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Praise for How the Pro-Choice Movement Saved America


“At a time in our national life when so many vital issues seem to be deliberately obscured by lies and half-truths, this book delivers the kind of clarity, backed by research and insight, that comes as a welcome relief.”

—VIVIAN GORNICK, author of Fierce Attachments


 



“Cristina Page, at long last, unmasks the dirty little secret of America’s right wing fanatics. They don’t like sex. They don’t support birth control. Their nutty obsessions pose a very real threat to a century’s worth of social and economic progress. All who cherish freedom must read this original, compelling, and carefully documented work.”

—ELLEN CHESLER, author of Woman of Valor: Margaret Sanger 
and the Birth Control Movement in America


 



“Finally, a history that accords the women’s liberation struggle its rightful place at the center of the times in which we live. Every political reporter and pundit should read this powerful and insightful book. It’ll wake them up.”

—LAURA FLANDERS, author of Bushwomen


 



“The Christian Right is often pilloried, but seldom understood. Cristina Page shows us that pro-lifers aren’t just waging war against abortion; they’re targeting contraception and even sex itself—abusing science, and causing considerable societal damage in the process.”

—CHRIS MOONEY, author of The Republican War on Science


 



“From the very first sentence of her book, it’s clear that Cristina Page is looking for common ground—profound understanding—between those frightened to interrupt biology in motion and those determined to control their own destiny.”

—ARIEL LEVY, author of Female Chauvinist Pigs 


 



“Cristina Page has written a powerful, persuasive and well-documented account showing how the policies of the Pro-life movement result in millions of unintended pregnancies and abortions—not to mention hundreds of thousands of deaths.”

—CRAIG UNGER, author of House of Bush, House of Saud: 
The Secret Relationship Between the World’s 
Two Most Powerful Dynasties


 



“In a well-researched and pointed critique of prolife excesses . . . her defense of the sexual revolution in upbeat—even patriotic—terms makes this a spirited, thought-provoking addition to the culture wars.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“A provocative salvo in the abortion wars.”

—Kirkus Reviews


 



“The issues Page puts forth directly concern the women on the University campus, whether they believe that life is sacred in any form or that we have the right to decide. In fact, they concern men as well. They concern politics, freedom and an entire country’s future.”

—Minnesota Daily


 



“A powerful condemnation of the pro-life movement’s influence and methods.”

—Sun-Sentinel, Fort Lauderdale, Florida

 



“A well-researched and thoughtful look at the politics behind reproductive issues and the implications for all Americans, whatever their position on abortion.”

—Booklist


 



“Page does what most liberal Democrats in elected office are afraid to do; she goes through the eye of the storm and comes out the other side victorious.”

—Buzzflash Reviews
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Preface to the 2012 Edition

WHEN I BEGAN research for this book in the early 2000s, the war on contraception was hidden in the background of America’s political wars, which is how the anti-contraception forces wanted it. Their campaigns were covert by design, allowing the anti-contraception “pro-life” movement to quietly work to roll back access without broadcasting their plans to an American public that, both pro-life and pro-choice, strongly supports (and near universally practices) family planning.

Back then the public, as well as partisans, focused mainly on the battle over abortion. But after several years of research it became abundantly clear to me that pro-lifers were pursuing another camouflaged and comprehensive (and frightening) goal: banning contraception. The evidence was there to uncover in local media coverage; it was even posted at times on the websites of local prolife groups. One of the surest signs of an organized movement is the consistency of its message. And everywhere I looked, I could see the same talking points bubbling to the surface: contraception is abortion. It’s a false statement, but it was being sold with force and skill, and I could see it subtly creeping into public debate.

