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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

Abortion is one of the most emotional, complex, and
vetoversimplified issues to occupy public attention.
The issue stivs up people’s deepest feelings and
beliefs about the meaning of life, the power of cre-
ation, and the survival of our species. These emo-
tions, beliets, and values play themselves out in pub-
lic policy debates where the medical, ethical, legal,
religious, and political grounds shift frequently.
While positions on abortion are often expressed in
near absolutes—one is either completely for or com-
pletely against legal abortion and considers it either
almost never morally correct or very often morally
correct—in reality, many people hold in balance con-
[Mlicting values and views on the subject.

As people who publicly advocate legal abortion, we
need o understand this ambivalence and the tension
that many people feel about abortion. We cannot

afford o ignore the real concerns of people who are
undecided or only somewhat supportive of our posi-
tions. Public opinion polls in many countries show
that most people want abortion to be legal and avail-
able, but at the same time people are uncomfortable
with some aspects of the issue, including the frequen-
cv of abortions, some reasons women give for having
abortions, and abortions performed in the later
stages of pregnancy. People have questions about
adolescents, about the role of husbands and part-
ners, and about how decisions to have an abortion
are made. Responding honestly to these concerns
will make it possible for them to hear and under-
standl our perspectives.

There is no single approach to talking about abor-
tion and no single answer to any question about it
The best way to talk honestly and openly about abor-
ton and to deal with people’s ambivalence and tears
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will vary depending on your particular situation, who
vour audience is, the amount of time you are given,
and the nature of the speaking opportunity. You

will know better than anvone how the people in

your town, city. or region think and feel about
abortion and what arguments will work best 1o

reach them and will open their minds to supporting
legal abortion.

This guide is meant to stimulate vour ideas on how to
approach the abortion debate. It is designed for
people who already have a public voice or who are
beginning to develop their own public voice. The
information presented here is by no means complete
or comprehensive, but it does suggest arguments to
use it vou have the opportumity to stand up in front
of people or to appear in the media and talk about
abortion for two minutes, five minutes, or halt an
hour. No matter how experienced we are, tfor cach
interview or speech we have 1o ask ourselves: What
do [want to say at this time? How can 1 convev what
I believe about abortion to this particular audience?

We have included a range of difficult questions and
assertions vou may hear about abortion. Again. these
questions and assertions and our responses to them
are by no means definitive and will not apply every-
where. You mav disagree with some ol the positions
we take, or with how we put them. Itis up to you, as
the one who knows vour own context best, to decide
what makes sense in vour milicu. In some countries,
abortion is not on the public agenda atall. In other
countrics, where abortion is legal, the debate is often
about funding or access issues, or about how to
reduce the need for abortions. But no mauer where
we live, the speed of information transfer around the
globe has put abortion increasingly on the agenda in
a much more sophisticated way than it was twenty
vears ago. More complex, difficult questions are
being raised in the debate evervwhere.



At its heart, the abortion debate is about values—the
big questions. Whatever the foreground, the back-
ground is the attempt by good people to figure out
what is the “right” thing to do—for the individual
woman who faces an abortion, for the community
which supports that woman, and for the state which
sets the legal parameters in which the decision to ter-
minate a pregnancy will be made and acted upon.

When we talk about abortion, we want not only to
answer difficult questions and respond 1o real con-
cerns, but also to convey a sense of the values that
lead us o our beliels. More often than not, vou first
will get an opportmity to make your case. and then
vou will have difficult questions thrown at you. Your
preparation, therefore, has to include understanding
what is most important to vou about abortion and
practicing what vou want to say positively about your
position. The section of this guide called “Surategies
for Successful Communmication™ discusses how best o
present your arguments.

Advocates of legal abortion need o be particularly
aware of the distinction between making the big
points and geuting sidetracked by minutiae. Polls
show that when vou are discussing the general ques-
tion of whether abortion should be legal, or whether
the woman or the state should make the abortion

decision, signilicant majorities support laws that favor

individual choice and reject government restrictions.
However, as you get down to certain specilics, such as
abortion late in pregnancy, abortions for minors
without parental permission, or some reasons women
give for having abortions, many people are less sure
about what they feel and tend to become more
accepting of government restricions.

