA Today. https://
www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2020/06/30/fact-check-police-
had-no-knock-warrant-breonna-taylor-apartment/3235029001/
3. Collins, Sean. " The House has passed the George Floyd Justice in Policing 
Act." Vox. https://www.vox.com/2021/3/3/22295856/george-floyd-justice-
in-policing-act-2021-passed-house
4. "Aclu Urges Congress To Perfect H.r. 7120, The George Floyd Justice In 
Policing Act." ACLU. https://www.aclu.org/letter/aclu-urges-congress-per-
fect-hr-7120-george-floyd-justice-policing-act
5. " US: House Should Not Pass Policing Bill Without Changes." Human 
Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/01/us-house-should-not-
pass-policing-bill-without-changes
6.  McPhillips, Deidre. "Deaths From Police Harm Disproportionately 
Affect People of Color." US News. https://www.usnews.com/news/arti-
cles/2020-06-03/data-show-deaths-from-police-violence-disproportionate-
ly-affect-people-of-color
7. "People with Untreated Mental Illness 16 Times More Likely to Be 
Killed By Law Enforcement." Treatment Advocacy Center. https://www.
treatmentadvocacycenter.org/key-issues/criminalization-of-mental-ill-
ness/2976-people-with-untreated-mental-illness-16-times-more-likely-to-
be-killed-by-law-enforcement-
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How to Rehumanize After a Mass Shooting
By Stephanie Hauer

Current Events

Editor’s note:
On Tuesday, March 16, 2021, eight people were killed by 21-year-

old Robert Aaron Long at three massage parlors in the Atlanta area. 
One person survived the shooting, and according to CNN, they are 
in stable condition.1 Several of Long’s victims were Asian women, 
causing many to reflect on the recent rise in anti-Asian violence.2 
In a statement to police, Long claimed the attack was not racially 
motivated; he said he aimed to attack sex workers because of his own 
issues with sexual addiction.3

Rehumanize International unequivocally condemns violence 
against sex workers, violence against women, and violence against 
Asian people. All communities deserve to live free from violence. Be-
low, Staff Writer Stephanie Hauer offers suggestions that may help 
communities heal and rehumanize in the aftermath of such tragedy.

GIVE IF YOU CAN.
If you live near the site of the shooting, go to the hospital and do-

nate blood to support the victims.  If you don’t live nearby but can 
give monetarily, donate to the families and/or communities that 
have been directly affected.  Medical care and funeral services are 
expensive.  While money can never replace the person who was 
lost, having those expenses addressed means there’s one less obsta-
cle for those who are grieving.

VOLUNTEER YOUR TIME.
This can take the form of political activism, community out-

reach, direct support to survivors of gun violence, or participating 
in other programs to benefit communities.  Your time and your 
presence is valuable.  Offering up your time and efforts can help 
create a world where these tragedies happen less frequently.

EDUCATE YOURSELF.
Take the time to learn the names of the victims, survivors, and 

direct responders to the incident.  Learn about their lives and what 
they loved.  Honor and remember them by rehumanizing them.  

We are all people, and we deserve to be treated as such.  Violence 
undermines our humanity, but you can help restore that dignity.  

PREPARE YOURSELF.
Thinking about mass shootings can be overwhelmingly terrify-

ing.  It’s definitely scary to think about, but learning what to do in 
an active shooter event can help ward off some of that anxiety.  It’s 
a way to feel some sense of control, and that knowledge could even 
save lives someday.  

EXPRESS YOURSELF.
Explore your emotions and find healthy ways to express them.  

Whatever emotions you’re feeling in response to this incident are 
completely valid.  It’s important to process those feelings and not 
bottle them up or trap them.  Try making an art piece, exercising, 
or writing out a poem or story.

PRACTICE SELF-CARE.
Unplug from social media and take time to be present with what-

ever grounds and recharges you.  This can take on many forms de-
pending on your individual preferences. Spend time with your pets 
or with loved ones to revitalize your connections with other living 
creatures.  Attend an affinity group meeting or cultural festival to 
connect with a larger community.  Give yourself permission to pri-
oritize your mental health, and rehumanize yourself.

