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by Sarah Epstein

After careful reading of Diana Alstad and Joel Kramer’s position paper on abortion, I am 
convinced we should now reassess how we meet the opposition’s moral attacks and promote 
our position with no apology.  I’ve shared these ideas with a number of my family planning 
friends, and uniformly they are enthusiastic about this new approach.  If, as our opponents 
claim, they are morally right, then we are painted as morally wrong. That is an intolerable 
position.  I agree with Diana and Joel that we are morally right because abortion not only 
protects women, it gives them the ability to act in the best interest of society, their families, 
themselves, and their physical and mental health.  It assures that wanted children are born.

Those of us who have been in the trenches battling to keep abortion legal are discouraged 
because we are losing ground and in truth, ground down by the opposition’s constant legal 
maneuvers, while worrying about attacking religious views, and trying to compromise with an 
uncompromising opponent.  It is time to turn the tables and reassert our true leadership as we 
did to achieve Roe v. Wade by being positive and unapologetic. We should start to speak as the 
morally correct group and just declare that abortion is indeed a moral answer for today’s world, 
its serious problems, and its women.  Taking the moral high ground will bring new hope for 
the stalwarts.  If done properly, it can appeal to the middle-of-the road advocates who do not 
want to be labeled immoral.  Politicians can feel more supported and justified in joining the 
majority of American citizens who believe abortion should be legal and should be left to the 
free choice of an individual.

Many feel the moral worldview today is ecological sustainability, which means world 
population in balance with nature.  Abortion should be as acceptable and moral a choice for a 
woman as any other form of birth control.  No apologies should be necessary.  Those who 
have had abortions in the past should feel vindicated and proud of their decision.  Diana and 
Joel’s essay goes into much more detail than I have expressed with cogent arguments and 

examples. I hope these ideas will be explored and used vigorously in 1998, the 25th year of 
Roe v. Wade.

Politically it has been said that we must keep abortion legal, safe and rare; but we know it is 
not rare.  And given the lack of adequate family planning, contraceptive technology, and 
enlightened education worldwide, abortion will not become less needed in the foreseeable 
future.  By agreeing to use “rare”, our movement implies abortion is wrong or even an immoral 
act, instead of being the only available absolute guarantee that a woman can make the morally 
correct choice of not bringing an unwanted child into this world. Thus we have given away our 
moral high ground by accident.  Language is so important in our presentations. 

Abortion is like the issue of slavery in the last century.  Emotions were pushed to the limit, 



escalating to war as both sides felt their view was the moral way.  Approaching the 21st 
century, we need to push ahead in freeing enslaved women emotionally as well as legally, and 
give them the conviction and sanction that abortion is a moral right they are free to exercise.  
Women should feel good about having chosen to do so.  If it is the appropriate answer for 
them, abortion should be as acceptable and uncontested as the issue of not owning another 
human being (a slave) is today.  I look forward in 1998 to moving to the high moral ground 
with this bold new approach and hope you feel the same.  After so many years in national and 
international family planning, I see this as a giant step forward!

Sarah Epstein is Population consultant; Board member: Pathfinder International & The 
Population Institute

-----------------------------------------------------

More Responses to
“Abortion & the Morality Wars: Taking the Moral Offensive”

Thank you for sending your paper and thank you for writing it.  I completely agree with this 
approach, which I’ve always shared.  The question is less what the decision is than who makes 
it—hence authoritarianism vs. freedom.  I’ve also always presented my own abortion as the 
moment I began to take responsibility for my own life—not just be a passive receptor of 
outside forces.  Keep being positive and I will, too!            Gloria Steinem—
feminist author and activist

------------------------------------------------

Thank you for sending your speech.  I loved it...It fused the particular issue of abortion with 
the broader moral themes I have been exploring, and which I think lie beneath many of the 
struggles in which we’ve been immersed for nearly two decades now….    Ira Glasser--
Executive Director, ACLU

--------------------------------------------

In this confusing, conflicted age, where the abortion issue has been turned into an attempt to 
further enslave women and offer increased authoritarianism under the guise of false morality, 
this bright incisive book, The Guru Papers:  Masks of Authoritarian Power, and the related 
essay “Abortion and the Morality Wars” offers thinking people everywhere a new paradigm 
for democracy, a way to look at and solve today’s real problems.  For example, abortion is a 
moral choice for those who must make it.  Don’t let these self-appointed authoritarians lay a 
guilt trip on any woman or anyone else!

   Donald A. Collins—former Chair and President, International Projects 
Assistance Services

---------------------------------------------

Many thanks for “Abortion and the Morality Wars.”  You are more than correct in your 
assertions.  They not only resonate with me, but they provided me with additional 
“ammunition” which I can use. 
I could not agree more that those of us what are in the majority need to articulate our position in 
compelling ways that can win large public acceptance and can begin to isolate the zealots of the 
far right.  Let me express my appreciation to you for your reasoned leadership.  And again, 



thank you for sending the document.   David O. Poindexter—President, Population 
Communications International