People can hear better what you are saving if you
acknowledge and take seriously their concerns and
fears. Once you have allayed their misgivings. you
will have a better opporumity to express vour core
values. your bestarguments. Concentrating on
health, women'’s rights, individual conscience, plural-
ism, and democracy have been shown over time to
work, and these arguments are emphasized through-
out this guide.

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

This guide is based on CFFC's experience working in
many countries as an organization of Catholics who
believe abortion can be morally correct and who
have a distinct perspective on cthical issues, values,
and social justice. But this guide is not just for
Catholics. Itis our experience that almost everyone
has questions about the ethics of abortion. Whether
they frame these questions in religious or secular
terms, most are seeking an approach to the age-old
task of determining the right thing o do in a difficult
situation.

We cover what seem to us to be the most fundamen-
tal arcas of argument in the abortion debate. We
pose what we have found to be the most difficult
questions, and then we answer them.” In most cases,
we first give a quick response, one that a reporter
might be likely to use for a print, television, or radio
interview. We then give a more detailed response
expanding on that quotation. We provide relevant
facts to back up the arguments. Because the argu-
ments here are “ours.” you very likely will want 1o
adapt this material to your local circumstances and
culture.  We recommend readings for further study,
and offer various resources—such as opinion pieces,
articles, and editorials—that may be helpful as you
develop your own positions more fully.

We also ask for your reactions to this guide and sug-
gestions on how it could be made more useful; you
will find a feedback form included in these materials.
We intend this guide to be a dynamic document that
can be expanded and updated to respond to new
challenges in the abortion debate. We ask for your
help in this evolving endeavor and hope that it will
prove uscful in vour work,

CATHOLICS FOR A FREE CHOICE
































































































































































































p.lﬂ

marks passage into personhood. Different religions |
and different societies put forth different ideas.

There is no definitive statement on which everyone
agrees.

Society will not likely settle this question in our life- |
times, and we are certainly not going to settle it
tonight. Good people will disagree. The question

is what kind of laws should we have when there

exists respectable diversity of both scientific and
religious views on the status of the fetus? [ think it

FACTS:

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

is unjust and unworkable for the law to forbid

something which respectable opinion supports.

* While we really have no consensus in society on

when the fetus becomes a person, we do agree that

the pregnant woman is a person. She is the one

who must decide what she believes to be the value of

the fetus, when it becomes a person, and under

what circumstances it would be morally justifiable

for her 1o have an abortion. She has to weigh all the

information available and make her own decision.

CATHOLICS FOR

A FREE CHOICE



THE STATUS OF THE FETUS

No matter what value you place on fetal life, you
cannot ignore the consequences of illegal abortion
on the quality of a woman’s life. When women are
deprived of information and the ability to decide to
have or not have a legal, safe ahortion, they suffer,
men sufter, and children suffer—everybody sufters
when abortion is illegal.

The question of late-term abortion is likely to come
up in the United States and in the United Kingdom,
and perhaps in other places where the abortion law
is relatively liberal. The response to questions and

assertions abont abortion late in pregnancy will differ

dramatically depending on whether abortion is legal
in vour country (and if legal, permitted in the sec-
ond or third wimester) or whether vou are working
tor modest liberalization of a reswrictive law. 1If you
are advocating a proposed law that would allow early
abortions but not those late in pregnancy, you can
simply describe the proposed law and note that ques-
tions about later abortions are not relevant in your
case. The responses that follow apply 1o contexts in
which late-term abortion is legal or might become
legal.

QuesTion: If vou believe the fetus develops value
during the pregnancy, how can vou sanction late-
term abortions?

R(‘)S[)()HS v

® This is an important question. But the fact is that
we are seeking a law that will make abortion legal
in the first rimester. 1 would like to concentrate
on that reality.

® Most people who raise this question are opposed to
all abortions. not just those Late in a pregnancy.
For them. there is no distinction between a six-
week fetus and a wwenty-four-week fetus. There is
litdde 1 can say that would satisfy them. But for most
people, the moral questions related to abortion
shift as pregnancy continues. This seems reason-
able o me and in alimost all countries, late abor-
tions are more strictly regulated, it they are avail-
able au all.

