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The Purists and the Pragmatists: The Right-to-Life Movement and the Problem of the 

Exceptional Abortion in the United States, 1980s-2010s 

Prudence Flowers 

College of Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences, Flinders University, Adelaide, SA, Australia 

 

On 19 September 1990, a frustrated Father Paul Marx, president of Human Life International 

(HLI), penned a letter to Dr. John “Jack” Willke, president of the National Right to Life 

Committee (NRLC).  The ostensible trigger was a highly restrictive bill that the NRLC had 

drafted in Idaho, legislation that leading pro-choice organizations believed would outlaw at 

least 90% of abortions in the state (Brotman, 1990). Although both houses of the Idaho 

legislature had passed the bill, Marx exclaimed, “I continue to be astonished at your naiveté” 

and offered a point-by-point critique of the legislation and Willke’s approach to movement 

leadership (1990 September). For months, these nationally prominent pro-lifers exchanged 

heated words over the Idaho bill because it allowed for a small number of ‘exceptional’ 

abortions.  

 On the surface, Marx and Willke shared a great deal. They were both devout Catholics, 

were only five years apart in age, and were prominent in the early right-to-life movement that 

emerged in the United States in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Marx was a Benedictine monk 

and ordained priest who saw himself as a pro-life “missionary”. He established HLI in 1981 

and focused on the developing world, training people in natural family planning methods and 

to resist population control, contraception, and abortion. Willke was a family physician who 

initially worked as an obstetrician but in the late 1960s quit delivering babies to focus on 

opposing abortion. In 1971, he and his wife Barbara, a former nurse, co-authored the Handbook 

on Abortion, which sold approximately 1.5 million copies and was the right-to-life reference 

text for decades. Willke served as president of the NRLC from 1980-1983 and 1984-1991 and 
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at the peak of his influence was probably “the most famous pro-Life spokesman in the world” 

(Flowers, 2019).  

 Although both men had spent decades working to end legal abortion, they had 

fundamentally different interpretations of the past, present, and future of the right-to-life 

movement. Willke and the NRLC championed a centrist approach, while Marx articulated the 

absolutist view of socially and religiously conservative anti-abortion organisations.1 While the 

Idaho bill triggered an unusual degree of public and private acrimony, it was not the first or 

last time that right-to-lifers turned on one another over exceptions, for the movement has 

always been sharply divided between “the purists and the pragmatists” (Brotman, 1990). 

In the last decade, there has been a wave of scholarship on the history of the US right-

to-life movement. Robert Self (2012), Stacie Taranto (2012), Daniel Williams (2011, 2016) 

and Mary Ziegler (2015) have explored the 1970s as a key moment in the deepening of the 

abortion wars and the polarization of American politics and culture. Elsewhere, I have 

historicized the consolidation and maturation of the national right-to-life movement during the 

conservative presidency of Ronald Reagan (Flowers, 2019). Karissa Haugeberg (2017) and 

Ziad Munson (2008) have deepened understanding of the motivations of activists, with 

Haugeberg charting the influence of grassroots women and Munson illuminating the 

behaviours and beliefs of contemporary activists. A related body of research has assessed 

transnational shifts in right-to-life messaging. Melody Rose (2011) has focused on the United 

States, while Paul Saurette and Kelly Gordon (2015), Erica Millar (2016), and Pam Lowe and 

Sarah-Jane Page (2018) have analysed right-to-life rhetoric in other parts of the Anglosphere, 

 
1 Although both sides of the abortion debate challenge the terminology used by their opponents, in this article I 

follow the self-identification of the movements, referring to opponents of legal abortion as “pro-life,” “right-to-

life,” and “anti-abortion,” and supporters of legal abortion as “pro-choice” and advocating for “reproductive 

rights.” In distinguishing between anti-abortion views on exceptions, I use the terms “centrist” and “absolutist” to 

categorize the divergent positions. Designating one faction of the right-to-life movement as centrist is not intended 

to suggest they are less resolute in their opposition to abortion. Rather, it is to convey their focus and orientation 

within the movement. Centrists view certain compromises as being ideologically and tactically beneficial, and 

they also see value in differentiating themselves from absolutist pro-lifers, who are comparatively inflexible.   
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collectively charting a marked shift from fetal-centric to pro-woman frames. Together, this 

work has deepened understanding of the social and political history of opposition to abortion, 

but there is still more to learn about the internal dynamics within this movement, for studies 

generally explore right-to-life conflict in relation to specific social and political moments. In 

contrast, this article focuses on a philosophical and tactical issue, using exceptions as a means 

of exploring divisions that transcend individual leaders or historical contexts.  

Since the 1970s, right-to-lifers in the United States have succeeded in stigmatizing 

abortion, polarizing discourse, eroding rights, and limiting access. In the scholarship and in the 

public imagination, there is a tendency to assume that the movement’s national profile and 

long-standing alliance with the Republican Party means that anti-abortionists operate in a 

coordinated and effective manner. This article paints a different picture, one of a movement 

that is fundamentally divided. It is based upon archival research into 3 moments of pro-life 

conflict where tension over exceptions erupted into the public sphere: a constitutional 

amendment in the early 1980s, the Idaho bill in the early 1990s, and fetal pain legislation in 

the 2010s.  

