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The public has supported Roe for a half a century.2  Yet somehow, we have watched states chip away at it 
for decades, and now the Supreme Court is poised to overturn it. The solution is not to continue saying what 
we have been saying, only louder. Two-thirds of the public has been with us since the Roe decision in 1973, 
yet we have still managed to lose on it, state by state, and now nationally. We should speak to the two-
thirds and beyond, using their language, not ours, and speaking to the values they share with us.  
 

Go Straight to the Core Values 

Here is Roe in one sentence:  This is about our freedom to decide whether, when, and with whom to 
have a family.  

Focus on the core value, freedom, and link it to a second value, family. 

Distinguish us, including the two-thirds on Roe and the 92 percent on rape and incest, from them:  They 
believe politicians have the right to make our most personal decisions, based on their faith and values. 
We believe in the freedom to make our own decisions, based on our faith and values.  

A Litmus Test for Effectiveness of Any Message 
 
On this issue, as in so many others, we need to close the chasm between what we mean by our words and 
what voters hear. Avoid activist-speak. Our goal is to help people picture what this will mean for their lives 
and the lives of the people they love. Avoid abstract terms. They pull people away from personal experience 
and from the emotions that lead them to care and to vote.  
 
A three-pronged litmus test to determine whether your message is likely to be effective: 
 

1) Do ordinary people talk this way? Its meaning should be readily apparent to anyone who hears it, 
the moment they hear it, because it uses words they understand and would use.  

2) Does it connect with voters from the first sentence on the values we share?  
3) Does it convey that we understand and care about people like them? It should make the implications 

for their lives immediately apparent and readily visualized. 
 
If the answer to any of these questions is no, do not use it. Unfortunately, many of the words and phrases 
in our lexicon fail one or all of these tests, or they are weaker than they could be. 
 
Examples:  reproductive justice, reproductive health, and choice. Why are these weak terms?  
 

 
1 I will be continuously updating this memo. For periodic updates, click here. 
2 Although “50 years” is also useful, “half a century” is a phrase we should use, as it creates the sense of tradition 
and gravity that commentators often try to convey with “stare decisis,” which means little to most voters, who do not 
speak Latin and did not attend college, let alone law school. 
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First, empirically, we’ve been using them for a long time, and we’ve been losing for a long time. Why? 
They are meaningful to us because we are activists. We speak that way, but ordinary people do not. That 
creates a gulf between us and the people we want to join us and bolsters the right’s branding of us as elitist. 
 
Second, Roe has many secondary values that are essential to talk about, and the leaked Supreme Court 
decision suggests many other issues and values this decision will eventually affect. We should speak to 
those, but they are not where we should start. Start with what affects every American of reproductive age 
and two-thirds of Americans already agree with us. 
 
Consider reproductive justice. Most women and couples who seek an abortion, most often because they 
can’t afford or don’t want another child, are not looking for a lawyer.  They are looking for a doctor. That’s 
because they are seeking care, not justice.  Care, like family, is powerful value.  
 
Sure, at some level, Roe is about justice. This wouldn’t be an issue if men could get pregnant.  But most 
people would be hard pressed to figure out a clear link to justice. In fact, less than 20 percent of Americans 
can define phrases we commonly use, like reproductive justice and environmental justice. Words people 
don’t understand aren’t just inert.  They push people away. Speak to the two-thirds. They understand Roe. 
 
Here’s a tougher one:  reproductive health.  Women’s health is clearly a core value. And pregnancy affects 
the health of every pregnant woman. But is health the core value in Roe?  
 
In the less than 10% of cases in which the life or health of the mother or fetus is at stake, it is unambiguously 
the core value. And if you’re a medical professional, you know pregnancy affects the health of every 
woman.  But if we use this term, we need to explain it, in the same sentence in which we use it. Here’s a 
fact we have not spent enough time conveying: A woman forced to deliver a baby is over 10 times more 
likely to die. Conservatives say they stand for life. Tell that to the mothers and fathers, spouses, and 
children, of the women who will die next year because of right-wing extremism. 
 
Avoid medicalized terms. We speak all the time of “trimesters,” but how many of us can actually say how 
many weeks are in each trimester? Similarly, what, exactly, are “complications of pregnancy”? How many 
complications can the average person name in 60 seconds that would affect their view of which side is right 
on Roe? We should even be more specific about “the life or health of the mother.” It’s a good shorthand, 
but it is abstract and difficult to picture, and most people can’t immediately picture how pregnancy could 
endanger a woman’s life or health unless they’ve had personal experience.   
 
