
 
 1 

 Interpreting the Pro-Life Movement:  
Recurrent Themes and Recent Trends 

 

Keith Cassidy 
 
 
THE FACT THAT CONTROVERSY ABOUT the nature and value of human 
life has been a major and recurrent element in the social and political 
conflicts in the United States, at least since the 1973 decision in the case 
of Roe v. Wade, is hardly disputable. The various manifestations of that 
controversy–debates about abortion, infanticide, euthanasia, and assisted 
suicide–are of considerable significance in understanding recent 
American history, and it is therefore not surprising that a huge literature 
exists dealing with abortion, as well as a lesser but still substantial one on 
euthanasia and related topics. What of the contending social movements 
which have kept these issues in the public arena?   

It is here that we encounter a puzzle. While there is a large and 
growing literature on the pro-life movement, the literature on its 
opposition, the pro-choice and  pro-euthanasia movements, is much more 
limited.i Why this disparity of attention? Several reasons are possible. For 
one thing, the pro-life movement has been arguably a far larger, 
grassroots phenomenon which has mobilized the energies of millions of 
Americans.ii Further, since the pro-life movement has been fighting for 
25 years to change the status quo, it has of necessity been more pro-
active than its opponents and consequently more visible. Still, the 
disparity is so great that there is clearly something else at work. 

That something, I would suggest, is the fact that the communities 
most likely to describe and interpret social movements–journalists and 
academics–are far from neutral on the issues under dispute, and not even 
divided into roughly equal contending camps. Overwhelmingly they are 
pro-choice, and this colors not only what they say when they write but, 
even more fundamentally, what they write about.iii  The value commit-
ments of both journalists and academics predispose them to see the pro-
life movement as problematic in a way that the pro-choice movement is 
not, and hence in need of explanation and interpretation. The dispropor-
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tionate attention paid to the pro-life movement is in large measure a 
product of the world-view dominant among those who, by vocation, 
interpret public affairs: to be pro-choice on abortion sounds so reasonable 
and natural that it requires little reflection, while opposition to abortion 
seems so clearly wrongheaded that an explanation for it seems necessary. 
 This attitude in turn powerfully affects the questions asked about the 
pro-life movement and the answers given.  

These predispositions–biases–of the great majority of social 
commentators are not likely to be corrected by contact with those of a 
different view.  Pro-choice academics and journalists rarely encounter 
pro-lifers as colleagues in their work. They are seen as “other,” and to 
them can be ascribed a number of negative traits.  They are dismissed as 
religious fanatics, with little prospect of having to be encountered at a 
department meeting or a social function. There is no suggestion here of 
conscious bias, but only of the not so unusual human tendency to see as 
either fools or knaves people with whom you disagree and with whom 
you rarely have contact as social equals.iv One way of describing the 
process at work is to speak of “social distance.” It is this process which 
accounts for the fact that so much of the literature on the right-to-life 
movement sees it as deviant or pathological. While not true of all of the 
literature, it is an undercurrent in much of it. Because so many 
researchers have begun with the assumption that the pro-life movement is 
marginal to American society, it is hardly surprising that so many of them 
reach that conclusion. 

Another factor shaping the treatment of the movement has been  the 
disciplinary backgrounds of the academics studying it: overwhelmingly 
they are sociologists, anthropologists, or political scientists. In conse-
quence, most of those writing about it have tended to reflect the strengths 
and weaknesses of those fields. A conscious use of theory, particularly 
social movement theory, and a heavy reliance on opinion polling data 
have typified this research. One striking feature has been the absence of a 
good sense of change over time. In fact, it is precisely this weakness 
which has drawn the attention of the most astute sociological observer of 
the pro-life movement, James R. Kelly, who notes the admission of the 
leaders in the field of social movement theory that “we know compara-
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tively little about the dynamics of collective action over time.”v  
Many of the works reviewed here have the same interpretive themes. 

