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For my family


—JM, AGHM, SIHM, SCHM, CJ and MH—


who make everything possible


And for


Rachael Wells,


who fought bravely and rightly


for the most important thing in life:


Love.









“The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them.”


—IDA B. WELLS









 


INTRODUCTION






ELIZABETH G. HINES


There are moments in history that change you.


I was born in 1975, two years after the Supreme Court affirmed Roe. At forty-seven years old, I have no lived experience of a time when abortion was illegal. My childhood, teenage years, and adulthood have all unfolded in a legal context that, at least theoretically, protected the right of every individual to determine the fate of their own body with regard to pregnancy, and, thus, the direction of their own life.


That freedom—even as it was constantly challenged and unevenly accessed—formed the fundamental, empowering assumption of my own young life: that my body was mine to own; that the decision about how, whether, and when I might become, or remain, pregnant was a decision I alone would get to make. As luck would have it, I grew up and grew a family of my own in a time and place when the laws of this land protected my right to decide how my life would unfold. It was a privilege to be a member of one of the generations that benefited so profoundly from the rights Roe won us—though it is worth acknowledging how many of us took those rights for granted, given how little we chose to understand about what life might look like once they were gone.


Now, the days of blithely assuming that the impossible could never happen are officially over. After nearly fifty years as settled constitutional law, the federally protected right to an abortion in America is a thing of the past. For the first time in the history of this nation, the Supreme Court has rescinded an affirmed human right, and the cost of that upheaval is being felt both practically and energetically by individuals across this nation.


Let’s not hesitate to say it: For those of us who believe in the right of all human beings to determine their own destiny, the overturning of Roe is a devastating loss. And the people who will pay the highest price are those who already have the least resources, and the most racial- and identity-based discrimination stacked against them. What may qualify as an inconvenience for well-resourced people (the need to travel; the cost of the procedure) can be life-altering for those already struggling to get by. As a Black woman, I see and feel this clearly as stories roll in about women and girls—many of whom look much like me and my daughters—who have either been denied care or forced to travel hundreds of miles to access it.


On the night the draft of the Supreme Court’s decision on Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization leaked to the press, it became clear to me that life as I knew it was about to be upended. I was furious and sad, and then filled with dread over what to tell my daughters about their loss of equality and bodily autonomy.


I wasn’t the only one reeling. My phone was alight with text messages from mothers—and fathers—who, in similar states of anger and sadness, were all wrestling with the same question: What do we do now?


There are certainly many answers to that question. One thing we must do now is give money to on-the-ground providers doing the critical work of supporting access to reproductive health services (and buying this book helps in that regard, as a portion of all proceeds will go to fund the work of reproductive health organizations in the US). Another thing we must do is get out in the streets and raise our voices in the name of equality and justice. And for those of us who can, we must VOTE. Now more than ever, state and local elections matter, so we must do everything we can to protect the right to vote—and use that right—every single chance we get.


There is something else, too—and the book you’re holding in your hands is part of my own answer to the question. We can tell our stories. Share our truths. Lift up our voices and make clear our perspectives on what this loss of rights means to us—now, and for the future. Perhaps because so many of us could never imagine a world in which this right would be taken away, we have not, in the aggregate, been very good at sharing and listening to stories about what it is like to end a pregnancy in this country, or what the lack of access to reproductive health services means for the lives of people seeking care. But silence is no longer an option. Lives, as you will learn in these pages, are at stake. If we hope to claim a future that gets closer again to recognizing the authority of women and pregnant people to make critical decisions about their own bodies, then we must raise our voices everywhere, and use our outrage to build collective action for change.


This book exists to help put words to the various experiences people have had in accessing abortion care through the years, and to provide a snapshot of this particular moment in history—the moment when the loss of Roe finally became real. The essays you will read in this book are the narratives of people who have had abortions themselves, and they are the testimony of experts who work in the field. They are the words of theologians, lawyers, activists, historians, journalists, and everyday people with informed perspectives on how lack of abortion access will impact the lives of Black and brown and Asian and Indigenous and queer and trans and disabled and poor and young people across this country. They don’t all agree on every aspect of the work that lies ahead of us, or on how we got here, but they have lent their voices to this collection because, like me, they believe in the power of stories to change lives. To spur action. To inspire hope. To move mountains. And in the name of equality and justice, that is exactly what we plan to do.


