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I spent two
hours with a
student
we’re calling
Brent at the
University of
Michigan on
September
22, 2015. I’m
excited to
share about
our dialogue
with you
because it’s
probably the
most
interesting
one I’ve had
about
abortion all
year.

Four Practical Dialogue Tips from My
Conversation with Brent
By Timothy Brahm

I noticed John Paul, one of our volunteers,
looked nervous in his conversation with a
student in front of our poll table. I walked
up and started listening so he could get
help if he needed it. John Paul quickly
asked me for my take, and I started asking
questions to try to figure out what the
other student’s view was. “Brent” had
signed “Yes” to the question “Should 20Week Abortions Remain Legal?” I asked:
Tim: Why do you think 20-week abortions
should be legal?
Brent: It’s a woman’s right to live her life
the way she wants to.
Tim: Do you think there should be any
restrictions on abortion at all? What do
you think of, say, a 35-week abortion?
Brent: Oh I’m definitely opposed to 35week abortions.
Tim: You are? Aren’t you restricting
women’s rights to live their lives the way
they want to?
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Practical Dialogue Tip #1:
Turn the Tables on ProChoice Rhetoric
A great deal of pro-choice rhetoric uses
the kind of language that does not very
naturally allow room for any restrictions
on abortion. For example, any bodily
rights rhetoric is going to suffer from this
problem. For instance, you can’t say “my
body, my choice” to only justify early
abortions, because late-term fetuses are
still located in her body. In order to justify
early abortion without justifying late
abortion, you need to argue that the lateterm fetus is more valuable than the earlyterm fetus.
When I notice these kinds of rhetorical
mistakes, I will frequently “turn the
tables” on them in a gracious way. This is
often an extremely weird experience for
the pro-choice person because they’re
used to the rhetorical power of “my body,
my choice” working in their favor, and all
of a sudden they find themselves having to
argue against it. This tactic would work

very well in debates, but that isn’t how I
use it. Rather than merely trying to score
r h e t o r i c a l p o i n t s, I ’ m h o p i n g t o
accomplish two things:
I want to help the pro-choice person learn
to think more clearly about their rhetoric.
It often is not nearly as powerful as they
feel like it is, and making them answer the
same rhetoric can help them to
understand this.
I want to force them to clarify their
position. Dialogues only improve when
arguments become more clear, and
encountering this kind of inconsistency in
their position forces people to either shift
to an argument with more substance or
clarify why they think their rhetoric
doesn’t work against their own view.
Brent: No, because before 20 weeks, the
fetus isn’t viable.
Tim: You’re right about that. I’m trying to
understand your view so help me out here.
Why do you think viability is important?
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Practical Dialogue Tip #2:
Use Filler Sentences to Add
Clarity
“Filler sentences” are the short sentences
you say between your substantive
sentences that serve to clarify why you just
said what you did. The most common
example is when I tell people that I’m
trying to understand their view, but I’m
struggling. If I’m having a hard time
understanding their view, I sometimes feel
frustrated by my own inability to
understand, and if I don’t clarify why I’m
frustrated, the person might feel like I’m
angry with them. By telling them I’m
having a hard time understanding their
view, I’m inviting them to work with me,
rather than making them feel like I’m on
the attack.
In my conversation with Brent, I used this
filler sentence because it could have come
across like I was asking him this “why
question” as a debate tactic to shift the
burden of proof on him. While in this
case that’d be a legitimate move (at least at
a logical level), it wasn’t what I was trying
to do. I wanted to understand his
argument before arguing against it, so I
used a filler sentence to communicate that
I was attempting to clarify, not pin him
into a corner.
Brent: Because before viability, no one else
can take care of it. After viability,
someone else can, so it isn’t restricting
women’s lives.
Tim: It doesn’t sound like you think the
fetus is a non-person until it’s viable. It
seems more like you’re concerned about
the effect the fetus is having on the
woman. Am I on the right track?
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Brent: Yeah that’s right. If you outlaw
abortion before viability, it limits the
woman’s options because no one else can
take care of the baby. That isn’t fair.

Tim: But one minute later in the movie
they go through a big storm and the house
shakes like crazy. Russell would certainly
fall to his death.

Tim: Brent, I definitely agree that for the
first twenty weeks of pregnancy, no one
else can take care of the child and that
limits her opportunities. I wish we had
some kind of Star Trek technology to
beam the fetus from the woman’s body
into an artificial womb it could survive in.
I’m not trying to limit her opportunities, I
just don’t want her to kill the kid. But the
fact that no one else can care for her child
seems to me more like a reason that she
has an obligation to do so, even though it
limits her opportunities.

Brent: Yeah, but Carl wouldn’t be
responsible. It’s not his fault a storm would
come.

Brent: What?? No way.