Since then, the political landscape has changed in one crucial way. The war on contraception is now out in the open. Indeed it seems to be unfolding before our eyes. It is a central battleground  issue in the 2012 presidential election, an election that will determine the degree to which women will have access to contraception as well as the immediate fate of the largest family planning provider in our country: Planned Parenthood.1


The leading Republican candidates have taken a stand—many forced to by an increasingly powerful right-wing movement. And each has proudly proclaimed him or herself to be against contraception. Presidential contender Rick Santorum is most proud of his opposition to contraception. And why not? As I learned last time around, he had hoped to be the architect of the anti-contraception cause while in the Senate. During his presidential campaign Santorum said that states should be allowed to ban contraception2 and, more frightening, while he’d been a US senator he defined the most common forms of contraception to be “abortifacients.”3 Santorum went even further. He targeted not just birth control but sex, which he views as an activity fraught with moral danger. He explained recently, “One of the things I will talk about that no other president has talked about before is, I think, the dangers of contraception in our country. The whole sexual libertine idea that many of the Christian faith have said, ‘Well, it’s OK, contraception is OK.’ It’s not OK. It’s a license to do things in a sexual realm that is counter to how things are supposed to be. They’re supposed to be within marriage, for purposes that are, yes, conjugal and unitive, but also procreative.”4


Of course, as this election year proves, one doesn’t have to be a long-term or true believer to join the anti-contraception forces. The once-moderate Mitt Romney, the likely 2012 Republican presidential nominee, is now running to the front of the anti-contraception parade. As governor of Massachusetts, Romney had staked out the  once-honored Republican positions against government intrusion into our private lives. He was pro-privacy, and yes, pro-choice and pro-contraception.5 This election year, the anti-contraception forces have become so powerful that, as with his Mormonism, Romney tries to distance himself from his pro-contraception past. At campaign stops he tries to outdo his GOP competitors, even promising to kill Title X—the nation’s contraception program for the poor launched by Republican President Nixon.6 Once, Romney vied for the support of Planned Parenthood. Now he’s intent on burying it. “Planned Parenthood?” he said. “Oh, we’re gonna get rid of that.”7


The takeaway is clear: the fervent anti-contraception minority of the Republican party—the group that I document in my book—now controls an important part of the party’s agenda. Once upon a time Republicans were champions of contraception—from Nixon through the first Bush.8 Indeed, nearly a century ago, they were the chief proponents of Planned Parenthood. A 1927 poll found Planned Parenthood’s membership (then called the American Birth Control League) was more Republican than the rest of the country.9 It’s not just those with values as flexible as Romney’s that kowtow to this extreme group. This year the Republican Party is uniting behind an openly anti–birth control plank.

The great irony of this position is that 99 percent of women ages eighteen to forty-four use or have used contraception.10 But the real lives and real needs of Americans hardly seem to matter. Ideological, religiously inspired purity is what counts now. The most frightening aspect of this new development is that a president has tremendous power to almost single-handedly reduce access to contraception. The federal government has relatively modest influence on abortion  policy, which is still mainly battled out in the states and the courts. But the feds all but control policy on contraception. The federal government approves new birth control methods, decides the level of federal funding available for family planning services for poor Americans, chooses whether employers can refuse employees contraception in health insurance coverage for ideological reasons, and determines what and whether teens learn about contraception in school.

And with contraceptive policy, decision-making power is not equally distributed among the branches of government. Almost all of these decisions can be taken by one federal official: the president. This year, if President Obama’s Affordable Care Act remains law, the federal government will provide unfettered access to contraception for those who want it. But the victory for women could be short-lived. The Department of Health and Human Services, at the discretion of the president, defines which medications are considered “preventive” and thereby covered.11 With an anti-contraception minion in the Oval Office, any medication considered a contraceptive could simply be highlighted and deleted.

In just one illustration of how this could play out, it’s worth noting that President George W. Bush, as I point out in my book, realized much more of the anti-contraception agenda than the anti-abortion agenda. Meanwhile, President Obama, if he succeeds with contraceptive coverage in health care reform, will have done more to expand access to contraception than any president before him. It’s no exaggeration to say that the election of the president has become a referendum on the right of Americans to plan their families.

Since the publication of my book in 2006 and the anti-contraception movement’s emergence from the closet, I’ve noticed  an interesting and important characteristic. They are taking lessons from their decades of experience in limiting access to safe and legal abortion. With abortion, they discovered that incrementalism, distraction, and distortion are a powerful potion to serve the public. As detailed in Chapter 1, it is the same poisonous drip they’re feeding Americans about contraception. And so, despite the fact that access to contraception is now as accepted a public health policy as vaccination, the anti-contraception movement continues to make headway.