Notes
1.  Wagner, Meg, Melissa Macaya and Mike Hayes. "8 killed in shootings 
at Atlanta-area spas." CNN. https://www.cnn.com/us/live-news/atlanta-ar-
ea-shootings-03-17-21/index.html
2. Nuyen, Suzanne. "Anti-Asian Attacks Rise During Pandemic. Read 
NPR's Stories On The Surge In Violence." NPR. https://www.npr.
org/2021/03/17/978055571/anti-asian-attacks-rise-during-pandemic-read-
nprs-stories-on-the-surge-in-violen
3. "Georgia spa shootings: Suspect confesses, claims he was not racially 
motivated, sheriff says." WSB-TV. https://www.wsbtv.com/news/local/new-
fbi-joins-investigation-into-deadly-spa-rampage-8-dead-1-injured/KSUO-
KEPYSJGIPE6LXDXBIVASHY/
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World

I
’m sure I don’t have to remind you of all the ways that COVID-19 
has impacted us. Across the globe, around 2.68 million people 
have died.1 Millions more have been infected, some of whom 
are now navigating the long-term symptoms that may become 
chronic health issues. Even those who haven’t been infected 

aren’t entirely unscathed. With so many deaths, most of us know 
someone or know someone who knows someone who lost their life 
to COVID-19.

Widespread distribution of effective vaccines is our best hope 
for controlling this virus. Countries all over the world are working 
hard to get the vaccines into people’s bodies — with varying de-
grees of success. As time passes, more and more groups of people 
become eligible for vaccine appointments, which makes the ques-
tion ever more urgent: should you get the vaccination?

This question has inspired a lot of discourse, both online and 
in-person. A main point of debate is whether the COVID-19 vac-
cines (and by extension, many other vaccines) were developed eth-
ically, specifically regarding the use of fetal cells in their testing and 
production. It’s a complicated issue for a pro-life person to navigate.

The benefit of the vaccine is two-fold. It protects you, the recip-
ient, from getting dangerously sick. And when you don’t get in-
fected, you aren’t spreading the virus to other people, which helps 
to protect your community. This contributes to something known 
as “herd immunity.”2 If lots of people in a group are immune to a 
specific disease, then that disease has trouble spreading through 
that community. This protects everyone, whether they themselves 
are immune or not. So if everyone who is able to receive a vaccine 
against a specific disease gets that vaccine, then people who can’t 
receive the vaccines (due to allergies, health conditions, etc.) are 
better protected because their community is less likely to spread 
that disease to them.

When we consider getting vaccinated, we have to remember that 
we’re not just deciding for ourselves. The choice to vaccinate makes 
things safer for our entire community, especially the more vulner-
able among us. And that’s a very pro-life goal.

But herd immunity and personal safety aren’t the only factors 

that matter here. If we’re going to support vaccines, it’s important to 
know exactly what we’re supporting. Most modern vaccines use fe-
tal cell lines. These lines originated with cells that were taken from 
a tissue sample procured from an aborted fetus. Those original cells 
were then replicated extensively in a lab, and these replicated cells 
are used in various industries, such as the food, cosmetics, and 
medical industries.3

The three COVID-19 vaccines that are currently available in the 
United States are from Pfizer, Moderna, and Johnson & Johnson. 
All three used fetal cell lines to create their vaccines.4 Pfizer and 
Moderna only used the cell lines for early testing. Johnson & John-
son used the cell lines both in testing and also to produce vaccine 
doses. Other modern vaccines that are created using fetal cell lines 
include the vaccines for hepatitis A, rubella, and rabies.

The particular cell lines used for the COVID-19 vaccines were 
HEK-293 and PER.C6. The cells used for HEK-93 were obtained 
from the kidney of a female fetus who died in 1973; it is unclear 
whether the baby died of natural causes or as part of an abortion 
procedure. The cells for PER.C6 were gathered from an embryo 
who was aborted in 1985. Even though it was a long time ago, the 
lives of these babies still matter.

Many proponents of fetal cell line use will emphasize that one 
abortion from many years ago can provide the material needed for 
infinite tests, products, and medicines because the cell lines can be 
replicated indefinitely. That’s how we’re still able to use cells from 
a sample that was collected forty-eight years ago. But this idea of 
an “immortal” cell line is only mostly true. While the cell lines can 
be replicated quite extensively, they degrade over time. It is rare, 
but fresh material does need to be collected periodically.5 Fetal cell 
research is not as self-sustaining as it is often painted to be.