Brent: Well, yeah, I guess that’d be wrong.

Tim: Have you seen the Pixar movie Up?

Tim: Would it just be morally wrong, or
should he be arrested for murder?

Tim: If he locked a kid on the porch of a
flying house and then the kid fell off, I’d
say he’s culpable. Even if it’s not murder,
it’s at least some kind of negligence. But
surgical abortion isn’t anything like just
locking the fetus out of a uterus. It’s
actively dismembering it. Couldn’t we at
least agree that Carl doesn’t have the right
to grab a shotgun and shoot Russell?

Brent: Haha, yeah.
Brent: He should be arrested.
Tim: Great. Remember the scene where
Carl finds Russell on his porch after the
house has lifted off ?

Tim: I totally agree. Hey, it’s really hot
standing in the sun right here. Could we
move under the tree?

Brent: Yeah.
Brent: Sure.

Practical Dialogue Tip #3: Sit
Down

Tim: What if instead of letting Russell
inside, Carl decided that taking care of the
child would limit his opportunities too
much, so he kicked him off the porch.
Would that be his right?
Brent: Yeah, I guess so. It is his house.
Tim: (pause) Really? It’s a ten-year-old
kid. You really think Carl has the right to
murder him?
Brent: Well, I guess he could just lock the
door. Then it isn’t his fault.

After my last few college outreach days, I
now have a goal in just about any dialogue
about abortion: find a way to nonawkwardly get us from a standing position
to a sitting position. The difference to the
atmosphere of the conversation is night
and day. Even if I’m being really nice, two
people standing in a plaza arguing with
each other is not an optimal environment
for people to change their views. Friends
don’t argue about serious things for two
hours while standing. They sit down on
chairs, or in the grass or something. I want
the person I’m talking with to feel
comfortable, to feel emotionally safe to
reconsider their views, and I have become
absolutely convinced that sitting down
immeasurably helps. It feels less like we’re
two strangers and ideological opponents,
and more like we’re new friends thinking
through things together.
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Tim: [After we sat down] So it seems like
there is a big difference between Carl just
not helping Russell and shooting him with
a shotgun. That matters to me because
abortion isn’t merely “not helping”
someone, it’s killing them. Have you ever
seen pictures that show the results of
abortion?
Brent: No.
Tim: I have some in this brochure. Would
you be willing to look at them?
To learn more about how we use abortion images,
go to EqualRightsInstitute.com/Images.
Brent: Sure.
Tim: [After discussing abortion images
and how abortion procedures are done] It
seems like in this story Carl doesn’t have
the right to murder Russell, even though
it’s not Carl’s fault that Russell is on his
porch and now he has an annoying child
to take care of for a while. But how much
more obviously wrong would it be if Carl
invited Russell to come over before the
house lifted off ? Wouldn’t Carl be even
more responsible then?
Brent: Yeah, but so what?
Tim: Well, in most cases of pregnancy,
two parties willingly engaged in an act
that they knew might result in the creation
of a needy child. Given that, it seems even
clearer that they owe that child something
minimal, something like taking care of the
child until someone else can, and certainly

not killing the child. In a similar way, Carl
is even more obligated to not shoot Russell
with his shotgun if he invited Russell to
come to his house.
Brent: Yeah, but what if Carl just, like,
went for a walk. Sometimes, but not very
often, if you go for a walk a child might
just follow you home. So if he went for a
walk, knowing that might happen, and
Russell follows him home, is he responsible
for the child now?
Tim: That’s a great question. In that
situation he doesn’t have the right to shoot
the kid, but it also isn’t really his fault that
the kid followed him. But sex is totally
different than that. There is nothing
intrinsically linked between going for a
walk and having a child following you
home. The one isn’t really the cause of the
other. But the creation of children is
intrinsic to sex. Sex causes the creation of
a child. Sometimes sex happens without
creating a child, but anytime a child is
created as a result of sex, sex is the cause.
Brent: I guess. It just seems like if we
outlaw abortion that limits people’s
options. Think of people’s opportunities
as boxes. Someone with a lot of
opportunities has a big box, and someone
with really few opportunities has a small
box. I just want people to have big boxes.
Tim: That’s a great way to describe that, I
like that. I’d like to help people have
bigger boxes too. Again, if we could just
Star Trek beam the child into an artificial
womb it could survive in, that’d be

awesome. I guess the question is, given
that we don’t have the Star Trek option,
are we justified in killing a child in order
to make our box of opportunities bigger?
So for instance, John Paul here [the prolife volunteer] is just an awful person.
[John Paul and Brent laughed] He’s
horrible and mean, and he makes terrible
life choices, isn’t that right?
John Paul: Yes, always.
Tim: Right. What if John Paul here had a
big box, and he thought “Hey, you know
what would be the best thing ever?
BABIES!” Typical impulsive John Paul
decision. So then he finds a girl and has a
kid. A couple of years goes by and he
realizes, “Wow, my box is so much smaller
than it used to be. I need to make this box
bigger.” Can he kill his two-year-old?