Most of us believe that as a pregnancy progresses,
one needs more serious reasons o morally justify
an abortion. The question is can and should the
law reflect that sensibilitv? Can it be nuanced
cnough o allow for exceptions as well as to respect

CATHOLICS FOR A FREE CHOICE

FACTS:
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of abortions are per-

the minority among us who do not see distinctions
in fetal value over time or who sce many reasons
that justifv abortion late in pregnancy? 1 find it
hard to construct a law that would work justly and
cftectively and not end up being arbitrary. Thus, 1
think we are best served by laws that leave these
complex decisions to women and their families.

* The best way to prevent abortion late in pregnancy
is not to make it illegal. but to have the best and
most humane laws related to early abortion, to
ensure good education about the importance of
carly diagnosis of pregnancy. and to see to it that
abortions are widely available in our society. In the
United States, as legal abortion has become more
accepted and education about abortion has
increased, the number of late abortions has
decreased. The Alan Guttmacher Institute tells us
that in the United States in 1970, when abortion was
legal in few states and usually under narrow circum-
stances, 20 percent of abortions were performed
within the first eight weeks. By 1983, 12 vears after
abortion became legal nationwide, that proportion
had risen to 52 percent. Only 4 percent of all abor-
tions took place at or bevond sixteen weeks of preg-
nancy in 1985, down from 9 percent in 1973,

RIGHTS

(.)ucsTi()n: 'ou have fought for women’s rights
and against discrimination and violence against
women. Why don’t vou want to grant the same rights
o the fews?

li(lS[J()l)S i

We
do not know that. We do know that a woman is a

* Your question assumes that a fetus is a person.

living, vital human being.



® The movement to grant women civil, political, and
human rights equal to those of men is a struggle
for recognition that men and women are inherently
cqual because they are persons. Rights are granted
to persons. Scientific, legal, and philosophical evi-
dence and history indicate that fetuses are not per-
sons. Law in the United States has consistently
denied fetuses in utero the rights of persons.

¢ It is appropriate to consider whether the fetus is a
person and, if so, to grant it rights. The fact s, a
fetus is not a person by most criteria—whether
legal, scientific, or religious. Even Catholicism does
not claim to know when a fetus becomes a person.

It would be discriminatory to grant to the fetus,
which is not a person, rights that would limit the
rights of women, who are persons.

* Women and fetuses are not comparable beings.
While all life, including fetal life, has value, it is
only persons, including women, who have rights.

To grant an absolute right to life to fetuses at all
stages of development, from a single cell to viability,

is to denigrate women's lives, health, and capaci-
ties.

* Reverence for life should be expressed through
social and economic support for children and fami-
lies. We revere life and attend to women's rights
when we use resources to assist women in making
good decisions and preventing pregnancy.

Asserﬁon: Abortion does unspeakable horrors to
little babies in their mothers' wombs. Look at this
picture of a fetus that has been torn limb from limb
before it was Killed.

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

FACTS:

Response:

¢ I know that those pictures are [or that description
is] disturbing. They disturb me as well, even
though I know they are a distortion of what hap-
pens in almost all abortions. | could show equally
disturbing pictures of real violence 10 real people—
women who have died of illegal and unsafe abor-
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THE STATUS OF THE FETUS
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But this really does
help us. Pictures of the horror of war don’t lead us

er because of abortion. not

to ban all war, although they remind us that war |
need o be entered into under rare circumstances

of profound injustice.

Yes, abortion ends a fewal life. And it is a sad event.
That is one of the reasons we are committed 1o
working to prevent the need for abortion. At the
same time, we need to think about what the |
absence of safe and legal abortion means in I
women's lives. Women experience horrific circum-
stances when forced o continue a pregnancy they
cannot sustain and cannot bear.

Showing this kind of picture is a common strategy
of those who oppose legal abortion. Itis a clever
appeal 1o the powerlessness felt by many people in
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our society. Some people relate to the fetus as a
svmbol of human vulnerabilities in a world where
most of us have little control over significant por-
tions of our lives. People who identify with the
fetus in this way strongly resent women who are
exercising control over their fertility.

ASSERTION: You would not kill a baby after it is
born. What's the difference between the fetus one
day before birth and one day after birth? Murder

is murder.

IK(’,S[)()IISC:

Allow me to bring that question into the real world.
Abortion does not occur the day before a woman
would give birth. Even if the life of the woman or
the fews was suddenly or unexpectedly threatened,
that late in pregnancy it would be possible to

induce delivery.