I did not begin the year 2022 imagining that I would end it by releasing a book on reproductive rights. But what I said at the beginning of this introduction is true: there are indeed moments in history that change you, and this moment, this attack on our freedom, has provided me with a necessary reminder that we all have a role to play in fighting for the future we want to see. I hope you will read each of these essays, or even just a few, and be moved to take action in support of the human dignity of all those who can become pregnant. A better future lies in all of our hands.












RAISING A DAUGHTER IN A POST-ROE WORLD






JESSICA VALENTI


My daughter feels invincible. At eleven years old, she is all confidence and smiles, optimism, and resilience.


She doesn’t know about the ten-year-old rape victim in Ohio who was impregnated and forced to leave the state to get an abortion. She has no idea that conservatives on television and in politics called the child’s story a lie—or that when forced to admit its veracity, those same people doubled down and said it was fine for a tiny body to be forced into pregnancy.


She can’t imagine that would ever be her.


She doesn’t read the news or intently watch Twitter; she doesn’t realize that as she happily goes to school and camp, plays video games and hangs out with friends, that girls only slightly older than her are being denied birth control at their local pharmacies. She is blissfully ignorant of the women in hospitals bleeding for days on end, unable to get a doctor to treat their miscarriage because their doomed fetus still has a heartbeat. She doesn’t know that a woman whose boyfriend hurts her might be brought to court by his family should she decide she doesn’t want a child to bind her to the abuse for the rest of her life.


She plays and she laughs; she hugs me and runs off.


When I asked my daughter how she was feeling about Roe being overturned—she knows all about abortion and the Supreme Court decision (if she’s old enough to be forced into pregnancy, she’s old enough to know about abortion)—she responded that she wasn’t nervous at all. When I pushed further, asking her why she wasn’t afraid, she gave an answer that nearly broke me: “I know you’d never let anything bad happen to me.”


I feel grateful that I have raised a child with enough love and safety that she believes I can protect her from anything. But I wondered, in that moment, if I had done her a disservice, giving her a sense of untouchability that no girl or woman has.


Yes, she will likely be okay. We live in New York and have enough money to bring her out of the state, or even out of the country, if that ever becomes necessary. Despite her pre-teendom, she still sees me, as so many little girls do their mothers, as superhero-like. She has watched me make a fuss and raise hell when I need to; listened to me yell at boys on a playground for pushing her; read the emails I sent to school administrators, tearing into them for allowing gross sexism in the classroom.


Her eyes light up when I am at my most furious over an injustice—she loves to watch me set something right. I have let her believe that there is nothing I can’t do.


I can’t help but feel like a liar. Because there are so many things I cannot shield her from, and I am terrified at what she might think of me once she inevitably realizes that disappointing truth.


Will she hate me when a man calls out to her on the street because I’m not there to help her? Will she ever see me the same way once she realizes that so much of my power is for show?


She doesn’t know that her life and the way she wants to live it are already limited. There are colleges she can’t go to because they’re in states that would let her die rather than allow her to end a pregnancy. Places she will never be safe because their laws don’t see her as a full person. The ability to move freely, to travel, and to choose where life may take her has already been stolen from her.


If abortion is outlawed nationally—a horror that is a lot more possible than most of America would like to believe—it would happen in 2024, the year my daughter turns fourteen years old. She would be a teenager, and at her most vulnerable to be impacted by a countrywide ban.


If that were to happen, my gut instinct would be to leave the US. How could I raise her in a place that thinks so little of her, a place where there is no safe haven? But to do so would be to abandon all I have worked for, and all the others who can’t just pack up and drive off. How could I possibly meet her gaze then?


I want her to feel protected, always. But I also know she needs to build the ability to fight for herself, to stand up and yell out even when I am gone. My heart is just broken that I can’t leave her with a world where she doesn’t have to do so very often.


I know I haven’t failed. It’s parental instinct to try to make our children feel more safe in the world, despite its dangerous reality. I know she will forgive me for making her feel too safe in a country that is anything but for women. But the truth is that I’m not sure I will ever forgive myself.