A diversity of views is not an inherent problem for a cause, and the interplay between 

radical and moderate flanks can often work to advance the overall agenda. Many successful 

American social movements, including the women’s movement and the civil rights movement, 

have been pluralistic in terms of organizational structure, goals, and tactics. But although pro-

lifers have embraced multiple strategies to end legal abortion, when it comes to legislation they 

expect unity and consensus. Collectively, these clashes reveal that anti-abortionists struggle to 

reconcile different ideas about movement building and have markedly divergent notions about 

what success looks like and how it can be achieved. Many right-to-lifers, despite public 

statements to the contrary, ultimately believe that there is only one way to be truly pro-life. 

They are also sharply divided over the political process, over how and why they engage with 
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the legislative branch, and about what they can expect from their political allies. And these 

divisions become particularly acute when opponents of abortion believe that they are poised 

on the brink of victory. Ultimately, centrists and absolutists view each other not just as adopting 

different strategies but as sacrificing innocent fetal life. 

 

Opponents of Abortion and the Problem of Exceptions 

On 22 January 1973, the Supreme Court handed down its decisions in Roe v. Wade and Doe v. 

Bolton, legalizing all first-trimester and many second-trimester abortions and overturning the 

law in all but 4 states. Although the anti-abortion movement emerged in the 1960s in tandem 

with the abortion reform and repeal movements, the bulk of this early pro-life activism occurred 

at the local and state levels (Williams, 2016). After 1973, the right-to-life movement grew 

rapidly at a national level and activists pursued a diverse array of strategies aimed at ending 

abortion in the United States: politics and lobbying, litigation, pregnancy counselling and 

adoption, opposition to population control and family planning, sex education and welfare 

reform, and protest and clinic blockades. A fringe element within the movement embraced 

violent methods such as bombings, arson, death threats, kidnappings, and the assassination of 

abortion care workers, illegal tactics that have made abortion access and provision extremely 

fraught. 

 For the politically oriented arm of the right-to-life movement, there are several 

pathways to ending legal abortion. A direct approach requires either ratification of a Human 

Life Amendment or passage of legislation that tests elements of Roe and which can form the 

basis of a Supreme Court challenge. More indirect strategies, which gained traction after 1992, 

center on making abortion inaccessible through increasingly strict regulation of the procedure 

and providers. This part of the movement, which includes both centrists and absolutists, is 
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focused on engagement with the political process and the legislative branches of government 

at the state and federal level.  

All right-to-lifers oppose elective abortion or ‘abortion on demand,’ but they differ 

widely on whether there are instances where the procedure might be permissible. The most 

common legislative scenarios are to save the life of the mother, when the mother’s health is 

jeopardized by the pregnancy, when the pregnancy is the result of rape or incest, or when there 

has been a fetal anomaly diagnosis. Before Roe, some of these scenarios were categorized as 

therapeutic abortions (Reagan, 1997). After Roe, they were colloquially referred to as 

exceptions and some combination of exceptions was included in important legislation such as 

the Hyde Amendment, the Partial-Birth Abortion Ban Act (2003), the Affordable Care Act 

(2010), as well as in the various state and federal heartbeat and fetal pain bills.  

Legal, political, and social factors have made exceptions an ubiquitous element in anti-

abortion legislation. In Roe, the Supreme Court allowed states to ban abortion after fetal 

viability, except when the procedure was “necessary to preserve the life or health of the 

mother” (1973). Since the late 1970s, Republicans have theoretically supported a complete ban 

on abortion (Republican Party Platform, 1976). But in practice, President Ronald Reagan 

supported the life of the mother exception, while every other Republican president or 

presidential nominee also endorsed rape and incest exceptions. Exceptions for fetal anomalies 

rarely figure in federal debates but have been a consistent element at the state level.  

Politicians, even those genuinely sympathetic to the movement, are mindful of public 

opinion. Although abortion is often treated as uniquely polarizing, since the 1990s, a majority 

of Americans have supported legal abortion in all or most circumstances. In recent polling, this 

view was shared by 58% of the population (with 25% believing abortion should be legal in all 

instances). While 37% of Americans opposed abortion in all or most circumstance, only 15% 

believed abortion should be completely illegal (Pew, 2018). Thus, although in the 2010s there 
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have been high profile instances of Republican politicians rejecting rape and incest exceptions, 

the Republican Party leadership has consistently distanced itself from what it views as a 

politically damaging position. Even presidential candidate Donald Trump emphasized his 

support for rape, incest, and life of the mother exceptions, claiming that he would “absolutely” 

change the Republican platform to include them (Wright, 2016). When absolutists complain 

that pro-life legislation contains exceptions, they are generally deploring the actions of their 

political allies. 

Absolutists believe that every abortion is the murder of innocent life, which is also the 

position of the Catholic Church. They insist that the right to life transcends the nature of 

conception (rape or incest), the quality of the fetus (fetal anomaly), or the condition of the 

pregnancy (life and health of the mother). As Nellie Gray insisted, “prolifers cannot 

compromise the rights of the preborn child because … the rights do not belong to the prolifer 

to give away” (March for Life, 1983). Gray was a Catholic convert and lawyer in the 

Department of Labor who left her government job to organize the March for Life (MfL) on the 

first anniversary of Roe. This became the annual mass demonstration for the pro-life movement 

and Gray used the rally to advance her absolutist philosophy. By the mid-1980s MfL was 

synonymous with her catchphrase, “No exception! No compromise!” (Grady, 2012).  