No one knows when a fetus becomes a human
being. The fetus develops as the pregnancy devel-
ops—there is a big difference between that one cell
That’s
why we encourage women 1o make their decision as

on (lil)’ one and a fetus at l\\'(‘lll)’-l\\-’() weeks.

early as possible. A late decision about abortion
But it is
always the individual woman who needs to decide,
on the basis of what she knows and believes.

can be more complicated and difticult.

When people call abortion murder, it often savs
more about how they feel than about what abortion
is. In order to call abortion murder, you would
have to believe that prenatal life in the carly stages
of pregnancy is a human person and that there

were no reasons that justified the taking of that life.

I you do not believe the fets has developed into a
human person, then abortion is not murder.

Quce stion: Why don’t you encourage women 1o
carry their pregnancies to term and then put their
babies up for adoption? It secems a more fair solution.



HCSP()HS o}

* We don’t encourage or promote any one alterna-
tive over another in a pregnancy. We don’t encour-
age abortion; we don’t encourage adoption. We
think women should be given accurate and detailed
mformation about the likely risks and benefits of all
options and be helped o apply that information to
their specific situations and values.

Relinquishing a child for adoption can be a won-
derful and generous act, and women should and
do explore it. But we need to be careful not to

make it the option and condemn women who don't
accept this option. Relinquishing a child is a gift,
not an obligation.

ASSErtIon: No woman needs to have an abortion.
There are countless couples who can’t have children
and who are waiting anxiously to adopt a baby.

Res [)() nse:

* A woman is no more obligated to give birth and
give her baby o a childless couple than she is to
get pregnant in order to give her child to another
family. To compel a woman to do that against her
wishes would be to abrogate the human right to
bodily autonomy.

The tragic factis that adoption alone is not
enough. We have seen the orphanages in
Romania, where abortion was strictly forbidden,
overflowing with neglected children. And. as
wrong as it is, we know that non-white babies and
sick babies are hard to place.

QUCSTi()(\: What about the wonderful people
alive today who would not exist if their mothers had
sought abortions? 1 could never imagine one of my
children not existing.

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

l{(’,S[)()l)S (e

® The child whom you see as precious and irreplace-
able is that way because you have made it so. He or
she is that way because of what has happened since
birth, not before—and very likely because the par-
ents who raised that child freely chose to have it.

We cach become a person through a process—a
process that includes having parents, teachers,
schools, friends, lovers who all contribute to the
person we are today.

If someone doesn’t want a child or is not equipped
to care for a child, then there is no guarantee that
the child will turn out quite so well. 1 say, give the
person the information they need o make the deci-
sion fully, freely, and firmly so that they can then
care for the child, if they so choose.

FURTHER READING

Clifford Grobstein.  Science and the Unborn: Choosing
Fluman Futures. New York: Basic Books, 1988.

“Defining Personhood: A Dialogue,”™ with Mary
Catherine Bateson, Lisa Sowle Cahill, Sidney
Callahan, Gloria Feldt, Clifford Grobstein, Frances
Kissling, Andrew Puzder, and Nancy Felipe Russo.
Conscience, Spring 1992,
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who disagreed with church positions on moral mat-

ters were to leave, the resulting church would be
very small.

Itis not up to anyone clse to determine where |
stand in regard to my faith—that’s between me
and God.

Itis quite possible to disagree with the church and
remain within it. There is a long wadition of dis-
sent in the church, and many Catholics—including
theologians, nuns, priests, and a large number of
lay persons—disagree with church positions on a
range of topics, including reproductive health

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

issues like contraception and abortion. And the
church does change. Church teaching did not
always condemn slavery, for example, as it does
today. In the 1960s, the pope convened a commis-
sion to review the teaching on contraception, given
new knowledge on that subject. Unfortunately, the
teaching was not changed. But the very fact thata
commission was created and a discussion took place
demonstrates that change is possible.

ASSET10N: You are anti-Catholic. You want to
destroy the church.

