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Reimagining a "pro-life" world
Sophie Trist & Isaac Saul

Image from an anti-death penalty protest in Paris.
Photo: World Coalition Against the Death Penalty from Paris, France

What it means to believe in consistent life ethic.

A few months ago, I interviewed one of the men who helped draft Texas's abortion law, which
essentially bans any abortions after six weeks of pregnancy.

In response to the interview, I heard from many on the left who asked some form of this
question: “How can people who are pro-life also support the death penalty?” In the ensuing
weeks, I was left covering the history of abortion and then explaining my own pro-choice
position in the pages of Tangle.

Somewhere along the line, a reader named Sophie Trist reached out to me. She had a
fascinating argument to go with an amazing personal story that she was hoping to share in this
newsletter: The consistent life ethic, an idea that merges prominent beliefs on the left and right
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into a pro-life, anti-death penalty, disability-conscious, progressively liberal worldview. I've read
about the consistent life ethic before, and I have many “pro-life Democrats” as readers who
have reached out to me, but I found Sophie's piece — especially her personal story and how it
relates to her worldview — particularly interesting.

So, after running some edits back and forth, I've decided to publish it here, in full. While Sophie
and I may not see eye to eye on some of the issues in this piece, I'd like to thank her for taking
the time to share her story and for her beautiful writing. I think she’s someone we’ll be hearing
from again in the future. If you'd like to reply, feel free to write in, Sophie will receive your
comments (I'll give her opportunities to respond, too). Her bio is at the bottom of this page.

On a bright May morning in 2017, my best friend and I made the hour-long drive from New
Orleans to the state capital building in Baton Rouge to testify in support of a bill that would
abolish the death penalty in Louisiana. We were eighteen and just discovering our passion for
social justice. My friend and I spent days carefully researching the history of executions and
exonerations in our state and crafting appeals to our legislators' professed pro-life values.
Unfortunately, the bill to abolish the death penalty failed, and has failed several times since
despite garnering bipartisan support.

My friend and I felt that the senators didn't take our testimonies seriously because of our youth
and, in my case, the fact that I'm totally blind. But that was far from our last foray into social
justice activism. Together, the two of us have raised over $20,000 for a local shelter for
homeless youth, including young parents and their children, and worked with organizations
helping to support and empower human trafficking survivors and immigrants at the U.S.-Mexico
border.

You probably think I’m your typical millennial social justice warrior who fits neatly into the
political box labeled "liberal" or "progressive." But there's a catch: I also believe that abortion is
not healthcare, but the violent death of a human being. I do not believe abortions should be
permitted unless the pregnant person’s life is in danger. I call myself a pro-life Democrat, but I'm
essentially politically homeless; I'm registered as an independent and don't think that will change
anytime soon, unless the Democrats step back from abortion extremism and reopen their big
tent to the millions of pro-life Americans. Or, alternatively, Republicans start demonstrating that
they care for marginalized lives outside of the womb.

The term consistent ethic of life, sometimes called whole-life ethic or the consistent life ethic
(CLE) was coined as early as 1971 but popularized by Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, archbishop
of Chicago, in a 1983 lecture at Fordham University. The consistent life ethic is the simple yet
radical premise that human rights should apply equally to all human beings, regardless of level
of development, age, ability, gender, sexuality, race, or any other characteristic. All human
beings have incalculable value and should live free from aggressive violence from conception to
natural death.
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"From conception to natural death" is a phrase that many in the pro-life movement use
disingenuously, but those of us who believe in a consistent ethic of life truly mean those words.
Abortion, capital punishment, assisted suicide and euthanasia, unjust war, cruelty toward
immigrants and refugees, and police brutality are all equally wrong because they stem from the
same dehumanization: the belief that certain human beings are disposable and can be treated
like objects or property instead of people. The unborn child, the incarcerated person, the
chronically ill or disabled person, the pregnant sexual assault survivor, and the Haitian refugee
all have equal and immeasurable human dignity.

Though the CLE began as an expression of Catholic social teaching, you don't have to be
religious to believe in human dignity. I know some of my liberal readers are thinking that pro-life
views can't possibly stem from anything but religious sentiment, because when I'm discussing
abortion with a pro-choice person, they bring up religion before I do nine times out of ten. For
me and many others, the CLE is about expanding who's included in human rights, not shoving
any God down people's throats.