Absolutists view exceptions not just as immoral but as profoundly damaging to the 

cause. They believe exceptions open the movement up to accusations of inconsistency because 

they cede the fundamental principle that abortion is the taking of a human life. Furthermore, 

since the 1960s right-to-lifers have argued that the fetus is entitled to constitutional protection 

under the 14th Amendment. Accepting instances where the fetus’ constitutional rights can be 

infringed upon seems to admit that those rights are contingent and variable rather than 

fundamental. Indeed, the Supreme Court characterised the life of the mother exception as 

inconsistent with arguments that the fetus was a person within the language and meaning of 
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the 14th Amendment (Roe, 1973, n54). Absolutists believe that ceding universal principles is a 

short-term strategy that will all but guarantee the movement fails in its quest to completely ban 

abortion.   

Centrists also view abortion as immoral but tolerate exceptions in specific 

circumstances. The life of the mother exception is broadly accepted because its sole purpose is 

to save a life. However, centrists also understand this exception as a necessary concession to 

public sentiment. Exceptions for reasons of rape, incest, health of the mother, and fetal anomaly 

prompt more complex reactions. Some centrists refer to their spiritual beliefs, for American 

faith communities vary broadly when it comes to the permissibility of abortion. Even relatively 

conservative bodies such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the Assemblies of 

God, and the National Association of Evangelicals accept abortion in some or all of the above 

situations (Pew, 2013). However, many centrists endorse these exceptions primarily for 

movement building or strategic reasons and offer pragmatic justifications, namely that they 

advance the broader goal.  

Studies from the late 1970s to the 2000s reveal a striking consistency in the 

demographics of anti-abortion activists. A majority are female, married, have children, are 

Catholic, possess a college degree, and have an above average household income. They are 

also overwhelmingly white (Munson, 2008). These trends have been reflected in the leadership 

of the movement. Catholics are consistently very prominent, but there have always been 

influential Protestants, particularly from evangelical and fundamentalist denominations. A 

majority of the NRLC’s presidents have been women, and women founded and led groups such 

as Feminists for Life, American Life League (ALL), Susan B. Anthony List (SBA List), and 

MfL. In the immediate aftermath of Roe, pro-life leaders came from an array of backgrounds, 

including doctors, lawyers, priests, white-collar professionals, and homemakers (Flowers, 

2019). Amongst 21st century leaders, doctors and lawyers still figure prominently, but many of 
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the current generation have spent their entire working life engaged in lobbying and activism 

for either the anti-abortion movement or the Religious Right. 

Although absolutists are a minority within the general population, Munson (2008) 

suggests that this is the majority viewpoint amongst most contemporary pro-life activists. 

However, this is not reflected in the histories and strategies of the most influential national 

groups. The NRLC was founded in 1967 and since Roe, although the specifics have changed, 

it has always allowed exceptions. Americans United for Life (AUL), the legal arm of 

movement, has consistently endorsed exceptions. So too has SBA List, currently one of the 

most influential political lobbying groups. For decades, the NRLC and AUL have also 

embraced an incrementalist strategy, concluding in the late 1970s that overturning Roe would 

require multiple rounds of legislation and lawsuits (Ziegler, 2015). Right-to-lifers with 

absolutist views have joined or organized national groups such as Operation Rescue, 

Personhood Alliance, United States Coalition for Life (USCL), MfL, ALL, and HLI. In general, 

absolutist organisations do not have the power or influence of their centrist counterparts; their 

groups are smaller, have less money, and are not engaged in high profile political lobbying or 

litigating. However, absolutists are consistently able to attract media and political attention, 

and in the 21st century have become increasingly strong at the state level, pushing for 

personhood amendments, heartbeat bills, and even outright bans. 

 

Competing Constitutional Strategies in the Early 1980s  

In the first decade after Roe, anti-abortion organizations focused primarily on amending the 

US Constitution. Although politicians introduced many different models, both centrists and 

absolutists preferred language that extended the legal definition of personhood to include fetal 

life. In 1973, the NRLC and its affiliates endorsed a Human Life Amendment that outlawed 

abortion except when performed to “prevent the death of the mother” (National Right to Life 
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Committee, 1981). As James Bopp, the special counsel to the NRLC argued, this was not 

ethically or legally contradictory with the notion of a right to life, for “just as the law allows 

you to kill someone who is about to kill you, a woman and her physician should be allowed to 

decide whether or not she should sacrifice her baby to save herself” (Jadrnak, 1981).  

In 1980, the NRLC’s constitutional strategy was directly challenged by absolutists, 

notably Judie Brown and ALL. Judie Limbourne was a Catholic who had worked in the 1960s 

as a regional office manager at Kmart before her marriage to Paul Brown. In 1970, the Browns 

became involved in the right-to-life movement and by 1978 the national press dubbed them 

“Mr. and Mrs. Pro-Life”; Paul was one of the founders of the confrontational lobbying group 

Life Amendment Political Action Committee (LAPAC) and Judie was Executive Director of 

the NRLC. In 1979, Judie quit the NRLC, in part over its refusal to condemn contraception. 