That’s why it’s so important for us pro-lifers to advocate for more 
ethical research practices. We must move away from fetal cell line 
usage and replace it with ethical and effective alternatives. We must 
speak up and demand change. If you’re looking for actionable 
ways to start advocating now, Children of God for Life offers some  
great resources.6

On the Moral Implications 
of Vaccination

By Stephanie Hauer
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But until that day comes, we are left with a choice. Many of the 
vaccines available to us now, including the COVID-19 vaccines, 
are morally compromised because they’re not produced with en-
tirely ethical methods. So what should we do? Do we skip the shot 
entirely, or do we grit our teeth and get it?

It’s an incredibly nuanced decision, and there are a lot of factors 
to consider. Only you and your medical care providers can make 
that choice, based on your specific needs and priorities. Though it 
is certainly complicated, I believe that getting the vaccine is the best 
thing those of us who want to build a culture of life can do at this 
time to achieve our goal. Because we recognize the inherent and 
unwavering dignity of each and every person, I feel that it is our 
goal and our duty to reduce needless deaths. We work against acts 
of aggressive violence, yes, but we also strive to eliminate deaths 
derived from carelessness, or those that could have been prevented 
through reasonable intervention and action. Vaccination is a rea-
sonable course of action that can literally save lives.

We can’t go back in time and rescue the little babies whose cells 
came to be known and used as HEK-293 or PER.C6. But we can 
make choices here and now to contribute to a better present and 
create a better future. We can advocate against fetal cell line usage 
and also receive the vaccine to protect ourselves and others from 
this immediate threat that is COVID-19.

This is an example of remote material cooperation. In ethics, 
there is a whole set of language used to describe how one partici-
pates in an act of evil.7 The agent is the person who carries out the 
evil action. A cooperator is someone who, in some way, participates 
or assists in the evil act. That assistance can be formal, whereby the 
cooperator intends for the evil action to occur. Or that assistance 
be material, which means that they provided some type of resource 
or support for the evil action without intending for it to occur. It’s 
important to consider the necessity of the material cooperation. If 
the material provided is necessary for the evil action to occur, and 
the cooperator provides it, that’s a different moral circumstance 
than if the material provided is not necessary for the evil action to 
occur. Similarly, if the cooperator contributes to the evil action in 
a way that commissions or initiates it, that’s a very different moral 
circumstance than if the cooperator contributes without commis-
sioning the evil action. 

How do all these ethics terms apply to the COVID-19 vaccine? 
Getting vaccinated is an example of remote material cooperation. 
Here, the evil action is the unethical use of cells derived from 
aborted fetuses. By receiving a dose of the vaccine, you are tech-
nically contributing to that evil action by creating a viable market 
for it. But even if you refuse the vaccine, the fetal cells were al-
ready used, so your contribution to the evil action is not required 
for it to occur. Your dosage of the vaccine did not commission 
the evil action. The vaccine was not made for you personally. It 
was made for millions and millions of people, so whether you get 
the shots or not, the evil action was already initiated. In this in-
stance, your participation in the evil action is so tertiary, it’s con-
sidered remote material cooperation, which can be justifiable with 
a proportionate reason. The prevention of COVID-19 for yourself 
and your community is certainly a justifiable reason for remote  
material cooperation.

While remote material cooperation in evil is obviously undesir-
able, it’s also kind of unavoidable right now. In our modern society, 

pretty much everything we do or touch or purchase carries with it 
some amount of remote material cooperation. As an example, let’s 
focus on just one item — say, the shirt that you’re wearing right 
now. In order to produce that shirt, someone had to gather the 
raw materials, weave them into fabric and thread, construct the 
garment, and then ship it to the vendor from which you bought 
it. Each and every step of the way, there were any number of op-
portunities for evil to creep in. Was the raw material harvested or 
produced under ethical and environmentally-friendly conditions? 
Was the shirt constructed in an ethical factory? Was it shipped to 
you in a way that doesn’t harm the environment? What about the 
vendor you bought it from? Are they an ethical corporation, from 
their entry-level employees all the way up to their CEO, and all the 
policies connecting them? 