[image: image]


Named one of the Top 100 Inspiring Women in the world, JESSICA VALENTI is a feminist columnist and author. Her most recent book, Sex Object: A Memoir, was a New York Times bestseller. In 2004, Jessica founded the award-winning blog Feministing.com, and her articles have topped the most-read lists at The New York Times, The Atlantic, the Guardian, and The Washington Post. She lives in Brooklyn with her husband and daughter.










MY FIRST ABORTION STORY






ALYSON PALMER


My mom crept quietly up the stairs after the Senior Dance and locked herself in the bathroom. She told me her hands were trembling as she set down the glass bottles as silently as she could. Disturbing her foster mother, Mrs. Scott, at this hour meant a lashing. My mom stripped off her clothes and lay down in the tub. One after another, she pried off the tops of five bottles of Coca-Cola. Spreading her legs high against the wall of tiles it was her job to scrub twice a day until they gleamed, she poured each bottle of Coke into the throbbing spot between her legs, desperately hoping that what she’d heard was true, that this was how to prevent a pregnancy.


It all happened so fast. She was with that popular boy in the front seat of his car after the dance, where they’d been so admired for their grace circling the floor. She’d never thought he’d notice her, yet here they were on their first date and the night had been perfect. When he leaned over, she let him kiss her and kiss her. She melted in his arms. She kissed him back with all the yearning she’d stored in her heart for sixteen lonely years. Suddenly, she was pinned under the steering wheel and he was hurting her. She didn’t know what to do. After it ended, they were silent. He drove her home. He wouldn’t look at her and she was ashamed. He mumbled an apology, saying she was so beautiful he couldn’t help himself.


She knew she’d done something wrong. She felt the familiar bewilderment that came with a Mrs. Scott whipping for an infraction she couldn’t understand. Remembering what some girls had whispered in school, she slid into the pantry and scooped up an armful of Coca-Cola bottles from the wooden cases Mrs. Scott kept in front of her bourbon.


My mom told me that what she remembered most was sticky liquid everywhere, stinging her torn skin as it filled her and the tub, and hating herself for ruining one of the best nights of her life.


My mother’s mother drove off on tour with her drummer husband when my mom was four years old, leaving my mother behind. Their neighbor, Mrs. Scott, took her in and raised her to follow orders, clean, and never step out of line, or she’d be beaten back. Mrs. Scott never mentioned bodies changing or sex—other than to say it was dirty, that doing it before marriage ruined a girl forever, and that it was a barely tolerable necessity to keep a husband, as she’d dutifully done until her own husband died. He’d shot off his head in the kitchen. My mother, then age thirteen, had found him and called the police, and she was the one who had cleaned up the blood and tissue after they took the body away. Mrs. Scott had stayed drunk upstairs in the tub she slept in so the bats wouldn’t get her. She’d finally come down the next day to a spotless kitchen and the news her husband had died.


The only two things my mother taught me about sex were that women weren’t ruined by it, but that they had much to fear from it. Women inflamed men to passions they couldn’t control. I know that her intention was to teach me to stay vigilant, be cautious, dress carefully. But what I learned from her words was that I must be an avenging warrior defending downtrodden women and that a woman must be in charge, always, of whether to keep a pregnancy or not.


My mother’s life continued to be dark. Before she turned forty, she developed an unknown condition that made her tremble, fogged her brilliant mind, and made her skin burn from the inside. After years of tests and dozens of doctors, a neurologist declared her condition was close enough to multiple sclerosis to call it that. Neither of her husbands cared enough to stick around to the end of her story. Living with her worsening condition, deepening depression, and painful lack of self-esteem convinced me as a teen that I would never have children to watch me wither when that disease inevitably claimed me too.


September 11 changed that. On a solo trip a month after the devastation of my downtown, I was compelled to try and make sense of the world any place where stars vastly outnumbered people. With no one in sight for miles in every direction, I sat in a lengthening shadow between my rented convertible and a giant cactus and had an epiphany that I felt reverberate across the windswept desert. I understood I had to create more love for the world. I would work for fairness, play for harmony, and pour so much love into another being it would spill over and help heal broken spirits.


From the minute she was born, she has. She’s a radiant miracle whose heart is vast and deep. Her gaze can soothe like a moonbeam.


