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PREFACE 

Each individual feminist knower is also multiple in away that mirrors the situation of women 
as a class. It is the thinker whose consciousness is bifurcated, the outsider within, the mar¬ 

ginal person now also located at the center, the person committed to two agendas that are 
themselves at least partially in conflict (socialist feminist, black feminist, Jewish feminist, 
woman scientist), who has generated feminist sciences and new knowledges. 

SANDRA HARDING, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? 

When we began our study of conversations about abortion by pro-life and 
pro-choice women, we borrowed our methods from market research¬ 
ers. Through newspaper advertisements and Parent-Teacher Association 
meetings, we recruited contacts who were willing to invite a group of 
their like-minded friends to discuss these issues with us. Because these 
women usually had children and often had jobs, we offered to conduct 
the interviews in their homes, a natural setting for discussion. Leaving 
the university and traveling to our informants’ neighborhoods funda¬ 
mentally changed the nature of our relationship to our informants, to 
our topic, and in some ways to each other as collaborators. 

On their territory, in their homes, we were stripped of the authority 
and the illusion of objectivity that students grant to faculty in the class¬ 
room. As we studied our informants, we ourselves became objects of 
study. Our respondents were curious about our own marital status, our 
reproductive histories, our views on abortion. As we sat in their living 
rooms, often eating snacks they had prepared, they were the hostesses 
and we were their guests. In this turnabout of roles it became obvious 
that we too were women, subject to all the constraints and contradictions 
of postmodern, post-sexual-revolution America. Our subjects had in ef¬ 
fect restored our subjectivity, thereby complicating the whole practice 
and meaning of research. 
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As our respondents drew us personally into the stories of their lives— 

the challenges they had faced and the choices they had made—we be¬ 

came more and more self-conscious about our own unvoiced experiences 

in relation to theirs. Such reflection has increasingly become a natural 

part of the ethnographic process, which over the past two decades has 

been sharply questioned within the social sciences (Clifford 1988; Clif¬ 

ford and Marcus 1986; Clough 1992; Cole and Phillips 1995; Collins 

1997; Denzin 1997; Ellis and Flaherty 1992; Frankenberg 1993; Hard¬ 

ing 1997; Hartsock 1997; Hekman 1997; Smith 1997; Wyche and Crosby 

1996). As we struggled to interpret these conversations, to distill some 

larger meaning out of this collection of mainly autobiographical narra¬ 

tives, we feared we might never be able to understand our respondents; 

everything we could know about them seemed hopelessly refracted 

through the prism of our own lives as middle-class women, educated in 

the social sciences and committed to feminist principles. 

This struggle is familiar to many feminist researchers. Critical social 

scientists and feminist scholars have increasingly come to question the 

ideal of the objective scientist, what Sandra Harding calls the “view from 

nowhere.” In its place, feminist philosophers of science have developed 

an epistemological approach referred to as standpoint theory (Harding 

1991). The basic premise of standpoint theory is that knowledge neces¬ 

sarily is socially situated because every knower is grounded in his or her 

own particular identities, including gender, class, and race. The ideal of 

“objective” or “neutral” knowledge is at best a myth and at worst a tool 

of oppression, invalidating any viewpoints other than those held by the 

powerful. 

Standpoint theorists argue that “better knowledge” is generated when 

researchers begin by attempting to understand their own subjective posi¬ 

tion in relation to their “subjects.” Of course, like trying to discover what 

one’s own face looks like without a mirror, this self-examination is diffi¬ 

cult; to varying extents, we are all used to considering our own stand¬ 

points as “the view from nowhere.” For those of us who identify as mem¬ 

bers of groups that are traditionally situated outside the academy, such 

as women and people of color, it may be easier to recognize our own 

subjectivity with respect to dominant paradigms of knowledge (Collins 

1990). Struggling to integrate disparate views as individuals who are si¬ 

multaneously within and outside the mainstream, we are habitually self- 

conscious about our own standpoints. Yet this problematizing of one’s 

own epistemological perspective is accessible to anyone and is perhaps 

most readily begun by examining our own multiple and contradictory 
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identities. In the areas of our experience where our identities are poten¬ 

tially at odds with each other, we see the relation between our various 

standpoints more clearly. 

In the abortion study, both of us began to understand our contradic¬ 

tory roles as committed pro-choice feminists who were endeavoring to 

make a systematic inquiry into the lives of women who were often very 

different from us. In the course of our fieldwork, as we became more 

aware of our multiple standpoints, we sometimes feared that our ability 

to know anything was so limited by its socially situated nature that no 

valid analysis would be possible. Eventually we came to see that although 

recognizing our own perspectives and assumptions was the key to helping 

us understand those whose experiences were very different from ours, it 

was even more vital in our research on women whose views were very 

similar to our own. Only by interrogating our own worldview could we 

hear what was unspoken in the discourse of the women who were most 

like us. 

Both of us approached the work feeling in some ways like “outsiders” 

in relation to the women we were studying. Some of these outsider sta¬ 

tuses we shared: as university-affiliated women, we were officially “sanc¬ 

tioned” as observers in a way our informants were not. This set up a dis¬ 

tance between us and those we studied, and we struggled to assess its 

impact. Also, we are both decidedly pro-choice in our views, a perspective 

that created a chasm, in our own minds at least, between us and our pro¬ 

life informants. In addition, we shared a generally leftist political orienta¬ 

tion, which made our interviews with more politically conservative groups 

something of a bonding experience for the two of us as we discussed our 

personal reactions to group members’ comments on the way home from 

the interviews. 

But in other areas we differed in our identity as outsiders. For Andrea 

this distancing occurred primarily on the dimension of religion, and for 

Liz, on the dimension of race. Because the topic of religion often came 

up, particularly in discussions with pro-life women, Andrea felt her iden¬ 

tity as ajew acutely throughout the project. She was continually conscious 

of trying to “pass” as Christian, which she felt was the “normative” identity 

in our society. Indeed, there were several times when she felt that it might 

have upset informants were she to reveal her Jewish identity (or that it 

might have invited conversion attempts). 

It was interesting to reflect on how this outsider status with respect to 

what Andrea considers our society’s dominant religion affected her gen¬ 

eral demeanor during interviews. Our postinterview conversations made 
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her aware that she categorized most people in our society under the gen¬ 

eral rubric “Christian” and therefore as different from her. This tendency 

had become so ingrained in her approach to others that it was largely 

unconscious yet ever present, particularly salient in the context of a proj¬ 

ect like ours that often foregrounded religious identity. Yet it took Liz’s 

comments to make Andrea conscious of the ubiquitousness of this ap¬ 

proach. Liz’s continuing awareness of Andrea’s own outsider feelings 

highlighted for Andrea what had become her general way-of-being as a 

Jew living in an almost totally Christian society. 

In Liz’s case, consciousness of her “otherness” was also integral to her 

interview experiences. Liz, who is of mixed racial ancestry, identifies as 

African American. However, because of her hair, her features, and her 

very light complexion, others often do not recognize her as Black. This, 

together with her “silent partner” role as note taker in the focus group 

interviews, seemed to make her virtually invisible to many of the groups. 

Because the discourse of abortion in the United States is associated with 

larger questions of economic and racial inequality, we were often privy 

to respondents’ uncensored opinion that the behavior of members of 

minority groups made abortion desirable or even necessary. One woman 

asserted in a joking tone that the pregnant Latina character in the televi¬ 

sion episode we showed her should “go back to Mexico and have [her] 

baby there; they all have it real easy, all they do is squat and have it. . . . 

I’m just teasing. I hope nobody here is Mexican.” 

Another group, which considered itself pro-life, clucked sympatheti¬ 

cally as a White respondent argued that perhaps her sister should have 

aborted the children she had conceived by her Black boyfriend. Photos 

of the mixed-race nieces she felt should never have been born smiled 

down at us as Liz cringed over her notepad. At these moments Liz wanted 

to declare her identity openly, to announce her objection to the respon¬ 

dents’ characterizations of people of color; but she was acutely conscious 

that the research was being made possible only by her willingness to pass 

for White. To remain silent, Liz had to convince herself that she was not 

being victimized by her invisibility; instead, she was choosing to make use 

of her ability to slip unnoticed into other camps. However, this necessary 

psychological distance made it hard for her to approach these transcripts 

with an attitude of suspended judgment. In such cases she looked to An¬ 

drea to begin to make sense of the sessions. 

We also differed in our emotional orientation toward our interviews. 

This was perhaps the least obvious difference in our experiences, because 

the emotional dimension of social science work is so seldom discussed 

or consciously analyzed (Hochschild 1983). Andrea enjoyed entering 
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what she considered to be a new identity during many interviews, one 

that allowed her to feel she “related” to her subjects. In an extreme exam¬ 

ple, when interviewing a group of pro-life women organized by a minis¬ 

ter’s wife, she got quite chummy with the hostess and chatted for another 

hour after the discussion ended, learning more personal information 

about the woman (with whom she had little in common except middle- 

class status), her friends, and their neighborhood. The minister’s wife, 

extremely committed to and emotional about her firmly pro-life perspec¬ 

tive, seemed never to realize that Andrea was pro-choice. 

Liz, on the other hand, was not so comfortable with “passing,” perhaps 

because she was more accustomed to doing so racially. In her personal 

life Liz is all too familiar with the awkward moments when acquaintances 

realize she is not a member of the group to which they assumed she 

belonged. She felt it was almost dishonest to engage this respondent in 

what appeared to be friendly conversation when the real motive was data 

collection. In retrospect, a large part of Liz’s discomfort is probably disci¬ 

plinary in origin: as a psychologist, she has been trained to keep a dis¬ 

tance from subjects (and patients) and to scrupulously police the bound¬ 

aries between the roles of observer and observed. In contrast, Andrea’s 

training in anthropology and sociology, and feminist research in these 

fields, endorsed methods involving participant observation in nearly ev¬ 

ery sense of the term. 
These emotional differences were underscored in a private discussion 

we had on how to answer questions about our own perspectives on abor¬ 

tion should they come up (in fact, they almost never did). Although Liz 

tended to think we should answer all questions honestly, revealing our 

pro-choice leanings, Andrea believed quite firmly that we should describe 

ourselves as “open to all perspectives,” since openness seemed a necessary 

component of successfully listening to others’ views, which the project 

required. And in fact, although Andrea is probably even more extreme 

in her pro-choice views than Liz, during interviews she found herself re¬ 

peatedly identifying with the perspectives of those with quite different 

opinions, as a part of the general project of participating in the cultures 

she was observing. In a sense, then, given this fluid identity, describing 

herself as “open to other perspectives” was not entirely misleading in 

Andrea’s case, though perhaps it would have been for Liz. Because An¬ 

drea was the senior researcher when the project began, this was the 

course we followed, though in the end not a single pro-life group directly 

asked our views on abortion (pro-choice groups sometimes did, and in 

these cases we revealed our agreement with them). 

Although literary critics have recently explored the meaning and sig- 
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nificance of “passing” in popular culture (Collins 1990), little has been 

written on this topic by social scientists, although the practice is in some 

ways integral to our methods of data collection. Even the silent, anony¬ 

mous experimenter is in some ways passing; inscrutability invites subjects 

to interpret the researcher’s thoughts, feelings, and motives in any way 

they choose, and it is based on this projection that participants decide 

whether to continue with the data collection. In our project we attempted 

to cultivate an air of approachability and openness. This stance included 

trying to appear relatively neutral on any dimension on which we were 

conscious of differing from our respondents. For both of us, this con¬ 

sciousness of our differences sometimes made it difficult to see our re¬ 

spondents clearly; their lives at times invoked sensitive issues in our own 

lives. Thus collaboration was essential to the research. We each relied on 

the other’s views to balance our own, and in the course of the work we 

grew to know each other well enough that we could confront the issue 

when we believed our own experiences were obscuring our view of the 

respondents’ reality. In this way we believe we have arrived at an analysis 

that is not “objective” but is in stereo; that is, it has developed through 

the merging of two separate viewpoints. 

Our differences from our respondents also sometimes clarified our 

own experience. Perhaps less dramatically than on the issues discussed 

above, we differed in social class background as well. Although Andrea 

is from a solidly middle-class family (her parents, the children of immi¬ 

grants, were upwardly mobile and college educated), Liz’s class back¬ 

ground is somewhat mixed. Though her father was college educated, her 

family had always struggled financially, first as her father worked his way 

through graduate school and later because of a failed business and her 

parents’ divorce. Thus, although her family had the expectation of 

higher education, Liz does not consider her background middle class in 

an economic sense. 

The class difference surfaced often in our working-class interviews, 

sometimes in minor reminders of our difference from our informants, 

sometimes precipitating major epiphanies concerning what separated us. 

