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The Best Pro-Life Arguments 
for Secular Audiences

by cathy cleaver ruse, esq.
rob schwarzwalder

Abortion is unlike any other 
issue debated today.  Mil-
lions of American women 
have aborted a child, and 
the pain, loss, and emo-
tional need to justify what 
was done, both on the part 
of the mother and on the 

part of her loved ones, is strong and deep.1  
This means that, in any debate, you may face an invis-
ible thumb on the scale so that even the best logic will 
fail to persuade.    

The best you can do is arm yourself with the facts and 
deliver them in what you hope will be a winning way 
for your audience – meaning you will need to make 
your case, in most instances, not in the language of 
faith or religion but in the language of the post-mod-
ern secularist.  

What follows, therefore, are the best arguments from 
science, the law, and women’s rights to advance the 
pro-life case against abortion.

Arguing from Science
The “classic” arguments from the other side are col-
lapsing under the weight of science.  “No one knows 
when life begins” and “It’s a blob of tissue” are frank-
ly on the wane, especially in the context of surgical 
abortion, which is how the vast majority of abortions 
are done today.2

Still, establishing the evidence of the beginnings of 
human life will ground your argumentation in science, 
giving you a firm foundation for additional arguments 
and preempting the charge that you are basing your 
position on faith or religious belief.

Cite the Facts
Here is a thumbnail sketch of the scientific evidence 
of the existence of human life before birth.  These are 
irrefutable facts, about which there is no dispute in 
the scientific community.3  

At the moment when a human sperm penetrates a 
human ovum, or egg, generally in the upper portion 
of the Fallopian Tube, a new entity comes into exis-
tence.  “Zygote” is the name of the first cell formed 
at conception, the earliest developmental stage of the 
human embryo, followed by the “Morula” and “Blas-
tocyst” stages.4  

Is it human?  Is it alive?  Is it just a cell or is it an ac-
tual organism, a “being?”  These are logical questions.  
You should raise them, and then provide the answers.    

The zygote is composed of human DNA and other 
human molecules, so its nature is undeniably human 
and not some other species.

This DNA includes a complete “design,” guiding not 
only early development but even hereditary attributes 
that will appear in childhood and adulthood, from 
hair and eye color to personality traits.6

It is also quite clear that the earliest human embryo is 
biologically alive.  It fulfills the four criteria needed to 
establish biological life: metabolism, growth, reaction 
to stimuli, and reproduction. 7

Finally, is the human zygote merely a new kind of cell 
or is it a human organism; that is, a human being?  
Scientists define an organism as a complex structure 
of interdependent elements constituted to carry on 
the activities of life by separately-functioning but mu-
tually dependant organs. 8  The human zygote meets 
this definition with ease.  Once formed, it initiates a 
complex sequence of events to ready it for continued 
development and growth:  

The zygote acts immediately and decisively to 
initiate a program of development that will, if 
uninterrupted by accident, disease, or external 
intervention, proceed seamlessly through forma-
tion of the definitive body, birth, childhood, ado-
lescence, maturity, and aging, ending with death. 
This coordinated behavior is the very hallmark of 
an organism.9 

By contrast, while a mere collection of human cells 
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may carry on the activities of cellular life, it will not 
exhibit coordinated interactions directed towards a 
higher level of organization.10

Thus, the scientific evidence is quite plain: at the mo-
ment of fusion of human sperm and egg, a new entity 
comes into existence which is distinctly human, alive, 
and an individual organism - a living, and fully hu-
man, being.11  

“Pro-choice” responses 

Some defenders of abortion will concede the scien-
tific proofs but will argue that the entity in the womb 
is still not, or not yet, a “person.”  

“Not a person” is a decidedly unscientific argument:  
it has nothing to do with science and everything to 
do with someone’s own moral or political philosophy, 
though that someone may not readily admit it.  Here 
is a good time to recite the scientific proofs, and may-
be make a philosophical point of your own:  We’re 
either persons or property; and even the staunchest 
abortion defender will be reluctant to call a human 
child a piece of property.12 

Others may suggest “humanness” depends on some-
thing spiritual, like infusion of a soul, but to argue 
there is no soul until birth or some other time is, by 
definition, to argue something incapable of proof.  
Another good time to recite the scientific proofs.

A brief word about the politicization of the definition 
of “pregnancy.”  While the science on when life be-
gins is clear, some still claim that “pregnancy” doesn’t 
begin until the embryo implants itself in the lining 
of the uterine wall, which occurs about a week later.  
Why?  Politics and profit.  