 They see the movement as  narrowly anti-abortion, and not more broadly 
pro-life. They argue that its opposition to abortion is rooted in other 
cultural interests, such as the defense of a conservative sexual morality or 
traditional gender roles. It is frequently characterized as a “right wing” 
movement, sometimes specifically as a part of the “New Right.” Some 
see the crusade against abortion as largely symbolic, while others see 
substantive interests at stake, but in either case it is not “really” a defense 
of unborn life but only a façade–whether consciously or not–for other 
interests. Characteristically they stress the role of religion in the pro-life 
movement and often see it as a creation of the Catholic Church. These 
works tend to downplay or ignore the religious and political diversity of 
the movement, finding in it a single set of motives and a membership 
derived from a limited range of groups. 

Early in the history of the movement several book-length journalistic 
accounts of it appeared. Andrew Merton’s 1981 Enemies of Choice: The 
Right to Life Movement and Its Threat to Abortion voiced  several 
themes which even that early had become staples in the interpretation of 
the movement. While there was “no doubt” that pro-lifers were sincere in 
believing abortion to be murder, it was “likely that they have other 
motives–perhaps hidden even from themselves–which drive them....” For 
one thing, they “are appalled by what they see as the rampant sexuality of 
today’s society, and...they view the outlawing of abortion as a means of 
restoring a more repressive sexual climate.” Secondly, “most oppose the 
gains of the feminist movement....They openly yearn for a return of 
women to the traditional role of wife and mother–something that is not 
likely to happen as long as abortion remains easily available.” Merton 
added that “there are also considerable elements in the movement which 
are anti-democratic, anti-intellectual, and anti-humanist....”vi This is in 
keeping with his earlier declaration that “most anti-abortionists, whether 
Catholic or Protestant, are fundamentalists.”vii However, Merton later 
argues that “the struggle over abortion is not primarily a religious 
struggle. It is a class struggle.” By this he means that pro-lifers were 
members of the middle and lower middle classes, hostile to the ruling 
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elite of “the Kennedys, the Rockefellers, the Fords,” and were loyal to 
traditional values.viii 

Merton’s account is relatively short and has a limited account of the 
movement’s history. While it is based on a number of interviews, he 
brought to them a firm set of presuppositions which guided his conclu-
sions. The sociologist James Kelly re-analyzed his taped interviews and 
described the process as one of turning “liberals into fascists”ix. 

Another early work on the movement, Connie Paige’s 1983 The 
Right to Lifers: Who They Are, How They Operate, Where They Get 
Their Money, is a more substantial account. Her dislike of the movement 
is obvious but less blatant than Merton’s, and she makes some real efforts 
to be fair. This leads to a curious tension in the book, whose criticisms 
are sometimes quickly modified by concessions that right-to-lifers were 
indeed correct on important points. While the movement is sometimes 
spoken of as a single entity, significant divisions within it are recognized. 
She sees it as originally an offshoot of the Catholic Church, declaring 
that “the Roman Catholic Church created the right-to-life movement.”x 
She attributes opposition to abortion to concerns about sexual conduct 
and to a desire by the Church to retain its power.xi A major weakness of 
the book is its failure to understand that the movement was not, in fact, a 
simple creation of the Church but in many cases arose from the activity 
of individuals. Nor does it explain why so many members of the laity 
became passionately devoted to the cause.  

Crucial to the book is the connection of the movement to the New 
Right: “Although many within the right-to-life movement remained 
uncertain about or unsympathetic to the rest of the New Right program, 
they would allow its leadership to call the shots.”xii  The two appendices, 
one on “The New Right’s Money Tree” that lists donors to “new right 
causes,” the other a lengthy inventory  of “Fundamentalist Donors” (a 
term which she uses interchangeably with “evangelical”)  seem intended 
to create the impression of a vast right-wing conspiracy of which right-to-
life is a part. This is undercut, however, by Paige’s clear account of the 
tensions between the pro-life movement and the New Right. The book 
does not present a clear and coherent theory of the emergence of the 
movement, and its attempts to force it into a framework of the New Right 
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have only limited success, but it is still a mine of useful information on 
the events of the late 1970s and early 1980s.  