When our daughter was around three, my beloved partner, Tony, and I were moving furniture in our cozy New York apartment. As we carried a sofa up the stairs, I was drained of energy so suddenly that I was struck with panic. Was this the moment? Had my mother’s disease finally caught up with me? Had I tempted fate with my joy?


It was my toddler who told me I had a baby growing in my tummy. Her dad agreed. As much as I denied the possibility, I went to the OB/GYN, who confirmed it.


With one child, I had gotten lucky. Wasn’t two pushing it? Our lives were going so well. We could still work and play and had plenty of amazing time with our baby girl now that she was old enough to reason and read. Could we afford the mental-physical-emotional-financial toll of growing another being?


I discussed every aspect with Tony and my best friends, including how fortunate I was to have the freedom to choose what the hell to do, how grateful I was to live in America. Making that decision was the most adult I’d ever felt, connecting with the wisdom of women through the centuries. This precious commitment was sacred. Whatever I decided would be holy and would honor the loving, trusting God who’d created in me the ability to make this choice.


I’d had an abortion with Tony about a decade before when a condom broke. That was two years into our relationship and there wasn’t even a question. There was no way two hard-partying musicians should be parents while on tour. I’d seen the results.


Over the next ten days, Tony and I made peace with the idea that we were no longer going to play two-on-one zone defense. With another kid, we’d be playing man-on-man. Tony was elated.


I was terrified but proud of my resolve when I went in for an ultrasound. The excitement bubbled up while we chatted and Dr. Meredith prepared the wand. I caught my breath when she suddenly grew quiet. Something was wrong.


The egg sac was there and growing, but it appeared empty. The embryo had disappeared. I couldn’t understand the situation completely at first, just that what was growing wasn’t right, and I should get the remaining tissue out or it could turn septic and make me sick. I needed to wash my insides out with a sea of liquid, whether I wanted to or not. I thought of my mom and her overflowing soda pop. Here I thought I was striding boldly in a new direction, but I was still following her path.


Dr. Meredith gave me a pill. Hours later, I took another. She said it would take a few hours to expel the tissue, but nothing happened. I had tickets to see the Broadway musical of my favorite book, The Color Purple by Alice Walker. After eight hours of not even a stomach gurgle, I went ahead to the theater. I bought a giant bag of peanut M&M’s for solace. Fantasia, Danielle, Renee, and the rest of the amazing cast enthralled me, and I left my buzzing brain behind as I was swept into the familiar story of abused but indomitable Celie.


As the climax built before intermission, something shifted. I was seized with a cramp so strong I bent forward. As the curtain came down for intermission, I ran to the nearest bathroom.


I was stunned by how much poured out of me. The cramps kept squeezing and more blood of my sweet possibility gushed free. After some time, people pounded on the door, but there was nothing I could do. I tried to yell my apology through the door, but just had to wait for the abortion to finish its cycle, like the giant coin-op washing machines at the cleaner. The bells signaling the end of intermission began to ding. I felt drained and light-headed and my pants were crimson with blood, but damn it this was Broadway and the show must go on. I put on fresh pads, tied my hoodie around my waist, mumbled apologies as I passed the line of infuriated seniors lined up outside the door, ripped open the M&M’s, and sat crying through the second half of the show.


I cried for the loss of Junior, as I’d come to think of him. I cried because clearly it wasn’t his time to come to me yet—he had to wait on his pink and gold cloud for the right moment—but I missed him already. I cried because I was scared I might never stop bleeding. I cried because Celie in The Color Purple had been abused and belittled and was devoid of self-esteem, but the women around her raised her up. Their fierce love and patient understanding gave her the support to do anything, including believe in herself. I cried because in another circumstance, maybe my mom could have uncovered her own Celie and soared. I cried because I was relieved. I cried because I felt guilty for being relieved. I cried because it was a perfect perfectly horrible amazing awful fortunate moment I knew I’d never forget. I felt alive, weeping and popping peanut M&M’s with a best friend who understood, and my whole life spread out like a pick-your-own-adventure story once more, pages shifting with infinite possibilities.