That same year she founded ALL, the so-called “marine corps” of the right-to-life movement 

(Flowers, 2019). In 1980, she led a coalition of absolutist groups including MfL, HLI, and 

USCL against the NRLC’s constitutional strategy. Their preferred model was the Paramount 

Human Life Amendment, which contained no exceptions and banned abortion from the 

moment of fertilization.  

This internal dispute between right-to-lifers took place in the context of a significant 

national political realignment. Ronald Reagan, who was a high-profile ally for the pro-life 

movement, spent the late 1970s honing a new form of conservative rhetoric that emphasized 

both social and economic issues. In 1976, as a concession to Reagan’s supporters, the 

Republican Party Platform included a plank endorsing anti-abortion efforts to amend the US 

Constitution (Williams, 2011). In 1980, Republicans supported the appointment of judges who 

respected the “sanctity of human life” (Republican Party Platform, 1980). In November, 

Reagan was elected President and Republicans won a majority in the Senate. The right-to-life 

cause seemed to be in the political ascendance and centrists and absolutists united in supporting 
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Reagan yet simultaneously, they spent the election and the early months of his presidency 

clashing over exceptions. 

The NRLC focused on demonstrating its superior political judgement. The group 

sponsored several high-profile conferences promoting its chosen language and filled the pages 

of the National Right to Life News (NRL News) with articles supporting its model. After 

Reagan’s victory, the front page of the NRL News triumphantly proclaimed, “the time is now 

for our Human Life Amendment” and urged right-to-lifers to “deluge” members of Congress 

with the demand that their amendment “take first priority” (Alexander, 1980). Centrists 

insisted, as they would in every subsequent schism, that the core issue was whether a measure 

could attract enough votes. As a prominent Religious Right minister explained, “I don’t believe 

their [absolutist] amendment will ever be passed by the American People” (LaHaye, 1981). As 

the absolutist challenge gained more attention the NRLC repeatedly called for an end to the 

“polarization” (Rohlinger, 2015) but was generally vague about who it blamed for the division.  

For absolutists, the centrist strategy was predicated on timidity at a time when the 

movement should be boldly capitalising on a significant political opportunity. During the 

election, absolutists encouraged right-to-lifers to lobby state legislators to co-sponsor the 

Paramount Human Life Amendment. They boasted that their amendment had been endorsed 

by Reagan, with Gray of MfL exulting that at last there were politicians “who will openly 

support legislation which will save both mother and child, and not provide for even a little bit 

of abortion” (Human Life Amendment, 1980). Of course, this ignored the fact that Reagan did 

not explicitly back one model over the other and did not promise to work for either (Reagan, 

1980). ALL organised a rival conference to promote its preferred model and cultivated support 

from new socially and religiously conservative organisations such as Moral Majority. It 

attempted to turn a debate over constitutional language into a referendum on the NRLC’s 

leadership, calling on pro-lifers to cancel their NRLC membership because of its pragmatism. 
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After Reagan’s victory, A.L.L. About Issues included a special prayer asking God to grant the 

“leaders of all national pro-life groups … stamina and fortitude”. If this was not sufficiently 

direct, an accompanying note explained that the NRLC’s Board of Directors needed to be 

persuaded to support only “a human life amendment that will protect all of God’s children” 

(Let Us Pray, 1980). Once Reagan was in office, absolutists accused centrists of being willing 

to waste movement energy and political capital. As Karl Moor of Moral Majority insisted, 

“What would be worse than nothing would be passage of a vague statement that is absolutely 

meaningless in terms of protecting the unborn” (Anti-Abortion Groups, 1981).    

Ultimately, neither model came close to victory. The Hatch-Eagleton Amendment 

remains the only anti-abortion amendment to be debated on the floor of either chamber of 

Congress, and it further divided the movement because it proposed returning regulation of 

abortion to the states. Absolutists were deeply opposed to it, while centrists (as well as the US 

Catholic hierarchy) supported it. The Hatch-Eagleton Amendment was defeated in the Senate 

in June 1983, failing to achieve even a simple majority. Although more than one third of Senate 

Republicans voted against it, right-to-lifers blamed one another for their political humiliation 

(Flowers, 2019). ALL and MFL continued to pledge their support for the Paramount Human 

Life Amendment, but after 1983 absolutists and centrists effectively abandoned the 

constitutional strategy, focusing instead on the judicial branch and overturning Roe.  

 

The Challenge of Unity in 1990 

Between 1981 and 1991, Republican Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush made 

5 appointments to the Supreme Court and right-to-lifers assumed this would ensure a 

sympathetic audience for their legal arguments. They exulted at the ruling in Webster v. 

Reproductive Health Services (1989), believing the Supreme Court had effectively invited 

states to pass restrictive laws so that the constitutionality of Roe could be reconsidered. 
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Hundreds of anti-abortion bills were introduced in more than 40 states, almost all of which 

went nowhere. 