One painful blunder testified to the care necessary to engage research 

subjects from different class backgrounds. Quite often our informants 

served refreshments during our interviews, ranging from a glass of water 

to a full meal. On one occasion a particularly friendly working-class 

woman offered us margaritas out of a large pitcher she had mixed for the 

group. We discovered later that this group spent a lot of time socializing 

together in bars. Not much of a drinker, Andrea immediately declined, 
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and following her example, Liz declined as well. Andrea quickly realized 

her mistake as the embarrassed hostess apologized profusely for having 

prepared alcoholic drinks, taking our refusal to mean that alcohol was 

inappropriate to a “professional” interview setting, with which she was 

not at all familiar. Clearly the incident had increased her nervousness 

about entertaining university professionals in her modest home. Try as 

Andrea would to laugh off the incident by referring to her own “allergy” 

to alcohol, sleepiness, and so on, it was too late. The damage had been 

done, exacerbating awkwardness and undermining rapport. Only too late 

did we realize that in this context alcohol had functioned as a class signi- 

fier. Our hostess’s own consciousness that her class position was different 

from ours was clearly revealed in one of her parting comments. Inquiring 

into our choice of informants for the study in general (we never explicitly 

explained that we were comparing social class groups and never used the 

word “class” in our discussions), she rephrased our euphemistic explana¬ 

tion of our questionnaire items on socioeconomic status by joking that 

our informants could be categorized into “high class, low class, and no 

class, like us.” This comment poignantly reflected our hostess’s attitude 

about her position in society generally; more specifically, it alluded to 

her own construction of her difference from us. 

At other times the experience of class difference in our interviews 

raised our consciousness about how our own social class backgrounds 

helped establish particular identities for us in the world and in relation 

to others. One incident in this vein occurred after a particularly affecting 

group discussion. During an interview with working-class pro-life women, 

we heard stories of privation that made us realize these women were 

much poorer than we had thought. On the way home from the interview, 

we discussed what we came to refer to as the “potato chip” story. A woman 

in the group whose husband had left her with two small children and 

almost no money told how, as a special treat, she would buy her children 

one bag of potato chips each week, which had to be carefully rationed 

to last. They played a game they called “hide the potato chips,” in which 

she hid the bag in a new place every afternoon and the children had to 

find it before they could eat any. Through fun she attempted to soften 

their poverty. In our private discussion, we marveled at how strong this 

woman must have been to come through her deprivation so seemingly 

upbeat; we also were appalled at the need to ration something as com¬ 

monplace as potato chips as if they were an extravagant luxury. 

Andrea’s response was primarily shame at her own worries about bud¬ 

geting, because this story highlighted how affluent she was compared 



xvi | PREFACE 

with this woman (the interview occurred at a time when she was feeling 

rather poor and was frustrated by her repeated failure to budget her 

money successfully). 
Liz responded differently to this story. Although she could recall her 

own mother’s creative efforts to cope with economic hardship, she sud¬ 

denly recognized the disparity between her own family’s economic hard¬ 

ships and the deprivation the respondent endured. In Liz’s family there 

was an implicit belief that financial difficulties were temporary and could 

be surmounted through an individual’s efforts at work and education. 

During this session Liz experienced the revelation that her personal con¬ 

cept of “choice” was fundamentally different than it was for these women. 

Her pro-choice attitudes were rooted in her belief in her own agency. 

This belief was probably a function both of her family’s access to educa¬ 

tion and of the traditional African American conviction that through pa¬ 

tient struggle one can overcome all kinds of adversity. In contrast, for 

the women in this group, personal agency was expressed in the immedi¬ 

ate ways each one dealt with the lot she had been given. They perceived 

the “choices” in their lives as limited to how they would cope with their 

husbands, their children, and their economic circumstances. Liz’s own 

ambitions, held since childhood, of being a writer, of working in the 

world of ideas, appeared to be completely outside these women’s experi¬ 

ence. And in that session Liz came to understand the distinction between 

her own worldview and theirs in a fundamentally new way. In moments 

like these, listening carefully to our respondents’ stories clarified not only 

their experience but also our own; listening to difference became a way to 

understand more deeply, not a barrier dividing us from our respondents. 

Finally, this work has taught us much about how difficult it is to address 

the “view from nowhere,” that is, the danger of believing that one’s own 

standpoint is neutral or objective. Our final task in writing the book was 

to analyze our own conversations with pro-choice middle-class women— 

the informant groups most like ourselves (see chapter 5). We left writing 

this chapter until last because we found deconstructing the thoughts of 

those most like us to be the most difficult analytic work of the book. For 

months we found it simply impossible to put enough distance between 

us and these women to reach any sort of theoretical conclusions about 

their words, unlike those of working-class and pro-life women. The mid¬ 

dle-class pro-choice chapter held up completion of the book for a year. 

This most challenging aspect of our writing became a key that enabled us 

to create the theoretical frame of the book—the recognition of women’s 

common focus on the discourses of authority in their speaking about 
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abortion. Initially cognizant of how our own views differed from those 

of others, we came also to see the visions we shared, the structuring effect 

of each group of women’s responses to particular sets of authorities. In 

this way were we able to make sense of the disparate voices that constitute 
the text that follows. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Speaking of Abortion 

From 1989 through 1993, we watched television with other women in 
their homes. Several times a week, we loaded up the car with videotapes, 
tape recorders, and sometimes a videotape recorder and located the 
homes of our informants on the map of southeastern Michigan. We trav¬ 
eled to houses in town and to suburban subdivisions, to modern condo¬ 
minium parks and to public housing projects. And women—strangers— 
invited their friends over for the afternoon or the evening and opened 
their homes for us to meet them. We introduced ourselves by our first 
names and sat on their couches. We ate their snacks, and we spent a few 
hours talking about things that women often talk about: their lives, their 
friends, their children, and what they’d seen on television. As women 
participating in these discussions, we know these are not separate threads 
of conversation: each of these topics flows easily into the others and exists 
in dialogue with them. But as social scientists we were trying to mine 
these conversations to understand how women connect the private data 
of personal experience to larger public issues, especially as they are de¬ 
picted on television. So we focused these discussions on one of the most 
contested social issues of our time, one firmly straddling the problematic 
intersection of public policy and private life: abortion. 

The abortion debate is most often characterized as a dichotomous con- 
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flict between two parallel camps, a “clash of the absolutes” (Tribe 1990). 

As the evening news regularly makes us witness to the physical contests 

of the two groups, movement activists on both sides of the debate have 

come to personify the two ideological positions, and the abortion clinic 

and the women it serves have become the terrain of struggle. The issue 

of abortion and the controversy it engenders have become, via the media, 

a symbol for myriad contested values in twentieth-century America: the 

role of legal authorities in regulating the lives of individuals; the power 

of technology and those who control it to redefine ideas about life, death, 

and health; the relevance of the ideal of individual liberty in a society 

increasingly splintered along the lines of race, class, and often gender 

privilege; and finally, the status and importance of religious beliefs in a 

secular society. Abortion, ostensibly the struggle over who will control 

and protect the bodies of women and children, is better understood as 

a dispute over the control of the body politic in an age when ideological 

struggle assumes a literal, organic location. 

We soon found that the labels pro-choice and pro-life as defined by 

activists were inadequate to capture the subtleties of the positions ex¬ 

pressed by many of the nonactivist women we talked with. As noted by 

political theorist Mary Ann Glendon, public “political rhetoric has grown 

increasingly out of touch with the more complex ways of speaking that 

Americans employ around the kitchen table, in their schools, workplaces, 

and in their various communities of memory and mutual aid” (1991, xii). 

Our close attention to the views of nonactivist women led us to challenge 

the accuracy of the pro-choice and pro-life labels that currently organize 

our culture’s commonsense views of the topic, as well as much of the 

academic literature. Many women who would conventionally be identi¬ 

fied as members of either camp are ambivalent about abortion in ways 

that are not captured by these conventional labels. Although most of our 

informants were readily able (and willing) to place themselves in one 

position or the other, when they spoke of the issue it was clear that the 

legality of the procedure was of only secondary concern to them; this was 

true whether they were speaking of the issue in the abstract, in relation 

to particular reproductive experiences that they and their friends had 

encountered, or in response to television representations. Instead, the 

suitability of particular abortion decisions was primary in their thinking. 

All groups had views about how such decisions should be made, who 

should take part in them, and the appropriateness of different choices 

given the situational context of the pregnancy. The labels pro-choice and 

pro-life do not fully describe the complex and internally differentiated 

perspectives of these two positions; however, in the following chapters 
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we use the labels because these are the terms with which most women 
identified themselves. 

ABORTION, TELEVISION, AND THE CULTURAL CONVERSATION 

When women talk about abortion, we contend, they participate in a cul¬ 

tural conversation in which the media are ongoing participants as well. 

Not only do we derive ideas, opinions, and values in part from media 

representations, but at times we engage in dialogue with these represen¬ 

tations, not unlike the conversations we have with each other. This is 

particularly true of television (Fiske 1987; Gitlin 1980, 1983).1 

Entertainment television, the form most widely viewed (Lichter, 

Lichter, and Rothman iggi), is arguably the most pervasive medium in 

our current cultural experience. But its influence on, and engagement 

with, American public opinion has received little attention.2 In the course 

of our interviews, we asked women to view one of three television shows 

we had chosen as emblematic of the representation of the abortion issue 

in prime-time television dramas (see chapter 2 for a fuller discussion of 

these shows). 

MASS MEDIA AND POLITICAL OPINION 

.Although analyzing representations themselves is certainly important, 

their actual force in our society cannot be discerned in isolation from 

the social context in which they are received. Rather, representations can 

be truly understood only when considered as active forces that inter¬ 

act with the thoughts and actions of particular persons, sometimes con¬ 

tradicting and sometimes supporting their beliefs and experiences. 

Through this process, these depictions become ideas (or, in other terms, 

ideologies) that are lived. 

Few researchers have examined women’s responses to television’s dis¬ 

course, their challenges to it, and their opinions about it. We treat the 

issue of abortion as a case study in order to tease out some of the strands 

of the interaction between women’s thoughts, values, and beliefs, the way 

they understand their personal experiences, and the complex ways these 

factors interact with their response to entertainment television. This work 

is grounded in two traditions of media research. The first is the important 

and growing literature about the relation between mass media and poli¬ 

tics in contemporary society (Cruz and Lewis 1994; Delli Carpini and 
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Williams 1994, 1996; Gamson 1992; Gitlin 1983, 1986; Iyengar and 

Kinder i987;Jhally and Lewis 1992; Just et al. 1996; Lewis 1991; Liebes 

and Katz 1990). This scholarship stresses the importance of understand¬ 

ing our collective discourse as structured and influenced by the preva¬ 

lence of the mass media with which citizens constantly interact. Television 

in particular has been the focus of much of this literature on mass media 

and politics. Although some important works have analyzed media texts 

about abortion (see especially Condit iggo), none have looked specifi¬ 

cally at citizens’ interactions with these texts. 

Most relevant to our work in this tradition is William Gamson’s Talking 

Politics (1992). Gamson challenged models of audience response to me¬ 

dia that portray ordinary people as passive and nonevaluative consumers 

of media accounts of social and political issues. He argued that people 

form their views and their conversational approach to social issues 

through several levels of analysis, weaving media discourse together with 

experiential knowledge and “popular wisdom” (117). Moreover, people 

navigate these three sources of knowledge in part through what Gamson 

calls “cultural resonances”: symbols that draw on larger cultural themes 

that are particularly powerful in conversational discourse (135). How¬ 

ever, some themes hold more currency than others within particular sub¬ 

groups. For example, for both historical and contemporary reasons, the 

theme of harmony with nature is particularly potent for those holding 

pro-life sentiments. 

Another important influence on our work is the cultural studies school 

of media research, grounded in the work of the Centre for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham. Often called the “Bir¬ 

mingham school,” these researchers (Brunsdon and Morley 1978; Hall 

1973, 1980a,b, 1982; Hobson 1982; McRobbie 1978, 1984; Morley 1980, 

1981, 1986, 1992; Willis 1977, 1978), using primarily qualitative and 

ethnographic methods, transformed our conventional notions of what 

media “reception” studies are really about. David Morley, for example, 

studied response to a television news show using focus group interviews 

(1980) and studied television watching in families by using interviews and 

ethnographic observations (1986). Dorothy Hobson (1982) interviewed 

housewives about their reactions to a popular soap opera, observing them 

as they watched. Each of these studies, like most of the work produced 

by Birmingham school researchers, emphasized the importance of social 
class identity in understanding reception. 

The most detailed study in this regard was Morley’s (1980) work that 

explored how a television news show, Nationwide, was received by mem¬ 

bers of twenty-eight occupational groups, each described and placed in 
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relation to its social class position. In this work Morley draws on the work 

of sociologist Frank Parkin (1971) and Stuart Hall (1973) in dividing 

responses into three categories, each related in a general way to social 

class position: dominant, negotiated, and oppositional readings (ig8o, 

134~36)- Dominant readings are defined as those “fully within the inter¬ 

pretative framework which the message itself proposes and prefers.” Ne¬ 

gotiated readings are those that agree in major respects with the domi¬ 

nant or preferred reading but are modified or inflected somewhat given 

the reader’s particular position or interests. Oppositional readings are 

those that interpret the dominant meanings in a directly oppositional 

way, perhaps best understood as “a running critique” of the preferred 

reading (Morley 1992, 8g). As we listened to women’s discussions of 

abortion and their responses to the televised treatments of abortion we 

showed them, we found the readings reflected their perceptions of their 

own locations in relation to social authorities. We discuss these readings 

further in the chapters that follow. 