Also appearing in the late 1970s and early 1980s were a series of 
articles by the sociologist Donald Granberg and his research associates.  
They were based both on national public opinion data and on surveys 
mailed to members of pro-life and pro-choice groups. Granberg stressed 
two main themes in this literature: first, that pro-lifers were not truly pro-
life but rather held views on capital punishment, war, and so on, 
inconsistent with a true pro-life orientation. Secondly, the real source of 
anti-abortion activism was moral conservatism.xiii While Granberg’s data 
was, and is, of considerable value, his conclusions are questionable. In 
order to prove that pro-lifers were not really pro-life, he listed a series of 
issues as tests of consistency: however, there is no reason to believe that 
this is reflective of anything other than Granberg’s ideological prefer-
ences. Thus, the failure of pro-lifers to oppose military spending or to 
support lower highway speed limits is held to count against pro-life 
consistency. Intriguingly, his data showed that on the issue of capital 
punishment pro-life activists were significantly more likely than members 
of the general public to oppose it; however, he does not list this as a sign 
of consistency.xiv The creation of consistency tests for pro-lifers has been 
a staple theme in critical comment on the movement: implicit in it is the 
assumption that pro-lifers need to be certified as sincere by their social 
betters. It is hard to recall media comment which calls into question the 
sincerity of those opponents of capital punishment or supporters of 
animal rights who are also pro-choice on abortion.xv  

That pro-lifers are motivated by a fear of changes in women's roles 
has been a recurrent theme. One version of it sees the movement as 
misogynist and repressive. As Susan Faludi argued, “So often in the 
battle over the fetus’s ‘right to life’ in the 1980s, the patriarch's eclipsed 
ability to make the family decisions figured as a bitter subtext, the 
unspoken but pressing agenda of the anti-abortion campaign.”xvi  

The argument that the pro-life movement is male-dominated and 
misogynist has several interpretive problems, not least of which is the 
large number of women in its leadership ranks. The most influential of all 
interpretations takes a very different line while still maintaining that the 
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movement is fundamentally devoted to the defense of traditional gender 
roles. More than fifteen years after its appearance, Kristin Luker’s 
Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood continues to shape perceptions 
of the movement. Exhaustively researched and clearly written, it offers as 
a central thesis the proposition that “the abortion debate is emotionally 
charged because new political constituencies–primarily women–have 
vested social interests in whether the embryo is defined as a baby or as a 
fetus. Although both sides can fairly claim to be altruistic..., their 
involvements also reflect personal vested interests.”xvii Luker claims that 
the abortion debate is primarily one between women with different life 
experiences: pro-choicers are better educated, more likely to work outside 
the home, and less likely to see motherhood as a defining characteristic of 
their lives than their pro-life opponents. Their different backgrounds and 
life experiences predispose them to different worldviews, and it is 
through these that the abortion issue is evaluated. For pro-life women the 
defense of the fetus is a defense of the value of their own lives: the 
acceptance of abortion will degrade the value of motherhood, an 
institution central to their self definition. Hence, pro-life activism is both 
a symbolic defense of their own values and a defense of a real material 
interest. Luker is thus able to be sympathetic to pro-lifers but is ultimately 
dismissive of them: far from being the disinterested defenders of the most 
vulnerable members of society, they are in reality protecting their own 
situation in life and validating the choices they have made. 

A similar analysis to Luker’s can be found in Faye Ginsburg’s 
Contested Lives, a study of the abortion conflict in Fargo, North Dakota. 
Speaking of pro-lifers she says 
 
In their view, social changes that could be interpreted as casting reproduction 
and childbearing as a liability are anti-woman. Abortion is thus a condensed 
symbol for the devaluation of motherhood, and the central attribute assigned to 
it in this culture.... Abortion represents, in addition, a threat to the social 
guarantees that a woman with children will be supported by the child's father.... 
In this conflict, then, one sees a struggle taking place over the meaning attached 
to reproduction and its place in American culture.xviii 
 
That the pro-life movement is the defense–both symbolic and actual–of a 
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social status is a common theme, though none of the other studies 
promoting it have achieved the prominence of Luker’s and Ginsburg’s.xix 