Whenever possible, provide an example, such as a pregnant woman who just discovered that she has an 
aggressive form of breast cancer spreading throughout her body and needs chemotherapy; or the one in 
50 pregnant women who have an ectopic pregnancy, which can kill them because the fetus has implanted 
itself where it doesn’t belong; or the sky-high number of maternal deaths in rural towns and urban 
neighborhoods in America.   
 
Republicans claim to be pro-life, but they are sentencing thousands of women to death, not in the future, 
but next year, and not just by causing the return to back-alley and coat-hanger abortions but by forcing 
women to take pregnancies to term that could cost them their lives. So, sure, health is an important value 
in messaging abortion, but make sure people know exactly what you mean. And better to start with the 
primary value first, freedom, and add key secondary values, such as family, health, and care, second.  
 
What about choice?  Choice does speak to a core value on abortion. But that depends on when you were 
born. In the 1960s, it was absolutely the right word because central to the women’s movement was the 
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question of what could possibly be more important to a woman more than the choice of what to do with her 
own body. But that term has not been the most resonant with Americans, including women, for some time. 
Whereas two-thirds of Americans support Roe, they split evenly on whether they self-identify as “pro-
choice” or “pro-life.” You can use choice in a well-crafted message and win big, especially with voters in 
the center (e.g., Freedom and responsibility go hand and hand. That’s why I’m pro-choice and pro-
personal responsibility), or in speaking with the right audience. But it should no longer be our first choice.  
 
A recent term worth mentioning, which we should retire before it takes hold: “bodily autonomy.” Why?  
Because no one talks like that, and it turns a visceral, emotion-near experience into an abstraction. Our goal 
should be just the opposite: to turn abstractions into images of real women with real worries and difficult 
lives thrust on them against their will. It’s like the way we recently turned “the pangs of hunger,” which 
everyone understands, into “food insecurity,” which sounds like a malady afflicting ancient bands of hunter-
gatherers. “Bodily autonomy” sounds more like a problem with bladder control than what we mean by it:  
politicians and religious extremists forcing you to have a baby against your will.  
 
What about the term abortion itself? The right has done an effective job of making Democrats in red and 
purple states and districts afraid to use the term, but they have not as effectively branded it as they have the 
terms used on many other issues. So we can, and must, use it. Two recommendations, however.  First, 
wherever possible, refer to contraception and abortion.  That creates an association between birth control, 
which 99 percent of sexually experienced adults have used laws limiting it, and abortion, which one in four 
women will seek but few expect that to need someday.  It also links abortion to an immediate implication 
of the leaked decision, which some states already have laws on the books, which will regulate contraception 
as well as abortion (e.g., laws declaring that life begins at fertilization). As others have noted, referring to 
an abortion or the decision to get an abortion (in the singular) also makes the issue about individuals, not 
negative stereotypes.  Once again, avoid abstractions. “Abortion” is abstract, whereas in a singular case, it 
is personal.  
 
Finally, we need to replace a phrase that comes up in the context of Roe: “packing the court.” It has bad 
historical connotations, of when FDR tried it and failed, and it sounds illegitimate. Instead, we should offer 
a narrative that is both more accurate and more compelling: Republicans packed the court with right-wing 
extremists who do not share the values of most Americans, who lied in their confirmation hearings, and 
who believe they have the right to impose their religious beliefs on the rest of us. We need to unpack the 
court, by appointing justices with values most Americans share – starting with the value of telling the truth. 
 

Avoid Avoidance 
 
One of the factors that has hurt us most over the last 40 years is cowardice. Ever since conservatives began 
mobilizing evangelicals around abortion in the late 1970s, Democrats have run from this issue everywhere 
except in safe states and districts. We can win on this issue everywhere, if we just say what we believe in a 
way people can hear it. In 2007, Celinda Lake and I found that we could beat the toughest “pro-life” 
message in the Deep South by a 2:1 margin with a message you can still use anywhere, which began: 
 
Call me pro-life, pro-choice, or pro-common sense, but I just don’t believe the government should be 
telling a woman or couple when they should or shouldn’t start a family based on somebody else’s 
interpretation of Scripture. 
 
Take that to the bank. The right cannot beat it, and they are in even more trouble now, 15 years later, having 
become so emboldened that they tossed in rape, incest, investigating miscarriages, imprisoning doctors, and 
banning IUDs. The message above may not use our preferred language, and it is not the strongest message 



P a g e  | 4 

 

in New York or California, but it wins handily there, too, because it advocates exactly what most 
Americans, support – and it calls attention to Republican hypocrisy on the role of government. 
 