METHODOLOGY 

From 1989 through 1993 we collected data on women’s attitudes toward 

abortion by conducting focus group interviews with small groups of 

friends that met in respondents’ homes. The focus group method,3 based 

on semistructured interviews with small groups of respondents, simulates 

the casual and intimate settings in which television is most often watched 

and discussed. We developed this method in order to elicit responses 

that might approximate women’s reactions when viewing television in 

their everyday lives, outside the research context. Using small groups of 

people who knew each other also provided a supportive and nonconfron- 

tational atmosphere in which respondents could discuss the personal, 

potentially emotional, and possibly controversial issue of abortion. 

We solicited respondents through newspaper advertisements and an¬ 

nouncements at Parent-Teacher Association meetings in Ann Arbor, 

Michigan, and surrounding towns. Women recruited in this way agreed 

to host a group meeting in their homes, inviting female friends or rela¬ 

tives they felt held similar attitudes toward abortion. Before beginning 

the interview, respondents completed a brief questionnaire that asked 

about their views on abortion, use of the mass media, and demographic 

information (used to assess social class). The interview itself began with 

a general discussion of abortion, after which we showed each group one 

of three prime-time entertainment shows dealing with abortion (these 
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shows are described in chapter 2). After the viewing, the interview re¬ 

sumed with a discussion of the show. Interviews lasted approximately 

three hours, and all women were paid for participating. 

ABORTION AND SOCIAL CLASS 

The relation between cultural thinking about abortion and social class 

issues has long been a theme in feminist defenses of the pro-choice 

position (Ginsburg 1989; Luker 1984),4 but it has never explicitly en¬ 

tered more popularly accessible discussions of abortion from either the 

pro-choice or the pro-life side of the debate. Others have analyzed in 

great depth the conventions marking abortion rhetoric in our culture’s 

literature and mass media (Condit 1990). On prime-time television, 

for example, the medium we examine in this project, images of eco¬ 

nomically needy women seeking abortions predominate over images of 

middle-class women in similar circumstances, even though large num¬ 

bers of middle-class women seek abortions as well (Condit 1990; Luker 

1984; Petchesky 1990). The abortion-seeking subject, on television, is 

working-class or poor, articulated by a series of signifiers typical of televi¬ 

sion’s portrayal of working-class or poor women (we discuss this in detail 

in chapter 2). Nevertheless, the implicit social class issues that riddle the 

representations of abortion dominant in our mass media have been virtu¬ 

ally ignored, as has the effect this feature may have on both pro-life and 

pro-choice constituencies. 

Gender and race have been broadly discussed in the academic litera¬ 

ture; class, by contrast, has been relatively overlooked. Although at one 

time Americans thought the meaning of the categories “gender” and 

“race” was self-evident, in the wake of current academic work, particularly 

postmodernist and deconstructionist theory, we no longer take such an 

innocent perspective on these terms. One result of academic attention 

to these issues is that their apparent unity as concepts has been decons¬ 

tructed. Our discussions with women of different social classes serve to 

deconstruct the meaning of “class” as well, particularly as a category for 

making sense of women’s experiences. We find that women differ impor¬ 

tantly in their readings of the classed subtext of television’s treatment of 

abortion, both as a function of their own social class and by virtue of the 

way they understand their own class position (their class consciousness). 

Scholars have long noted the difficulty of categorizing women by social 

class as traditionally conceived, and indeed class categories themselves 

have become increasingly problematic as work in capitalist societies be- 
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comes more and more specialized and diversified.5 Similarly, scholars dif¬ 

fer in their conceptualization of class consciousness. Social scientists 

working in the Marxist tradition (e.g., Lockwood 1966; Wright 1985) 

assume that it refers to how fully members of a class apprehend the mate¬ 

rial reality of their structural class position (Gurin, Miller, and Gurin 

1980; Heaton ig87).b Other scholars of social class have rejected these 

assumptions, construing social class as a category of lived experience, one 

that is continually constructed and reconstructed as individuals conceive 

and reproduce their own identities and the parameters of their worlds. By 

this definition, class is understood more as a subjective than an objective 

category, as it has traditionally been conceived in sociological works and 

other academic literature.' These theorists attempt instead to articulate 

the subjectivities of social class. 

For example, in her scholarly memoir, British historian Carolyn Steed- 

man (1986) uses stories drawn from her own childhood and the life of 

her mother to illustrate how a lifetime of experiences colored by the 

material reality of working-class life gives rise to a particular kind of 

working-class subjectivity, or even selfhood. For those whose lives are 

shaped by an unquenched desire for material things, the autobiographi¬ 

cal story contains a kind of implicit political analysis. She argues that the 

“stories” that encapsulate such experience are not so much reflections 

of objective reality as accounts that people fashion to make sense of their 

lives; these stories come to constitute, in a sense, individuals' unique per¬ 

sonal identities. 

The story of two lives that follows points finally to a consideration of what 

people—particularly working-class children of the recent past—come to un¬ 

derstand of themselves when all they possess is their labour, and what becomes 

of the notion of class consciousness when it is seen as a structure of feeling 

that can be learned in childhood, with one of its components a proper envy, 

the desire of people for things of the earth. Class and gender, and their articu¬ 

lations, are the bits and pieces from which psychological selfhood is made. 

(1986, 7) 

Steedman observes that class consciousness has traditionally been un¬ 

derstood as “a possible set of reactions that people might have to dis¬ 

covering the implications of the position they occupy within the realm 

of production” (1986, 13). She argues that the concept is better under¬ 

stood as a kind of “psychological consciousness,” the thoughts, emotions 

and desires through which individuals see themselves in the context of 

a classed society. 
Class is similarly viewed as a subjective and discursive construct by 
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Gareth Stedman Jones. In his series of historical studies of the British 

working class (1983), for example, “class is treated as a discursive rather 

than as an ontological reality” (8), and the language used to describe 

class necessarily structures experience itself. Concepts such as “interest, 

identification, grievance, and aspiration” (22), the nuts and bolts of class 

consciousness, are not merely reflected by but actually produced through 

political languages. 
Our attempt to understand the discussion of television and abortion 

among the women we interviewed is closer to the approach taken by 

Steedman and Jones than to the traditional Marxist approach. As in 

Press’s earlier work (1991b), our project here is in part concerned with 

addressing how social class may shape the ways women understand abor¬ 

tion as a personal experience, as it is depicted on television, and as a 

political and moral issue. However, Ien Ang has criticized Press (1991b) 

and others (Seiter et al. 1989) for the way in which their projects have 

dealt with the subjectivity of women as television viewers. Ang warns 

against the “creeping essentialism that lurks behind the classificatory 

move in interpreting certain types of response as originating from either 

working-class or middle-class experience” (1996, 116). She argues that 

such classifications not only threaten to reify the differences between the 

two class groups but also represent the classes as artificially homoge¬ 

neous. Class is not a totalizing identity: as Michael Emmison and Mark 

Western (1990) remind us, respondents’ identities encompass a wide 

range of factors other than class, including gender, racial and ethnic 

groups, religious preferences, and sexual orientation, any of which may 

be more salient in a given context. To escape the danger posed by reifica¬ 

tion of class categories, Ang urges researchers to recognize the “multiplic¬ 

ity and transgression in the way women belonging to both [working-class 

and middle-class] groups can make sense of the media” (1996, 117).8 

Yet this argument, taken to its logical extreme, may be equally peril¬ 

ous: if we shatter the class categories into an infinite number of shards 

defined by these other identities, we may overlook the ways the material 

circumstances of working-class lives may lead to the “development of class 

consciousness . . . through the exigencies of difficult and lonely lives” 

(Steedman 1986, 13). It is possible to recognize the commonalties shared 

by women in similar social class positions without insisting that class is a 

unified and undifferentiated category that determines people’s con¬ 

sciousness and behavior in isolation from other identities. In this book 

we aim to navigate between the two opposing problems of reification and 

fragmentation. Although we do look for, and often find, similarities in 

the discourses of women within class groupings, we also discern differ- 
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ences within classes (see our discussion of working-class women in chap¬ 

ter 4) as well as similarities across classes (as in our discussion of pro-life 

women in chapter 3) that are key to our understanding of the relation 

between women’s social identities and their discourses on abortion. 

In the literature on social class and American culture and values, there 

has been much discussion of the relation between gender and class (Gans 

1967; Halle 1984; Ortner 1992; Sennett and Cobb 1972).9 Sherry Ortner 

(1992) argues that working-class people regard upward mobility with in¬ 

tense ambivalence. Moving upward presents dilemmas as well as opportu¬ 

nities because it requires leaving old cultural forms behind and embrac¬ 

ing new ones. Class members tend to view themselves as divided between 

those who see upward mobility as possible and strive for it and those who 

embrace the working-class identity and lifestyle.10 Because working-class 

women may work in offices or other “clean” work sites, they may take on 

the symbolic association of a higher class. Women therefore become 

agents of upward mobility. In contrast, middle-class people focus their 

class concerns on the possibility of downward mobility, and this anxiety 

is often played out in conflicts between parents and children. Sexuality 

in general becomes identified with the “outside,” or with the working 

class in general; sexual relations therefore are more easily imagined as 

taking place with members of the lower class. In the chapters that follow, 

these themes are audible in women’s conversations about abortion. Par¬ 

ticularly among the pro-choice, who view abortion as an acceptable reso¬ 

lution to conflicts between women’s desire for upward mobility and the 

outcomes of sexuality, women’s classed identities—both implicitly and 

explicitly articulated—are engaged by the abortion issue and its treat¬ 

ment in entertainment television. 

MAPPING THE PRO-CHOICE AND PRO-LIFE POSITIONS 

Although abortion itself has been much discussed in the feminist litera¬ 

ture, existing research addresses a limited number of themes. Most re¬ 

search has focused on the experiences and attitudes of abortion activists, 

as do Kristin Luker’s Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood (1984) and Faye 

Ginsburg’s Contested Lives: The Abortion Debate in an American Community 

(1989). Both of these studies provide valuable information on the mean¬ 

ing of pro-choice and pro-life positions in the lives of those who become 

active in the debate on abortion. Each traces the impact of the feminist 

movement on pro-life and pro-choice women activists, showing how 

women’s perspectives on abortion, and on their own identities, are in 
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part a reaction to, and exist in dialogue with, this broader cultural move¬ 

ment that at many levels has become a part of our common sense. It is 

useful to discuss the contributions of each in some depth, because they 

demonstrate the need for the approach we offer here. 

Luker argues that pro-life and pro-choice activists inhabit different 

social realities and possess different worldviews. The abortion debate 

merely reflects these differences; the issue is so hotly contested precisely 

because it crystallizes fundamentally disparate understandings of sex 

roles and sexuality, parenthood, and human nature (Luker 1984). The 

conflict over the legality of abortion actually represents a struggle be¬ 

tween groups subscribing to two philosophies that not only contradict 

each other but threaten each other’s existence. 

The linchpin of the pro-life worldview, in Luker’s scheme, is the idea 

that men and women have different gender roles (occupy different 

spheres), and that this is desirable. Mothering is the work of women and 

is a valuable, full-time job; it is the ability to create and nurture life that 

gives women their social standing and makes them special. Pro-life 

women believe that married people ought to welcome the children they 

conceive; to put off childbearing in order to pursue financial or career 

goals is to grossly undervalue life. Thus pro-life activists argue that abor¬ 

tion undermines motherhood and, by extension, the natural role of 

women. 

Luker paints the pro-choice worldview as similarly coherent. In con¬ 

trast to the pro-life activists, pro-choice activists believe the sexes are 

equal and therefore similar. Consequently they believe that unless 

women are able to control their fertility they will be denied equal oppor¬ 

tunity to achieve their own fulfillment. Contrary to the pro-life activists, 

those who subscribe to the pro-choice position argue that is precisely the 

compulsory nature of motherhood that causes the devaluation of the 

role. They believe that the quality of parenting is enhanced when it is 

freely chosen by women who feel prepared (emotionally, financially, and 

otherwise) to take on its demands. 

Not surprisingly, Luker finds that the women who hold these incon¬ 

gruous worldviews inhabit similarly disparate worlds. The pro-life activists 

generally have more children, less education, and lower personal and 

family incomes than their pro-choice counterparts (that is, there are so¬ 

cial class differences, though Luker does not use this label). In addition, 

the pro-life activists are much more likely to attend church and to say 

that religion is important to them. Thus Luker prefaces her study by stat¬ 

ing that her book “is a sociology of knowledge. It argues that how people 

align themselves in the abortion debate depends in part upon the social 



INTRODUCTION: SPEAKING OF ABORTION | 11 

worlds in which they live” (1984, 8). In our reading, social class character¬ 

istics constitute a large part of these differences. 

In contrast to Luker, Ginsburg (1989) focuses more on the qualities 

the two groups of abortion activists share than on those that divide them. 

Although Luker sees the activists as inhabiting different social worlds, 

Ginsburg views the participants in the abortion debate primarily with re¬ 

spect to their specific role as political activists, and thus as agents of social 

change. Ginsburg’s study is grounded in a historical overview of women's 

grassroots activism. She argues that through their efforts to generate 

change, individuals are themselves transformed. She views such political 

activism as an important way to participate in the type of group activities 

that are necessary to establish a social identity, because it is through such 

socially derived identities that individuals understand and define them¬ 

selves. 