 In Idaho, the NRLC drafted a bill for the state legislature that was intended to be 

grounds for a Supreme Court test case. Centrists had concluded that politicians would always 

include exceptions and their focus was thus on influencing the legislative framing. The Idaho 

bill included exceptions for severe and permanent fetal abnormalities, severe threat to the 

physical health of the mother, incest where the victim was under 18, and non-statutory rape if 

a police report had been filed within 7 days of the assault (Idaho Gov. Andrus, 1990). What 

initially looked expansive was intended to be highly restrictive. Willke expressed pride in the 

many caveats included and boasted to other pro-lifers that the “tight wording” of the bill would 

prevent 98% of abortions (1990 July).  

In the aftermath of Webster, Willke and leading right-to-lifers, including Brown of ALL 

and Gray of MfL, participated in a meeting about the next steps for the movement. Willke 

assured attendees that the NRLC did not think “uniformity and sameness” were required, for 

“unity in diversity … explains much of our strength”. In personal correspondence, he 

acknowledged that pro-lifers differed but encouraged leaders to avoid “injuring each other by 

public criticism” (1990 July; 1990 August). But while Willke claimed that diversity was an 

asset, when it came to social movement building, he and the NRLC spent the 1980s trying to 

tightly control who could speak on behalf of the cause. The NRLC continued to insist that a 

pro-life organization was a “single-issue citizens group” that was focused strictly on abortion, 

infanticide, and euthanasia and “has no opinion on contraception or sterilization,” let alone 

broader social or spiritual concerns (Gorney, 1990). The group’s national leadership inserted 

itself into state-level disputes, most controversially during a two-year legal stoush in Iowa 

(Pins, 1988).  In the late 1980s, as the newly formed evangelical group Operation Rescue (OR) 
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led thousands of right-to-lifers in clinic blockades and illegal protests, Willke and the NRLC 

studiously ignored both OR and the broader rescue movement (Flowers, 2019).   

Absolutists rejected the NRLC’s attempts to define the movement and its strategies and 

continued to pursue their own electoral and legislative goals. In the aftermath of the struggle 

over constitutional language, Marx of HLI warned Brown that she should take “a very careful 

approach towards Willke … Don’t open a fight with him. Let others do the fighting for you. 

Expose him without naming him; expose the ineffectiveness of NRLC” (1982). But after 

Webster, absolutists again moved to publicly challenge centrists over their vision of abortion 

politics and activism. Absolutists were particularly angered by the NRLC’s decision to pre-

emptively include exceptions in the Idaho bill, viewing such “advance concessions” as a 

significant tactical error (Marx, 1990 September).  

Outraged at the NRLC’s vision of what the post-Roe world might look like, Brown and 

ALL campaigned vigorously against the Idaho bill. She gave critical testimony before the Idaho 

legislature and scathing interviews to local journalists, while ALL paid for negative radio ads 

and mailings. A.L.L. About Issues sarcastically quipped, “strangely the bill is promoted as pro-

life, yet it has major loopholes which allow abortion to continue” (Gorney, 1990). ALL also 

held a special conference on the theme “Victory Through Unity in the 90s,” which claimed to 

be the “first effort ever” to bring the movement together “under the simple principle that all 

innocent human life is sacred”. The conference featured leading absolutists, members of the 

US Catholic hierarchy and the Religious Right, and high-profile political allies. NRLC leaders 

were notably absent from the line-up (Unity 90, 1990). 

Centrists were outraged by these criticisms and accused absolutists of pursuing 

impossible perfection. Willke swiftly forgot his earlier call for the movement to keep its 

problems behind closed doors. Incensed that ALL had lobbied against the Idaho bill, Willke 

used his President’s column in NRL News to call Brown “unwise,” her actions “destructive and 
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divisive,” and accused her of giving “scandal to the entire movement” (1990 August). Privately 

Willke chastised Marx, “I believe your all-or-nothing approach will gain us nothing, and the 

entire holocaust will continue” (1990 May). 

Centrists fiercely rejected the idea that they were undermining the cause. Talking to a 

journalist, Burke Balch, the NRLC state legislative director, sarcastically drew parallels with 

other life-and-death situations, “If you are a firefighter and you see children perishing in a 

school building, do you stop and say, ‘Unless we can be sure to get out all the children, we 

can’t take any out of the rooms?’” (Brotman, 1990). Willke insisted to Marx that he was proud 

of the NRLC’s track record under his leadership, claiming that they had consistently worked 

to “chip away” abortion rights via a “piece-by-piece” approach (1990 May). Indeed, Willke 

believed that this was crucial because pro-lifers needed to change the broader culture. He 

argued that most Americans accepted abortion “simply because the law says it’s ok”. Each new 

right-to-life bill helped Americans “recognize once again that they do not need abortion on 

demand” (1990 July). Legislation that eroded access and reduced rights also worked to reframe 

the procedure as an aberration, permissible only in rare and highly emotive circumstances.  