One important example of this is the brazen (and hostile) way that some are willing to decry contraception. Two recent sound bites illuminated—the way lightning does—the self-confidence of anti-contraception forces. After President Obama announced that women would have contraception coverage in the Affordable Care Act, Rick Santorum’s top donor to his presidential bid, Foster Friess, in an interview with Andrea Mitchell of MSNBC, offered American women a contraceptive proposal of his own.12 Friess explained, “Back in my day, they used Bayer aspirin for contraception. The gals put it between their knees and it wasn’t that costly.” Needless to say, keeping one’s knees shut rarely works in practice, as the failure of abstinence-only programs reflect (detailed in Chapter 3).

This casual paternalistic insult was followed quickly by the overwrought, overpowering voice of Rush Limbaugh, the childless three-time divorcee who likes to speak for Republican family values. Rush as much as anyone has brought this issue before the public, revealing if not the core beliefs then the true emotions of many of his right-wing listeners. The apparent trigger for Rush’s contribution was the testimony of a Georgetown University law student, Sandra Fluke, before a Congressional hearing on the  contraceptive coverage bill. She explained that during three years spent in law school, birth control could cost $3,000.13 She added that 40 percent of the school’s female population suffered financial hardship as a result of having to pay for birth control. These seemingly anodyne statements got Rush into a near-steroidal rage. “What does it say about the college co-ed Sandra Fluke, who goes before a congressional committee and essentially says that she must be paid to have sex, what does that make her? It makes her a slut, right? It makes her a prostitute. She wants to be paid to have sex. She’s having so much sex she can’t afford the contraception.” Like Friess, Rush had a proposal for American women too, explaining, “So, Ms. Fluke and the rest of you feminazis, here’s the deal. If we are going to pay for your contraceptives, and thus pay for you to have sex, we want something for it, and I’ll tell you what it is. We want you to post the videos online so we can all watch.”14 Rush’s porn.gov idea did not go over well with the American public. But over the course of a few days, as the rebuke of Rush grew more intense, he dug in deeper. Rush claimed Fluke to be “a woman who is happily presenting herself as an immoral, baseless, no-purpose-to-her-life woman. She wants all the sex in the world whenever she wants it, all the time, no consequences. No responsibility for her behavior.”

Here in bold, almost cartoonishly chauvinistic terms was a revelatory insight into the views of the anti-contraception extreme. Anyone who uses contraception is a sexpot, a libertine, a social miscreant. It is a bit of Victorian morals channeled through an angry 1950s patriarch. Through his megaphone Rush was proclaiming loudly what I’d found whispered six years ago; that many people in the anti-contraception movement believe at their core  that sex for pleasure is wrong and anyone using contraception, particularly women, should be shamed. It is difficult to escape the view that what they most pine for is a world in which the role of women is simple and straightforward. Women should stay home and raise children. This is a bedrock pro-life ideal.

And so, the research and perspectives herein are more (de)pressingly relevant than ever—indeed, more urgent to understand than ever. And one can best understand the current agenda, and its sinister appeal, by knowing its organizational roots as well as the personalities and influences that shaped it, and probing the devilishly clever stratagems this movement has concocted to advance its radical agenda. For even though the issue has burst onto the public square, it has been and will be camouflaged as something else, just as it was when I first dug into the subject. The deft masters of spin will present the issue of contraception as something more resonant, with message-tested talking points that cause the public to think it’s about something other than hijacking our most important of life decisions and sabotaging our ability to plan a family. It will be disguised as a supposed question of religious liberty—that your attempt to plan whether or when to have a child violates a total stranger’s individual conscience—or, more disingenuously, under the fig leaf called abortion.

This campaign has begun. The Catholic bishops oppose a law providing contraceptive coverage to women because of its supposed infringement on the rights of the Church. And Charmaine Yoest, president of the national pro-life organization Americans United for Life, speaking on a panel at CPAC, the influential right-wing conservative conference, of a winning strategy, advised the party brass in attendance (and everyone watching the video of the  panel posted on YouTube) to conflate contraception15 and abortion when discussing the president’s contraceptive coverage. “Our organization is going to really start being very disciplined about talking about the abortion mandate”—rather than what it really is: insurance coverage of contraception—“coming from HHS (the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services) and I would encourage everybody to do the same.” Conflation, such as calling run-of-the-mill contraception abortion, is a technique that has proven as reliable for pro-life operatives as distraction is for pickpockets.