Several scholars have been more aware of the complexity of the pro-
life movement and have approached it more objectively. Mary Jo Neitz 
argued that it contained two very different orientations: one “pro-life,” 
espoused by more elite members of the Church, that links abortion to 
“liberal peace and justice issues,” the other “pro-family,” advocated by 
the “masses of the right-to-life movement.”xx A much more substantial 
account is Michael Cuneo’s Catholics Against the Church, which 
although it is a study of the pro-life movement in Canada, provides 
significant insights into the American movement. Cuneo argues that the 
movement has, in fact, three components: those for whom abortion is an 
issue of civil rights and equal protection of the law for the unborn; those 
whom he calls “family heritage activists,” who see in abortion a threat to 
traditional family values; and those who he calls “revivalist Catholics,” 
who link it to a struggle over the nature of the Church.xxi Cuneo is sharply 
critical of Luker’s “monocausality” respecting the movement and 
suggests that her thesis “perhaps conceals an ideological bias. In locating 
the roots of anti-abortionism in the sociocultural circumstances of 
activists, it seems to imply that the question of abortion itself cannot or 
should not carry sufficient moral weight to arouse people to activism.”xxii 

A scholar of particular significance is the sociologist James Kelly. 
His numerous articles, over nearly two decades, provide a shrewd and 
sympathetic (although not uncritical) analysis of changing trends, both in 
the abortion debate and in the pro-life movement. He is clearly aware of 
the complexity of the movement and the tensions within it. He astutely 
notes and refutes the claims that it is simply a Catholic operation and that 
it can be readily dismissed as a reactionary force. For Kelly a central 
theme is the struggle within the movement between the tendencies to be 
only an anti-abortion movement or to be a wider pro-life movement, 
linked to issues of peace and justice. Clearly sympathetic to the latter 
tendency, he has in recent years described the involvement of some pro-
lifers in the “common ground” movement, in which they join with pro-
choice supporters in a dialogue to find areas of agreement and common 
action.xxiii As a social scientist, Kelly is ideally positioned to both 
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understand and to criticize the limitations of most social science research 
on the topic. As a scholar who has conducted numerous interviews with 
pro-lifers and who has followed the movement’s literature and activities, 
he brings a wealth of information and insight to his writings, which form 
an indispensable resource for anyone studying the topic.xxiv  

Another sociologist who has paid considerable attention to the 
movement and who is, like Kelly, a sympathetic but not uncritical 
observer is James Davison Hunter.A central theme in his writing on the 
subject is to locate the contending parties to the abortion dispute within 
the parameters of a “culture war” over America’s fundamental values. 
His analyses of public opinion are invaluable, both on the abortion issue 
and on the movements mobilized around the topic, as is his account of 
the rhetoric employed by each side.xxv 

Many of the works mentioned so far make extensive use of social 
movement theory. It is worth mentioning that a large and sometimes 
impressive literature dealing with social movements has arisen over the 
last four decades, with a significant maturation of the field occurring in 
recent years. These works offer students of the pro-life movement a 
number of suggestions for research and lines of analysis.xxvi Over the 
years several of these works have used the pro-life movement to illustrate 
their larger theoretical conclusions. The pitfalls of this approach were 
apparent as early as 1975 when an early attempt by Armand Mauss to 
apply social movement theory led to the prediction of the “fragmentation 
and eventual demise” of the pro-life movement, with the last section of 
the chapter speaking somewhat prematurely of “the legacy of the abortion 
movements.xxvii  

More useful was Peter Leahy’s early study of the movement, which 
contained some valuable insights into the rise and fall of support for the 
cause.xxviii A widely cited study by John McCarthy, which focused on the 
“social infrastructures” available to social movements, saw the church 
structures–particularly the Catholic Church–available to pro-lifers as the 
key to their greater degree of grass-roots organization.xxix While 
McCarthy correctly identified the pro-life movement as far more “grass 
roots” than its opposition, his stress on the Church as a resource for the 
movement was greatly exaggerated.  The cross-national comparison of 
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pro-life groups has also drawn some attention, with useful comparisons 
of the United States both with Britain and Canada.xxx One work, Dallas 
Blanchard’s The Anti-Abortion Movement and the Rise of the Religious 
Right: From Polite to Fiery Protest,  attempts an overview account of the 
movement from a social movement theory perspective but fails to 
advance our knowledge of the topic.xxxi It is marked by a deep-seated and 
open hostility and can fairly be described as superficial.xxxii The same 
hostility is evident in Victoria Johnson’s study of Operation Rescue, 
where she insists that pro-life is a “countermovement,” not a movement. 
While such a distinction can be legitmately argued, Johnson does so on 
the extraordinary grounds that social movements “challenge groups 
higher up in the stratification hierarchy, while countermovements are 
oriented against changes from below.”xxxiii The notion that the pro-life 
movement represents the elite and has easy access to wealth and power 
will be a revelation to its members. While social movement theory has 
uses for understanding the pro-life movement, many of its practitioners 
have been as susceptible to interpretations arising from bias as any other 
group of interpreters.  