Perhaps as a consequence of her approach, Ginsburg finds the activists 

driven by a common concern: “Whether prolife or prochoice, activists 

express their motivation for social action as a desire to alter the meaning 

and circumstance of procreation in order to make conditions better for 

the next generation. In other words, they are concerned, as female activ¬ 

ists, with their role in reproducing the culture, but in terms different 

from the present” (Ginsburg 1989, 144). Pro-life and pro-choice activists 

were alike in that they both structured the narrative of their life stories 

to represent reproductive events as critical points at which they were com¬ 

pelled to reassess their place in the social hierarchy of gender. In spite 

of differences among the activists’ narratives, Ginsburg found that every 

story emphasized the friction between the demands of the home and the 

workplace. Thus Ginsburg concluded that at root the abortion debate is 

actually about women’s struggle to understand what their gendered so¬ 

cial role will become as they are increasingly expected to be both home¬ 

makers and breadwinners. Activists in both groups were trying to ensure 

that women would preserve some form of emotional and economic secu¬ 

rity in the face of rising divorce rates and women’s continuing economic 

devaluation as workers. Pro-choice activists wanted to guarantee women’s 

ability to compete in a social structure predicated on the “male model”; 

their pro-life counterparts believed they must assert and protect the pri¬ 

macy of women’s roles as nurturers or this value would be lost to society 

(Ginsburg 1989). 
Although the study of activists is important, these groups are not typi¬ 

cal of American women, most of whom do not pursue any form of direct, 

issue-oriented political activism. Though both Luker and Ginsburg see 

abortion as an issue that relates to women’s vision of their broader social 
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roles in both family and work, their focus on activists limits their ability 

to connect abortion to the broader social, political, and philosophical 

themes governing ordinary women’s (as well as men’s) consciousness, 

identity, and political culture. This is our focus in this book. 

There has been little research in this area. An exception is the work 

by James Hunter (1994). He interviewed a small sample of nonactivist 

men and women about their abortion opinions in an attempt to under¬ 

stand what he terms America’s “culture wars.” He used abortion as a case 

study representing a broad spectrum of hotly contested issues that he 

feared threatened to divide contemporary American society. Hunter set 

out to answer the question of how we can debate such divisive issues in 

a democratic society. However, he found little common ground from 

which citizens constxuctively discuss this issue. 

Hunter characterized the responses of the individuals he interviewed 

as “ambivalent.” He found that they cited their personal experience 

above all other types of reasoning when attempting to justify their abor¬ 

tion opinions. In his view their arguments were more emotional than 

principled, which worked to relativize and privatize their reasoning. 

Hunter argued that in his sample this ambivalent, emotional response 

was characteristic of those endorsing both the pro-life and pro-choice 

positions. However, because he argued that the culture wars are fought 

primarily within the White middle class, his sample was confined almost 

entirely to that group. 

Like Hunter, we found that the nonactivist women we interviewed held 

a more heterogeneous, and sometimes more ambivalent, set of attitudes 

than did the activists in the Luker and Ginsburg studies. Unlike Hunter, 

we assert that the culture wars are fought at every social class level; in¬ 

deed, they must be understood as essentially clashes between those in 

differential positions of power and authority.11 Consequently we sample 

a broader range of social class groups than he includes in his study. In 

addition, we probe more deeply into women’s abortion opinions, arguing 

not only that women are ambivalent, but also that their opinions are 

grounded in their more basic convictions about issues of power and jus¬ 

tice in our social fabric. 

The opinion categories used to characterize the position camps on 

abortion—the pro-choice and pro-life labels—have primarily been de¬ 

veloped by activists and do not describe the more varied and nuanced 

opinions many women hold toward such a complex issue. Yet these labels 

are nonetheless meaningful; women who share a self-identification as 

pro-life or pro-choice do share many opinions, concerns, and reserva¬ 

tions. We argue that our understanding of the meaning of these terms 
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must be broadened to encompass more than respondents’ attitudes to¬ 

ward the appropriate legal status of abortion; they reveal women’s funda¬ 

mental concerns about their relation to institutions of power and author¬ 

ity. This approach, which interrogates the pro-life and pro-choice labels 

without rejecting them, promises to illuminate what is at stake in the 

abortion debate and the reasons this issue continues to be so fiercely 

contested. 

This ambivalence was illustrated by the discrepancies that sometimes 

occurred between the elaborated thoughts about abortion we heard in 

the group interviews and the women’s responses to a survey research type 

of questionnaire item that asked them to endorse a position on abortion. 

The demographic questionnaire our respondents completed included 

an item adapted from the National Election Study (Miller, Kinder, and 

Rosenstone 1993)12 that gauged their opinion on the appropriate legal 

status of abortion. Although we used this questionnaire primarily to 

gather background information about our informants, it also let us com¬ 

pare responses to a conventional survey research question on abortion 

with open-ended responses from the focus group interviews.13 We found 

this closed-ended survey item of limited use in assessing women’s atti¬ 

tudes about abortion. The four themes explicated below are examples 

of the way the categories of pro-life and pro-choice, as assessed by survey 

items tapping abortion opinion, may not fully represent the complexity 

of women’s views on this subject. 

First, we found that respondents who endorsed the same opinion cate¬ 

gory on the questionnaire sometimes used very different rationales to 

explain their positions in the interview. Thus the pro-choice and pro¬ 

life labels suggest a homogeneity within abortion opinion groups that 

may be misleading. This homogenizing effect was particularly marked 

for those who described themselves as pro-choice (Press and Cole 1992), 

because we found that women gave many different rationales to justify 

and explicate pro-choice positions. Particularly, we noted differences be¬ 

tween pro-choice women of different social classes. 

Many of the middle-class women we spoke with justified their pro- 

choice position by arguing, in a personal vein, that only an individual 

woman’s feeling—indeed, her own anguish—can determine whether 

abortion would be right or wrong in her case. This is an extremely subjec¬ 

tive logic that does not seek absolute principles by which to judge the 

morality of a particular abortion. Rather, it argues that the decision in 

each case must depend on factors that those not directly involved have 

no means to assess. For example, for some women these involve the af¬ 

fective state of the woman concerned. An abortion that may be justified 
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in a woman who was very upset over her decision might be unjustifiable 

for a woman whose emotional reaction was less extreme. 

Often women explained that they were pro-choice because no one 

has the right to make a decision for another and because no one can fully 

duplicate another’s experience—emotional, financial, and so forth—in 

facing an unwanted pregnancy. One middle-class woman articulated this 

position especially clearly. She participated in a group composed of 

White, well-educated members of a liberal Presbyterian church; all the 

women in this group worked or attended school, mainly in the fields of 

health care and human services.14 This respondent endorsed the most 

liberal position on the abortion item on the questionnaire, but in the 

interview she explicitly juxtaposed the nuances of her pro-choice stance 

on abortion with the wording of the item from the questionnaire: 

[On] the question on the questionnaire that states several possible stances 

and [asks] whether you agree, I checked that the laws should allow abortion 

for any reason. While I feel very strongly about my own situation, and my own 

desire never to have an abortion, and the effort that I went to to make sure 

that I didn’t ever have to, I don’t think there ought to be any restriction on 

anybody else’s decision making. And part of that comes out of the . . . [Presby¬ 

terian] General Assembly discussions when these women, these clergy, were 

talking about the interviews that they had done with women around the coun¬ 

try who had had abortions and the anguish that so many of them go through 

before they [decide]—I mean, maybe it’s not totally anguish with everybody, 

but certainly the thought that goes into deciding that that has to be done. . . . 

So if someone comes to that decision, regardless of whether or not I agree 

with it, I can’t argue with their right to do that. [Presbyterians] 

In contrast, many of the working-class women justified their positions 

by drawing on concepts from their own experience of group member¬ 

ship, as women and as people who are economically disadvantaged. Un¬ 

like the middle-class women, working-class women felt they were in a 

subordinate relationship to those in authority, such as doctors and 

judges. This led them, at times, to subordinate their feelings about what is 

right and wrong with respect to abortion to the ultimately more pressing 

concern with navigating an often unfair, unjust legal system in which they 

are “one down” before they begin. These women described themselves 

as adopting a pro-choice position as a survival strategy rather than as a 

matter of principle. Their strategic thinking about the legality of abortion 

was rooted in their own experience. For them, pro-choice is a tactical 

stance, necessary to strengthen their position in the continuing negotia¬ 

tion with authority that characterizes their lives. One woman from a 
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working-class group who, like the woman quoted above, also endorsed 

the most liberal position on the abortion item on the questionnaire illus¬ 

trated this stance well. The woman who organized her group invited a 

longtime friend, a cousin, and a coworker from the large discount chain 

store where she was employed. All were White, one had some college 

education, and the others had graduated from high school. Notwith¬ 

standing their pro-choice views, three of the four were Catholic. This 

respondent phrased her pro-choice position as follows: 

I remember something on TV not too long ago about this retarded girl, she 

was Black . . . and the state was trying to make her have a hysterectomy so she 

wouldn't have retarded children and such, knowing the state would have to 

pay for them and take care of them and all this, you know. I think she won 

her case where they could not force her into having a hysterectomy. I think 

sometimes when the state tries to step in and have a little more authority than 

what they should have and therefore, it goes right back to the same point— 

Who are they to tell women that abortions are legal or illegal? You know, we’re 

not communist here and I agreed with that girl [in the lawsuit], I don’t care 

if she is retarded, I don’t think the state has any right to tell her she could 

not ever have children. And I think it’s the same way with abortion, they should 

have no right to tell us whether they can or cannot [have an abortion].... 

They’re not in your home, they don’t know what your status is, they don’t 

know what your financial [situation] is, so how can they possibly say it’s illegal 

or legal? [Chain Store Workers] 

In sum, we found that the pro-choice label, conventionally used to 

characterize a particular position on the laws concerning abortion in our 

society, is better described as an umbrella term encompassing a range of 

beliefs about the morality of abortion and the desirability of laws to gov¬ 

ern it. In fact, the pro-choice label masks a wide range of opinions that 

spring from radically dissimilar value positions, experiences, and fears— 

differences engendered by women’s embeddedness within different so¬ 

cial classes and other positions in our society. 

Our second objection to surveys as the measure of abortion opinion 

is that we found the response categories participants choose may bear 

little resemblance to their opinions as they describe them at length. Par¬ 

ticularly on the topic of abortion, endorsing opinion categories of “pro¬ 

life” and “pro-choice” may signify respondents’ identification with reli¬ 

gious or political institutions as much as their specific attitudes. This was 

well illustrated by one group we interviewed, composed of two friends 

who took turns baby-sitting with each other’s children. Both were White 

married women in their late thirties. Both had worked in the medical 

field and had some college. Deeply religious, they had chosen options b 
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and c on the questionnaire’s abortion item, corresponding to a somewhat 

moderated pro-life position (see note 12 for the text of the items). As 

they described their personal experiences, however, their rhetoric had 

a decidedly pro-choice flavor. One woman, a Catholic, movingly de¬ 

scribed the way her own experience of a defective pregnancy tempered 

her pro-life position: 

But we went [for an ultrasound] to go check the sex of my baby, and my baby 

had no brain or no skull. So, right then, it was like, “I want this baby out of 

me right now.” I could not have that abortion fast enough. ... I never want 

to make that decision again. However, I sure feel a lot more humble and a 

lot more compassion for women that do have abortions. I mean, even if they 

do it for a reason I don’t agree with it, you know, there’s still a lot more com¬ 

passion in me. . . . Like no, I don’t agree that abortion should be birth-control 

. . . you know ... I really don’t agree with that at all. But I’m not going to 

judge it now. [Baby-Sitters] 

Which best represents this woman’s opinion on abortion? Her re¬ 

peated self-identification throughout the interview as pro-life? The nega¬ 

tive comments she made elsewhere in the interview about women who 

choose abortion? Or her explicit endorsement of individual choice? 

“We’re all human beings and we’re not here to judge each other. That’s 

for God ... So ... I am pro-life, but you know, it is up to God and the 

person.” Indeed, her choice of the rather vague response option, “The 

law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or danger 

to the woman’s life, but only after the need for the abortion has been 

clearly established,” perhaps indicates her ambivalence, but it also re¬ 

flects the original Roe vs. Wade ruling. 

Her friend, who endorsed the response option permitting abortion in 

cases of rape, incest, or danger to the mother’s life, described a similar 

experience when doctors told her there was a problem with her fetus, 

yet she opted to continue with the pregnancy anyway and eventually bore 

a healthy child. Using her own case as an example, she too arrived at a 

seemingly pro-choice argument: 

And I would find it violendy abhorrent if they had told me, ‘You have to abort 

this baby because it’s deformed,” and that’s a choice that some . . . like in 

China, that’s not a choice. You know, you have your one baby and so our 

government could make those choices for us, and I don’t think they should. 

I think I have the right to have that baby. But if there were something really 

wrong and I wanted to say I can’t handle having a baby with a major deformity 

and I don’t believe this is the right thing to bring this child into the world, I 
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believe a private physician should have been able, legally allowed to perform 

an abortion. 

Third, survey questions ask respondents to make judgments about is¬ 

sues in the abstract, which may differ dramatically from their views about 

a particular case. By tapping into our respondents’ more detailed discus¬ 

sions of the issue, however, we were able to see their reactions to actual 

situations that were raised both in group conversations and in the tele¬ 

vised abortion scenarios we showed them. 