It’s usually impossible to verify the morality of each and every 
step taken to create even just that one shirt. Now think about how 
many objects you use and services you access on a daily basis. Think 
about how many companies took how many steps to create all of 
those things. There’s definitely some evil somewhere along the line 
in at least some of those goods or services, if not in all of them.

In our world today, remote material cooperation in evil is practi-
cally unavoidable. If we obsess over that cooperation, we’ll be par-
alyzed completely. Instead, we just have to do our best. Make the 
most ethical choice out of the options that are reasonably available 
to you. When it comes to the COVID-19 vaccines, or any other 
vaccine, the trade-off for remote cooperation with evil is direct and 
impactful good on your community. You are saving lives. 

That said, regardless of whether or not you receive the vaccine, 
we can all take steps to reduce the spread of this deadly virus and 
protect our own lives and the lives of others. Please follow safety 
precautions, do your part to reduce the spread, and stay safe!

Notes
1. Google data. https://www.google.com/search?q=how+many+peo-
ple+have+died+from+covid+worldwide&rlz=1C1CHBD_enU-
S707US707&oq=how+many+people+have+&aqs=chrome.4.69i57j0i433l-
2j0l2.7773j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
2. "What Is Herd Immunity?" WebMD. https://www.webmd.com/lung/
what-is-herd-immunity#1
3. Hauer, Stephanie. "Fetal Cells in the Cosmetics, Food, and Medical In-
dustries." Rehumanize International. https://www.rehumanizeintl.org/post/
fetal-cells-in-the-cosmetics-food-and-medical-industries
4. "COVID-19 Vaccines & Fetal Cell Lines." North Dakota Health. https://
www.health.nd.gov/sites/www/files/documents/COVID%20Vaccine%20
Page/COVID-19_Vaccine_Fetal_Cell_Handout.pdf
5. "Human vaccines & immunotherapeutics." Taylor & Francis. https://www.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4526020/#:~:text=Walvax%2D2%20
was%20derived%20from,27%2Dyear%20old%20healthy%20woman
6. "Stop Aborted Fetal Cell Lines in Medical Products." Children of God for 
Life. https://cogforlife.org/sign-the-campaign-for-ethical-vaccines-medi-
cines/
7. "Cooperation in Evil." Archdiocese of Philadelphia. http://archphila.org/
HHS/pdf/CoopEvilChart.pdf
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media review

Why No One Should Turn a 
Blind Eye to Torture: A Review 

of The Mauritanian 
By Rana Irby

F
air warning: if you watch the film The Mauritanian (which 
you absolutely should), it’s going to be a tough experience. 
This is not only because the movie is two hours long, but 
also because the story is quite heart wrenching. You may 
even need to take breaks with the knowledge of the fact that 

the story the movie is based on is true, and the actions perpetrat-
ed against Mohamedou Ould Slahi, a prisoner without charge at 
Guantánamo Bay, were done in the name of the citizens of the 
United States of America.Since the war 
on terror began nearly 20 years ago, you 
may have heard in passing about the 
treatment of detainees at Guantánamo, 
with talking points being either for or 
against the United States’ actions. The 
Mauritanian puts a literal face on what 
has happened, and continues to hap-
pen, in the name of waging war on ter-
ror.  The film makes you stop, look, and 
not turn a blind eye to torture. 

As mentioned above, The Mauritanian tells the story of Mo-
hamedou Ould Slahi’s fight for freedom after being detained in 
Guantánamo Bay for more than 14 years without being charged.1 
The movie is based on Slahi’s memoir Guantánamo Diary. Direc-
tor Kevin Macdonald grippingly depicts Slahi’s (played by Tahar 
Rahim) pursuit of justice along with his attorney Nancy Holland-
er (played by Jodie Foster), her assistant Teri Duncan (played by 
Shailene Woodley) and Lt. Colonel Stuart Couch (played by Bene-
dict Cumberbatch). The reason I use the word gripping is because 
each moment of the film presents the viewer with a sense that all 
those involved in making the film knew the serious nature of the 
story and wanted to convey it as powerfully as possible. Each scene 
did such a great job of conveying the injustices against Slahi that I 

actually had to watch the movie in two sitting, to give myself time 
to process everything that was going on. 