Acceptance of an implantation-based definition of 
“pregnancy” would allow abortion providers to mis-
characterize pills and technologies that work after 
conception but before implantation as “contracep-
tion,” making them potentially less subject to regula-
tion and certainly more acceptable and attractive to 
consumers.  Indeed, two institutes who support legal-
ized abortion have pushed for this type of pregnancy 
re-definition for decades:  the Guttmacher Institute 
(the abortion research institute originally established 
by the Planned Parenthood Federation of America) 
and the American College of Obstetricians and Gy-
necologists.  

If your interlocutor raises this issue, point out that:  

(1) the word “contraception” literally means “against 
conception,” therefore something cannot be said to 
be a “contra-ceptive” if it allows conception, and (2) 
the fertilization-based definition of pregnancy is still 
the predominant definition in medical dictionaries 
today.13

Cite More Facts on  
Human Development

Human beings develop at an astonishingly rapid pace.  
Giving a quick recitation of the child’s development 
will weaken the “not a person yet” mentality.   

•	 The cardiovascular system is the first major sys-
tem to function.  At about 22 days after concep-
tion the child’s heart begins to circulate his own 
blood, unique to that of his mother’s, and his 
heartbeat can be detected on ultrasound.14   

•	 At just six weeks, the child’s eyes and eyelids, 
nose, mouth, and tongue have formed.  

•	 Electrical brain activity can be detected at six 
or seven weeks,15 and by the end of the eighth 
week, the child, now known scientifically as a 
“fetus,” has developed all of his organs and bodi-
ly structures.16  

•	 By ten weeks after conception the child can 
make bodily movements.

Today, parents can see the development of their chil-
dren with their own eyes.  The obstetric ultrasound 
done typically at 20 weeks gestation provides not only 
pictures but a real-time video of the active life of the 
child in the womb: clasping his hands, sucking his 
thumb, yawning, stretching, getting the hiccups, cov-
ering his ears to a loud sound nearby17 -- even smil-
ing.18 

Medicine, too, confirms the existence of the child 
before birth as a distinct human person.  Fetal sur-
gery has become a medical specialty, and includes the 
separate provision of anesthesia to the baby.  You can 
cite some of the surgeries now performed on children 
before their birth, such as shunting to bypass an ob-
structed urinary tract, removal of tumors at the base 
of the tailbone, and treatment of congenital heart dis-
ease.19  There are many others.

If the medicine and science don’t persuade your au-
dience, consider citing authorities from the “pro-
choice”20 community itself.  Mention “Pro-choice” 
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should commit to memory:  The Court ruled that 
abortion must be permitted for any reason a woman 
chooses until the child becomes viable; after viability, 
an abortion must still be permitted if an abortion doc-
tor deems the abortion necessary to protect a woman’s 
“health,”24 defined by the Court in another ruling is-
sued the same day as “all factors—physical, emotional, 
psychological, familial, and the woman’s age—rel-
evant to the well-being of the patient.”25   

In this way the Court created a right to abort a child 
at any time, even past the point of viability, for “emo-
tional” reasons.  Stated another way, the Supreme 
Court gave abortion doctors the power to override 
any abortion restriction merely by claiming that there 
are “emotional” reasons for the abortion.  Abortion 
advocates want to hide this, of course, but liberal 
journalists such as David Savage of the Los Angeles 
Times have reported the truth about Roe, saying the 
Supreme Court created an “absolute right to abortion” 
under which “any abortion can be justified.”26 

Constructing a  
Pro-Life Legal Argument

Explain what Roe means

When you make the pro-life case, explain the basics 
of the actual ruling of Roe and then use the David 
Savage quote that Roe created an “absolute right to 
abortion” under which “any abortion can be justified” 
– this allows a liberal LA Times reporter to make the 
explosive point that Roe created an unlimited abor-
tion right.  

