Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1991¯ Number 18

Abortion on Second Thought

Stephanie D. Moussalli

I was a teenager and young adult in the late1960sand early

1970s, before Roe v. Wade made legal abortionswidel y available in the United States. But if the occasion had arisen, and if it could have been managed safel y, I would have aborted an illegitimate babywithout a second thought.

Myonlyemotional qualms would have arisen from the way an abortion would publiclydeclare that I was handling my life incompetently. As best I can remember, I had never heard anyone argue that it would be murder, and even if I had encountered the idea, I would have dismissed it immediatelyas one of those obscure and radical philosophical arguments of noreal˘life consequence.

I did not hold this opinion defiantly, or uneasily, or thoughtfully. It was just an unexamined assumption that there was no third person involved in earlypregnancy.

Myopinion began to change several years later, after I was married and myson was born. Somehowthe change is connected with the feeling I had as I stared at him in his bassinet the first night we were home from the hospital. I couldn’t believe he was outside mybody. He was now separable from me, thischild who had never even existed before he was inside me. It was a strange and unforgettable experience.

At anyrate, in a paper I wrote a couple of years later in graduate school, I argued both thepro˘and anti˘abortion positions, and when another student˘an anti˘abortion activist, I think˘angrilydemanded to knowmyopinion, I said, honestly, that I didn’t know.

Agnosticism on an issue that might involve infanticide being unacceptable, I had to figure out whether abortion is murder or not. Although emotion had led me to ask the question, theanswer was too important to leave to instinct.

Did Ireallybelieve themicroscopic collection of cells or the barelyvisi ble tadpole˘shaped thing of the first few weeks was a human being whose deliberate destruction would be intolerable? No.

On the other hand, what about the eight˘and˘a˘half˘ month˘old fetus, two weeks awa yfrom birth?Myson might easilyhave been born that early; obvi ousl y, no decent

person would condone killing such a babywith a lethal injection just before inducing labor. That definitely is murder. And not just anymurder, but the most horrible kind imaginable, because of the moral innocence and absolute dependence of its victim. Unforgivable, in fact˘except they sa yGod can forgive anything.

At this point, it was clear to me that a time must be determined before which abortion isacceptable and after which it is murder. TheSupreme Court used trimesters in its original Roe v. Wade decision, and decided that states might defend a baby’s right to life at theexpense of other rightsin the third trimester of pregnancy, when thefetus is possibl y viable. I realized I had to agree, even though it meant opposing almost all abortionsin thelast three months. A third˘trimester babycan usuallysurvive, with help, and certainlylooks as human as most newborns.

However, the arbitrariness of this deadline, depending as it does on the accident of howfar medical technologyhappens to have advanced, might have appalling consequences for individual babies. Today’s miscarriage will be tomorrow’s extreme prematurity. Indeed, viabilitynowextends into part of thesecond trimester.

No, to find a timewhen I could comfortablysa y, "Thisisa thing with no human rights," I had to go to the first part of the first trimester. Still, though, thiswould mean picking a date on oneside of which I would acknowledge a human being whose helplessness and innocence compels all the protection societ ycan provide, and on the other side of which would be a growth requiring no more attention than the nuisance of a minor medical procedure. Thebottom line was that I couldn’t find a datelike that.

It would mean there would be some morning when a woman could be told that if she’d gone to a clinic theprevious afternoon, it would have been all right to have an abortion, because the babyshe nowcarries was not then a human being. Naturallyanydevel opmental categoryinvolves the drawing of similarlyabsurd dividing lines, but veryfew have such deadlyconsequences.

Finally, at the end of tediousl yextended efforts to avoid it, I was forced to accept the conclusion that life begins at conception. Anydate after that compels one to agree to the killing of beings that are indistinguishable from thebeings it would be murder to kill, under a legal deadlinearrangement, in a fewhours. Howcan you tell thedifference, then, bet ween infanticide and harmless medical procedure? In such a dilemma, if a mistake isgoing to be made, it must surelybe made on the side of avoiding infanticide.

Speaking without theexpertise of a theologian or medical doct or, there are to mymind onlytwo reasonabl yclear natural divisions in prenatal life: its beginning, at conception, and its end, at birth. The radical pro˘abortion position accepts the latter moment as thebeginning of a person’sright to life. In fact, the U.S. legal system also accepts this radical view. Post˘ Roe v. Wade cases established a constitutional right to abortion even after viability, and have actuallyforbidden states to require medical aid for viable aborted babies.

What thismeansisthat in 1985, for example, something like twelve thousand babies were aborted during their sixth month of development or later. If their abortions had only been accidental instead of deliberate, so that neonatal care could have been provided, many of them˘not a few, or a dozen, but many˘would be living children today. I cannot even imagine myself or anyone I knowparticipating in these late abortions, especiallywhen theyaredone bythe mother for convenience, and the medical workers for money. Thisis the stuff of Fridaynight horror shows.

Of course, thevast majority˘more than 99 percent˘of fetuses are aborted before the sixth month begins. That, however, isno comfort at all to thehundred and fift y thousand or so who are aborted in their fourth or fifth monthsever y year. These are babies with working nervous and muscular systems, who are sensitive to pain, who can swallow, make a fist, and frown. All theyneed isa little more time. What theyget is forcible birth, and sometimes lethal injectionsor even the vacuum and a scraping knife.

And theyfeel it.

The onlywa ya person more ethicallyadvanced than

Saddam Hussein can approve of this grotesquelyevil practice isbyassuming, as Southern leaders once did about slaves, that there isno human victim involved. Thisisvery hard to do for late˘term viable fetuses, who have to be poisoned just before birth in order to avoid the emergence of a breathing, squalling baby.