Not only was Slahi detained for years without charge, he was tor-
tured, which is depicted in the film. Thankfully, the actions were 
portrayed in snippets, so the viewer can get a sense of the horren-
dous nature of the actions without the film being too gratuitous. 
As for the characters, the movie did a spectacular job of presenting 
Slahi as a human being, as well as emphasizing the moral weight 

his case took on those involved. It left 
me, and hopefully anyone who watches 
the film, with the sense that no matter 
the accusation or offence, guilt or inno-
cence, no one should be  tortured. One 
finishes the film with no other option 
than to consider the dignity of the hu-
man person.

The Mauritanian is an engaging look 
at the fight for justice and dignity of the 
human person, especially in light of 

torture. The film places the subject front and center, demanding 
attention, and crucially ascribing a human face on the victims of 
torture. For us Americans, the egregious acts inflicted on Mohame-
dou Ould Slahi were done in our name. Thus, it is a must watch.

Notes
1.  The Mauritanian. 2021. “Story”. Accessed March 12, 2021. https://www.
themauritanian.movie/synopsis/
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W
elcoming a baby to the world outside the womb is ex-
citing, but giving birth can be scary. The reality is that 
childbirth can be very dangerous for both the infant 
and the mother. A moment that is supposed to be 
about life carries with it the risk of death. 

Maternal mortality is defined by the World Health Organization 
as “[a death] from any cause related to or aggravated by pregnan-
cy or its management (excluding accidental or incidental causes) 
during pregnancy and childbirth or within 42 days of the termina-
tion of pregnancy.” In the United States today, the average maternal 
mortality rate is 17.4 deaths per 100,000 live births. This means 
that out of the 3,791,912 births were recorded in 2018, approxi-
mately 660 people died. When you compare those two numbers 
— 3.7 million and 660 — it can make the maternal deaths seem 
small. But all of those people were unique and unrepeatable hu-
man beings. The loss of them matters.

This rate changes if you break it down by certain demographics. 
Women aged 40 or older have a much higher mortality rate (81.9) 
compared to women under age 25 (10.6). Hispanic women have a 
rate of 11.8, while non-Hispanic white women have a rate of 14.7, 
and non-Hispanic black women have a rate of 37.1. That ratio has 
remained consistent over the past decade.

America’s rate of maternal death is high when compared to oth-
er developed countries. Canada and France, for example, have 
half the number of maternal deaths that we do: 8.6 and 8.7 out of 
100,000, respectively. Australia has 4.8, Switzerland has 4.6, and 
Sweden has 4.3. Both Germany and the Netherlands have around 
3 deaths per 100,000, while Norway and New Zealand have just 
under 2. When measured against our peers, America is the most 
dangerous place to give birth. 

In countries with less infrastructure, the maternal mortality rate 
jumps staggeringly high. Of the fifteen countries ranking high or 
very high on the Fragile States index, the maternal mortality rate 
ranged from 31 to 1150. In Sierra Leone, 1,360 mothers die for 
every 100,000 live births — the highest rate in the world. 

Nearly 75% of all maternal deaths are a result of one of these 

causes: severe bleeding (especially after birth), infections, high 
blood pressure during pregnancy, complications from delivery, 
and unsafe abortions. The remaining 25% are usually associated 
with infections such as malaria or chronic conditions like diabetes 
or cardiac diseases. Most of these complications are preventable or 
treatable. Many lives could be saved if offered the proper medical 
care.

There is a clear need for change in America, and steps are being 
taken around the nation to enact that change. The state of New 
Jersey recently announced its Nurture NJ Maternal and Infant 
Health Plan. Its goal is to make the state “the safest and most eq-
uitable place in the nation to give birth and raise a baby.” The plan 
includes more than seventy recommendations for actionable steps 
to improve outcomes for mothers and babies, directed at a variety 
of stakeholders. 

One example of a strategy for change is to raise awareness, avail-
ability, and involvement of midwives. The World Health Organiza-
tion recommends midwife-led care as a way to reduce the maternal 
mortality rate. Specifically trained to help healthy women through 
labor and delivery, as well as to provide postpartum support, mid-
wives play a vital role in providing pregnancy care. Midwife-led 
care has been shown to offer equivalent or even better experienc-
es than physician-led care in terms of maternal and neonatal out-
comes, efficient use of health care resources, and patient satisfac-
tion and well-being. 