One woman in a strongly pro-life group illustrated this clearly. The 

woman who organized this group held a graduate degree, worked in edu¬ 

cation, and was married to a minister. However, her friends differed from 

her in social class: none had as much as a bachelor’s degree, nor did any 

of them hold professional jobs. All were White and married, and all but 

one were mothers; the one woman who did not have children com¬ 

plained bitterly about the difficulties of adoption, which she blamed in 

part on the availability of abortion. The group viewed an excerpt from a 

made-for-television movie in which the heroine, Ellen, seeks an abortion 

because she is single and financially unstable. Her daughter from an ear¬ 

lier abusive marriage now lives with Ellen’s mother, and the pain Ellen 

feels at that separation is vividly depicted in the clip. One respondent in 

the pro-life group responded strongly to Ellen’s plight: 

andrea press: So, would you have advised her to have the baby, maybe live 

with her father? 

first woman: I think I wouldn’t have. Not since she’s gone through it [an un¬ 

wanted pregnancy] once. 

second woman: What do you think you would have recommended? 

first woman: I’m not really for abortion, but. . . . 

third woman: You can say it honesdy ... no one’s going to jump down your 

back. 

first woman: In this case, she suffered that loss, I would advise her for an abor¬ 

tion. 

andrea press: Really? What did you check on this form? 

first woman: Only for rape and incest. [Suburban Group] 

Although this respondent, like her friends in the group, characterized 

herself as pro-life, Ellen’s grim life circumstances warranted an exception 

to her views. As she acknowleged, “You feel compassion for people and 

the trials in their lives.” 
The final, and perhaps the most striking, theme we identified was that, 

given free response options, some women endorsed more than one re- 
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sponse category. Large-scale surveys conducted by professional survey or¬ 

ganizations are generally administered by trained interviewers either over 

the telephone or face-to-face. In this case respondents are constrained 

from choosing more than one response option. In our study, however, 

a substantial minority (13 percent) endorsed more than one option on 

the abortion item. Notably, all but one of these were working-class 

women. 
Sometimes the options endorsed were from both pro-life and pro- 

choice opinions as conventionally defined. More often several of the pro- 

choice positions were endorsed, although sometimes the options chosen 

seemed incompatible. Our method benefited greatly from combining 

this survey dimension with extended face-to-face interaction. It allowed 

us to collect survey answers that reflected women’s ambivalence better 

than a conventional survey could have and to shed light on this ambiva¬ 

lence in particular cases by drawing from the transcripts of our extended 

discussions. In sum, our interviews suggest to us that women’s ambiva¬ 

lence about abortion is belied by their readiness to take on the labels 

pro-choice and pro-life. 

SITUATING THE SELF IN RELATION TO SOCIAL AUTHORITY 

In the minds of most Americans, abortion is sharply distinguished from 

other minor medical procedures. One pro-choice informant called on 

a popular comparison to express this essential difference: “It’s not a deci¬ 

sion that’s easily made—you just don’t say, ‘I’m going to go have an abor¬ 

tion,’ like you’re going to go have a tooth extracted or something like 

that” [Presbyterians]. There are many reasons abortion has this unique 

status, including those associated with the social and political meaning 

of women’s bodies, the historical and contemporary legal regulation of 

the procedure itself and communication related to it, and prevailing 

moral and emotional mores concerning the circumstances, both external 

and internal to the individual, in which abortion is considered a legiti¬ 

mate choice. Because of abortion’s intimate ties to each of these long- 

contested social issues, it is rarely viewed simply as a straightforward medi¬ 

cal procedure. Instead, it has become transformed into a social issue that 

opens out on larger questions of the appropriate role of medical, legal 

and social authorities in the lives of individuals. These broader questions 

are the fuel of the long-burning debate over abortion. Abortion as an 

issue highlights women’s awareness of their relation to structures of 
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power, and this is true even for women who are not otherwise politically 
interested or active. 

Although the abortion issue is manifestly about women’s reproductive 

experiences and the right to choose, our conversations showed us that 

in fact the issue is a prism through which general discussions of power 

and authority in our society—in particular, medical, legal, and therapeu¬ 

tic authority—are refracted both in media representations and among 

those who receive them. We argue that when women talk about abortion, 

either as a personal experience or as a public issue, they acknowledge 

sources of power and social control and locate themselves in relation to 

power in different ways, colored by both their social class position and 

their particular ideological perspective. 

Theoretical literature about how mechanisms and structures of power 

penetrate our everyday lives and practices has mushroomed since the 

popularization of Foucault’s ideas over the past two decades. Examining 

the social history of Western culture reveals entire discourses about mad¬ 

ness or criminality, sexuality, and the family that Foucault and others 

(Butler 1990, 1993, 1997; Donzelot 1979; Scott 1988, 1996) argue are 

expressions of the structures of power in our societies. Specifically, some 

poststructuralist and postmodernist theorists characterize regulation of 

abortion in general as evidence of a more far-reaching historical ten¬ 

dency to regulate all sexual and reproductive behavior (Chauncey 1994; 

Foucault 1985; Weeks 1985, 1989, 1995). Much of this literature dis¬ 

cusses the unconscious influences of these structures on our choices and 

beliefs. 

Although postmodernist and poststructuralist scholars have for the 

most part neither integrated ethnographic insights nor used ethno¬ 

graphic or interviewing data to illuminate them, in our work we draw on 

a small but growing body of ethnographic and sociological research that 

is influenced by this body of theory (DeVault 1991; Ellis and Flaherty 

1992).15 By virtue of their different social locations, we argue, women 

may be able to perceive these structures through their gaps and fissures, 

places where these structures might be amenable to change. This argu¬ 

ment is important because one charge often leveled against Foucault and 

his followers is that their work cannot account for political critique or 

conscious attempts at social change. 

Notions of individual autonomy versus the relative power of commu¬ 

nal norms in influencing the moral and political views of individuals are 

central to our discussion of women, power, and social class. In the chap¬ 

ters that follow we draw heavily on the debate between liberals and com- 
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munitarians in social theory, particularly when interpreting the sources 

and dynamics of the convictions of women in different cultural and social 

class locations. For some women, we argue, the strength of their belief 

in the autonomous individual, and the primacy of emotion in defining 

their concept of the individual, is central for understanding their opin¬ 

ions about abortion. For others the power of their belief in the authority 

of their own particular religious communities is central as they formulate 

their stance on the abortion debate. Women’s attitudes toward the locus 

of legitimate authority differ according to the importance they assign to 

the individual and the community. The forms these differing logics take 

are well explicated in the liberal/communitarian debate (Reynolds and 

Norman 1988; Sandel 1982, 1984). 

These structures of authority are personified by the professionals 

women come in contact with during the course of their daily lives. As 

sources of authority, these professionals are charged with safeguarding 

collectively held values and consequently come to be identified with those 

values. Officers of the criminal justice system protect law and order; medi¬ 

cal professionals are thought to secure our health using procedures 

grounded in scientific truth; and a newer type of authority, the “helping” 

or therapeutic professionals, aim to defend a set of long-standing values 

concerned with containing deviant behavior and the promotion of self- 

actualization. Abortion is a nexus where these three types of authority 

regularly come into play, influencing not only women’s decision making 

but their concrete access to abortion and other resources relevant to their 

reproductive roles. Among the women we interviewed, different groups 

were preoccupied with different aspects of authority, related in part to 

their underlying concern with the values each type of authority repre¬ 

sents. We consider each type in turn. 

Notions about the legitimacy of the medical profession and the status 

of scientific “facts” are central to the rhetoric of abortion in political 

struggles around the issue. This is evident, for example, in former presi¬ 

dent Ronald Reagan’s comment that “someday science will discover the 

point at which life begins.” In fact, the conflation of scientific fact with 

moral and political issues and the idea that science can give us the “true” 

and correct answers to questions of policy have long been evident in 

American political rhetoric, despite having been widely criticized in re¬ 

cent literature about science. Bruce Williams and Albert Matheny (1995) 

trace the origins of these ideas to the American Progressive Era, which 

witnessed the emergence of a class of professionals who gained power 

because of their privileged access to scientific training and expertise.16 

At this time it was widely believed that scientific knowledge would resolve 
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conflicts of interest and confusion in various areas of public policy. These 

convictions have been challenged in the academy of late, particularly in 

the discourses of postmodernism; however, they have persisted in many 

realms of political and social debate, particularly surrounding the abor¬ 

tion controversy. 

Ordinary women invoke the authority of medical and scientific fact in 

their discourse about abortion. This is particularly true of pro-life 

women, who believe that science will validate their biblically derived mo¬ 

rality and worldview. Because their communities live voluntarily and self¬ 

consciously outside the norms and practices of the wider society, how¬ 

ever, they must seek their own specialized sources of scientific informa¬ 

tion and medical expertise to support their beliefs and practices. We dis¬ 

cuss this more fully in chapter 3. 

The abortion debate also raises wide-ranging, historically contested 

questions about the role of justice and legal authority in private life. This 

is evident in much of the rhetoric of the pro-choice movement, which 

has invoked the language of rights, individual autonomy, and freedom in 

order to frame the issue as centered on a woman’s right to self- 

determination (Eisenstein 1981; Petchesky 1990; Rudy 1996). But for 

some women who describe themselves as pro-choice, this individualistic 

rationale is an inadequate justification. In particular, some pro-choice 

working-class women see themselves not as bearers of protected individ¬ 

ual rights, but as members of a group that is continually threatened by 

the state’s efforts to protect the rights of others who are not like them. 

This tension evokes long-standing conflicts in social theory concerning 

the appropriate bases of social control, with some nostalgically invoking 

a community that enforces traditionally shared standards and others ad¬ 

vocating a more abstract set of principles enforced by bureaucracies and 

their technological apparatus. Currently these two positions are repre¬ 

sented in the writings of communitarian and liberal social theorists, who 

disagree about what behaviors should be regulated and, more important, 

about what sources of authority institutions should draw on to legitimate 

this control (Bellah et al. 1985, 1991; Rawls 1971; Reynolds and Norman 

1988; Rosenblum 1989; Sandel 1982, 1984, 1996; Yack 1988). But the 

position expressed by these pro-choice working-class women challenges 

this dichotomy between the authority of the traditional community and 

the liberal bureaucratic state. Situated within their own community, the 

women offer a critique of both liberal and communitarian logics. We 

discuss this more fully in chapter 4. 
Many commentators have described the ominous growth of surveil¬ 

lance in modern societies, made possible by technological developments 
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and their institutional incarnations (Donzelot 1979; Foucault 1965, 

1977, 1985). Conscious that resources are inequitably distributed—in¬ 

cluding individual freedoms as well as material assets—some working- 

class women who endorse pro-choice positions are nevertheless well 

aware that in practice “choice” applies selectively. Consequently they sus¬ 

pect that their class location sets them up as the front-line targets of the 

new surveillance technology and fear that attempts to safeguard choice 

will actually give the state the ability to regulate their reproduction. How¬ 

ever, it must be emphasized that this critical stance springs not from their 

class position per se, but rather from their analysis situating them as sub¬ 

ject to authority. Other groups of pro-choice working-class women we 

talked with identified with these sources of authority; for them these sur¬ 

veillance technologies offered the opportunity to safeguard their identity 

as upwardly mobile members of the working class. We also discuss these 

perspectives in chapter 4. 

Surveillance practices are not limited to the legal, bureaucratic level. 

Arguably, they are internalized through individual development and so¬ 

cialization so that in a sense individuals come to police themselves. To 

deal with individuals who prove incapable of self-regulation, there has 

grown up a class of professionals who diagnose and treat this dysfunction. 

Therapeutic activity seeks, through contact with professional authority 

figures, to “strengthen” the autonomous individual by molding him or 

her according to a middle-class ideal (Rieff 1966; Bellah et al. 1985).1' 

This therapeutic approach to social control characterizes discussions of 

abortion both on entertainment television and among the middle-class 

pro-choice women with whom we spoke. The rise of the therapeutic pro¬ 

fessions over the course of the twentieth century promoted a concept of 

the perfectible personality. What were once considered character flaws 

were now seen as personality disorders that should be diagnosed and 

treated rather than judged and condemned (Herman 1995). Therapeu¬ 

tic ideology constructs a particular type of individual, one who can “need 

help” in various ways, primarily psychological and material. .Although lib¬ 

eral society depends on the efforts of individuals and on competition 

between them, certain individuals can be unlucky or disadvantaged, and 

in need of help at different levels. Through therapy, they can be strength¬ 

ened, “shored up” according to a model of society based on the com¬ 

bined efforts of many strong, autonomous individuals. In this discourse 

a decision about an unplanned pregnancy becomes not a moral dilemma 

but a psychological trauma to be resolved. For the middle-class pro- 

choice women we spoke with, decisions about abortion were not so much 
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judged right or wrong as considered evidence of psychological health or 

disturbance. We discuss this further in chapter 5. 