And so perhaps we should welcome the strident voice of anti-contraceptive forces. The debate is now public, the stakes open, the sides drawn. This is a long-overdue national conversation and we’re having it just in the nick of time. Hopefully, this book will help broaden and inform that conversation. What needs to be understood, and what I hope this book makes clear, is that the anti-contraception movement has arisen in direct response to societal changes set in motion by the pro-choice, pro-contraception movement over the last fifty years; societal changes that represent a set of gains that most Americans will not live without. As Gloria Feldt, former president of Planned Parenthood Federation of America and author of The War on Choice, explains, “This is not about abortion, it’s not about birth control, those issues are the tip of the ideological iceberg. It’s about women’s changing place in the world. The changing power structure terrifies them.”16 The anti-contraceptive movement is not merely a personal choice; it is, in essence, an attack on our way of life.

It’s the pro-choice, pro-contraceptive world in which we actually live today, and we’re lucky for that. It’s in this world that, thanks to family planning, women can be lawyers, doctors, pilots, whatever, as well as mothers. The wide use and distribution of contraception has been a building block of the revolution in how women live. And the benefits have spread far beyond women. Yes, women taking advantage of changes wrought by the pro-choice, pro-contraception movement, go to college in greater numbers than men, earn as much, decide elections. As Cecile Richards, president of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, boldly puts it, “Women are the majority of voters now, and we have the power to decide the future of this country. Women are watching and we vote.” And others have much at stake too. Generations of children have prospered from better-educated, worldlier, more independent, and wealthier mothers. The expanded lives women enjoy have in turn allowed a generation of men to be better and more involved fathers, lovers, friends, and colleagues. (Some of the greatest damage to the pro-choice cause comes from friendly fire, from those who cast this issue as one that exclusively concerns women.)

Pro-lifers tend to believe, as Rick Santorum has recently articulated, that sex should be for the sole purpose of producing a baby. Pro-choicers tend to accept sex as something that people do for intimacy and for pleasure too. And because of that, they work for wider use of contraception. More than that, pro-choicers celebrate the power of family planning in our lives, the power to choose when and if we want to have a family (and to decide, once we’ve begun one, how large it should be). And this, let’s face it, is in step with the way Americans live. The average American woman spends thirty years of her life trying to prevent pregnancy.17 Even 85 percent of Catholic women,18 in defiance of Church doctrine, support expanding access to artificial birth control (and 98 percent of sexually active Catholic women have practiced it as well19). The pro-choice side  rejoices in every societal advance that has come from this simple control, which is nothing short of a flowering of equality in school, at work, and at home.

The pro-choice movement may have ceded much of the rhetorical advantage to the “pro-life” movement, but it’s the pro-choice movement that has helped construct and that now defends our dearest values, those that Americans largely identify as their own. We value control over our destinies, independence, equality. These are pro-choice values, and they have come to represent the best values of our culture. What this book details is how the pro-life, anti-contraceptive movement is trying to undo all the gains, particularly for women, that we now take for granted.
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chapter one

Rights in Jeopardy


January 2004: A woman is released from the emergency room. She’s just been raped. After treatment, she is given a prescription for emergency contraception (EC) to prevent her from getting pregnant by the attacker. This is standard procedure. EC is just two birth control pills, but taken up to seventy-two hours after sex it is effective at averting a pregnancy. A friend takes her to an Eckerd pharmacy in Denton, Texas, to fill the prescription. Though the pharmacist had declined five or six times in the past to fill such prescriptions, this is the first time a rape victim has requested the medication. The pharmacist goes to the back room, prays, and calls his pastor before deciding not to fill the prescription. The two other pharmacists on duty decline to fill the prescription as well.1 The friend of the rape victim explains, “I had been watching my friend, her emotional state going down and down and down. And I knew I was going to have to . . . say, ‘Sorry, you know, morally they say you’re wrong.’” 2


 