However, absolutists were unpersuaded. Brown believed the NRLC treated fetal life 

like “a pawn in the legislative game”. She remained adamant that “compromise on a matter of 

principle does not reflect wisdom but weakness” (1990 September). Brown and other 

absolutists insisted that the only way to change the culture was to model resolute values; pro-

lifers must educate Americans, “not accommodate them”. If legislative allies insisted that they 

needed to include exceptions to pass laws, right-to-lifers should work to elect new politicians 

(Brown, 1990 August). For a prominent section of the movement, lobbying and deal-making 

was a fundamental distortion of the pro-life agenda. The more influence the NRLC claimed to 

wield in politics, the more suspect it became.  
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Absolutists such as Brown and Marx also saw the Idaho struggle as further proof that 

the NRLC was explicitly working to police the movement. After Willke’s column in NRL 

News, Marx accused the NRLC of having “resisted” and “fought” pro-life rivals throughout 

the 1980s and of deliberately misleading the grassroots about the activities and influence of 

absolutist organizations (1990 August). Brown believed Willke had engaged in an “ad 

hominem” attack on her as part of a broader campaign to exile her from the movement (1990 

September). Brown and Marx spent months attacking Willke’s beliefs, his commitment to and 

understanding of Catholicism, and his leadership role within the right-to-life cause. They 

passed on anonymous gossip to Willke, claiming that most prominent pro-lifers were “appalled 

by the present ideas of NRLC” (Marx, 1990 September). 

In the end, the NRLC’s bill, along with the legislative and judicial strategies that 

underpinned both centrist and absolutist activism after Webster, met with defeat. In Idaho, 

Governor Cecil Andrus, a pro-life Democrat who opposed abortion except in cases of rape, 

incest, and to save a woman’s life, vetoed the bill because it was “punitive … and without 

compassion” (Idaho Gov. Andrus, 1990). And in 1992, Planned Parenthood v. Casey shattered 

right-to-life dreams of quick victory. In a 5-4 decision, the Supreme Court declared that “liberty 

finds no refuge in a jurisprudence of doubt” and that the weight of precedent meant Roe must 

be upheld. The movement was forced to abandon (at least temporarily) its goal of completely 

ending legal abortion. 

 

Political Disillusionment in the 2010s  

While Casey (1992) preserved the basic constitutional right to abortion, it abandoned the 

trimester framework laid out in Roe, allowing states to impose restrictions as long as they did 

not present an “undue burden”. Centrist right-to-life groups quickly adjusted their tactics to 

focus on abortion provision, while discursively emphasizing that they sought to protect women 
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and fetuses. In the 1990s and 2000s, AUL and the NRLC worked with state legislatures to 

mandate abortion counselling, ultrasounds, waiting periods, and parental consent requirements 

for minors. After the conservative landslide in the 2010 midterm elections, this strategy 

accelerated and hundreds of new restrictions, most drafted and promoted by the NRLC and 

AUL, became law. Centrists also pioneered Targeted Regulation of Abortion Provider (TRAP) 

laws, which reframed the pregnant person as a potential victim of predatory doctors and insisted 

that abortion care providers required heightened levels of regulation and medical control. In 

the face of this onslaught, over 160 abortion providers closed or stopped offering terminations 

between 2011 and 2016 (Guttmacher, 2016; Deprez, 2016). 

Centrists also focused on later terminations as a way of redefining the limits of legal 

abortion. Beginning in 1995, they waged a successful crusade against intact dilation and 

extraction, culminating in passage of the Partial-Birth Abortion Ban Act (2003) (Dubow, 

2011). The NRLC and AUL, along with the US Catholic hierarchy and the Religious Right, 

heralded this as a major success, the first federal ban on abortion since Roe. After this victory, 

the NRLC began a state and federal campaign centered on fetal pain, working to ban abortions 

performed after 20 weeks gestation, a cut off that is not based on medical science (Cohen & 

Sayeed, 2011). Between 2010 and 2017, 16 states passed a version of the Pain-Capable Unborn 

Child Protection Act (National Right to Life Committee, 2017).  In 2013, the legislation was 

introduced in Congress and passed in the House of Representatives. Exceptions again triggered 

controversy, this time within the NRLC. 

The NRLC is a federation made up of 50 state affiliates and thousands of local chapters. 

Many of the state affiliates have histories with the NRLC that date back several decades and it 

is widely viewed as a prestigious association. Founded in 1971, Georgia Right to Life (GRTL) 

became an NRLC affiliate in 1973. In 2000, GRTL adopted absolutist endorsement criteria and 

legislative policies, officially opposing rape and incest exceptions. In 2007, Georgia was one 
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of the first in the country to consider an amendment to the state constitution that defined legal 

personhood as beginning at fertilization, and GRTL became an outspoken champion of the 

‘personhood amendment’ strategy. By the mid-2010s Georgia was one of only two states where 

rape and incest exceptions were not included in abortion legislation and where allied politicians 

also rejected these exceptions. Centrist groups initially praised GRTL for its success in 

implementing its agenda at the state level. AUL regularly featured Georgia in its lists of “most 

protective states” and in 2013 it came second in AUL’s “All Star” rankings. GRTL insisted 

that its decade of success at the state level was proof that “holding to God’s principles works” 

(2014); if the movement rejected compromise and embraced ideological purity, an absolutist 

approach would be a winning strategy. By the 2010s the ‘Georgia model’ was adopted by 

several other NRLC state affiliates. However, when it came to federal matters, most groups 

continued to defer to the judgement of the national leadership of the NRLC, viewing it as “a 

relationship … where you have to rely on their expertise” (Johnson, 2013 September). 