In our conversations we found that women’s incorporation of these 

themes of internal and external authority varied along lines of social class 

and abortion opinion. Our groups disagreed on whether they thought 

abortion could legitimately be regulated, and by whom, and on whether 

they perceived such regulation as potentially injurious to women. Al¬ 

though some believed that according to the dictates of the Bible or other 

traditions abortion should always be prohibited, others felt that such limi¬ 

tations on the freedom of individuals unfairly affected and oppressed 

those with fewer resources, who might be situated in less powerful, and 

less recognized, traditions. Others simply ignored tradition and focused 

on individual-centered qualities in judging whether abortion decisions 

were right or wrong. Considerations such as the suffering individual 

women experienced in making their decisions or the relative carelessness 

of the sexual behavior leading to their pregnancies became central in 

their evaluations. 

We began this study thinking the abortion issue would serve as a win¬ 

dow onto women’s moral thinking. As we started interviewing, however, 

we soon realized that although women expressed moral ideas in their 

discussions about abortion, these ideas were couched in an explicitly po¬ 

litical language. The political dimension of their speech did not focus 

on the explicitly political question of whether abortion should be legal. 

Instead, it communicated more implicitly some of the social and political 

assumptions underlying their moral beliefs. Our discussions convinced 

us that abortion was interesting precisely because it reflected differences 

in women’s political perspectives. 

Our interviews illustrate the conflicting yet complementary strains of 

thought characterizing American political discourse and practice. In 

both settings, a focus on community exists alongside more individualistic 

logics, though the particular combinations of these types of thinking vary, 

as do the communities invoked as justifying particular modes of action. 

The different arguments women employ may be better understood in 

terms of the debate between communitarianism and liberalism. The sub¬ 

ject of much literature in social and political theory over the past three 

decades, this debate crystallizes sometimes conflicting emphases on com¬ 

munity and individualism that underlie the “habits of the heart” in Ameri¬ 

can life.18 Communitarian theorists (MacIntyre 1984; Sandel 1982, 1984; 

Unger 1975) argue that individuals and their values are inextricably em¬ 

bedded in a specific historical and social context. According to this per- 
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spective, social values are derived from particular traditions that arise 
within concrete communities, and therefore these values cannot be un¬ 
derstood abstractly or in isolation from these traditions. In contrast, liber¬ 
alism argues that values are universal and abstract; its basic unit of analysis 
is the individual (Kohlberg 1969, 1973, 1976, 1981; Rawls 1971). Liberal 
theorists have argued that a communitarian logic makes it impossible to 
assess the tradition from which values are drawn, and that only the values 
liberalism identifies provide a basis from which traditions may be cri¬ 
tiqued.19 

The debate between liberals and communitarians is particularly rele¬ 
vant to the discussion of women’s views about abortion. Framing these 
conversations in terms of this debate makes it clear that when women 
discuss abortion, their concerns are not limited to the private sphere of 
individual life choices, morality,20 and the role of women in the workplace 
and the home. Rather, as women express their concerns about abortion 
they take part in a larger political conversation that taps into broader 
questions of how the good society might best be organized. We discuss 
this more fully in chapter 6. 

In the following chapter we explore more fully the media dimension 
of the study and explain how we used television to spark discussion of 
particular dimensions of the abortion issue in our focus group interviews. 



THE CLASSED DISCOURSE OF 

ABORTION ON PRIME-TIME TELEVISION 

ABORTION ON PRIME-TIME TELEVISION 

The study of the mass media in general, and television in particular, has 

long been recognized as important to those interested in culture and in 

feminist issues (Mellencamp 1990; Taylor 1989; Tedesco 1974; Weibel 

1977; Zoonen 1994). Recent works equate the rise of modern notions 

of domesticity with the growth of television as the primary medium of the 

domestic world and the most ubiquitous medium generally (Haralovich 

1992; Leibman 1995; Spigel 1992). They note the parallel development 

of the family in American society over the past three decades, the prolifer¬ 

ation of images of the family on prime-time television, and the increasing 

ubiquity of television in our domestic spaces. Some argue (Coontz 1992; 

Leibman 1995) that television images not only have strongly encouraged 

popular misconceptions about the family but have changed the shape of 

the family itself. All contend that it is impossible to study the development 

of the American family over the past few decades without discussing the 

rise and impact of the mass media that represent it. The evolution of 

television images of abortion reflects television’s changing imagery of 

families, and of women’s role within them, complementing the trend 

toward incorporating feminist discourse into the language of entertain¬ 

ment television (Dow 1996). Aversion of liberal feminism, in which the 
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autonomy of the individual is highlighted as the key feminist goal, serves 

as the general frame through which abortion is most often depicted (Jag- 

gar 1983). 
At first entirely absent from television, depictions of abortion have 

been introduced slowly, most likely in response to the controversy engen¬ 

dered by an episode of the television show Maude broadcast by CBS in 

T972.1 In this show the lead character opted for an abortion primarily 

because she felt she was too old to raise another child. The network was 

flooded with angry calls and letters from viewers objecting to this ratio¬ 

nale for abortion (Montgomery 1989). In their minds such representa¬ 

tions were tantamount to giving moral sanction to the pro-choice posi¬ 

tion. Future network programming responded by aiming for explicitly 

“balanced” representations of the issue. 

In a careful review of prime-time entertainment television episodes 

dealing with abortion in the “post-Maude" period from T973 to 1985, 

Celeste Condit (T987, 1990) concludes that these representations may 

be categorized into three types. In “regulatory” programs, professionals 

such as physicians and police officers are called on to defend the rights 

of individual women seeking abortion against the (sometimes illegal) ac¬ 

tivities of pro-life demonstrators. Even though some of these professional 

characters may themselves find abortion morally troubling, the shows ul¬ 

timately affirm their responsibility to uphold women’s rights to abortion 

under the law. 

In contrast, the shows in the “miscarriage/false pregnancy” category 

present female characters who consider abortion, most often because of 

career or family issues but occasionally because of the health of the fetus. 

After a period of painful reflection and deliberation, these characters 

invariably decide to carry the pregnancy to term. In this, characters who 

were previously depicted as career oriented are shown to make the “pro- 

family” choice. However, they are customarily spared the consequences 

of their decisions by acts of fortune or nature; generally they realize they 

were not pregnant at all, or they suffer a miscarriage. In “pro-abortion” 

shows, the third type of representation, characters both contemplate 

abortion and ultimately undergo the procedure. However, as in the 

“miscarriage/false pregnancy” shows, this choice is depicted as both 

problematic and painful; characters often are shown experiencing guilt 

or regret. This mitigates somewhat the otherwise pro-choice tenor of 
these shows. 

Taken together, these three types define the norm of generally accept¬ 

able abortion themes that has developed on prime-time television since 
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the Maude episodes first aired. Essentially, women can decide to abort, 

but they are always depicted as experiencing serious emotional conflict 

over the decision, and the choice is legitimated by some compelling cir¬ 

cumstance external to the character. Both Condit (1987, 1990) and 

Lynne Joyrich (iggfi) observe that no leading character of a prime-time 

series has been shown to choose an abortion since Maude; even periph¬ 

eral characters will reliably decide against abortion as long as they are 

married to men who can provide a middle-class living and the fetus is 
healthy (Condit 1990). 

We argue that this norm is implicitly coded by social class. On televi¬ 

sion, middle-class or upper-class women seek abortion only in the most 

extreme cases: rape, incest, to save the mother’s life, or if genetic testing 

reveals a severely deformed fetus. Network television representations do 

not show women who choose abortion to further their careers or to main¬ 

tain middle-class comfort for their families; the absence of these images 

suggests that television does not condone these choices (Condit 1990, 

123-46). Indeed, the Murphy Brown incident,2 made famous by former 

vice president Dan Quayle, in which the single Murphy becomes preg¬ 

nant and after much reflection decides to carry the pregnancy and raise 

the child, is a striking illustration of prime-time television’s tendency to 

depict abortion as taking place only among poor or working-class 

women. Murphy is portrayed as an outspoken feminist, the type of woman 

who might be open to this choice. Yet in the episodes in which she dis¬ 

covers her pregnancy and makes her decision, the word “abortion” is 

never uttered. The case of Beverly Hills 90210’s Andrea, who, faced with 

an unplanned pregnancy, chooses marriage and motherhood despite her 

ambitions for a career in medicine,3 similarly supports this argument. 

When single middle-class women are occasionally shown seeking (or 

contemplating) abortion, the choice is presented as a questionable and 

selfish solution to a problem with other possible resolutions. Because 

financial hardship is, by this unstated standard, a “legitimate” circum¬ 

stance for choosing abortion, in general it is only poor or working-class 

women who actually obtain abortions. Consequently, on prime-time tele¬ 

vision abortion has become a “classed” issue, in which women’s social 

class almost wholly determines whether abortion is shown as a viable 

choice.4 
In general these prime-time treatments depoliticize abortion, de¬ 

picting it as an issue that revolves around the life conditions and choices 

of individual women. This reframing is consistent with Americans’ atti¬ 

tudes toward social class. Americans usually overlook factors affecting the 
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social mobility of individuals as group members, that is, by virtue of gen¬ 

der, race, or class membership; instead they explain mobility or the lack 

of it by pointing to the qualities of individuals, such as character, talent, 

or the willingness to work diligently. For example, Americans (and their 

popular narratives) rarely criticize the labor markets and business prac¬ 

tices that make it difficult for single or impoverished women to care for 

their children (Hochschild 1997; Sidel 1996). Rather, attention is fo¬ 

cused on whether they attempt to better their own situation, something 

the narrative assumes is possible. Narratives focus on individuals’ heroic 

efforts to conquer their material handicaps. 

Because we could show only a few programs to our focus group par¬ 

ticipants, we were faced with deciding how to select them. We chose 

three shows—Cagney and Lacey, Dallas, and excerpts from the made-for- 

television movie titled Roe vs. Wade—to represent a diverse sampling of 

television’s treatment of the abortion issue. We were confident that most 

participants in our groups would be familiar with the shows’ premises 

and characters, because both Cagney and Lacey (D’Acci 1994) and Dallas 

(Ang 1985; Liebes and Katz 1990) were popular and long running, 

widely shown in syndication. 

These shows are diverse in three ways. First, taken together, they are 

representative of all the types of television depictions of abortion as de¬ 

fined by Condit’s (1990) taxonomy: both Roe vs. Wade and Cagney and 

Lacey represent the “regulatory” type of show, and a subplot within the 

Cagney and Lacey episode can be categorized as “pro-abortion” (Condit 

1990); the Dallas episode is an example of the “miscarriage/false preg¬ 

nancy” genre. Second, we selected shows in which the women seeking 

abortion occupied a wide range of social class positions: both Mrs. Her¬ 

rera, the heroine of the subplot of Cagney and Lacey, and Ellen, the protag¬ 

onist in Roe vs. Wade, are working class, though the former has aspirations 

of upward mobility whereas the latter has little hope for or interest in 

such advancement; Donna of Dallas is comfortably upper middle class. 

Third, although we limited our selection to dramas, we attempted to in¬ 

clude a variety of television treatments (e.g., police shows, prime-time 

“soaps,” and made-for-television movies). In selecting these programs 

and showing them to our participants, we did not aim to “isolate” these 

factors in order to make “controlled” comparisons (we did not attempt 

to compare women’s responses to working-class characters in regulatory 

shows versus pro-abortion shows). Rather, our goal was to identify several 

shows that, taken together, touched on many of the salient themes in 

prime-time television’s treatment of abortion. 
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TELEVISION NARRATIVES 

Here we briefly summarize the narratives of the three television shows 

we played for our respondents. The Cagney and Lacey episode we chose 

is titled “The Clinic” (first aired 11 November 1985). This was a contro¬ 

versial episode, not shown by every affiliate. We edited out a secondary 

subplot (which did not deal with abortion) and used a forty-minute ver¬ 

sion focusing on the story lines most relevant to the abortion and clinic 

plots, summarized here. Mrs. Herrera, a Latina, comes to the police pre¬ 

cinct for help in crossing a picket line of antiabortion protesters at a 

women’s clinic where she seeks an abortion. She tells officers Cagney and 

Lacey that she wants to finish business school, where she is studying to 

become a court stenographer: the alternative (in her view), staying home 

with a baby and going on welfare, is unattractive to her. She explains that 

her husband is on disability. In the course of the episode the clinic is 

firebombed, killing a homeless person who took shelter there. Cagney 

and Lacey are called on to investigate the bombing, and they interview 

pro-life protest leader Arlene Crenshaw, who argues the case for anti¬ 

abortion protest, likening the struggle to resistance to the Holocaust. 

They also meet with the clinic doctor, who expresses his outrage that the 

bomber does not appreciate that women seek abortion because they face 

desperate circumstances (he offers the example of pregnant twelve-year- 

olds). When abortion was illegal, he observes, women would mutilate 

themselves out of desperation. Lacey, who is visibly pregnant in the epi¬ 

sode, later tearfully recounts to her husband her experience as an unmar¬ 

ried pregnant teenager, when she made the difficult decision to spend 

her college money to travel to Puerto Rico for an abortion rather than 

risking an illegal one in the United States. 