March 2004: Julee Lacey, a thirty-two-year-old first grade teacher and mother of two, is told by her local CVS pharmacist, “I’m sorry, but I personally do not believe in birth control, so I  will not fill your prescription.” Lacey’s husband and the assistant manager of CVS cannot persuade the pharmacist to change her mind. “I think my doctor should make these decisions,” Mrs. Lacey says. “If they’re going to decide not to do birth control pills, where are they going to draw the line? A lot of doctors don’t believe in transplants,” she adds. “Where will this go?” 3


 




July 2004: Idalia Moran attempts to fill her prescription for birth control pills at a Medicine Shoppe pharmacy in Fabens, Texas. The pharmacist, after having recently listened to a radio program that claimed birth control pills cause abortions, tells Moran he will not fill her prescription because it is against his religion. Moran then drives thirty-three miles to El Paso, the next nearest pharmacy willing to fill her prescription for standard birth control pills.4


 




September 2004: On a Saturday night, twenty-one-year-old single mother Suzanne Richards tries to fill a prescription for emergency contraception at the drive-through Brooks pharmacy in Laconia, New Hampshire. The pharmacist declines to fill her doctor’s prescription and tells her, “I believe this will end the fertilization of the egg and this conception was your choice.” Richards pulls her car over in the parking lot and cries. She returns to the pharmacy later that night with her father; the pharmacist again refuses to fill the prescription and will not tell her where she can get it filled. Richards explains, “He said I was irresponsible. Well, I think it’s irresponsible to have kids you can’t take care of and raise.”5


 



MOST OF US HAVE LONG ACCEPTED the terms of one of the central debates of American culture, the debate over abortion. The first thing that we accept is what it’s about, which is supposed to be abortion. On one side, a movement that cleverly calls itself pro-life (suggesting that its opponents must be, needless to say, pro-death) says it opposes the right to abortion. On the other side, a movement that less cleverly calls itself pro-choice supports the right to abortion.

But when you take a closer look, these simple views of what the two sides stand for hardly begin to describe what lately is, and really always has been, at the heart of this growing American conflict. These movements encompass far more; abortion isn’t the keystone issue anymore. It’s birth control and, more to the point, Americans’ sex lives. Abortion has been the attention-getting focus, the easy divider, a convenient way to rally troops, but the pro-choice and prolife movements are essentially about competing ways of life. Indeed, to be pro-life today means to be inside a movement that finds fault with every kind of birth control, from the Pill, which revolutionized women’s (and men’s) lives, to the condom, which in our era is the last stand against the most virulent sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). To be pro-life means to favor abstinence until marriage, in part because they believe that sex is supposed to be for one purpose only: to procreate.

Those vigilante acts of obstruction-by-pharmacist, which grow in frequency each year, appear on the surface independent from one another. And as such, they seem a little kooky, a little outrageous. Who is this wayward pharmacist defying a doctor’s order? Who, because of his own dubious religious notions, takes a patient’s medical destiny in his own hands? But these are not random  acts. Behind each are the force and rhetoric of the pro-life movement, taken directly from their newsletters and downloaded off their Web sites.

And there’s more than just rhetoric involved. Every time these acts have been challenged (who knows how many times they have not been), the pro-life movement has responded with legislation to protect, lawyers to defend, and spokespeople to spin for the pharmacists who have denied women the chance to prevent pregnancy. Why, one might ask, would the pro-life movement invest itself in such extreme acts, not against abortion but against birth control? If the movement’s only aim is to stop abortions—and stop them by any means—then why attack people who say they don’t want to get pregnant? If you don’t want people to have abortions, then why not help them prevent unwanted pregnancies? After all, studies have shown that the use of contraception reduces the probability of having an abortion by 85 percent.6 Why would those so adamantly against abortion seem to hamper practical, simple, and safe attempts to actually prevent abortions? It turns out that none of the women named above—Julee, Suzanne, Idalia—wanted to have an abortion. (There’s a good chance some of them are even pro-life.) Suzanne went back to the pharmacy with her father, in the hopes of heading off an abortion. Julee brought in her husband and even involved the store manager to convince the pharmacist to allow her to prevent pregnancy. Another woman summoned the police to intervene on her behalf when a pharmacist refused to even release her prescription to be filled elsewhere. No one could do anything.