Slippery Slopes 
 
Conservatives are masters of the slippery slope, and too often, we take the bait, fighting on their turf, trying 
to address ridiculously unusual circumstances. Think “abortion on demand” or “partial birth abortion.”  No 
woman who has carried a child for five months just decides one day, “Y’know, I’ve changed my mind. I 
think I’ll have an abortion.” Research in public health shows that virtually all late-term abortions are for 
medical reasons, and a woman or couple who are excitedly expecting a baby and hear those terrible no 
one wants to hear from their doctor deserve our love and support, not our judgment.  
 
It's also long past time we push conservatives down some genuinely slippery slopes (written here to 
exemplify a mix of language, which could be used to describe the other side, in debates, etc.): 
 

• They believe that every rapist has the right to choose the mother of his child. I believe that every woman 
has the right to choose the father of her child.  
 

• They believe that contraception and abortion are states’ rights. We believe they’re our rights. 
 

• They believe politicians have the right to ban contraception and abortion. We believe those are personal 
matters, and politicians have no business in our bedrooms or our bodies. 
 

• So if your 16-year-old daughter were pregnant or raped, you believe the people best equipped to decide 
what she should do are politicians, not you, your daughter, and her doctor?  
 

• One in four women will be the victim of a violent sexual assault in her lifetime. We call that rape. You 
call that life. 

 
• Women and girls in Ukraine are being raped by Russian soldiers. We call that a war crime. You call that 

a life.  
 

• They believe it’s up to the state to decide what kind of birth control, if any, you can use, and whether you 
can get an abortion if their approved contraceptives fail.  We believe the Founders were right, that when 
a government imposes particular religious beliefs on its citizens, that’s called tyranny.  

 
• They believe God told them when life begins. We believe any politician who makes that claim is a false 

prophet and is playing God with other people’s lives.  
 

• They believe God told them when life begins, and that gives them the right to impose their beliefs on all 
women. They call that morality. We call that the Taliban. [Jesus called people like them Pharisees.]  
 

• You believe in banning in-vitro fertilization for people who desperately want a baby but are having 
trouble conceiving. And you call yourself pro-life?  
 

• They believe in the rights of politicians and religious extremists on the Supreme Court to impose their 
radical beliefs on the rest of us, like forcing a girl who was raped by her uncle to bear his child. They 
call that morality. We, and over 90 percent of Americans, call that morally repugnant.  
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• They believe fertilized eggs are people and call themselves pro-life, but they don’t care about the lives of 
real babies and children, always voting against help for families to cover childcare costs and blocking 
laws preventing gunmen from killing children in our schools.  We believe that life is more than a slogan. 
 

Inclusive Language 
 
Abortion has historically been described as a women’s issue. And it obviously is, as it affects women of 
reproductive age more than anyone else. Throughout this memo, however, we have often used gender-
neutral language such as “we” or “all of us” without reference to gender. You can replace “we” with 
“women,” and in the right settings, it makes sense to do that. But here are two facts to bear in mind.  
 
First, men are not the enemy on Roe. Women and men differ in support for Roe, depending on the poll, by 
somewhere between 0 to about 5 percent.  Fundamentalist Christians and the Republican politicians who 
kowtow to them are the problem. I recently heard a prominent Democrat rail against men on Roe. Branding 
a group who are with us as the antagonists in our story is neither empirically accurate nor politically wise, 
especially when they are half the electorate. We should not turn away supporters because of their gender. 
 
Second, men have a lot more skin in this game than our messaging has typically emphasized, sharing 
women’s values on this issue as well as many of their interests. Most women make decisions about abortion 
after discussions with their spouse or partner about whether a child, typically another child, makes sense 
for them as a couple or family. Their partner (irrespective of gender) does not carry the child or typically 
experience the same level of job disruption (at least in the U.S., which has few provisions for paternity 
leave) but is likely to share in the joys and burdens of parenthood over the decades that follow.  The latest 
Pew surveys find that fatherhood is now as central to men’s identities as motherhood is to women’s. That 
does not end if they are among the 50 percent who experience divorce, rendering them likely to pay a 
substantial percent of their income in child support.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, we are about to see an exponential rise in the number of women and men who 
never intended a long-term relationship, broke up before the child was born, or never dreamed of having 
children together after that steamy online date, but who the Supreme Ayatollahs just decreed will become 
parents against their will. Those 30 minutes of passion will cost men 30 percent of their income for the next 
18 years.  That may not be the skin in the game they had in mind, but it renders them a crucial demographic 
to whom we should be messaging, long before November, that this is not your grandfather’s women’s issue.  
 