----------------------------------------------

I enjoyed and agreed with your paper.  We must find ways to challenge the opposition’s 
“depiction of abortion itself as immoral.” I agree we frame the topic badly when we pose it as a 
“You have to make a difficult decision.”  In the abortions I’ve done, I’ve sensed the relief, and 
I see abortion as a liberating choice; the only procedure that reverses time’s arrow and puts you 
back where you were before your life took a painful new course; women have abortion because 
they know they cannot give the child, if born, the love they know every child deserves.  I think 
you’re on to a real insight when you say the Fundamentalists choose abortion as a rallying 
point because it conceals the “harshness” of their [other] views.      Malcolm Potts, M.D.—
Bixby Chair in Population and Family Planning, U of CA, Berkeley;
                Pioneer who helped create the choice law in England in the 60’s—the first such 
law

--------------------------------------------------------

After careful reading of your paper, I am convinced we should now reassess how we meet the 
opposi-tion’s moral attacks and promote our position with no apology.  I’ve shared these ideas 
with my family planning friends, and uniformly they are enthusiastic about this new position. I 
hope these ideas will be explored and used vigorously. I look forward to moving to the high 
moral ground with this bold new approach.  After so many years in national and international 
family planning, I see this as a giant step forward!            Sarah Epstein--Board member: 
Pathfinder International & The Population Institute

-------------------------------------------------------

Love your writings.  Ran out and got 20 copies made to share with others—and promote your 
great ideas.  You are right on the money!  I have felt for a long time that our side must reclaim 
the moral high ground.  Focusing principally on the legal side isn’t winning for us….I do hope 

in the press that erupts around the 25th anniversary that there will be lots of copy expressing 
views like yours.  
                     Virginia Whitehill—Feminist activist; Sponsor of annual Dallas Roe v. Wade 
Breakfast 

--------------------------------------------------------

Thank you for your formidable and creative abortion “position papers.”  I admire your positive 
and creative approach.  We need it at this time.  Please continue to share with us your thinking 
and productivity.  I’ll distribute your work to individuals I think will value and appreciate their 
substance.

Seymour L. Romney, M.D.--Chair, Physicians for 
Reproductive Health
----------------------------------------

I am so glad you sent me your writings on abortion.  I can’t remember reading so cogent and 
truthful an analysis – ever.  It is superb.  I’m not sure how we’ll be using them, but I am sure 
we will be.   All good wishes -- and thanks again!              Elizabeth Conant—Editor, Pro-
Choice Network Newsletter



-----------------------------------------------------------

You are sure right that we’ve lost the game by letting ourselves be put on the defensive. 
Abortion is really good if the alternative is unwanted children leading frustrated lives or 
unwanting young mothers their lives becoming dead ends.  Best luck with getting the Word 
out.     Kate Millett—feminist author

------------------------------------------------

I hope to integrate the arguments of your excellent piece on abortion in the NPG’s material in 
1998.  Please continue to share with us your excellent work.  I’ll disseminate as much as I can.

                                                          Sharon McCloe Stein—President, 
Negative Population Growth

------------------------------------------------------------

Your work is impressive.  I take serious interest in it and agree in broad and significant ways.
              Daniel Pellegrom—President, Pathfinder 

International
---------------------------------------------------------

Thank you for sending “Abortion and the Morality Wars.”  It is very helpful!
Anita Perez Ferguson--President, National Women’s Political 

Caucus
-------------------------------------------------------------

Thanks for the strong piece on abortion as a moral act & all this important work--I couldn’t 
agree more      

         Alix Kates Shulman--author of  Memoires of an Ex-
Prom Queen

----------------------------------------------------

Thank you.  I’ll see that your abortion material is used well.                         
          Mary-Jane Snyder--Chairwoman of the Board, The 

Population Institute
-------------------------------------------------------

I am putting your work to immediate good use….your argument that we need to reframe the 
issue in moral terms is a cogent one.              Gene Boyer—President, Jewish 
Women’s Coalition, Inc.

-------------------------------------------------------

Thanks for sending me “Abortion and the Morality Wars.”  A compelling argument!
                           Bill Dickinson--Media consultant to the The 

Biocentric Institute
-------------------------------------------------------                                      

Many others have responded positively, such as Lawrence Lader (pioneer abortion activist /
author), Werner Fornos (Population Institute), Geraldine Ferraro, Rev. Carlton Veesey 
(Religious Coalition for Choice), Ellen Chesler (Open Society Institute), Ann Stone (Republicans 
for Choice)



Abortion & the Morality Wars:
Taking the Moral Offensive

A position paper/speech co-authored by veteran feminist Diana Alstad and Joel Kramer exposes 
why being on the moral defensive is harming pro-choice and how we can and must reverse this by 
redefining the moral high ground, challenging the right’s moral monopoly and showing why the 
religious right is wrong.  It shows why forcing a woman to have a child she doesn’t want is 
immoral, whereas abortion is usually a moral act that is good for individuals and society.  This 
10-page paper has had significant impact on many heads of pro-choice and family planning 
organizations, enthusiasm from feminists, and also aroused some controversy.    

--------------------------------

“Teen Abortion” by Diana Alstad & “Abortion as a Moral Act” by Diana Alstad & Joel 
Kramer 

are posted at  HYPERLINK http://www.JoelKramer-DianaAlstad.com www.JoelKramer-
DianaAlstad.com &  HYPERLINK http://www.rit.org www.rit.org 

“Abortion & the Morality Wars: Taking the Moral Offensive” by Diana Alstad & Joel Kramer
 is at  HYPERLINK http://www.well.com/user/rit http://www.rit.org in Editorials (Web site of 

Resources for Independent Thinking) 