It seems no coincidence that these women, instinctively, brought in strong authority figures, and men, to intervene for them. Their authority as women was being challenged, and they knew it.  Weren’t the pharmacists treating each as an immoral, loose woman deserving of the consequences of what they perceived as inappropriate, simply-for-pleasure sex? In the pharmacists’ eyes, these women had made a mistake, a moral mistake, and the pharmacists chose to punish them for it. Even the trauma of rape didn’t manage to make a woman a special case, not in the eyes of the pharmacist. She waited in the parking lot while the pharmacist mused over his own feelings, then turned her away without the medication the emergency room prescribed.

The result of these events was that each woman became infinitely more likely to have an abortion. Indeed, it’s one of the profound ironies of the pro-life movement that its work hasn’t led to fewer abortions. Just the opposite. Studies of states that have enacted pro-life laws show what these laws succeed at most is increasing the number of later-term abortions. As for the nation as a whole, it witnessed its most dramatic decline in abortion rates during the presidency of Bill Clinton, our first pro-choice president. In 1990, just two years before Clinton took office, the number of abortions in the United States was at one of the highest levels ever. By the end of Clinton’s second term, the abortion rate had dropped to the lowest in a quarter of a century.7


One would think that for those who wish to end abortion, this discrepancy would lead to self-reflection, perhaps even a willingness to look more closely at the policies that led to the effects they claim to seek. But in the face of evidence that allowing women unfettered access to birth control leads to fewer abortions, the pro-life movement has intensified its campaigns and rhetoric against birth control. And the real, underlying reason is that to allow birth control would mean tolerating a lifestyle that allows people to enjoy sex  outside of marriage and parenthood. Contraception, which for many is the era’s most liberating technology, is to pro-lifers an evil just like abortion. In fact, in the literature of the contemporary prolife movement, often no distinction is made. Reducing abortions has, in a sense, become problematic for them. The problem is that it means favoring the use of contraception, and, in effect, endorsing a way of life, and a view of sex, that they oppose perhaps even more strongly than they oppose abortion. So whereas banning abortion gets the headlines, it’s banning contraception that is increasingly creeping into the pro-life agenda. To pro-lifers, they are, in fact, two avenues to accomplish one thing: end the lifestyle in which people have sex just for pleasure.

And so, to return to the vigilante pharmacists and their “moral” decision to obstruct the contraceptive decisions of others, it would seem, on the face of it, that they are promoting unwanted pregnancies and risking more abortions, just the ends these radical pharmacists claim they oppose. Yet they are generally lauded within the pro-life movement as principled people of good faith and true values—not because they stopped an abortion (they may well have had the opposite effect) but, and this is the only conclusion possible, because they advanced the new anti–birth control agenda that increasingly seems at the heart of the pro-life movement.

Today, 42 million American women (that’s 7 in 10 women of reproductive age) are sexually active and do not want to become pregnant—but could become pregnant if they or their partners fail to use a contraceptive method.8 In fact, only 5 percent of women aged 15–44 in the United States are not using any contraceptive method during sex.9 And from this 5 percent come nearly 50 percent of the nation’s abortions.10 All available and accepted research leads to  one conclusion: proper use of and access to contraception results in a dramatic decline in abortion. Yet few Americans would believe that some of the fiercest pro-life/pro-choice conflicts raging in state legislatures and in Congress right now are over the right to use birth control. But just look at the mission statement of the nation’s largest pro-life educational organization, the American Life League (A.L.L.): “A.L.L. denies the moral acceptability of artificial birth control and encourages each individual to trust in God, to surrender to His will, and to be predisposed to welcoming children.”11 In the volumes of writing A.L.L. publishes on the subject of birth control they even equate contraception with genocide.12 Sound extreme? Doesn’t resemble the thoughts of that pro-life cousin or neighbor you’ve had the quiet disagreements with? That’s because the pro-lifer in your life probably doesn’t agree with it either. It’s very likely your pro-life cousin or neighbor also doesn’t know that the organizations she has happily sent donations off to are spearheading initiatives that are leading to more abortions.