In the past few years a number of books have appeared dealing with 
the abortion controversy. They are a fascinating mix, with some repeating 
older and polemical themes while others break new ground. Leslie 
Reagan’s When Abortion Was a Crime gives an account of the period 
from the passage of the restrictive laws of the nineteenth century to their 
repeal. Although a book with significant strengths, it fails utterly to 
understand the nature of the pro-life movement, portraying it as "a 
backlash in reaction to the expansion of women’s reproductive rights and 
sexual freedom" and connected to a “New Right ...conservative political 
agenda hostile to feminism, sexual freedom, freedom of speech and 
religion, and civil rights.”xxxiv No advance over Merton’s early interpreta-
tion is visible here. 

Another book with a wide scope–Donald Critchlow’s Intended 
Consequences: Birth Control, Abortion, and the Federal Government in 
Modern America–provides a very useful framework within which the 
movement can be understood. Far from regarding it as a marginal or 
deviant phenomenon, he sees it as a legitimate participant in the public 
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debate. He makes it clear that the pro-life movement, while often 
Catholic in composition, was not solely so, and included a number of 
members of other religious traditions. He notes as well that “Although 
the institutionalized Catholic Church supported the anti-abortion 
movement as it grew in the mid-1960's, groups emerged on the local 
level, often without official endorsement by the church hierarchy.”xxxv 
Critchlow offers heavily qualified support to Hunter’s theory of a 
“culture war” over abortion by suggesting that, while the “concept 
‘culture war’ exaggerates the political differences within the American 
polity, the term captures the nature of the polarized debate over abortion 
and gender-related issues in contemporary America.”xxxvi 

A  promising work, but one with some significant limitations, is 
Kerry Jacoby’s Souls, Bodies, Spirits: The Drive to Abolish Abortion 
since 1973. Originally a doctoral thesis in political science, it brings to 
bear on the movement the theoretical apparatus derived from social 
movement theory. Some of her insights are sharp, and her criticism of 
Dallas Blanchard’s approach is particularly good. Her recognition of the 
complexity of the issue, which she describes as “not a single issue at all,” 
and her desire to go beyond the “caricature” of the pro-life movement so 
often encountered, are commendable.xxxvii Her division of the history of 
the movement into three phases in which it was successively a “moral 
crusade” in the 1970s, then a “social movement” in the 1980s, and then 
in the late 1980s and 90s an “adjunct phenomenon to religious revival-
ism” is less useful and seems forced.xxxviii She ignores the years before 
1973, apparently unaware of the crucial role of the decisions taken in that 
period. 

The direct action wing of the movement, best known to the public in 
the form of Operation Rescue, has long had limited, and usually 
unsympathetic, coverage.xxxix In  Wrath of Angels: The American 
Abortion War James Risen and Judy Thomas, both journalists, have shed 
considerable light on this topic.xl Their research was extensive–more than 
two hundred interviews–and they brought to their work good journalistic 
instincts. The writing is vivid, and there are a number of acute insights 
into the personalities involved. 