At several points in the episode, Cagney expresses doubts about the 

morality of abortion, linking them to her Catholic upbringing. Her father 

is shocked that “someone who once wanted to be a nun” would consider 

supporting abortion rights. During a confrontation in the police locker 

room Lacey accuses Cagney of “walking the fence” on abortion: she 

argues that Cagney would herself choose abortion if faced with an 

unplanned pregnancy as a single, thirty-eight-year-old woman. Cagney 

acknowledges that this is true, but she protests that nevertheless “it 

feels wrong.” At the end of the episode we learn that the clinic was 

bombed by one of the pro-life protesters, a woman with an antiwar pro¬ 

test record (Cagney and Lacey trace her through her government file). 

When they confront the suspect, she threatens to blow up Cagney, Lacey, 
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and herself with another home-made bomb; she relents only when Lacey 

points out that because she is pregnant, the act would constitute “baby 

killing.” 

The clip from Dallas was a composite of two consecutive episodes titled 

“Quandary” and “Close Encounters,” first aired on 8 November and 15 

November 1985. We edited these episodes down to the scenes where 

Donna and Ray must decide whether to abort a fetus they learn carries 

the genetic marker for Down’s syndrome. The clip begins with Ray and 

Donna discussing Down’s syndrome. Donna says she wants to have the 

baby whatever the problems, but Ray has doubts. Donna asks him to come 

with her to a doctor’s office to learn more. The female doctor tells them 

some of the medical problems the syndrome entails. Part of this discus¬ 

sion takes place on a park bench in a green, shaded area. At the doctor’s 

suggestion, they later visit a school where they watch children with 

Down’s syndrome playing soccer. They discuss how “normal” the children 

seem and how loving they are toward one of the attendants. A stray ball 

rolls to Donna, who picks it up and hands it to Ray. He throws it back and 

one of the children catches it. They exchange glances in what appears to 

be a moment of bonding. We then infer that Ray is softening toward 

their own pregnancy. In the next scene, however, he and Donna attend 

a rodeo with others of the Ewing clan. She gets too close to a fenced-in 

bull and is kicked in the abdomen through the fence. Badly injured, 

she is rushed to the hospital. Family members sit in the waiting room 

as she is wheeled through into surgery. At this point Ray tells the doctor 

how much Donna wants her baby and asks him to save it if possible. The 

doctor asks whom he should save if he has to make a choice, and Ray 

says he should save Donna. After a time of tense waiting, the doctor 

emerges and says that Donna will recover but that she has lost the baby 

boy. 

We also used the first forty minutes of the made-for-television movie 

Roe vs. Wade, first aired in 1989. This film starred Holly Hunter as ‘Jane 

Roe,” plaintiff of the famous abortion rights case tried before the Su¬ 

preme Court in 1972 (she is called Ellen Russell in the film; the real 

plaintiff s name was Norma McCorvey). In the clip we used, we are intro¬ 

duced to Ellen as she resigns from her job as a carnival barker. She 

phones to tell her mother she has just discovered she is pregnant, 

and we learn that the mother is raising Ellen’s daughter Cheryl, born 

several years ago (on learning she was pregnant Ellen had briefly mar¬ 

ried Cheryl’s father, but they divorced soon afterward). Her mother 

reacts with unsupportive criticism of Ellen’s lifestyle and her morals and 

makes it clear that she is not willing to raise another child for her. Ellen 
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then visits her father, who reacts more sympathetically and offers her a 
place to stay. 

Apparently this offer does not make Ellen any more eager to carry the 

pregnancy. She goes to a doctor, claiming the pregnancy is the result of 

a rape. When Ellen asks for help, meaning an abortion or abortion refer¬ 

ral, the doctor refuses, offering only a referral to an adoption lawyer. In 

the doctor’s waiting room she learns from other patients about a place 

nearby that offers illegal abortions. She goes to this address but is so 

horrified by the unsanitary and unprofessional conditions that she imme¬ 

diately leaves. Visiting the adoption lawyer, she again asks for a referral 

to a doctor willing to perform an abortion, saying that her life is too 

unstable, and her continual search for work too unsuccessful, for her to 

keep the baby. She emphatically states that she is not willing to go on 

welfare: “I’m not trash.” She also describes the immense pain of giving 

up her first child. The attorney tells her he knows of no doctors willing 

to perform abortions; he suggests she either travel to a state where abor¬ 

tion is legal or try to change the laws in Texas. She scoffs, saying she does 

not have the resources to do either. He then tells her that two women 

lawyers need a plaintiff so they can bring a case challenging the abortion 

laws in the state of Texas and asks if she will meet them. Ellen meets 

Sarah Weddington and her associate Linda Coffee and agrees to be their 

plaintiff. The women are shown bonding (Ellen calls them the “Three 

Musketeers” and says she trusts them implicitly). In the forty-minute clip 

our respondents viewed, wre see several male lawyers take issue with Sarah 

Weddington on the abortion case. We also see Ellen drinking beer 

and playing pool in a bar with her friends, telling them the story of 

her first marriage (she left because of her husband’s abuse, selling 

his clothes as she went) and saying how much she misses her daughter. 

Ellen’s colorful language, her interest in astrology, her beer drinking, 

and her informal dress all effectively establish her as decidedly “lower 

class.” 
When the clip was over the interviewer told each group that viewed 

it the rest of the story, using almost identical words each time (they were 

invariably curious about the outcome). The case, though successful, takes 

months to try. In the meantime Ellen has the baby and gives it up for 

adoption. She is shown in the hospital, not allowed even to hold it for a 

minute. She then becomes extremely depressed and attempts suicide. 

Eventually she gets a more stable job and is shown living with a friend. 

When she reads about the court’s decision in her favor in Roe vs. Wade, 

she proudly shows the article to her friend, revealing that she is the plain¬ 

tiff Jane Roe and clearly reveling in her accomplishment. 
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PREFERRED READINGS 

As we read these depictions, abortion is portrayed as a sometimes nec¬ 
essary evil, a part of these women’s struggles. The shows do not ques¬ 
tion the imperative of upward mobility for members of the working class, 
even when an act as morally problematic as abortion is presented as nec¬ 
essary to achieve it. The ambivalence with which working-class people 
actually regard upward mobility (Halle 1984; Ortner 1991) *s entirely 
absent from these classed treatments of abortion. In this sense, then, 
television assumes a middle-class perspective on the morality of the abor¬ 
tion issue. Yet by reproducing the split between conformist, upwardly 
mobile members of the working class, like Mrs. Herrera, and those less 
so, like Ellen, television also cleverly captures the internal splits charac¬ 
terizing working-class people’s views of themselves.1 Thus television em¬ 
bodies some aspects of the working class’s cosmology as well, enough so 
that its worldview is not perceived as particularly foreign by many of its 
members. 

The episode of Dallas confirms that for the well-off, aborting even a 
deformed fetus is taboo on television. In contrast to the shows featuring 
working-class heroines, issues of socioeconomic mobility are absent from 
this narrative, whose characters are depicted as being able to offer a child 
all the advantages. The abortion decision becomes loosely equated with 
the stability of the couple, with the strength of their love. Donna cannot 
imagine aborting a child “conceived in love,” whatever its problems 
(“there are always problems”). For those who are affluent, choosing abor¬ 
tion would challenge their stability, their legitimacy: it is wrong in almost 
every case. 

Television’s abortion language makes the broader society’s perspec¬ 
tives more concrete, viewing them in terms of the liberal/communitarian 
debate. With its image of the generally acceptable abortion, prime-time 
television leans toward a liberal perspective. Privileging the actions of 
individual women over a description of their social context, prime-time 
abortions are paradoxically depicted as occurring only within particular 
social class groups. Yet the identities and parameters of these groups are 
never articulated. Group identity is implicit but never becomes part of 
the stories’ explicit language. Women’s differential abilities to see 
through this logic, to question the relationships suggested between legiti¬ 
mate choices and social class membership, reflect their different relation 
to the general sets of beliefs often taken for consensus in our society. 
The heroines were seen to draw strength from within themselves at times, 
but they also rely on others in their families and communities. Pro-choice 
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working-class women drew from the vocabulary both of self and of com¬ 

munity to express their resistance to the classed dimensions of television’s 

abortion portrayals. Pro-life women rejected the terms of these portrayals 

almost entirely, substituting a strengthened notion of community that 

would have shifted the possible, and rational, choices. 

More ambiguous in the scenarios we used was the positioning of au¬ 

thorities with respect to the abortion heroines. At times the shows— 

again, in our preferred reading of them—took a noncommittal perspec¬ 

tive toward these authorities. The Roe vs. Wade movie, for example, shows 

us middle-class women lawyers who try to help the working-class protago¬ 

nist but who act in some ways that can be construed as exploitative. The 

doctor Ellen consults tries to help her, but his limited efforts can also be 

seen as self-interested. What is clear is that the authority structures that 

prime-time abortion scenarios rest on do have fault lines, which can be 

interpreted in many ways. The internal complexities and divisions of tele¬ 

vision’s perspectives are clearly visible in how different groups perceived 

the protagonists in our excerpts from entertainment television. There¬ 

fore, despite our attempts to summarize the narratives of the shows we 

used, we do not view their meanings as fixed but see them as open to 

interpretation and as continually negotiated by viewers in the context of 

their complex thoughts and beliefs on the abortion issue and on any 

other issues the shows might raise. In the rest of this chapter, we illustrate 

the widely discrepant ways different groups of women interpreted the 

characters and events in the television shows they viewed during our in¬ 

terviews. 

WOMEN'S RESPONSES TO TELEVISION'S CULTURAL DIALOGUE 

In the Cagney and Lacey episode, Mrs. Herrera seeks an abortion because 

she wants to finish business school and become a court stenographer. She 

believes that having the child would dash her hopes of upward mobility, 

making her drop out of school and perhaps even go on welfare. But she 

is Catholic, and having an abortion contradicts, in her words, “everything 

I was brought up to believe.” She has not told her husband she is preg¬ 

nant because he is on disability and she doesn’t want to worry him. Dis¬ 

tressed and desperate, she confides in the two women police officers who 

have been assigned to escort her through the crowd of pro-life picketers 

to reach the women’s clinic. “All my friends have babies," she laments in 

a vaguely Spanish accent, “and they don’t do anything.’ 

A pair of White, Catholic, middle-class sisters, both in their thirties, 
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who described themselves as pro-choice empathized with Mrs. Herrera’s 

plight. The first, who was single and worked in research, said, “Probably 

a lot of women make that decision in those circumstances. You know that 

maybe one of the reasons why they move toward abortion is because of 

economic circumstances. I wouldn’t be surprised if that drives a lot of 

the decisions behind getting an abortion.” 

Her sister, a new mother whose husband worked in the computer in¬ 

dustry, agreed, offering a social analysis in which Mrs. Herrera would face 

insurmountable barriers to upward mobility if she carried her pregnancy 

to term. 

I think she was a pretty rare individual to break away from her religious and 
her family convictions to even go to the clinic in the first place. As she was 
saying, all of her friends were pregnant at her age, and then they never went 
anywhere from that point because they were always home with the kids. And 
that is true, once you are home with a child, you can’t afford to pay the money 
to even get you started with a child going to day care. And most of them, the 
kind of jobs they can get, they are such low-paying jobs, that they can’t afford 
day care in the first place. So it’s pretty much of a trap for a lot of people. 
[Sisters] 

They concurred with Mrs. Herrera’s own assessment that, as a woman 

facing an unwanted pregnancy, abortion was perhaps her best alternative. 

In contrast, a second pair of pro-choice friends minimized the televi¬ 

sion character’s financial concerns. Both were White and in their thirties 

and had finished high school. These women were themselves single 

mothers: one supported her three children on Aid to Families with De¬ 

pendent Children, and the other worked as a waitress. ‘Well, she said 

she didn’t want to go on welfare,” one observed. 

“Yeah, like that’s some big major sin,” shot back her friend derisively. 

“I [myself] wasn’t too big about the idea.” 

The interviewer interrupted: “She knows how hard it would be to bring 

up kids on welfare.” But the first respondent quickly rejected financial 

justifications for decisions abont being a parent. 

“It’s hard bringing up kids with or without money. ... If you’re doing 

a good parenting job. . . . You can’t just throw your kid in the room full 

of toys and go off to work and expect to have a wonderful child. It’s not 

money that makes a good parent.” These women scornfully rejected Mrs. 

Herrera’s perspective that without stable employment she could not be 

a parent. [Single Mothers] 

In one pro-choice reading, Mrs. Herrera’s choice to have an abortion 

is legitimated by her respectable desire for self-improvement, as well as 
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by the circumstances of her pregnancy within marriage. She is the classic 

working-class woman; stabilizing her unemployed husband, she is the 

family’s hope for upward mobility. Yet clearly this heroine’s circum¬ 

stances, her available options, and her choice are also amenable to a 

variety of other interpretations: that she is self-pitying, that she places 

too high a value on financial success, that she is antichild. Through their 

readings of Mrs. Herrera, our respondents revealed their responses to 

the class-based morality play latent in most of entertainment television’s 

treatments of abortion. In the chapters that follow, we argue that these 

responses varied with the respondents’ sense of their own position in 

the socioeconomic structure of our society and with their objective class 

position understood in a sociological sense. 

Two friends who endorsed pro-life positions also rejected Mrs. Her¬ 

rera’s rationale, but in a very different way. They received this scene skep¬ 

tically, their comments dripping with sarcasm. “Well, of course she can’t 

go to school and have this baby. Now, one of my best friends got preg¬ 

nant; three months later, she was accepted to medical school. She had 

the baby in the first week of August, and she went to the medical school 

in September, and she just finished her first semester. So you give me 

this crap about, ‘Oh, if I have this baby I can’t go to school. . . .’ Even 

the way she says ‘baby.’ You know, ‘I have to stay home with this baby.' 