Chances are your audience will not know that the 
Court created an unlimited right to abortion, and 
odds are good that they won’t agree with it.  They 
are not alone:  “Most Americans favor legal restric-
tions on abortion that go way beyond current law,” 
according to Lydia Saad, a senior editor for the Gal-
lup polling company which has long tracked abortion 
opinion.27  

The way Americans self-identify has changed dra-
matically over the years.  In the mid-1990s, “pro-life” 
was a distinct minority view.  But in May 2009, for the 
first time, a significantly greater percentage of Ameri-
cans self-identified as “pro-life” than “pro-choice.”29 

Be prepared to cite these and other public opinion 
polls from various organizations (the last bullet point 
is crucial, it means only a small minority of Ameri-
cans agree with Roe): 

feminist Naomi Wolf, who in a ground-breaking ar-
ticle in 1996, argued that the abortion-rights com-
munity should acknowledge the “fetus, in its full 
humanity” and that abortion causes “a real death.”21  
More recently, Kate Michelman, long-time president 
of NARAL Pro-Choice America, acknowledged that 
“technology has clearly helped to define how people 
think about a fetus as a full, breathing human being.”22 

Summary:  Those who justify abortion by claiming 
that “no one knows when life begins” are not arguing 
science but rather their own brand of politics, philos-
ophy, or even religion.  Their argument is not about 
when life begins but about when, or whether, that life 
deserves legal acknowledgment and protection.  And 
that brings us to our next topic:  the law. 

Arguing from the Law

Roe v. Wade

Most people do not really know what the Supreme 
Court decided on January 22, 1973. They assume that 
the Court made abortion legal in the first trimester 
of pregnancy only, and that it is subject to substan-
tial limits and regulations today.  You will be able to 
change minds when you inform them that neither of 
these assumptions is true.

The Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade did not create 
a limited right to abortion but a virtually unlimited 
right to abortion throughout pregnancy.   

Here’s how:  The case involved an 1854 Texas law pro-
hibiting abortion except “for the purpose of saving the 
life of the mother.”  The plaintiff, whose real name is 
Norma McCorvey, desired a purely elective abortion 
and filed suit claiming the Texas law deprived her of 
constitutional rights.  

Seven members of the Supreme Court agreed.  While 
admitting that abortion is not in the text of the Con-
stitution, they nevertheless ruled that a right to abor-
tion was part of an implied “right to privacy” that the 
Court had fashioned in previous rulings regarding 
contraception regulations.  (“Privacy” is not in the text 
of the Constitution either.)  They also ruled that the 
word “person” in the Constitution did not include a 
fetus.23 

For a debate on abortion policy, the most important 
part of the ruling to understand is the new “law” it 
established, and here is a description of it that you 
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•	61% of Americans say abortion should be illegal 
after the fetal heartbeat has begun,30 which occurs 
in the first month of pregnancy. 

•	72% of Americans say abortion should be illegal 
after the first 3 months of pregnancy.31

•	86% of Americans say abortion should be illegal 
after the first 6 months of pregnancy.32

•	Only 6% -17% of Americans (depending on how 
the question is asked and by whom) believe abor-
tion should be legal at any time, in all circum-
stances.33 

One of the best surveys to have in your arsenal was 
conducted by the Center for Gender Equality, run by 
former Planned Parenthood President Faye Wattle-
ton.  Its 2003 nation-wide survey of women revealed 
that a majority of women (51%) believe abortion 
should either never be permitted or permitted only for 
rape, incest, or life endangerment.34   That means a ma-
jority of women believe abortion should be permit-
ted only in extremely rare circumstances.  (Rape/in-
cest abortions account for only 1% of abortions every 
year according to the Guttmacher Institute, discussed 
below, and life-saving abortions are similarly rare.)35  
What’s more, when asked to rank the top priorities for 
the women’s movement, the women ranked “Keeping 
abortion legal” next to last, just before “More girls in 
sports.”36  

Cite Criticism of Roe from “Pro-Choice” Sources

You can also cite a long and growing list of promi-
nent “pro-choice” legal commentators who call Roe v. 
Wade indefensible.  The late John Hart Ely of Yale, 
for instance, argued that Roe was wrong “because it 
is not constitutional law and gives almost no sense of 
an obligation to try to be.”37  The law clerk of Justice 
Blackmun, the Justice who authored the Roe v. Wade 
opinion, calls it “one of the most intellectually suspect 
constitutional decisions of the modern era.”38  The 
Washington Post’s legal editor says it has “a deep legiti-
macy problem.”39  Even Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
has been critical of Roe, saying that it “ventured too 
far in the change it ordered and presented an incom-
plete justification for its action”40 and that the Roe 
decision was “not the way courts generally work.”41  
There are many others.  

Cite Abortion Incidence 

You should also have at the ready this shocking fact 
about abortion incidence in America:  The United 

States has the highest abortion rate in the western 
world, and the third-highest abortion rate of all de-
veloped nations worldwide.42  This, according to the 
“pro-choice” Guttmacher Institute.   Cite this statistic 
and its source whenever you speak about abortion law 
in America.