A major contribution of the book is to make clear to the public that 
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the roots of pro-life direct action lie not with Operation Rescue and 
Randall Terry, but rather with John Cavanaugh-O’Keefe and others who 
came out of the anti-war movement of the 1960s. They go on to discuss 
other exponents of direct action, such as Joe Scheidler, and they set out 
clearly the background to the emergence of Operation Rescue. They then 
trace that group’s rise and decline and argue that the anti-abortion 
violence of the 1990s was a product of Operation Rescue’s  failure. The 
book’s greatest weakness is its willingness to accept at face value the 
claim of some of the proponents of direct action that they constitute the 
real pro-life movement. The exclusive focus on this wing means that the 
mainstream institutional pro-life movement, as represented by the 
National Right to Life Committee, is largely ignored. It means as well 
that they treat the demise of Operation Rescue as the demise of the pro-
life movement: “The violence of the 1990s spelled the end of anti-
abortion activism as a significant political and cultural force in American 
society.”xli The continued presence of abortion as a political issue in the 
2000 Presidential election makes that reported demise particularly 
unconvincing. 

The most impressive of the recent books on the pro-life movement is 
Cynthia Gorney’s Articles of Faith: A Frontline History of the Abortion 
Wars.xlii Asked by The Washington Post to write an article on the 
background to the Supreme Court’s 1989 Webster v. Reproductive 
Health Services decision, she went to Missouri where the case originated. 
Struck by the inadequacy of the literature on the abortion controversy, 
she undertook a lengthy examination of both the pro-life and pro-choice 
movements in that state. After five hundred interviews and the examina-
tion of numerous archival holdings and of a large published literature, 
she came to understand both sides with a breadth, depth, and sympathy 
never before achieved.  

The choice of Missouri was excellent since it has had a major 
influence on national developments and its opposing movements 
accurately reflect national trends. She chose to tell the story through the 
eyes of individuals: Judith Widdicombe, a pro-choice nurse who founded 
an abortion clinic (the Reproductive Health Services which acted as 
plaintiff in the Webster case) and on the pro-life side, first Dr. Matt 
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Backer and then, at greater length, Sam Lee. Switching from one side to 
the other, she gives a detailed account of events in Missouri while 
stopping every once in a while to recount national developments. What is 
most striking about this book is the author’s ability to set out, clearly and 
convincingly, the arguments of both sides. To a quite extraordinary 
degree she gets inside the minds of the adversaries: their arguments are 
not caricatured but presented as well as any partisan could. She is alert to 
conflicts within the movements as well as between them. In short this 
account, while not a scholarly one, does a far better job of making the 
actions, thoughts, and passions of the adversaries comprehensible than 
any other. It will not substitute for a true national history of either 
movement, but it represents a splendid resource for the writing of one. 

As we look at 25 years of accounts of the pro-life movement, we are 
struck by several features of the literature. One is the frequent death 
notices, from Mauss’s  in 1975 to Risen and Thomas’s in 1998. What 
these betray is a continued failure to realize that the pro-life movement is 
not a temporary reaction to a passing issue but rather represents a deep-
seated belief by a large section of the public that human life–of anyone, 
at any time–is unique, invaluable, and sacred. The abortion issue is but 
one manifestation of the conflict generated when this belief is challenged, 
as the growing debate over euthanasia testifies. 

This points to another characteristic: the movement’s longstanding 
opposition to various forms of euthanasia tends to be ignored by those 
who wish to see it solely in terms of abortion. Seeing it that way, of 
course, permits theories to be advanced that the movement is “really” 
about motherhood, or the preservation of traditional sexual morals, or the 
subordination of women. As well, the presence from the beginning of 
pro-lifers who are clearly on the “left” politically has been ignored by 
those who wish to see it solely as a “right wing” movement. 

That the movement is a longstanding, mainstream player in 
American political and social life would not be guessed solely by reading 
much of the literature on it. The distorted view of reality much of this 
literature advances is a testament to the power of personal bias to shape 
social research. Fortunately much of the recent literature points to a more 
mature understanding. Critchlow and Gorney, and to a lesser extent 
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Jacoby as well as Risen and Thomas, represent significant additions to 
our knowledge. It should not be forgotten, however, that an alternative to 
the conventional–and wrong–wisdom has long existed. The work of 
James Kelly and others has for nearly twenty years offered an alternative. 
The decision for so long to ignore that alternative view represents not so 
much a failure of social science as of social scientists. 
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