Ninety-five percent of biologists affirm that human life begins when a sperm and egg meet. Pick
up any embryology textbook, and it'll tell you in no uncertain terms that a new human life begins
with fertilization. Some pro-choicers acknowledge that the unborn child is both alive and human
but still believe that the right to bodily autonomy takes precedence. While bodily autonomy is a
fundamental human right, I do not believe it supersedes the right to life, when the human being
in question literally can't survive on her own. While Christian influence remains very strong in
the pro-life movement, many of the whole-life activists who inspired me are progressives,
atheists, and folks who identify as LGBTQ.

Obviously, abortion is a hot topic right now, with nearly all abortions currently illegal in Texas
because of SB8, which bans abortion once a fetal heartbeat is detected (usually at around six
weeks) and relies on private citizens to act as vigilante enforcers. While I hope the Texas law
saves some lives, I think it is problematic from both a legal and whole-life perspective, as it
creates a dubious witch hunt scenario in which surveillance and bounty hunting, not holistic
community support and restorative justice, are the responses to abortion. I also don’t believe the
Supreme Court will ultimately uphold the Texas law.

I have more hope for Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, which was argued on
December 1 and asks the court to consider whether all pre-viability abortion restrictions are
unconstitutional. Viability usually hovers around twenty-four weeks, though advancements in
medical technology make this a moving target that’s imprecise and difficult to pin down. While
the majority of Americans support Roe v. Wade when asked about it by name, many would like
to see restrictions after the first trimester, which Roe does not allow. In a similar vain, roughly
sixty percent of Americans support the now-controversial Hyde Amendment, which prevents
federal tax dollars from funding abortions and has saved over two million lives, nearly
one-quarter of the children born to mothers on Medicaid since 1976. With the public holding
nuanced and often complex opinions about abortion, and the unique circumstances of each
unplanned pregnancy, laws aren’t the end-all, be-all solution. While legal protections for the
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unborn and every other marginalized group of people are critical, it is ultimately our sense of
community and human dignity that will create a just, whole-life society.

In a country with 700,000 dead from a pandemic exacerbated by those who care more about
individual freedom than saving lives, the largest prison population in the world, some states
returning to barbaric execution methods like gas chambers and firing squads, and over sixty
million unborn lives lost since Roe v. Wade, the consistent life ethic is more vital and relevant
than ever. We must put human dignity—not profit, convenience, or status—at the center of our
national discourse. The CLE resists othering and polarization by insisting on the humanity of
every person, even—perhaps especially—those we disagree with. It demands a culture of
solidarity and a relentless refusal to hate or dehumanize anyone, even those whose lives are
not popular or easy to advocate for. I first came to this understanding when I was sixteen,
though it would be three more years before I actually heard the term consistent life ethic.

I grew up in a moderately conservative Catholic household which opposed abortion and
supported the death penalty, though nobody spent much time discussing either topic. In 2014, I
read John Grisham's 2010 novel The Confession, which exposed the racism, brutality, and
indifference to truth embedded in our death penalty system so clearly that it felt like a punch in
the face. By the end of the novel, I saw the death penalty not as justice, but as an act of
vengeance that does nothing to make our communities safer and makes us all participants in
state violence. It was a story which humanizes a death row inmate, not pages of statistics or
pundits shouting at each other, which ultimately changed my mind on the death penalty, and
through conversations with my parents, I was eventually able to change their minds as well.

A few weeks after I started college at Loyola University New Orleans in the fall of 2017, my best
friend—the same one who testified with me against the death penalty—told me he planned to
resurrect our school's pro-life club. He introduced me to the consistent life ethic, and I started
following the work of organizations like New Wave Feminists, Rehumanize International, and
Democrats for Life of America. The proverbial light switch flicked on when I realized that my
opposition to both abortion and capital punishment stem from the same care for human life and
dignity. Before long, my new discovery of the CLE connected with another passion of mine:
disability justice.