Discuss Elective Abortion 

Another important statistic that you must always cite 
is also from the Guttmacher Institute.  In the last 25 
years Guttmacher has conducted  two major studies 
asking women why they  chose abortion and their an-
swers have remained basically the same:  Only 7% of 
women report that their abortion was because of a 
health reason or a possible health problem with the 
baby, and less than half a percent report that their 
abortion was because they became pregnant as a re-
sult of rape.

When you cite these statistics, emphasize that they 
come from the abortion industry’s own research 
group, the Guttmacher Institute, and avoid making 
editorial comments about the findings (“majority 
were for convenience”).  Rather, it is quite compelling 
simply to say that the vast majority of abortions are 
“purely elective” abortions, done on healthy women 
with healthy babies. 

Some “Pro-Choice” Arguments

“Outlawing abortion will mean back-alley butchers 
and countless women dying.”  

Your rejoinder may include several points, but you 
should always start here:  Overturning Roe doesn’t 
make abortion illegal, it simply changes the venue of 
the question: from nine unelected Supreme Court jus-
tices to the people, to enact abortion policy through 
their elected state representatives.44  Abortion is one 
of the most important issues of our day, it should be in 
the hands of the people.  

You may want to concede the point that, even after 
limitations are established in the states, there will 
always be abortionists willing to break the law and 
exploit vulnerable women for financial gain.  But 
because a destructive activity will not be completely 
eradicated is no reason to make or keep it legal (think 
of drug laws or laws against prostitution).  No com-
passionate person wants a woman to suffer through 
the personal tragedy of abortion, whether legal or il-
legal.  As Feminists for Life says, women deserve bet-
ter than abortion.   Establishing legal limits to the 
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current “absolute right to abortion” will mean fewer 
abortions, and that is to the good of women, children, 
families, and society. 

There are a number of points to make regarding the 
charge that countless women will die.  

First, it is impossible to calculate the number of ma-
ternal deaths from abortion before Roe v. Wade be-
cause they were not reported, so any claim regarding 
the number of maternal deaths from illegal abortions 
is purely speculative.  However, it is a fact that abor-
tion industry insider Bernard Nathanson admitted to 
circulating false numbers.  Dr. Nathanson co-founded 
NARAL (originally called the National Alliance to 
Repeal Abortion Laws and, today, NARAL Pro-
Choice America) and was director of the Center for 
Reproductive and Sexual Health in New York City, 
at one time the largest abortion clinic in the western 
world.  In 1979 Nathanson said:  

How many deaths were we talking about when 
abortion was illegal?  In NARAL we generally 
emphasized the drama of the individual case, not 
the mass statistics, but when we spoke of the lat-
ter it was always “5,000-10,000 deaths a year.”  I 
confess that I knew the figures were totally false, 
and I suppose that others did too if they stopped 
to think of it.  But in the ‘morality’ of our revo-
lution it was a useful figure, widely accepted, so 
why go out of our way to correct it with honest 
statistics?  The overriding concern was to get the 
laws eliminated, and anything within reason that 
had to be done was permissible.45

Second, it is a fact that another abortion industry in-
sider disputed the “back-alley butcher” notion in the 
decade before Roe v. Wade.  In 1960 Dr. Mary Calde-
rone, a former medical director for Planned Parent-
hood, estimated that 9 out of 10 illegal abortions were 
done by licensed doctors: “they are physicians, trained 
as such…Abortion, whether therapeutic or illegal, is 
in the main no longer dangerous, because it is being 
done well by physicians.”46  We don’t have to agree 
with Calderone that abortion is not dangerous to cite 
her statement that illegal abortions were done as well 
as legal ones.  In fact, hundreds of women have died 
from abortion since Roe v. Wade according to the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention,47 and this 
is likely only a fraction of the actual number in light 
of the fact that several states (including, significantly, 
California) have failed to report abortion data for 
many years48 and in light of the latitude given to doc-
tors in reporting causes of death (e.g., “hemorrhage” 

rather than “induced abortion.”)49   

Third, the experience of other countries shows that 
restricting abortion does not cause a rise in maternal 
deaths.  Despite its tight abortion restrictions, Ireland 
has the lowest maternal mortality rate in the world, 
according to a study by several agencies at the United 
Nations.50  Malta also has substantial abortion limita-
tions and yet has among the lowest maternal death 
rate world-wide, lower than the United States.51  
Data compiled by Polish government agencies shows 
a marked decrease in maternal deaths once abortion 
was made illegal.52   

Summary:  The Supreme Court created a virtual-
ly unlimited right to abortion, a policy with which 
most Americans disagree.  In fact, our country is not 
divided down the middle on abortion, but most of 
America is substantially with us.  As we continue to 
expose the truth about abortion law and practice, we 
will move closer to the day that abortion policy mak-
ing is returned to the people. 