Other states are considering bills designed to address this prob-
lem. Minnesota, Maine, and Oklahoma have bills proposed that 
would expand their data collection, allowing them to get a better 
handle on maternal deaths and their causes. Vermont has a bill that 
would include additional experts, such as social workers and men-
tal health clinicians, to serve one-year terms on the state’s Maternal 
Mortality Review Panel. And in West Virginia, a bill is in consider-
ation that would create a maternal mortality review panel, among 
other fatality review panels. 

When we work to reduce maternal deaths, we do so with the rec-
ognition that every human being has a right to live. But that right 
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is attacked when the work includes abortion. In the institutional 
change section of New Jersey’s Nurture plan, action step 7.3 reads 
“Provide access to the full range of family planning services, in-
cluding all safe and effective contraception methods and abortion 
care, through stronger provider relationships.”  This section calls 
upon the governor and the state legislature to codify Roe v. Wade, 
ensuring abortion access within the state. This directly contradicts 
the life-honoring motivation of the Nurture plan. 

Pregnancy should not be a death sentence. Our country is not 
providing the quality of care that it should be offering, and people 
are dying of preventable causes because of that failure. It is vital 
that we take steps to eliminate the gaps in our healthcare in ways 
that are equitable and life-sustaining for everyone. 

Notes
1. ASTHO. 2020. “States Tackle the Climbing Maternal Mortality Rate in the 
U.S.” ASTHO Experts Blog. https://www.astho.org/StatePublicHealth/States-
Tackle-Climbing-Maternal-Mortality-Rate-in-the-US/03-18-20/.
2. Mason, Harriet. 2016. “Making strides to improve maternal health in Si-
erra Leone.” Unicef. https://www.unicef.org/stories/making-strides-mater-
nal-health-worst-place-to-be-mother#:~:text=With%201%2C360%20moth-
ers%20dying%20per,of%20death%20associated%20to%20childbirth.
3. National Center for Health Statistics. 2017. “Births and Natality.” NCHS. 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/births.htm.
4. National Center for Health Statistics. 2020. “First Data Released on 
Maternal Mortality in Over a Decade.” National Center for Health Statis-
tics Pressroom. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/pressroom/nchs_press_releas-
es/2020/202001_MMR.htm.
5. National Center for Health Statistics. 2020. “Maternal Mortality.” CDC. 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/maternal-mortality/index.htm.
6. The Nicholson Foundation and The Community Health Acceleration Part-
nership. 2021. “Nurture New Jersey 2021 Strategic Plan.” Nurture NJ. https://
nurturenj.nj.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/20210120-Nurture-NJ-Stra-
tegic-Plan.pdf.
7. Tikkanen, Roosa, Munia Z. Gunja, Molly FitzGerald, and Laurie Zephy-
rin. 2020. “Maternal Mortality and Maternity Care in the United States Com-
pared to 10 Other Developed Countries.” The Commonwealth Fund. https://
www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2020/nov/mater-
nal-mortality-maternity-care-us-compared-10-countries#:~:text=Wom-
en%20in%20the%20U.S.%20are,income%20countries%20(Exhibit%201).
8. World Health Organization. n.d. “Maternal Deaths.” The Global Health Ob-
servatory. Accessed February 27, 2021. https://www.who.int/data/gho/indi-
cator-metadata-registry/imr-details/4622#:~:text=Definition%3A,and%20
site%20of%20the%20pregnancy.
9. World Health Organization. 2019. “Maternal Mortality.” World Health 
Organization. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mater-
nal-mortality.
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M
any people are familiar with the tragic story of Kalief 
Browder, a Black teenager from New York City who was 
arrested in 2010 for allegedly stealing a backpack and spent 
three years on Rikers Island before his case was dismissed 

in 2013.1 During his incarceration, Browder spent over two years 
in solitary confinement, which caused significant damage to his 
mental health. After his release, Browder attempted to resume nor-
mal life, but due to crippling anxiety and paranoia, he was in and 
out of psychiatric hospitals. In 2015, Kalief Browder, who had at-
tempted suicide several times during and after his stints in solitary 
confinement, took his own life. 

