Abortion and Morality

Richard Taylor and Jeanne Caputo

The effort to recriminalize abortion repre-
sents the first attempt in our history to base
legislation on a purely metaphysical con-
sideration —in this case. on the supposition
that “life™ somehow begins “at the moment
of conception.™ Itis also the first time that a
serious effort has been made to revoke a
constitutional right by constitutional
amendment.

The fact that the underlying supposi-
tion is metaphysical is equivalent to saying it
is unprovable — which is in this case obvious.
There is no “*moment™ of conception. It is a
complex process involving the bonding of
the gencetic material of two gametes. And the
question of when a fertilized ovum becomes
a “human being” is clearly unanswerable,
being a dispute about words, not biology.
Most fertilized ova. even after they are well
into the complex process of development,
never become implanted in the womb at all.
They are simply discarded by nature. So. if,
as the Moral Majority declares. God is the
creator of the very nature that produces this
result, this seems to make God the supreme
abortionist!

Beyond all the metaphysical, moral,
and theological verbiage. however, are
certain facts that ought to have a sobering
effect. facts that say a lot about human
suffering and the capacity for evil that lies in
the proposals to curtail the right to abortion.

Abortions are not the “ecasy way out”
for free. godless, pleasure-seeking. and
liberated modern women. They are needed
most often by the unwed, nonadult victims
of urban poverty. In the population centers
of New York City and Washington. D.C.,
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the number ol abortions exceeds the number
of live births.! In Idaho. by contrast. the
ratio is about one to ten. One in three
abortions are sought by girls eighteen and
nincteen. Of those under fifteen, more than
two-thirds are nonwhite. The white middle-
class moralist of the plains who piously
intones that “abortion is murder™ is rarely

thinking of the black teen-age victims of

rape or ghetto psychology. or of the
immense sulfering that his proposals would
engender there.

There were about a million and a half

abortions in the United States in 1978. Over
a half-million more (est. 641.000) were
needed by women who were either too poor
or too far froma clinic to get one. The effect
of the Hyde amendment. denying Medicaid
assistance for abortion. which began to be
implemented in late 1977, has been to
increase the number of unwanted births
precisely among the disadvantaged. It has.
of course, had no effect at all upon women
able to afford legal abortion.

Dr. George Ryan, president of the
American College of Obstreticians and

Gynecologists, has estimated that passage ol

this *Human Life Bill” would add about $40
hillion a ycar to the welfare costs of the
nation. Of the approximately million and a
half pregnancies aborted each year, perhaps
half would have resulted in live births had
abortion been illegal -+ because these women
would not have been able to afford illegal
abortions or abortions in other countries.
Dr. Ryan conservatively estimated that two-
thirds of these children would have been
welfare recipients and that each such
misbegotten child would have been eligible
for about $100,000 before reaching matur-
ity—and. he might have added. then this
dismal cycle would have been repeated in
another generation.

However, even these appalling figures
do not touch the real and overwhelming cost

of such legislation. Gerald W. Lynch.
chairman of the New York City Police
Foundation. has noted that urban crime
originates in the so-called criminogenic
family: that is. that the vast majority of
criminals have been deprived of a stable
carly family life. Economically disadvan-
taged from birth. unknown to the men who
sired them, and unwanted by the girls who
bore them, they have little chance. Borninto
hopelessness. crime and violence appear to
them as their only real opportunities —and
taxpayers are faced with the additional
burden of providing more police. increas-
ingly expensive prison facilities bursting
with inmates. and more desperate pleas for
the death penalty. The police meanwhile
become cynical as they watch the inexorable
process. and politicians talk foolishly about
school prayer. motherhood. and family
values! Meanwhile. they push for “human
life™ legislation, whose only effect would be
to exacerbate these problems to the point of
overwhelming our entire social structure.

We see the hollowness of the moralizers’
claim to “promote life™ when we actually
look at instances of the deep suffering their
policies create. These are from time to time
noted in the press, but we personally know
of a child who was thirteen years old.
mentally retarded. schizophrenic. black.
being used by her mother asa prostitute. and
pregnant. When a social worker made the
preliminary inquiry about the possibility of
abortion, she was met. in the very first
telephone call. with the brick wall of
religious opposition. The last we heard
concerning this pathetic child—who did not
have the mental capacity to know she was
going to have a baby. much less to take care
of it she had been sent to a “home for
unwed mothers.™ had borne the child, and
was herself. it was joyously reported.
learning to cat with fork and spoon! The
baby must be about fifteen now old
cnough. if a girl, to be having her own
children. When we described this case to a
leader of the Moral Majority, his bland and
automatic response was, “I'm sure some
family would have been glad to adopt that
child.”

Morality. which one would think ought
to have some connection with reducing
suffering, has an enormous capacity to make
pcople quite blind to suffering when it
oceurs.

Note

1. Data cited are from Familv Planning
Perspectives, vol. 13, January and February 1981
the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services Annual Stmmary for 1978: and the New
York Times. March 31,1982, cditorial page. ®
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