Arguing from Women’s Rights
The modern “pro-choice” movement is desperate to 
protect the image of abortion as positive and pro-
woman.  Ironically, their biggest threat is from those 
they claim to champion: women.  Abortion-rights 
proponents are devastated by the women of the Silent 
No More Awareness Campaign, for example, who 
stand with their “I regret my abortion” signs53 and by 
the powerful voices of Feminists for Life who make 
the compelling argument that “women deserve better 
than abortion.”54   

Tell the Stories of Women
Pro-life men and women alike can point to the brave 
women coming forward in ever greater numbers to 
speak out about how abortion was not an act of em-
powerment but the result of abandonment, betrayal, 
and desperation, and how it has negatively affected 
their lives.  It is important to be accurate in your rep-
resentation of these women; commit to memory this 
phrase:  They speak out about how abortion was not an 
act of empowerment but the result of abandonment, be-
trayal, and desperation, and how it has negatively af-
fected their lives.

The website www.afterabortion.com established by 
a woman who had 5 abortions provides a place for 
women to help each other cope with the aftermath 
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of their abortions.  There are nearly 2.5 million posts.  
They tell stories of how they were coerced into abort-
ing their children by boyfriends, husbands, friends, 
and family.  They describe how abortion was far from 
being a choice.  They speak of overwhelming guilt, 
nightmares, excessive drinking, drug abuse, promis-
cuity, an inability to form or maintain relationships, 
difficulty bonding with later children, and other ways 
in which they are suffering.  You must visit this site 
and read their stories to know the real impact of abor-
tion on women; commit parts of them to memory.

Explain Why Being Pro-Life is Being a True Femi-
nist

Abortion advocates are also threatened by the pro-
woman/pro-life arguments of the organization Femi-
nists for Life which says abortion is a reflection that 
society has failed to meet the needs of women.55  Pro-
woman/pro-life arguments are destroying the old 
“baby vs. woman” dichotomy that has dominated the 
abortion debate for decades.  Women and children are 
not natural enemies, of course, and it was a perversion 
of feminism which brought about such a dichotomy 
in the first place.  

Visit the Feminists for Life website to read their pro-
life answers to “pro-choice” questions, and commit 
them to memory.

Roe-era feminists like Kate Michelman, the former 
president of NARAL Pro-Choice America, pro-
claimed abortion to be “the guarantor of a woman’s 
right to participate fully in the social and political life 
of society.”56  But pro-life feminists believe this turns 
feminism on its head because it says women don’t 
have an inherent right to participate in society but one 
conditioned on surgery and sacrificing their children.    

It is also at odds with the views of America’s first fem-
inists, all of whom opposed abortion.  Chief among 
them were Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, who not only led the fight for the right of 
women to own property, to vote, and obtain equal 
education, but also spoke out against abortion. 

Susan B. Anthony’s newspaper, The Revolution, called 
abortion “child murder” and “infanticide.”57   In 1869 
Anthony said:  “No matter what the motive, love of 
ease, or a desire to save from suffering the unborn in-
nocent, the woman is awfully guilty who commits the 
deed. It will burden her conscience in life, it will bur-
den her soul in death; But oh, thrice guilty is he who 

drove her to the desperation which impelled her to 
the crime!”58

Summary:  The efforts of modern pro-life feminists 
are destroying the old “baby vs. woman” dichotomy 
which dominated the abortion debate for decades and 
are recasting the other side in their true light:  not as 
defenders of women but as defenders of abortion.  To 
be pro-life is to embrace the tenets of non-violence 
and equal justice for all – the true tenets of feminism 
heralded by America’s first feminists.    

Conclusion
The more abortion is understood, the more one real-
izes it is anti-human, anti-life, and anti-woman.  The 
notion that we are in the business of “changing hearts 
and minds” has, regrettably, been reduced to cliché, 
but it is nevertheless true.  Abortion is different from 
any other modern social issue debated today, and 
many people are suffering because of it.  Prayerfully, 
and for the sake of women and their babies, let us go 
after those hearts and minds armed with knowledge 
and animated by compassion.
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