CATHOLICS FOR A FREE CHOICE



CATHOLICISM

RESPONSE:

e No, [ want to change the church. 1 care enough
about the church to remain in it and try to change
it. 1Tam part of the church and it is part of me.

e Criticizing the church for its positions is not anti-
Catholicism, which is a form of bigotry that has no
place in respectable debate. However, when the
church works in the public policy arena, which it
does and has every right to do, its positions should

be subject to the same scrutiny and analysis as every

other position. And when anyone, even a bishop
or the pope, makes a public statement, his posi-

FACTS:

— ——
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tions are open to appraisal and reaction—even, of
course, disagrecment.

.
ouestion: The church teaches that abortion is
murder, so how can you say it should be legal?

Response:

*Murder” is a loaded word, and frankly it is not the
right word in relation to aborton. The term mur-
der in both church and sociew is used to describe
the unjustified taking of the life of a person. Even
in Catholic theology, the word murder is not used
in connection to abortion. The church says that it



is not able to define when a fetus becomes a per-
son. And in church teachings there are exceptions
to the principle of not killing that allow the taking
of life in certain circumstances. For example, there
are circumstances under which the use of military
force is moral.

e Within the disciplines of religion, science, and
medicine, there are diverse opinions about when
the fetus actually becomes a human person equal
in value to, and with the same claims as, born per-
sons. The Catholic position is that abortion is
wrong, but other faith groups have different posi-
tions. Even if you are convinced that abortion
takes the life of a person, you have a responsibility
to respect the views of other religions.

¢ Using inflammatory language does not serve any-
one well. Itis extremely disrespectful of women
who choose abortion to call them murderers—even
implicitly. And it might be dangerous.  If an unsta-
ble person hears a church official calling abortion
murder or even equating abortion with the
Holocaust, he or she might feel justified in using
violence to try to prevent abortions from happen-
ing. This kind of violence unfortunately has
already occwrred in the United States many times—
clinics have been burned and vandalized, and doc-
tors and others have been shot and killed.

Assertion: Catholics who practice their faith
agree with the institution’s positions.  Practicing
Catholics don't pick and choose which teachings they
want to adhere to.

RESpONse:

¢ In fact, many church-going Catholics do just that.
They use the conscience which God gave them and
which the church says they must follow. Many do
not agree with every moral teaching of the church.

® This may be a question of the chicken and the egg:
which came first, Catholics' view that abortion can
be moral or their low attendance at church? The
hierarchy’s positions on reproductive issues could
be one of the central reasons that many people feel
alicnated from the church and so don’t go to Mass
cvery Sunday.

* The question is, what defines a Catholic? The
sacraments are part of a Catholic’s life, but there is
much more, some of which is subjective, spiritual,
and immeasurable. In the end, we cannot judge

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

cach other’s faith, religious devotion, or Catholicity.
It is extremely disrespectful for you to suggest that
might not be Catholic. even if you think that [ am a
bad Catholic.

FACTS:
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CATHOLICISM

uesTtion: FHow often do vou go to church?
If vou don’tattend church regularly you are not
a Catholic.

RESponse:;

e Rather than getting personal, I prefer that we con-
centrate on the issues—not on me and not on you.
I am, however, a Catholic in good standing, and my
views and behavior are well within mainstream
thought within the church. I'd be happy to share
some information about Catholic church atten-
dance. A 1993 US study showed that even among
the most committed Catholics—those who attend
church at least once a week, for whom the church
is one of the most important influences in their
lives, and who say they will never leave the
church—barely one in three say church leaders
alone have the moral authority to judge the
morality of abortion.

[ suppose vou want to know about my church atten-
dance because you presume the [requency is corre-
lated with the level of my faith or my commiunent.
Butil'I answered “every day,” would that make mv
views more or less worthyz What il Fanswered
“never” or “seldom?” Going to church more often
does nor make me more Catholic, nor does it make
my views more valid. [t should not be surprising
that Catholics who disagree with church leaders’
views on sexnal and reproductive matters would be
less likely to atend Mass {requently. The pope has
made these issues central to Catholicism today, and
those of us who have different views are not made
to feel welcome, even at Mass.

/\SSCI’Ti()n: You should be excommunicated.
R(*,SP()I\S(’,Z

| always wonder why some people think excommu-
nication is the way to deal with difference. Iuis bet-
ter for the church o be inclusive than o try 1o
stamp out all disagreement. It wried to rid itself of
diverse opinions once in its historv—remember
the Inquisition?