A year later, I got pregnant intentionally and had a beautiful son who brought with him the pink and gold of his waiting cloud. I am a warrior, forged in the Herculean journey of my own deeds. Boldly in control of my destiny, I have become the mother I prayed I could be—the mother I wish my mom could have known.
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CONTROLLING BODIES AND SUBVERTING DEMOCRACY: HOW DOBBS IS AN ATTACK ON US ALL






THE REVEREND DR. LIZ THEOHARIS


When I was the age that my daughter is now, my favorite sweatshirt had the words “Choice, Choice, Choice, Choice” in rainbow letters across its front. My mom got me that sweatshirt at a 1989 rally in response to Webster v. Reproductive Health Services. In that case, the Supreme Court upheld a Missouri law restricting the use of state funds and facilities for abortion, an early attempt to eat away at Roe v. Wade. And though many adults in the Wisconsin neighborhood where I grew up thought that message inappropriate for a thirteen-year-old, I wore it proudly. Even then, I understood that it spoke not just to a person’s right to an abortion, but also to the respect and dignity that should be afforded every human being.


Since then, it has become increasingly clear that our society does not confer rights and dignity on we the people—as seen in the slashing of school food programs, the denial of Medicaid expansion in states that need it most, attacks on Black, Brown, and Native bodies by the police and border patrol, as well as the Supreme Court’s recent decisions to put fossil fuel companies ahead of the rest of us, put guns above kids, and deny sovereignty to Indigenous people and tribes, while failing to protect our voting rights and ending the constitutional right to abortion.


For millions of us, the Dobbs v. Jackson decision on abortion means that life in America has just grown distinctly more dangerous. The seismic aftershocks of that ruling are already being felt across the country: twenty-two states have laws or constitutional amendments on the books now poised to severely limit access to abortion or ban it outright. Even before the Supremes issued their decision, states with more restrictive abortion laws had higher maternal mortality and infant mortality rates. Now, experts are predicting at least a 21 percent increase in pregnancy-related deaths across the country.


As is always the case with public health crises in America—the only industrialized country without some form of universal health care—it’s the poor who will suffer the most. Survey data shows that nearly 50 percent of women who seek abortions live under the federal poverty line, while many more hover precariously above it. In states that limit or ban abortion, poor women and others will now face an immediate threat of heightened health complications, as well as the long-term damage associated with abortion restrictions.


Indeed, data collected by economists in the decades after Roe v. Wade indicates that the greater the limits on abortion, the more poverty for parents and the less education for their children. Worse yet, the thirteen states that had trigger laws designed to outlaw abortion in the event of a Roe reversal were already among the poorest in the country. Now, poor people in poor states will be on the punishing speartip of our post-Roe world.


While the Supreme Court’s grim decision means more pain and hardship for women, as well as transgender and gender nonconforming people, it signals even more: the validation of a half-century-old strategy by Christian nationalists to remake the very fabric of this nation. For the businessmen, pastors, and politicians who laid the foundations for the Dobbs ruling, this was never just about abortion.


The multi-decade campaign to reverse Roe v. Wade has always been about building a political movement to seize and wield political power. For decades, it’s championed a vision of “family values” grounded in the nuclear family and a version of community life meant to tightly control sex and sexuality, while sanctioning attacks on women and LGBTQIA people. Thanks to its militant and disciplined fight to bring down Roe, this Christian nationalist movement has positioned itself to advance a full-spectrum extremist agenda that is not only patriarchal and sexist but also racist, anti-poor, and anti-democratic. Consider the Dobbs decision the crown jewel in a power-building strategy years in the making. Consider it as well the coronation of a movement ready to flex its power in ever larger, more violent, and more audacious ways.


With that context, bear in mind that, in his concurring opinion, Justice Clarence Thomas suggested that the Dobbs decision gives the Supreme Court legal precedent to strike down other previously settled landmark civil rights jurisprudence, including Griswold v. Connecticut (access to contraception), Lawrence v. Texas (protection of same-sex relationships), and Obergefell v. Hodges (protection of same-sex marriage). Whether or not these fundamental protections ultimately fall, the Supreme Court majority’s justification for Dobbs certainly raises the possibility that any due-process rights not guaranteed by and included in the Constitution before the passage of the 14th Amendment in 1868 could be called into question.