For example, since 2001 the Right to Life movement has responded to a wave of pharmacists’ refusals to fill birth control prescriptions with one favorite tactic. It has moved aggressively to welcome them as acts of “conscience.” The movement has helped pass laws in South Dakota, Arkansas, and Mississippi allowing pharmacists to refuse on moral or religious grounds to fill birth control prescriptions without fear of being fired or sued for damages. In nineteen states, they’ve moved to protect anyone who might like to stand in the way of a woman getting birth control.13 This conceivably could include righteous cashiers who’ll refuse to ring up your prescription. As Elizabeth Graham, director of the Texas Right to Life Committee in Houston, explained, “Texas  Right to Life supports conscience laws that would include not only allowing pharmacists but all healthcare workers from providing medicine to which they are morally opposed.”14 Kelly Copeland, director of the Southern Arizona Life Team, supported her state’s “right of refusal” legislation. The Arizona Daily Star explained that Copeland believed the legislation would be a “positive solution” for physicians and pharmacists who are currently “forced to prescribe and dispense birth control against their moral beliefs.”15 Americans United for Life offers model legislation on their Web site “to protect any individual, including nurses’ aides, pharmacists, students, and others who may be in the situation of having to participate in a health care service to which he or she conscientiously objects, or risk disciplinary action or liability for his or her failure to participate.”16


Medicine has in recent years proudly moved to an evidence-based model defined as “the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of individual patients.”17 The Right to Life movement would clearly like to go in another direction, to a no-exceptions, evidence-free approach based on a set of ever-changing “beliefs.” They call it “conscience”-based medicine. The conscience, it should be noted, isn’t that of the woman patient, who doesn’t really factor into this hand-wringing, but that of the immaculate pharmacist, or nurse, or, perhaps, the cashier at your local Wal-Mart.

The pro-life movement is well financed, active, and is often the only opponent of the many attempts to allow American women greater access to birth control. The headquarters of the National Right to Life Committee includes in its mission statement a disclaimer saying it does “not have a position on issues such as contraception.” 18 But that’s a notable exception—and a convenient cover—to the rest of the nation’s pro-life groups, including many of National Right to Life’s state chapters, which are actively involved in anti–birth control campaigns. It’s worth pausing for an instant to consider the logic of this position. You’d think that people who are profoundly and sincerely against abortion would do everything in their power, including promoting birth control, to prevent unwanted pregnancies. But there is not one pro-life group in the United States that supports the use of birth control. Shouldn’t the American people, pro-lifers included, wonder why, if a group’s aim is to end abortion, spreading the contraceptive message isn’t a central part of its mission? Imagine the outrage if the National Cancer Institute’s strategy was to discourage the use of the most successful cancer preventatives, and instead tried to ban them. What if it only encouraged people to abstain from cancer-causing behaviors and environments and then when they got cancer called it God’s will?

In 1998, pro-life operatives were behind the defeat of federal legislation to require health insurance companies to pay for contraceptives. Even a predictable opponent of the plan, the insurance industry, declined to testify against the federal contraceptive-coverage bill. The Pro-Life Caucus of Congress, however, led a full-on assault.19 Congressman Jim McDermott (D-WA), who witnessed the proceedings, commented on the pro-life Republicans’ role in the defeat of the legislation:
This is a party that is not content with trying to roll back abortion rights. It is fighting on several fronts against contraception. Just last week the Republican leadership in the House, under pressure from the right, killed a measure that would have required federal health  plans that cover prescription drugs to cover the cost of contraceptives. No one seemed to think it was crazy to have abortion foes opposing a measure that would reduce the need for abortions. They could not grasp that.20






Nor, apparently, could they grasp why a woman ought to be allowed emergency contraception after a brutal sexual attack. The pro-life movement is also the only opponent of legislation to provide pregnancy prevention to rape victims. The Florida, Hawaii, Massachusetts, and Louisiana state affiliates of National Right to Life, as well as pro-life groups in Colorado and Wisconsin, all fought against legislation to make emergency contraception—which, don’t forget, is nothing more than a higher dose of birth control pills—available to rape victims.21


Over the past decade we have witnessed the brilliance of the prolife movement in defining terms. More clever still is that they sometimes invent science to fit their cause. They have become adept at “medicalizing” their religious or cultural arguments so that they appear to be factual and credible. One of their most recognized campaigns was with “partial-birth abortion,” a gruesome term that didn’t exist before they invented it. With it, they managed to convince the public that full-term, healthy babies were being aborted moments before birth. Implied in this message was the notion that many women, having endured eight months of pregnancy, finally decided to “choose.” Have you ever met a woman in her eighth month of pregnancy for whom the disappearance of her fetus wasn’t also accompanied by a tragic story—typically one of a very much wanted but unviable pregnancy?