Believing that abortion should be legal or that it
can be moral is not an excommunicable offense.
Excommunication is a drastic penalty that the
church wisely uses only rarely. No church official
has ever contacted me and threatened or even
mentoned exconnmunication.
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ASSCT10N: Anvone who has an abortion automat-
ically excommunicates hersell.

R(‘,SP()IISC:

e To be excommunicated automatically, one has to
believe in her heart of hearts that she has sinned.
If she has examined her conscience and believes
that she has done the right thing in her case, she
has not sinned and so is not excommunicated.

,\sserﬁ()n: The church is not a democracy.

IN’,S‘)()HS(‘,:

e Jesus was profoundly democratic. He was open and
encouraging to all people, even those whom society
had rejected.

e | have to wonder why vou state that so proudly. 1
think the church would benefit from a more demo-
cratic approach which would include listening to its
members as it shapes policies and positions, instead
ol making every decision in the confines ol the
Vatican—with its overwhelmingly male, celibate citi-
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Opposition 1o Legal Abortion: Challenges and Questions

PILANNED PARENTHOOD
CHALLENGES 1993/1

BY Frances h'isslingr

The debate between those who favour legal abortion
and those who are opposed to it has become
extremely polarized. A dialogue between the two
positions has become almost impossible. Yet this dia-
logue is badly needed, because women with unwant-
ed pregnancies are torn between these opposing
views and left in despair. What are the main argu-
ments against a free choice for women, particularly
as these are voiced by the Roman Catholic Church?
And what counter arguments can be advanced
against them?

The majority of people—f{rom Poland to Mexico to
the Philippines—are of two minds about abortion,
They are often both prochoice and pro-lile; thev
believe abortion should be legal. but they are con-
cerned that it may not be moral. They want it to be
the last, not the first. resort.

If those of us who are in favour of legal abortion are
to be successful in winning the support of this vast
middle ground we must begin to take seriously, and
respond intelligently to, the arguments made by
those who are opposed to abortion.

The most long-standing, vocal and active opponent
of legal abortion is the Roman Catholic Church.
While some fundamentalist Protestant groups and
clements within the Islamic community have joined
in opposition to legal abortion, the Catholic hierar-
chy's opposition is the best known and most fre-
quently cited. Church leaders raise serious issues that
deserve respectful and serious response.

CATIIOLICS FOR A FREE CHOICE

1. INSTINCTIVE RESPECT FOR
UNBORN LIFE

The first and foundational claim of Catholic bishops
and some lay people opposed to legal abortion is that
their position is not based in Catholic teaching,
rather it is the expression of a universal moral senti-
ment in favour of life. All right thinking pecople, they
say, instinctively know that abortion is the unjustifi-
able destruction of humnan life.

This argument could be said o ignore. if not disre-
spect. the religious and ethical values of other faith
groups. Most of the world’s religions—the various
Protestant denominations, Islam, Hinduism and
Buddhism—nbeclieve that abortion, while a serious
moral issue, is permitted under certain circumstances
and should be legally available. Are Catholic leaders
saying that these religions and their leaders are out
of touch with universal moral values? Catholic writ-
ings in opposition to abortion are strangcely silent on
how we can legally mediate the differences in reli-
gious views on abortion; on the kind of laws that
would respect both the views of those opposed to and
those in favour of legal abortion.

They also ignore the views of Catholic people them-
sclves. Polls taken in Poland, aly, the United States
and Mexico all show that the majority of Catholics
believe that abortion should be legal and that one
can be a good Catholic and disagree with the hierar-
chy of the Church on this issue. These views are held
by Catholics in spite of the frequent and vehement
expression of anti-aborton sentiments by Church
leaders. Are they claiming that the majority of the
Catholic people are out of touch with universal
moral truths and values?



2. ABORTION IS MURDER

A second set of claims by Church leaders focuses on
the status of the fetus. The language used in popular
discourse about abortion would lead people to
helieve that the Catholic Church teaches that the
fetus is a person from the moment of conception
and that abortion constitutes the murder of a
human being.