The Christian nationalist movement long ago identified control of the Supreme Court as decisive for its agenda of rolling back all the twentieth-century progressive reforms from the New Deal of the 1930s through the Great Society of the 1960s. Less than a week after the Dobbs decision, in fact, that court overturned Massachusetts v. EPA, the 2007 ruling that set a precedent when it came to the government’s ability to regulate greenhouse gas emissions by polluting industries. May Boeve, head of the environmental group 350.org, put it this way:




Overturning Roe v. Wade means the Supreme Court isn’t just coming for abortion—they’re coming for the right to privacy and other legal precedents that Roe rests on, even the United States government’s ability to tackle the climate crisis.





To fully grasp the meaning of this moment, it’s important to recognize just how inextricably the assault on abortion is connected to a larger urge: to assault democracy itself, including the rights of citizens to vote and to have decent health care and housing, a public-school education, living wages, and a clean environment. And it’s no less important to grasp just how a movement of Christian nationalists used the issue of abortion to begin rolling back the hard-won gains of the Second Reconstruction era of the 1950s and 1960s and achieve political power that found its clearest and most extreme expression in the Trump years and has no interest in turning back now.




ABORTION AND THE ARCHITECTURE OF A MOVEMENT


Throughout American history, a current of anti-abortion sentiment, especially on religious grounds, has been apparent. Some traditional Roman Catholics, for instance, long resisted the advance of abortion rights, including a church-led dissent during the Great Depression, when economic disaster doubled the number of abortions (then still illegal in every state). Some rank-and-file evangelicals were also against it in the pre-Roe years, their opposition baked into a theological and moral understanding of life and death that ran deeper than politics.


Before all this, however, abortion was legal in this country. As a scholar of the subject has explained, in the 1800s, “Protestant clergy were notably resistant to denouncing abortion—they feared losing congregants if they came out against the common practice.” In fact, the Victorian-era campaign to make abortion illegal was driven as much by physicians and the American Medical Association, then intent on exerting its professional power over midwives (mainly women who regularly and safely carried out abortions), as it was by the Catholic Church.


Moreover, even in the middle decades of the twentieth century, anti-abortionism was not a consensus position in evangelical Protestantism. For example, the Southern Baptist Convention, evangelicalism’s most significant denomination, took moderate positions on abortion in the 1950s and 1960s, while leading Baptist pastors and theologians rarely preached or wrote on the issue. In fact, a 1970 poll by the Baptist Sunday School Board found that “70 percent of Southern Baptist pastors supported abortion to protect the mental or physical health of the mother, 64 percent supported abortion in cases of fetal deformity, and 71 percent in cases of rape.”


So what changed for those who became the power brokers of a more extremist America? For one thing, the fight for the right to abortion in the years leading up to Roe was deeply intertwined with an upsurge of progressive gender, racial, and class politics. At the time, the Black freedom struggle was breaking the iron grip of Jim Crow in the South, as well as segregation and discrimination across the country; new movements of women and LGBTQIA people were fighting for expanded legal protection, while challenging the bounds of repressive gender and sexual norms; the increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam had catalyzed a robust antiwar movement; organized labor retained a tenuous but important seat at the economic bargaining table; and new movements of the poor were forcing Washington to turn once again to the issues of poverty and economic inequality.


For a group of reactionary clergy and well-funded right-wing political activists, the essence of what it was to be American seemed under attack. Well-known figures like Phyllis Schlafly and Paul Weyrich, who would later found the Moral Majority (alongside Jerry Falwell, Sr.), began decrying the supposed rising threat of communism and the dissolution of American capitalism, as well as what they saw as the rupture of the nuclear family and of white Christian community life through forced desegregation. (Note that Jerry Falwell didn’t preach his first anti-abortion sermon until six years after the Roe decision.)


Such leaders would form the core of what came to be called the “New Right.” They began working closely with influential Christian pastors and the apostles of neoliberal economics to build a new political movement that could “take back the country.” Katherine Stewart, author of The Power Worshippers: Inside the Dangerous Rise of Religious Nationalism, often cites this Paul Weyrich quote about the movement’s goals:




We are radicals who want to change the existing power structure. We are not conservatives in the sense that conservative means accepting the status quo. We want change—we are the forces of change.