When an inmate is subjected to solitary confinement, he or she 
is locked in a cell — typically about the same size as an elevator 
— for up to twenty-three hours a day, with minimal human con-
tact, virtually no access to rehabilitative or educational programs, 
and extremely limited physical and mental health treatment. The 
United Nations Convention Against Torture defines torture as “any 
state-sanctioned act “by which severe pain or suffering, whether 
physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person” for in-
formation, punishment, intimidation, or for a reason based on 
discrimination.”2  Nils Melzer, a UN special rapporteur on tor-
ture, writes that his mandate has long caused him to be concerned 
about the excessive, arbitrary use of solitary confinement across 
the world, but especially in the United States.3 Such deprivation 
is extremely detrimental to both physical and mental health and 
amounts to torture. We must end the dehumanizing practice of 
solitary confinement because people’s lives are at stake.

According to a 2017 survey, roughly 61,000  men, women, and 
children are confined in isolation across the country.4 However, 
this figure is likely a very low estimate, as it does not take into ac-
count inmates in local jails, juvenile facilities, or immigrant deten-
tion centers. Like most human rights abuses, solitary confinement 
is difficult to track because there’s no federal reporting system in 
place to determine how many people are being isolated at one time. 
As with every measure of incarceration in the United States, peo-
ple of color are overrepresented in solitary confinement.5 There is 
an assumption that solitary confinement, like the death penalty, 
is reserved for only the worst of the worst, but the truth is that 
prisoners have spent months or even years in solitary for relatively 

minor offenses, such as stealing a pack of cigarettes or talking to a 
suspected gang member.

The UN’s Mandela Rules stipulate that solitary confinement 
should not be used against youth or people with disabilities and 
that no one should be isolated for longer than fifteen days.6 Despite 
this, it is estimated that between one-fifth and one-third of pris-
oners in solitary confinement struggle with mental illness before 
they are isolated.7 But if inmates aren’t mentally ill when they go 
in, they’re almost sure to be when they come out. Stuart Grass-
ian, a psychiatrist from Harvard Medical School, has interviewed 
hundreds of inmates who survived solitary confinement, and he 
concludes that extensive isolation can lead to visual and auditory 
hallucinations, panic attacks, chronic insomnia, hypersensitivity to 
external stimuli, a loss of impulse control, development of para-
noid obsessions, and loss of cognitive and memory abilities.8 In a 
study of California inmates between 1999 and 2004, Grassian dis-
covered that people in solitary confinement made up nearly half 
of the prison system’s suicides. A 1995 study of the federal prison 
system revealed that 63% of inmate suicides occurred among those 
who had experienced long-term isolation.

The adverse mental health effects of solitary confinement are de-
monstrably worse for juveniles,9 whose brains are still developing 
and thus have a greater need for socialization. A sixteen-year-old 
Florida teen held in isolation for four months took up self-harming 
because, she told Ian M. Kysel of The Washington Post, “It is the 
only release of my pain.”10 Leno Silva, who experienced solitary 
confinement as a child, describes it thus in a 2014 report by the 
American Civil Liberties Union: “Being in a room for over twen-
ty-one hours a day is like a waking nightmare, like you want to 
scream but you can’t.”11 DOJ research found that more than 60% of 
young people who died by suicide in prison had a history of being 
held in solitary confinement. If parents confined their children to a 
small, non-air-conditioned room for twenty-three hours a day with 
no human contact, it would be called child abuse.

Solitary confinement had its heyday in the 1990s and early 2000s 
when the United States developed “tough on crime” policies which 
scoffed at rehabilitation as useless and ineffective. Fortunately, the 
past few years have seen meaningful efforts to restrict or eliminate 
this form of torture. In 2016, President Obama called solitary con-
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finement “an affront to our common humanity.”12 In 2019, despite 
a resurgence in dehumanizing rhetoric against incarcerated people, 
twenty-eight states introduced legislation to limit solitary confine-
ment, and twelve states passed laws that do things like limiting iso-
lation to a maximum of twenty days and prohibiting isolation for 
vulnerable populations such as young people, pregnant and post-
partum people, the elderly, and people with disabilities.13 In 2020, 
Louisiana, which holds people in solitary confinement at rates 
four times the national average, introduced a bill to ban solitary 
confinement for pregnant people in all but the most extreme cas-
es.14 The ability to exist in a community and access education and 
rehabilitation programs should not be regarded as a privilege for 
incarcerated men, women, and children, but a basic human right. 
President Obama was absolutely right to call long-term, abusive 
use of  solitary confinement “an affront to our common humanity.” 
Creating a culture of life means doing away with these torturous 
practices and implementing restorative justice models which put 
the inalienable human dignity of both victims and offenders at the 
center of our social discourse and policies.