In 2013, the Republican leadership in the House of Representatives made a last-minute 

decision to add rape and incest exceptions to the fetal pain bill. This move came a few days 

after the bill’s sponsor, Representative Trent Franks (R-AZ), claimed that the reason the bill 

did not have these exceptions was because “the incidence of rape resulting in pregnancy are 

very low” (Johnson, 2013 June). Franks’ statement seemed to closely echo Representative 

Todd Akin’s (R-MO) 2012 claim that “if it was a legitimate rape, the female body has ways to 

try to shut that whole thing down”. Akin’s comments prompted national controversy, and the 

Republican leadership clearly added exceptions to the fetal pain bill to try and forestall a revival 

of the claim that the party was engaged in a “War on Women” (Simas & Bumgardner, 2017).  

Although Republicans added the exceptions out of political self-interest, the NRLC 

continued to campaign vigorously on behalf of the bill. Indeed, it went on the offensive against 

right-to-life critics, insisting to absolutist politicians that “no matter what justification is 



18 

 

offered,” if they voted against the bill they had voted “to allow unlimited abortion in the sixth 

month or later”. The NRLC also warned that it would draw no distinction between absolutist 

and pro-choice politicians in its electoral materials and voting score cards (Johnson, 2013 

September). GRTL refused to fall into line. It withdrew its support for the bill, demanded that 

the House delegates from Georgia vote against the measure, and lavished praise on absolutist 

legislators who rejected the bill. The NRLC moved swiftly to silence a dissenting voice, voting 

in 2014 to end its affiliation with GRTL. The NRLC blamed the absolutists for this turn of 

events, claiming that the group had “ruptured” the relationship by working to defeat “priority” 

legislation (Tobias, 2014).  

Absolutists rejected the idea that they were in the wrong for upholding their policies. 

Dan Becker, president of GRTL since 2007, claimed that it was a “tragedy” that a “highly 

successful” state organisation was “considered unworthy” of the NRLC (Georgia Right to Life, 

2014). Becker, an evangelical and owner of a telecommunication company that serviced 

Christian ministries, became involved in abortion activism in the 1990s, even running for 

election as Republican Congressional candidate. Shortly after GRTL’s expulsion, Becker 

helped found Personhood Alliance (PA), an absolutist group which aspired to be “standard 

bearers” rather than “king-makers” and, in a dig at the NRLC, insisted it would require a 

“higher standard than is currently embraced by most national pro-life groups today” (Malloy, 

2014).  

 The schism over rape and incest exceptions reflected broader absolutist concerns about 

the NRLC’s approach to politics and lobbying. In the 1990s, Brown of ALL concluded that the 

NRLC had fundamentally damaged the cause because it let so many politicians “get away with 

adopting the ‘pro-life’ label” that it was impossible to pinpoint their actual beliefs or likely 

votes. Indeed, she blamed exceptions and the incrementalist approach for the movement’s 

failure to ban abortion, concluding that “political action in the prolife arena [had been] …. 
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diluted by the compromising attitudes of so many leaders and groups” (1997, 86). ALL, HLI, 

and OR openly criticised the movement’s decade long campaign against partial birth abortions, 

viewing it as an act of political theatre. Brown dismissed the 2003 ban as a “Republican 

concept,” the “least they could possibly get away with in order to receive the pro-life vote” 

(Courtwright, 2010). In the 2010s, Debbie Dooley, a right-to-lifer and co-founder of the Atlanta 

Tea Party Patriots, suggested that the NRLC was now primarily interested in reassuring 

Republicans that the movement would not turn against them over exceptions (Anderson, 2014). 

Absolutists in Alaska Right to Life worried “that the establishment of the Republican Party 

doesn’t care about the pro-life cause” and that they were “using the pro-life movement to get 

elected and do nothing” (Johnson, 2013 September). If the Republican leadership was guilty 

of exploiting the cause for political ends, by extension the NRLC stood charged with having 

become just another Washington insider, concerned primarily with in its own reputation and 

power. 

Certainly, the NRLC rarely criticized politicians for demanding exceptions. In 2013, 

House Majority Leader Representative Eric Cantor (R-VA), who strongly identified as pro-

life, oversaw the addition of rape and incest exceptions to the fetal pain bill. Even as the NRLC 

threatened absolutist legislators with negative political consequences it remained silent on 

Cantor’s action. There were no negative repercussions and instead Cantor was invited to speak 

at the 2014 MfL rally, with his speech approvingly reprinted in the NRL News (Cantor, 2014). 

For their part, absolutists dismissed Cantor as “squishy” and questioned why the movement 

continued to defend him (Malloy, 2014). 

However, centrists insisted that their stance on exceptions was not shaped by 

Republican priorities but by their desire to both pass laws and have them upheld by the courts. 

Carol Tobias, president of the NRLC since 2011, insisted that the actions of the NRLC during 

the dispute over the fetal pain bill were consistent with its historic stance, namely that “until 
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the Supreme Court allows broad protections for unborn children, we work to protect as many 

children as possible by passing the strongest possible laws at the state and federal level” (2014). 

Tobias, a member of the Lutheran-Church Missouri Synod, effectively “grew up” in the right-

to-life movement. Her parents were the founders of North Dakota Right to Life, she 

volunteered for the cause as a young adult, and began working in the NRLC in 1991 (Lopez, 

2011). Tobias claimed that the NRLC’s decades-long approach had had a very real impact, 

crediting the groups with “sav[ing] millions of lives” (2014).  