One last issue of inclusion is worth noting. When the Roe decision came down in 1973, 88 percent of the 
population was white. Women were not marching on abortion in the years preceding 1973 primarily in 
solidarity with poor women of color. They were marching because the issue affected them and the other 
women they knew personally, irrespective of their color.  
 
Today, poor women of color will not only be disproportionately affected but grossly overrepresented among 
the victims of Supreme Court and the Republicans who packed it. But because 70 percent of the population 
is white, the majority of women seeking abortions is still white women. Why is that worth mentioning? 
 
Because if we couch this primarily as a racial issue, we will play into the hands of the right. Splitting 
Americans by color on Roe is the only way this is not going to hurt Republicans significantly at the polls. 
The vast majority of suburban Republicans support Roe, but they can be swayed, as occurred in 2021 in 
Virginia, by racialized messages, such as the “critical race theory” attack on education. If we make this 
issue about race; tell them that people like them and their daughters, who currently take this very personally, 
aren’t the real victims because they can just fly to another state; and tell working class women of every 
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ethnicity, who, like poor women of color, lack the resources to take off days of work to travel to a distant 
state, that this is really a problem that afflicts someone else, they will take a sharp righthand turn.   
 
The reality is that this issue affects everyone in this country – every person of reproductive age, and 
everyone who cares about them – and that is why it is so important. Does it affect women substantially 
more than men? Of course. Does it affect poor women of color substantially more than white women? By 
percentage, yes; by absolute numbers, not for at least another decade. Should we talk about disproportionate 
effects? Absolutely. But we should remember that whoever defines “us” and “them” controls the narrative 
on any issue. On this issue, “us” is all of us, who will feel the whiplash the moment the Court files a version 
of this decision. “Them” includes religious extremists who believe they have the right to use the state to 
impose their religious beliefs on the rest of us, and politicians who use their votes to stay in power.  

 
Are the Poll Numbers on Abortion Contradictory? 

 
One final point is worth making. We often hear that polling on abortion is “contradictory,” and that it all 
depends on how you ask the questions. That isn’t true.  Is it true that the vast majority of Americans support 
Roe but also support restrictions on abortion?  Yes. Is it true that those responses are contradictory? No. 
Fifteen years ago, I addressed this issue in my book, The Political Brain, in a chapter titled, “Aborting 
Ambivalence.”  Sadly, the chapter could have been written yesterday, as can be seen from material under 
the first heading, “A Memorial for a Choice,” excerpted in the footnote below.3 Understanding how to 

 
3 For more than forty years, abortion has stirred deeply felt passions. The majority of Americans believe abortion 
should be legal. A recent study by the Pew Research Center found that two-thirds of Americans endorse the view 
that we should find a “middle ground” on abortion.

  
Less than one-third believe that “there’s no room for 

compromise when it comes to abortion laws.” Remarkably, the majority of Democrats (70 percent), independents 
(66 percent), and even Republicans (62 percent) support some kind of compromise. Over 60 percent of white 
evangelicals and Catholics support some kind of “middle ground.”  

Even as a one-dimensional map, these numbers should have been guiding Democratic campaigns toward this 
issue, not away from it, in every election over the last thirty years. Democrats should be talking about abortion virtually 
everywhere, including Republican districts and Christian radio stations that reach evangelicals, by emphasizing the 
extremist position that has dominated the Congress, the White House, the judiciary, and state governments all over 
the country since the turn of the twenty-first century, which is far outside the mainstream of public opinion.  

But a number of conflicts, both within and across people, regions, and “demographics,” suggest a more complex 
three-dimensional image.

 
The vast majority of Americans (85 percent) believe abortion should be permitted when the 

mother’s life is in danger, and three-fourths believe a woman has the right to terminate a pregnancy if she is the victim 
of rape or incest. But nearly 90 percent support some restrictions on abortions, particularly in the last trimester, and 
over two-thirds believe that girls under age eighteen should have to obtain parental consent.  