The people who activel yand deliberatelyadvocate these late˘pregnancydeaths, from Supreme Court justices to

ACLUattorneys to Planned Parenthood’s Faye Wattleton, deserve criticism analogous to that Abraham Lincoln made of thesupportersof slaver y. "Although volume upon volume is written to prove slaverya ver ygood thing," he said, "we never hear of the man who wishes to take thegood of it, bybeing a slave himself." Indeed not. And I have yet to hear of an abortion advocate who has rectified, by

suicide, his parents’ decision not to abort him, or who even argues, in acknowledgement of the burdens his childhood imposed on his parents, that they should have aborted him.

Lincoln continued with one of his illuminating remarks about the American experiment in political liberty: while

"most governments have been based, practically, on the denial of equal rightsof men . . . oursbegan byaffirming these rights." Immediatelyafter that affirmation, the

Declaration of Independence went on to claim an unalienable right to life, the protection of which is oneof the main reasonsthat "governments are instituted among men." Slaverysnatches equality, and abortion snatches life.

Americans can onlysupport these thefts bydenying the humanityof their targets.

While accepting the latest possible moment˘birth˘as the cutoff for abortionsinvolves obvi ous and gorymurder, I must in all honestyadmit to some lingering unease in accepting theearliest possible moment, i.e., conception.

Although myanalytical odysseyhas forced me to reject even theearliest abortions and to acknowledge at the least a right tolife in those strange little creatures of the first month of pregnancy, I still don’t feel for them the degree of protectiveness and concern that a six˘month˘old fetus elicits. After all, a verylarge number of embryos die of natural causes in their first month without our ever knowing about them, much less grieving for them. Some fail even to implant themselves in theuterinewall; in myimagination, these little ones onlya fewda ys past theoriginal com bination of two cells seem like motes in theair, floating through dust and sunbeams, dying unnoticed byanybut

God.

Manypeople sympathize with thisrelative unconcern for ver yyoung embryos, and pro˘abortion lobbyists therefore harp on the point. As prominent abortion advocate Garrett

Hardin puts it, "Whyshould we call a fertilized egg or a tiny embryo a human being?" Nevertheless, the fact isthat any abortion draws a mortal deadline, and thisrequires an arrogance and callousness to actual living beings that I believe we must recognizeand reject, just as we have recognized and rejected the evil inherent in slavery.

I am writing about these ethical ruminationsof mine because I suspect theyare probabl ynot veryunusual. Only about 15 percent of Americansclaim there is an unlimited right to abortion all the wayup to birth minus a day, and I don’t believe these people areall obsessi ve ideol ogues by anymeans. Surelymanyof them are just as insouciantly thoughtless asI used to be. Furthermore, a statistically over˘represented group in the 15 percent aresingle young men.

If theargument against abortion were directed at the end of pregnancyinstead of its beginning, people, it seems to me, would, as I did, see the whole thing more clearly. Everyone agrees that killing little one˘day˘old Joeyis murder; they can hardlyavoid agreeing it would also have been murder if he’d been killed a fewhoursbefore he began his birth. And if abortion at birth minus two hours is murder, what about birth minustwo days? What about killing him a week earlier? What is themoment, in the abortion advocate’s opinion, before which an abortion can take place? Ask him to namethe mortal deadline.

True, even if abortion were eventuallyto be outlawed in the last trimester, fewer than one percent of the babies would be saved; and extending theban to the last two trimesters would still onlysave 10 or 11 percent. That, however, is tens of thousands of fullyformed infantsper year.

Widespread awareness that Planned Parenthood’s Faye

Wattleton is fighting for the unlimited right to abort third˘ trimester fetuses in Pennsyl vania, and that the ACLU advertises its pro˘abortion participation in 80 percent of

American abortion litigation, helps us to recognize the prochoice movement as thewildlyradical creature it is.

Those who fa vor convenience abortions have attempted to desensitize theAmerican people to infanticide, and the abortion explosion after Roe v. Wade shows they’ ve had some success. On the other hand, the polls showthat most people still think abortion is wrong, and, asLincoln said of slavery, "Like everyother wrong which some men will commit if left alone, it ought to be prohibited bylaw."

Is there anychance of that? I think there is, in as much as about 70 percent of Americansdisapprove of convenience abortionseven in the first trimester of pregnancy, and in as

much as people likeme, when theycome to consider the question seriously, have sometimes changed their minds.

After all, in thiscountry’s nineteenth˘centurymoral crisis, the majorityof the people repeatedlyrejected slavery. A good example of this happened just a fewyears before the

Civil War began, in theterritoryof Kansas, where pro˘ slaveryforces made one of their biggest stands. Among other tactics, theyrigged an election in order to claim the existence of a pro˘slave majorityin theterritory. But when the balloting was repeated using fair electoral processes, slaverywas voted down six˘to˘one.

There was no pro˘slave majorityin Kansas, just asthere is no pro˘abortion majoritynow. There was a small but very passionate pro˘slave minority, and then a majoritywho recognized a right to freedom for blacks, but didn’t want to fight over it. Today, if the courtsstep out of the way, I think we will find a majoritywho recognize a right to life for the unborn.

Abortion is founded, as Lincoln said of slavery, on the selfishness of man’s nature; opposition to it, in his love of justice. If the love of justice could lead a world that had always known slavery, as mankind had through the nineteenth century, to abolish it, this love can lead America one dayto choose life.

Stephanie D. Moussalli teaches Political Science and

Histor yat Pensacola Junior College.

Copyright © 1999 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com