Inherent in the partial-birth-abortion message is an awesome contempt for women and the medical realities, and sometimes  tragedies, of pregnancy. Lost in the debate is that less than two-tenths of 1 percent of all abortions use the procedure that pro-lifers describe.22 And third-trimester abortion is already illegal in most of the United States except to save a woman’s life or protect her health. In those cases, doctors are required to use the best methods available. Had one abortion technique been banned, doctors would have been required to use another, possibly less safe, method in order to treat patients experiencing grave pregnancy problems in the third trimester. The “partial-birth abortion” ban would not have ended any of the latest abortions, which is what the pro-life movement led the public to believe.

The campaign did succeed, however, in convincing the public that something that isn’t a problem is. Pro-lifers presented these bans as the solution the public very much wanted—ending perceived gruesome, unnecessary, late-term abortions had by women with no conscience, performed by doctors motivated by greed (never patient need). Instead, the bans did something the public didn’t want at all—the legislation was so broadly written it banned all abortions, including those used to rescue women from physical danger, anytime after twelve weeks of pregnancy. And although, so far, the partial-birth-abortion bans have been held unconstitutional by the courts, they have been, in more important ways, a huge success for the pro-life movement. For pro-lifers, it was an intoxicating campaign. They invented an issue, basked in the public’s favor, raised unprecedented amounts of money, and, most important, didn’t suffer any consequences for masquerading as more knowledgeable in medicine than the whole of the medical establishment. Rather than fight science, they became science—but without evidence, expertise, or transparent aims. They played doctors on TV, and the public accepted their version of it.

This is not the first or only time the pro-lifers have invented a problem, presented phony “evidence,” and provoked the true experts to step forth to set the record straight. Take, for example, “post-abortion stress syndrome.” This is a disorder, they claim, that affects women who have had abortions and is characterized by a set of symptoms including guilt, regret, remorse, shame, lowered self-esteem, insomnia, nightmares, flashbacks, anniversary reactions, hostility (even hatred) toward men, sexual dysfunction, crying, despair, depression, alcohol or drug use that they say leads to sexual promiscuity, suicide attempts, and a “numbing and coldness” in place of “more normal warmth and maternal tenderness.” 23 Because pro-life groups were increasingly presenting these unfounded claims as fact, the American Psychological Association (APA), the largest association of psychologists worldwide, assembled an expert panel to study the issue.

The APA discovered that actual research on the subject revealed the exact opposite of what the pro-lifers claim. One study followed 360 adolescents for two years after they had been interviewed when seeking a pregnancy test. The study included girls who thought they might be pregnant but turned out not to be, some who were pregnant and carried to term, and some who were pregnant and then aborted the pregnancy. The researchers found that
the adolescents who chose abortion showed significant drops in anxiety and significant increases in self esteem and internal control in the period immediately following the abortion to two years later. They appeared to be functioning as well as, or even better than, adolescents who turned out not to be pregnant or had carried to term. They were also most likely to have higher economic well-being;  most likely to be in high school (and performing at grade level) or to have graduated; and less likely to have a subsequent pregnancy.24






The panel concluded that, despite the pro-life movement’s hopeful assertions, legal abortion simply didn’t cause psychological trauma, despite the obvious stresses involved in an unwanted pregnancy. The panel discovered that after an abortion, emotions are complicated, positive, and, yes, negative, but not long lasting. “The time of greatest stress is before the abortion,” the panel concluded. Based on a review of the research, the American Psychological Association recommended: “Access to legal abortion to terminate an unwanted pregnancy is vital to safeguard both the physical and mental health of women. Research indicates that abortion does not generally have a negative impact on either women’s physical or mental health.” The experts in the field found that abortion had no detrimental effect on women’s mental health, and they wound up recommending access to abortion in order to ensure women’s mental health. What could hurt women psychologically? “A forced, unwanted pregnancy . . . could place women’s health and well-being at risk,” the panel said.25
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