The most frequent interpretation of these seemingly conflicting results is that Americans are “divided” on abortion, 
a position that makes Democrats anxious, particularly in red or purple states, and typically leads either to silence or to 
a defensive, “I’m kind of pro-choice, but not really” response…  

The poll numbers suggest that the story of abortion in America runs far deeper than “pro-choice versus pro-life.” 
Most Americans do not…support unrestricted abortions. They do not support so-called “partial-birth abortions” (a 
term that was actually invented by the right to create the desired emotional reaction, which Democrats repeat without 
realizing they are reinforcing their opponent’s “brand”). Most Americans don’t like the idea of teenage girls getting 
abortions without consulting their parents, although Democrats have largely been too timid to use emotionally 
evocative examples of circumstances in which most voters would find parental notification laws morally unacceptable, 
as in cases of incest (permission from whom?), in which parents are abusive, or in which parents and their seventeen-

https://www.amazon.com/Political-Brain-Emotion-Deciding-Nation/dp/1586485733
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message Roe requires understanding voters’ ambivalence on abortion, which produces those seemingly 
contradictory results. Most voters don’t consider three-month-old fetuses people because they don’t look 
or seem like people.  Sure, they have heartbeats, but so do tadpoles, which they resemble more at that stage. 
But once they start to seem more human, voters start to experience a conflict between the rights of the 
mother and what starts to feel like taking a life.  As progressives, we can stand in different places on that 
issue, but we do better to speak openly about our position than to try to dance around voters’ ambivalence.  
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year-old daughter who recently started college would be at odds on what she should do.  

That 66 percent of Americans support abortion rights in some form but 85 percent support imposing restrictions 
on it makes clear that we are not only looking at conflicts between Americans but conflicts within Americans. 
Americans are ambivalent about abortion, and this has powerful implications for how Democrats should talk about it.  

Implicit in the poll numbers are two things most people couldn’t tell a pollster because they reflect unconscious 
processes that structure both their beliefs and their moral intuitions. Whether they know it or not, most people have a 
graded view of when a fetus becomes a person and a graded view of when a person becomes an adult (and hence a 
girl becomes a woman capable of choice). These views reflect the way our minds naturally classify phenomena that 
are fuzzy around the edges (e.g., when adulthood really begins). And they are actually more sensible than the arbitrary 
cut-offs people impose when they proclaim that “life begins at conception” or “at age eighteen, you’re an adult” (as 
any parent can attest).  

The Republican response to Americans’ conflicts on abortion, and to our unconscious sense that reality is fuzzier 
than our abstractions, has been unequivocal: describe abortion as murder, define an uncompromising stance as the 
only moral stance one could take, get the 30 percent of Americans with the least tolerance for ambiguity on moral 
questions to the polls, and let the Democrats offer dozens of different positions as they follow the polls one way on 
confirmation of Justice Alito, another on confirmation of Justice Roberts, and another on “partial-birth abortion.” In 
so doing, Republicans can portray themselves as principled and Democrats as unprincipled with respect to abortion.  

And the Republicans are absolutely right.  
A registered Democrat for thirty years, I have no idea where the Democratic Party really stands on abortion. My 

own suspicion, which I assume is shared by most voters, is that most Democrats really believe that abortion should 
be a woman’s choice but are afraid to admit it outside the Northeast and California coasts… If we think about polls 
as describing the emotional landscape, the poll results tell us… precisely why Democrats have been unable or afraid 
to offer an emotionally compelling counternarrative to the morally repugnant—but largely morally uncontested—
narrative of the extreme right. There is a principled moral position embedded in the poll numbers…  

What Americans are expressing as they offer seemingly disparate answers depending on what questions they are 
asked is that abortion represents a genuine moral conflict between the rights of a person—a pregnant woman—and 
the rights of a potential person—a fetus that becomes progressively more person-like over the course of pregnancy. 
In the early stages of pregnancy, when the fetus lacks most of the properties that implicitly define our concept of 
personhood (the ability to think, feel, and move purposively), most people find the rights of the mother far more 
emotionally compelling. That’s also why most people find the potential benefits of stem cell research to living, hurting 
human beings far more compelling than abstract concerns about discarded embryos…But the longer the pregnancy 
continues, the more we are confronted with a conflict between the rights of a person and the rights of an emerging 
person. That’s why the vast majority of Americans oppose late-term abortions even though they favor a woman’s right 
to choose. Those two positions are entirely consistent if you implicitly feel that a fetus isn’t a person at conception but 
that it also doesn’t suddenly attain personhood when it utters its first cry. The closer to term, the more uncomfortable 
most people feel about terminating a pregnancy without good reason, because a nine-month-old fetus is far more like 
a person than not.  