Indeed, what united these reactionaries above all else was their opposition to desegregation. Later, they would conveniently change their origin story from overt racism to a more palatable anti-abortion, anti-choice struggle. As historian Randall Balmer put it: “Opposition to abortion, therefore, was a godsend for leaders of the Religious Right because it allowed them to distract attention from the real genesis of their movement: defense of racial segregation in evangelical institutions.”


Many of the movement’s leaders first converged around their fear that segregated Christian schools would be stripped of public vouchers. As Balmer points out, however, they soon recognized that championing racial segregation was not a winning strategy when it came to building a movement with a mass base. So they looked elsewhere. What they discovered was that, in the wake of the Roe decision, a dislike of legalized abortion had unsettled some Protestant and Catholic evangelicals. In other words, these operatives didn’t actually manufacture a growing evangelical hostility to abortion, but they did harness and encourage it as a political vehicle for radical change.


Looking back in the wake of the recent Dobbs decision obliterating Roe v. Wade, Katherine Stewart put it this way:




Abortion turned out to be the critical unifying issue for two fundamentally political reasons. First, it brought together conservative Catholics who supplied much of the intellectual leadership of the movement with conservative Protestants and evangelicals. Second, by tying abortion to the perceived social ills of the age—the sexual revolution, the civil rights movement, and women’s liberation—the issue became a focal point for the anxieties about social change welling up from the base.





What this movement and its allies also discovered was that they could build and exert tremendous power through a long-term political strategy that initially focused on southern elections and then their ability to take over the courts, including most recently the Supreme Court. Abortion became just one potent weapon in an arsenal whose impact we’re feeling in a devastating fashion today.







A FUSION MOVEMENT FROM BELOW?


As Reverend William Barber, co-chair of the Poor People’s Campaign, has pointed out, check out a map of the states in this country that have banned abortion and you’ll find that you’re dealing with the same legislators and courts denying voting rights, refusing to raise municipal minimum wages, and failing to protect immigrants, LGBTQIA people, and the planet itself. As the Economic Policy Institute described the situation after Supreme Court justice Samuel Alito’s leaked draft opinion on abortion hit the news in May:




It is no coincidence that the states that will ban abortion first are also largely the states with the lowest minimum wages, states less likely to have expanded Medicaid, states more likely to be anti-union ‘Right-to-Work’ states, and states with higher-than-average incarceration rates.… Environments in which abortion is legal and accessible have lower rates of teen first births and marriages. Abortion legalization has also been associated with reduced maternal mortality for Black women. The ability to delay having a child has been found to translate to significantly increased wages and labor earnings, especially among Black women, as well as increased likelihood of educational attainment.





Indeed, the right to abortion should be considered a bellwether issue when judging the health of American democracy, one that guarantees equal protection under the law for everyone. Fortunately, the most recent Supreme Court rulings, including Dobbs, are being met with growing resistance and organizing. Just weeks ago, thousands upon thousands of us came together on Pennsylvania Avenue for a Mass Poor People and Low Wage Worker’s Assembly and Moral March on Washington and to the Polls. On the very day of the Dobbs decision, protests against that ruling, including acts of nonviolent civil disobedience, began, and they have been growing ever since.


In a similar fashion, striking numbers of us have begun mobilizing against gun violence and the climate crisis. At this moment as well, we seem to be witnessing the rise of a new labor movement, with workers already organizing at Starbucks, Dollar General stores, and Walmart, among other places. The Christian nationalist movement relies on a divide-and-conquer strategy and single-issue organizing. A pro-democracy and justice movement must resist that approach.


As a Christian theologian and pastor myself, I’ve been deeply disturbed by the growth of the Christian nationalist movement. We would do well, however, to heed their focus and fury. Its leaders were very clear about how necessary it was, if they were ever to gain real power in this country, to build a national political movement. In response, the 140 million poor and low-wealth Americans, pro-choice and pro-earth activists, and those of us concerned about the future of our democracy must do the same, building a moral movement from below. And such a movement must not be afraid of power, but ready to fight for it. Only then can we truly begin to reconstruct this country from the bottom up.


Copyright 2022 Liz Theoharis. Originally published at TomDispatch.com.
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