Notes
1. Gonnerman, Jennifer. " Before the Law." The New Yorker. https://www.
newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/06/before-the-law
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Treatment or Punishment." United Nations. https://www.ohchr.org/en/pro-
fessionalinterest/pages/cat.aspx
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torture, says UN expert." United Nations. https://www.ohchr.org/en/New-
sEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25633&LangID=E
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www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/4/17/18305109/solitary-confine-
ment-prison-criminal-justice-reform
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6. Nelson Mandela Rules. United Nations. https://www.un.org/en/events/
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ers-suicidal-we-need-to-ban-the-practice/
11. "Alone & Afraid. Children Held in Solitary Confinement and Isolation 
in Juvenile Detention and Correctional Facilities." ACLU. https://www.aclu.
org/files/assets/Alone%20and%20Afraid%20COMPLETE%20FINAL.pdf
12. "Barack Obama: Why We Must Rethink Solitary Confinement." Wash-
ington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/barack-obama-
why-we-must-rethink-solitary-confinement/2016/01/25/29a361f2-c384-
11e5-8965-0607e0e265ce_story.html
13. "2019 was a Watershed Year in the Movement to Stop Solitary Confine-
ment." ACLU. https://www.aclu.org/news/prisoners-rights/2019-was-a-wa-
tershed-year-in-the-movement-to-stop-solitary-confinement/
14. "Proposed Law Seeks To End Solitary Confinement For Pregnant Pris-
oners." WWNO. https://www.wwno.org/post/proposed-law-seeks-end-soli-
tary-confinement-pregnant-prisoners

10

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/06/before-the-law
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/06/before-the-law
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cat.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cat.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25633&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25633&LangID=E
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/4/17/18305109/solitary-confinement-prison-criminal-justice-reform
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/4/17/18305109/solitary-confinement-prison-criminal-justice-reform
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/4/17/18305109/solitary-confinement-prison-criminal-justice-reform
https://www.un.org/en/events/mandeladay/mandela_rules.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/events/mandeladay/mandela_rules.shtml
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/what-does-solitary-confinement-do-to-your-mind/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/what-does-solitary-confinement-do-to-your-mind/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/litigation/committees/childrens-rights/articles/2016/making-case-end-solitary-confinement-juveniles/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/litigation/committees/childrens-rights/articles/2016/making-case-end-solitary-confinement-juveniles/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/litigation/committees/childrens-rights/articles/2016/making-case-end-solitary-confinement-juveniles/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/17/solitary-confinement-makes-teenagers-suicidal-we-need-to-ban-the-practice/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/17/solitary-confinement-makes-teenagers-suicidal-we-need-to-ban-the-practice/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/06/17/solitary-confinement-makes-teenagers-suicidal-we-need-to-ban-the-practice/
https://www.aclu.org/files/assets/Alone%20and%20Afraid%20COMPLETE%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/files/assets/Alone%20and%20Afraid%20COMPLETE%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/barack-obama-why-we-must-rethink-solitary-confinement/2016/01/25/29a361f2-c384-11e5-8965-0607e0e265ce_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/barack-obama-why-we-must-rethink-solitary-confinement/2016/01/25/29a361f2-c384-11e5-8965-0607e0e265ce_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/barack-obama-why-we-must-rethink-solitary-confinement/2016/01/25/29a361f2-c384-11e5-8965-0607e0e265ce_story.html
https://www.aclu.org/news/prisoners-rights/2019-was-a-watershed-year-in-the-movement-to-stop-solitary-confinement/
https://www.aclu.org/news/prisoners-rights/2019-was-a-watershed-year-in-the-movement-to-stop-solitary-confinement/
https://www.wwno.org/post/proposed-law-seeks-end-solitary-confinement-pregnant-prisoners
https://www.wwno.org/post/proposed-law-seeks-end-solitary-confinement-pregnant-prisoners