While writing an op-ed piece for the school newspaper, I discovered that up to 2011, the last
year for which there is reliable data, a horrifying sixty-seven percent of babies who receive a
prenatal diagnosis of Down syndrome are aborted in the U.S. In Iceland and Denmark, that
number rises to ninety-five percent. As a disabled woman, the prevalence and acceptance of
disability-selective abortion both hurts and horrifies me. If sixty-seven percent of America's
female babies or Black babies were aborted, I wouldn't hear such profound silence. The
connection between abortion and ableism is implicit. Abortion itself is ableist because it destroys
the weak for the benefit of the strong, the ultimate "might makes right" mentality. Abortion makes
the right to life, the most fundamental of all human rights, contingent on ability and autonomy.
For me, being whole-life goes hand in hand with my commitment to disability justice, because I
believe that humanity, not independence or level of development, determines our worth.
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Abortion is not the only area in which disabled lives like mine are seen as less valuable.
Physician assisted suicide (PAS) is deeply harmful to people with disabilities. When right-to-die
laws were first passed, they applied only to people with terminal diagnoses, those who had six
months or less to live. Gradually, the restrictions on assisted suicide and euthanasia have been
loosened, to the point where countries like Canada, The Netherlands, and Belgium now allow
people with disabilities to choose to end their lives.

Because so many doctors hold overwhelmingly negative views of disability, and many insurance
companies would rather cover assisted suicide than expensive treatments, the system inevitably
favors suicide prevention for the nondisabled and suicide assistance for the disabled and
chronically ill. The UN’s Office of Human Rights agrees, saying that allowing disability to be
grounds for euthanasia would “legally institutionalize ableism.” A recent Canadian study shows
that a loss of ability or autonomy, not unbearable pain, is often the deciding factor in someone
choosing assisted suicide or euthanasia. As with abortion, we see ability, not humanity,
determining the value of life. Of course, like every other community, the disability rights
movement is not a monolith, and I've received plenty of heat from other disabled people for my
CLE views.

In 2020, I signed up to host a Disability Day of Mourning vigil on Loyola's campus. This annual
event, spearheaded by the Autistic Self-Advocacy Network, aims to affirm and celebrate the
lives of disabled people murdered by relatives and caregivers, and call on society to stop
minimizing or justifying these filicides. This event had absolutely nothing to do with abortion, and
ASAN knew that my group was pro-life going in. But when some other activists protested, they
dropped us as a vigil sponsor without informing us, choosing social safety and division over
acceptance and bridge-building. When another disabled friend and I explained our whole-life
views and asked why we couldn't all work together to end violence against people with
disabilities, we were told that we were "token disabled people whose minds were filled with
internalized misogyny and ableism." This was not the first time I was accused of hating my
fellow women, and if I continue my whole-life activism, it won't be the last. People on the right
tell me that I'm brainwashed when I talk about human rights for the disenfranchised, and people
on the left tell me that I'm brainwashed when I talk about abortion.

The mainstream feminist narrative claims that abortion is empowering, that women need
abortion to achieve equality. In a speech that went viral online, Texas high school valedictorian
Paxton Smith said, "I have dreams, hopes, and ambitions. Every girl here does... I am terrified
that if my contraceptives fail, that if I'm raped, my hopes and dreams for myself will be
irrelevant."

Paxton's words are heart-wrenching to me because they speak to how trapped and desperate
so many people with unplanned pregnancies feel, as if they have to choose between their future
and their children's lives. As a feminist and a supporter of the CLE, I don't believe that violence
against smaller, more vulnerable human beings is ever the key to liberation. As long as
pregnancy is seen as a choice that people bring on themselves or a disease that can be "cured"
by abortion, pregnancy discrimination will persist, as demonstrated by a recent report of D.C.
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police officers being told to have an abortion or risk being fired. The male body will be seen as
the gold standard, the pregnant female body an aberration that must be corrected in order to
achieve success. Nearly three-quarters of pregnant people surveyed by the pro-choice
Guttmacher Institute list financial reasons and lack of support as primary motivations for getting
an abortion. Abortion is seen as a solution to poverty and other social problems because
America is not set up for working families to succeed.

America is the only industrialized nation that doesn't guarantee paid parental leave. In the
richest country in the world, getting time to recover from childbirth and spend time with your
baby should not be a privilege. Childcare in America can sometimes cost more than a
mortgage. Access to parenthood should be for everyone, not just those who are economically
privileged. When introducing his Care for Her Act, which would extend Biden’s $3,600 child tax
credit to unborn children and build up federal and state support systems for people with
unplanned pregnancies, Rep. Jeff Fortenberry (R-NE) said, “Are we big enough and generous
enough to assure that a woman and her unborn child will never be abandoned? A new
paradigm would invite us to see the fear as our fear, the sorrow as our sorrow, the pregnancy as
our chance.” This quote and this bill perfectly encompass the culture of solidarity that followers
of the CLE strive for.