In fact, this is not the teaching of the Church.
Catholic theology, like science, law and philosophy,
has been unable to determine when the fetus
becomes a person. As recently as 1974, the Vatican
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a
definitive paper on aborton. While it condemned all
abortions as immoral, it admitted that Church teach-
ing is neither definitive nor unchanging on this sub-
ject. Theologians have disagreed lrom the beginning
of Church history up to our time on when in preg-
nancy the fetus becomes a person. While the Church
has favoured different opinions on this subject at dif-
ferent times in history, none has ever become a doc-
trine of the Church.

Church practice has historically wreated the fetus as
less than a person. Catholic nurses and doctors were
until recently forbidden to baptize miscarried or
aborted products of conception unless in advanced
stages of pregnancy. There were no funerals for mis-
carried fetuses or for stillborns. While these were
considered tragic losses, they were not considered
persons in Church practice.

3. DO NOT TAKE A MORAL RISK

What the Church actually teaches is that since we do
not know when the fetus becomes a person we dare
not take the risk that it might be a person.
Therefore, we must treat its potential for personhood
as equal to the pregnant woman’s actual personhood.

Women have responded to this position with pain. It
savs that they are of no more value than the early
embryo. At the theological level this view is also prob-
lematic. Historically, the Church has held that where
it is unable to speak definitively. the right 1o decide is
reserved to the conscience of the individual. For
example, the Church does not absolutely forbid the
taking of life in war. Guidelines include the taking of
life in self-defence, 1o protect one’s borders and

HOW TO TALK ABOUT ABORTION

national integrity and to preserve values greater than
life itself (such as religious and political freedom).
Church teaching acknowledges that men (sic) of
goodwill may disagree on when and whether a war is

justified. Yet women of goodwill are not given any

guidelines. All abortions, even those to protect our
lives, to preserve the well-being ol our existing chil-
dren or to enable us to contribute to the well-being
of our community and planet, are forbidden.

rack of confidence in women

Parents are accorded more moral latitude in making
decisions about their children’s lives than are preg-
nant women. For example, there is no moral obliga-
tion on mothers or fathers to donate an organ to
their own child, even if that organ is required to save
the life of the child. Parents are free to weigh the
medical risk to their own life and the risks to their
ability to care lor the family.

As one looks closely at these and other conuradic-
tions in Roman Catholic teaching and policy on life
issues that alfect men as opposed to those that affect
women, it becomes increasingly obvious that a lack of
confidence in women as moral actors and dated
views of women's nature and role are more responsi-
ble for Church opposition to legal abortion than is
anv concern for protecting fetal life.

male irresponsibility

Given this knowledge, itis surprising that the latest
addition to the anti-abortion rhetoric is a philosophy
called “pro-life feminism’. While this small movement
was established in the United States, its positions are
articulated by men as well as women in many coun-
tries of the world. Advocates of pro-life feminism
claim that legal abortion “lets men—and societv—off
the hook™ Women, they believe, are encouraged to
have abortion so that men can avoid their responsi-
bility to support their children and society can avoid
its financial responsibility to women and children.

While there is no doubt that governments need to do
much more 1o care for women and children, there is
no cvidence that countries where abortion is illegal
have taken any greater responsibility for women and
children than those where abortion is legal.
Examples of the opposite abound. In Poland, where
abortion has just been made illegal, there have been
dramatic cuts in health care and child care. Cuba,
the only Latin American country where abortion has
been legal, has enjoved one of the most extensive
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programmes ol government support for women, chil-
dren and families. The Scandinavian countries are
another example of a high commitment to women's
and children’s well-being coupled with readily avail-
able and legal abortion services.

Feminists for Life also claim that abortion is a violent
solution to the problem of an unwanted pregnancy.
Yet women face violence in so many areas of their
lives. Is it notviolent when a woman is forced o give
up a child in adoption merely because she cannot
afford to care adequately for it? Is it not violent when
women are forced to continue pregnancies that are
the result of rape as currently in Bosnia?

creatre berrer conditions for repro-
ductive choice

There are no casy answers to the many questions and
dilemmas associated with both childbearing and with
aborton. When each side in the debate finishes mak-
ing its case, ordinary men and women are still left
with the practical task of deciding what is the right
decision in their case. Perhaps the best we can do is
to respect the right of these individuals to weigh the
many competing claims and values that are at stake
in cach pregnancy, while we work o create the social
and economic conditions that make reproductive
choice mecaningful and safe.

Frances Kissling is President of Catholics for a Free Choice.
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