Since 2013, the Pain-Capable Unborn Child Protection Act has been considered in 

each Congressional session. It passed the House three times but was twice defeated in the 

Senate, most recently on 29 January 2018. The bill now always includes rape and incest 

exceptions, a foundational element rather than a last-minute addition. Absolutists decry these 

exceptions, lobby against the bill, and question the political will of both centrists and their 

political allies, asking:  

Why are we allowing this current legislation to give cover to our politicians who 

continue to receive “100% pro-life” ratings while directly undermining our efforts? … 

With Republicans in control of the House, Senate, and Oval Office, pro-lifers need to 

ask themselves some serious questions right now (Quale, 2017). 

 

Conclusions 

The right-to-life arguments that erupted over exceptions in constitutional amendments, state 

bills, and fetal pain legislation reveal the ongoing divisions within the anti-abortion movement. 

Each clash was triggered by a different legislative or judicial goal but while the specific 

historical context changed, the issues at stake and the concerns expressed remain strikingly 

similar. The enduring fault lines between centrists and absolutists expose important differences 

in how right-to-lifers understand strategy, movement relationships, and political engagement. 
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Beyond the portrait of movement dysfunction, exploring these disputes also helps illuminate 

the conflicting ways that anti-abortionists understand social movement formation and growth, 

lobbying and activism, and their role within civil society and as a voting bloc. Centrists tolerate 

exceptions and are willing to be shaped (to a limited degree) by the political, legal, and social 

context. In contrast, absolutists are adamant that exceptions are both morally wrong and 

damage the legislative and philosophical ambitions of the movement. Absolutists and centrists 

also disagree over why they pursue legislation, on what type of relationship the movement 

should have with allied politicians, and on the place of compromise in their cause. In each of 

these case studies, the defeat of the amendment or bill stemmed from external political factors 

rather than intra-movement dynamics. Yet absolutists and centrists blame one another when 

right-to-life measures fail, accusing rival pro-lifers of muddying the waters and providing 

politicians with an excuse not to work for a measure.  

There is no question that this acrimony is deeply felt by activists, but cumulatively, 

these divisions have often worked to the advantage of centrists. Absolutists attack centrists 

because of their supposed willingness to compromise. Given that absolutists are such a distinct 

minority, most Americans (and certainly most politicians) do not see this as a damning 

indictment. Thus, although centrists and absolutists share a common goal, namely to end legal 

abortion, centrists successfully position themselves as offering a middle ground between what 

they depict as two equivalent ‘extremes’ in the abortion debate: absolutists who seek an 

outright ban and pro-choice supporters who demand ‘unlimited’ abortion rights. The 

willingness of centrists to pursue strategies that do not directly touch on Roe or the morality of 

abortion have also been extremely effective. In the 2010s, TRAP laws dramatically restricted 

abortion provision in many states, yielding a far more direct impact on the accessibility of 

abortion than the personhood amendments and ‘heartbeat bills’ pursued by absolutists in the 

same period.  
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 But these intra-movement divisions may only work to advance the right-to-life agenda 

when absolutists have rhetorical rather than actual power. The conservative landslide in the 

2010 midterm elections, along with the emergence of new Republican factions such as the Tea 

Party, benefited both centrists and absolutists. Having spent years passing abortion regulations 

and restrictions, many state right-to-life legislators were primed for more ambitious targets, 

and with Trump’s victory in 2016, absolutists insisted that the time for incrementalism was 

over. After the appointment of Brett Kavanaugh to the US Supreme Court in October 2018, 

there was an unprecedented wave of abortion bans at the state level, including several absolutist 

‘heartbeat’ bills that banned abortion at 6-8 weeks gestation. The most dramatic was an 

Alabama law which outlawed abortion from the moment of conception with an exception only 

for a “serious risk” to the mother.  

Most of the new abortion bans are not in line with the priorities of the Republican 

leadership or centrist pro-lifers. Prominent Republicans, including Trump, proved mindful of 

negative public reactions and quickly distanced themselves from the flurry of state activity, 

taking pains to reiterate their support for rape and incest exceptions (Aleem, 2019). Centrists 

fear that if their movement rivals gain sufficient power they will force an assault on Roe and 

that if this is ill-timed, the Supreme Court might again, as it did in 1992, reaffirm the very 

constitutional rights that anti-abortionists are trying to dismantle. Centrists thus dismissively 

tell politicians that the heartbeat strategy is “pointless and futile” and when Tennessee debated 

a sweeping ban similar to Alabama’s law, the NRLC joined pro-choice groups in testifying 

against it (Flowers, 2019; North, 2019). Pro-lifers, be they centrist or absolutist, have spent 

almost 50 years attempting to translate moral beliefs held by a minority into law. As evidenced 

by the enduring challenge of the exceptional abortion, right-to-lifers remain unable to reconcile 

their differences, tolerate competing strategies, or agree upon the meaning of compromise. The 

movement contains internal fractures that are actively heightened by engagement with the 
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democratic process, reflecting the complex dynamics that shape contemporary conservatism 

and abortion politics in the United States.     
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