In one of his many talks on the consistent life ethic, Cardinal Bernardin stressed that life issues
are all connected, because they all have to do with the dignity and worth of the human person.
"Those who defend the right to life of the weakest among us must be equally visible in support
of the quality of life of the powerless among us: the old and the young, the hungry and the
homeless, the undocumented immigrant and the unemployed worker." It's not enough to legally
guarantee all human beings the right to life, though that is crucial. America requires a holistic
approach that provides the social support for people to thrive physically and mentally.

This is where I have a problem with some of my fellow pro-lifers, when they develop fetal tunnel
vision: Tweeting that Black lives are safer in police custody than in the womb, screaming on
sidewalks outside of abortion clinics that people are murderers (do they really think that hateful
approach saves any lives?), unironically yelling "My body, my choice!" when asked to make the
enormous sacrifice of wearing a small piece of cloth or paper over their faces to protect their
neighbors from a deadly virus. I’ve seen pro-lifers raise thousands of dollars to cover rent, food,
and baby supplies for people with unplanned pregnancies, but this support of actual people
happens out of the spotlight and is often overshadowed by public vitriol and the politicization of
what should be a human rights movement that transcends party and sect. Republicans' refusal
to support popular, pro-family policies like paid leave and affordable healthcare just because
Democrats support them is infuriating.

When whole-life activists devote time and resources to other life issues, we inevitably get angry
pro-lifers screaming, "BUT ABORTION!" in our faces. Abortion is a grave injustice, but it's not
the only injustice in our society. Unfortunately, the mainstream pro-life movement has been
almost completely hijacked by the religious right, promising anti-abortion (and I use that term
very deliberately here) laws and judges in exchange for unconditional support. The GOP knows
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how to use abortion as a wedge issue to whip up votes, while doing little to actually make life
easier for people with unplanned pregnancies.

As Destiny Herndon-De La Rosa, leader of the whole-life group New Wave feminists wrote after
Donald Trump addressed the March for Life in 2020, “Tying ourselves to one of the most sexist,
polarizing figures in modern politics will only serve to hurt our cause for years to come. It makes
us look like hypocrites who don’t actually care for the amazing women who do bring their
children into the world.” The pro-life movement’s uncritical alliance with right-wing politics is a
devil’s bargain; not only do we lose credibility, but we lose the opportunity to work toward a truly
nonviolent, life-affirming society by ignoring that issues of human life and dignity are connected.
Ending abortion isn't just about passing laws; it's about squaring off against the poverty that
forces so many people to choose between their children and their futures, the systemic racism
that holds BIPOC families back, and the pervasive ableism that says a child is better off not
living at all than living with a disability.

The CLE’s detractors say that we live in a fantasy world, that the type of society we strive for —
where any form of aggressive violence against another human being is unimaginable — is a
utopia. I don't disagree. Our world has never seen anything close to a whole-life society. But
without dreams, where would we be? Radical social justice demands radical hopes and dreams.

One of my favorite graphics put out by Democrats for Life of America says, "It's a human being:
in the womb, on death row, on the border, in front of you." As a writer, I've always believed in
rehumanizing the other through storytelling. I believe that telling stories and learning to see one
another as human beings with incalculable worth and dignity in every circumstance is the
answer for a nation where so many seem to define themselves by what they're against instead
of what they're for. The vast majority of pro-choice people I’ve spoken with over the years are
great people who truly want the best for women and families. I know people who would probably
be pro-life if America did a better job of supporting struggling parents.

With few exceptions, the interactions I’ve had with pro-choice people have been positive and
informative, because I talk to them as people, not enemies, and they’ve come to understand
and respect that. The consistent life ethic challenges us to remove notions of violence and
enmity from our actions, and even from our language and our thoughts. I struggle with anger
and hate just like everyone else. But imagine what we could do if we just step away from our
own preconceived stereotypes for a minute and acknowledge the humanity of every other
person with whom we share this country and this planet. Imagine the wonderful world we could
create.

Sophie Trist is a whole-life, disability justice activist and emerging writer born and raised
in Louisiana. She currently serves as the messaging director for Democrats for Life of
America and a staff writer for Rehumanize International, and is currently pursuing an
MFA in fiction writing from the University of Arkansas. The opinions in this essay are
solely her own.
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