Practical Dialogue Tip #4: Be
Funny
How to do this will vary from person to
person, but I will take almost any
opportunity to inject good-natured humor
into a dialogue (obviously I don’t do this if
the person is emotionally struggling). It
helps the atmosphere to be positive and
gives the dialogue longevity.
One of my regular tricks for injecting
humor is that when I give thoughtexperiments, I’ll find a pro-life volunteer
or an ERI staff member to pick on, and
they’ll become my verbal punching bag.
Obviously I only do this with people that
are good-natured and not easily offended.

“Friends
don’t argue
about
serious
things for
two hours
while
standing.”
Timothy Brahm
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In my conversation with Brent instead of
just giving a standard thought-experiment,
I made up a story about how my pro-life
friend was a terrible person. We all had a
good laugh together and it became a
running joke for the rest of the
conversation.
Another trick I use in many conversations
is my atypical way of asking if they think
something should be legal. Instead of just
asking “should X be legal,” I’ll say
“Imagine next year you were elected
supreme dictator of the universe. You get
to make all the laws. Suppose you’re
hanging out in your throne room and one
of the peasants walks in and asks you if
they can do X. What do you say?” Some
people don’t think it’s funny, but most of
the time it gets at least a couple of
chuckles and a remark about either how
great or how terrible the world would be
if they were the dictator. Sometimes I’ll
return to the throne room for the rest of

the conversation whenever I have another
question about whether something should
be legal. “Another peasant says ‘Supreme
Dictator Brent! I want to do Y, here’s my
justification. Can I do Y?’”

take the kid off your hands for you for
about nine months. After that, we’ll take
him, so just hang in there for nine
months.” Now does he have the right to
kill the kid?

You don’t have to be original. I recycle
some of the same outreach jokes multiple
times in a day (they’re new to the person
I’m talking to!). I even use jokes from our
seminar. Find out what works for you, and
add humor when you can. It helps the
person to feel like you aren’t their enemy.

Brent: No, I guess not. But it still seems
really unfair.

Brent: No way, he can just put it up for
adoption.

Brent: Yeah, I do. It’s like, one of the most
important things in life.

Tim: But what if he doesn’t have that
option for a while? Suppose he calls the
adoption agency and tells them, “You guys
have to take my kid, or I’m going to kill
him,” and they say, “We’re sorry, we’re all
jammed up, there’s a war going on or
something, we aren’t going to be able to

I have suspected for a while that the belief
in an inalienable right to sex is an unstated
part of many pro-choice people’s views.
You can read about that part of my
conversation with Brent in the last
installment of this two-part series at
EqualRightsInstitute.com/RightToSex.

Tim: I have a guess about something that’s
going on in the background for you. Do
you think people have a fundamental right
to have sex?

Personal Note from Josh
Greetings! In our last newsletter I shared
with you that I’m teaching Noah (7) to
play the guitar. It’s definitely his most
treasured object. He practices a lot on his
own using an iPad app, and I supplement
that. I recently taught him how to do
“pull-offs” and after a few days he had
mastered them. (If you don’t play guitar,
that won’t mean anything to you, but it’s
really cool.)
Noah was recently tested for reading/
reading comprehension at school and
came out as being in the top 2%
nationally for his grade level. (1st grade)
He’s currently being taken out of his first
grade class for reading and writing and
put into a second grade class at his
elementary school. His teachers in both
grades are fantastic, and they just love
“Noah B” and how he “spreads his
sunshine around the school.” At home he’s
currently re-reading his favorite books
from “A Series of Unfortunate Events,”
and reading the “Redwall” series for the
first time.
William, (4) is learning to read. William,
known as the active and creative one,
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surprisingly loves his reading lesson even
though he has to sit semi-still for a little
while. Everyday it’s the first thing he asks
to do.
Thank you so much for praying for my
dad Rich this summer. His cancer
treatment at Stanford this summer was
hard on him, but his body responded well
and he is in remission now. His type of
cancer (mantle cell lymphoma) has a
tendency to keep coming back, so please
pray that he stays in remission.

Teaching Noah his first guitar chords
immediately after he got his guitar.

The matching grant is continuing
through the end of the year, and I
have been astounded at how God has
multiplied your support so far. In a few
weeks I’ll send you another letter
summarizing what we’ve accomplished
this year, and what we’re planning for next
year. It’s been an amazing year, and it
wouldn’t have been possible without your
faithful support. Thank you so much.
Warmly,
~ Josh

William is halfway through his reading lesson
book. 50 lessons to go!
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