What could be worse! God, send me to Siberia!” 

Her friend responded in kind. “Oh, what about that poor little Spanish 

girl!” she exclaimed in mock horror. “If you make her have that baby 

she won’t ever finish her school and she’ll be doomed to a life of sitting 

in front of the TV eating bonbons!” Even more scornfully than the pro- 

choice welfare mother, these women rejected both of Mrs. Herrera’s 

claims: that she cannot mother effectively without money, and that she 

cannot go to school and get a good job if she becomes a mother. [Baby- 

Sitters] 
In contrast to Mrs. Herrera’s ambition and stability, we are introduced 

to Ellen Russell as she picks up her last week’s wages and ambles away 

from her job as a barker at a carnival in the made-for-television movie 

Roe vs. Wade. Soon afterward she finds herself pregnant. Having left her 

husband and allowed her mother to adopt her daughter Cheryl, Ellen is 

preoccupied with the pain of separation from her daughter and is ada¬ 

mant that she will not give away another child. For this reason she is 

desperate to obtain an abortion, although she cannot do so under cur¬ 

rent state laws in Texas. She gives up the idea of obtaining an illegal 

abortion after she visits an abortionist and witnesses the horrible condi¬ 

tions there. She is eventually referred to a well-meaning lawyer who sug- 
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gests she travel to New York, where abortion is legal. Characteristically 

irreverent, Ellen snorts, “On what, my good looks?” 

Asked to assess Ellen’s real options, a group of middle-class pro-choice 

women shared her horror at illegal abortion and interpreted her cheeki¬ 

ness as spunk and determination. The woman who organized this group 

invited two women she and her husband had known in college and gradu¬ 

ate school and a third she had met through work. All were White, in 

their mid-thirties, and married with small children. Three of them ran 

small businesses out of their homes. Their husbands had professional 

jobs in the auto industry and as college faculty. “Well, she also obviously 

checked out the illegal abortion, and that didn’t appeal to her at all, 

because just one look around the room. . . 

Her friend concurred. “Those cans hanging by ropes from the ceiling! 

Got to make you have a couple thoughts about the whole idea. I thought 

that she was portrayed as an incredibly resourceful person. Or maybe not 

resourceful is the right word, but tenacious—that for a young woman of 

that kind of socioeconomic background and the kind of resources that 

she had had at her disposal, she was really able to hold it together.” 

Another in the group admired Ellen’s character, saying, “I thought it 

was interesting that they definitely portrayed the socioeconomic class she 

was in. I mean, it was very strong . . . walking across the railroad tracks 

. . . the other side of the tracks. I think that was very strong.” [Entrepre¬ 

neurs] This group read the show as definitely specifying Ellen’s social 

class and saw her as a strong character in the context of this clearly lower- 

class identity. 

Another group, whose less affluent members described themselves as 

pro-life, offered an evaluation of Ellen’s character and opportunities that 

was diametrically opposed to this portrait of courage and determination. 

The woman who organized this group invited her neighbor and her 

young adult daughter. One of the respondents worked in a fast-food res¬ 

taurant, another worked at a gas station, and the third was a homemaker. 

The older women were both married to men with blue-collar jobs, and 

all were White. “If she had wanted that abortion, if she had truly strived 

to do it and thought about it, I mean, wouldn’t it cost less money to travel 

up there [to New York]? She hitchhiked on the way home. She could 
hitchhike to another state.” 

“Yeah, if she wanted it that bad.” 

“She could have found the means. It’s almost like she didn’t really 

want it. I mean, she wanted it to be easy. She didn’t want to have to go 

out and find different ways to get it. She wanted people to hand her the 

answer on a silver platter. She wanted that lawyer to give her the right 
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decision. This group of women found that Ellen’s behavior offered 

abundant evidence of her lack of strength and general weakness of char¬ 
acter. [Service Workers] 

An affluent woman in another group of pro-life women interpreted 

the same show very differently, rejecting the depiction of Ellen’s charac¬ 

ter as a piece of manipulative pro-choice propaganda. “I feel that they 

really dramatized to the public how hurting she was, how down and out 

she was, how irresponsible she was. I think they really played up the fact 

that she was an extremely irresponsible person. ...” “Well, she was,” 

seconded her friend. She continued, 

I think they really highlighted that, and it makes you want to have compassion 
on all these people that just have nothing going for them: have no money, 
have no intelligence to make right decisions for themselves and all of a sud¬ 
den, we're supposed to have pity on her because she’s basically on the street. 
Maybe that was really how it really was, OK. And so, I can’t judge, but it makes 
you say, “Well, maybe there really is a place for abortion for those type of 
people.” I think they want us to feel that way seeing her hanging out in the bar, 
playing pool with that man. They’re making us say, “Those poor irresponsible 
people, you know, of course they should have an abordon. They’re not fit to 
be parents.” That’s what I feel it wanted me to feel. [Suburban Group] 

This last group’s remarks reveal a hidden similarity between the interpre¬ 

tations of the first two. The first two groups both accepted television’s 

emphasis on the narrative tale of the individual, interpreting Ellen’s di¬ 

lemma and her available choices in terms of her individual personality 

and disposition. Either Ellen is tenacious and resourceful or she is un¬ 

committed and looking for an easy handout, but in either case the show 

tells a story about a woman who has a personal problem and is looking 

for her own particular solution. This was true even for the middle-class 

pro-choice women who made a point of mentioning Ellen’s socioeco¬ 

nomic status. In contrast, the speaker in the last group refused to accept 

Ellen as an individual, insisting that she was a representation, constructed 

to convey a specific message about abortion. The groups we interviewed 

varied widely in their ability and willingness to adopt such a critical and 

distanced stance toward the television programs we showed them. We 

suggest that this critical distance was in many cases created and main¬ 

tained by individuals’ sense of belonging to communities that defined 

themselves as outside the mainstream, by virtue of either their class posi¬ 

tion or their religious views. 

Despite Ellen’s and Mrs. Herrera’s discrepant personalities and ap¬ 

proaches to life, their common plight of facing an unwanted pregnancy 
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in dire financial circumstances led them to act in similar ways. Because 

their lack of resources made them relatively helpless to handle their situa¬ 

tions themselves, they sought help from sources of power and authority, 

primarily medical personnel and representatives of law such as lawyers 

and police officers. The women we interviewed offered a wide spectrum 

of opinions about the appropriate role of these authorities and their in¬ 

tentions toward the women who sought their help. 

In a third scenario, an episode of Dallas, Ray and Donna, an upper- 

middle-class couple, are devastated to discover that their unborn child 

carries the genetic marker for Down’s syndrome. They agonize over 

whether to abort the child whose birth they hoped would save their ailing 

marriage. Searching for answers, they consult a woman doctor, who takes 

them to the idyllic calm of a tree-lined park and gently suggests they visit 

a school for children with this disability, as the best way to make an in¬ 

formed decision. 

One group that viewed the Dallas clip was composed of women living 

in the university family housing complex. All were married to men with 

academic careers; one was working on her own doctorate, another was 

a professional in a health field, and the third was a homemaker. All three 

were White and were immigrants to the United States. One woman in the 

group received the doctor’s parkside consultation with some skepticism, 

noting, “I found myself wondering if that’s what real doctors do, if they 

wander out in the park with the trees . . . you know, [sit on the] park 

bench while having a consultation about aborting your Down’s syndrome 

fetus while the passers-by go around with their shopping trolleys or what¬ 

ever.” But the same woman praised other aspects of the doctor’s ap¬ 

proach, commenting, “I did like the way she was offering them more 

information and they had to go and get it. Not giving facts over the 

counter; they had to want to go and see the children. And I think that 

was obviously very important. The husband needed to want to go, and 

not sit down and see a movie or something. He had to get himself there 

and see. And I liked that.” These women praised the doctor’s therapeutic 

attitude toward the troubled couple, which softened her discussion of 

the relevant facts. [Campus Family Housing] 

Others took a different attitude in general toward the depiction of 

professionals gathering and disseminating information in the television 

shows we viewed. This was particularly true of the women in the Chain 

Store Managers group, who viewed the clip from Roe vs. Wade. Three of 

these women worked in management at the same discount chain store, 

and the fourth was a secretary. One had completed high school, two had 

community college degrees, and the fourth had a master’s degree. All 
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were White and in their forties, and three of the four were single. Thus, 

though by virtue of their jobs and their education they would be classified 

as working class, they were slighdy better off than some of the other work¬ 

ing-class women we interviewed. Women in this group felt that, rather 

than empathizing with abortion decisions and thereby lessening the pain, 

professionals ought to promote a centralized data bank to track women 

who repeatedly seek abortion and stop their abuse of the health care 

system: 

There has to be some kind of control. We need a national computerized sys¬ 
tem here. Get an abortion in Boone, Kentucky, . . . and then if they move to 
Ypsilanti, Michigan, to get another abortion, that’s it, chick! Twice and you’re 
out. I’m serious. OK We are the government, we have a responsibility to stop 
all this endless waste. It’s a waste of money, it’s a waste of good professional 
time. Why should some doctor spend all the time aborting some woman? I 
know one [woman] who has had seven abortions. I’m ahead of you. Why 
should some doctor spend good medical time and taxpayers’ money, or any¬ 
body’s money, to keep aborting the same person over and over again? [Chain 
Store Managers] 

Rather than viewing the appropriate role of professionals as compassion¬ 

ate caretakers of those in need, this group expressed an authoritarian 

vision in which authorities, with whom they identify, practice surveillance 

techniques to guard against the abuse of freedom, which the group feels 

is inevitable. 
The variations and nuances in the ways women discuss abortion reveal 

the complexity and fluidity of their discourses. At times these discussions 

resonated with the classed nature of television’s portrayal of abortion, 

and at other times women objected to these depictions. The ways women 

weave the interpretations of gender, class, and power present in television 

representations of abortion into their own discussions make visible the 

cultural background against which they conceive and express their ideas 

about abortion in particular and gender and class more generally. 

Women form their ideas about abortion, the family, and their own iden¬ 

tity as individuals in dialogue with these television images; it is this conver¬ 

sation that we seek to understand through analysis of these group discus¬ 

sions. Following Just et al. (1996), we found that in our interviews, 

television served different functions for different groups.b Some groups 

adhered to television’s perspectives on particular issues related to abor¬ 

tion depictions, accepting, for example, the classed dimension of its abor¬ 

tion portrayals. Others resisted these perspectives, using television scenar¬ 

ios as a jumping-off point for expressing their own divergent views. Still 
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others spoke relatively little about television, even after viewing an abor¬ 

tion show, ignoring media perspectives to go on expressing their own 

experiences or opinions. 

In the following chapters we dissect and explain women’s varying re¬ 

sponses to television, which we present in the context of discussing their 

broader opinions on abortion, and at times on related social and political 

issues as well. We use the media as one voice in the ongoing conversations 

through which people construct their ideas about their personal and 

group identities, and through which they formulate and reformulate 

their political and moral values. In the rest of this book we analyze some 

aspects of the conversations that members of various groups had in the 

course of our discussions about abortion and issues that proved related 

to it, and in expressing their reactions to the shows. We hope to illustrate 

that responses to television are complicated and multilayered and should 

be conceived not as a discrete occurrence but rather as one step in the 

ongoing set of dialogues through which people construct their beliefs, 

opinions, and identities. 



3 RECONCILING FAITH AND FACT 

The Pro-Life Perspective 

Julianne’s1 comfortable suburban home was about half an hour outside 

.Ann Arbor, Michigan. Her furnishings had a country theme, with many 

family photographs on the mantel and samplers embroidered with Bible 

verses in her immaculate bathroom. Julianne herself was similarly well 

kept—petite, attractive, and dressed in carefully coordinated casual 

clothes. In conversation she revealed a well-read, practical intelligence, 

combined with a gracious and nurturing personal style that made us 

think she was well suited to teaching, the career she had left to stay home 

with her young children. On the topic of abortion, her views were at once 

strongly emotional and clearly articulated. 

“I think the thing that bothers me,” she said, “is why can’t there be 

truth in the matter? If people are to know the truth, then they need to 

be told the truth. Have you heard of Dr. Wilke?”2 

“No,” Andrea confessed. 

Julianne warmed to the task of educating us.“He’s one of the leading 

doctors in this nation that is in the pro-life movement. He spoke at a big 

thing here about a year and a half ago. He flies all over the country. And 

he was just telling about the misrepresentation in the newspapers, in all 

forms of media, and until it becomes truthful and accurate, this country’s 

never going to know. I guess what I’m saying is, like, I think that if the 
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media says that 30,000 people attended the pro-life march in Washing¬ 

ton, D.C., [in reality] it will be like 150,000. And on the other side, there 

might be 15,000 at the pro-choice march in Washington and it will be 

in big headlines across the front of the newspaper.” [Suburban Group] 

Despite her supremely mainstream, middle-American appearance, Ju- 

lianne’s remarks betrayed an extreme suspicion about the motives of 

those who produce mass media and the accuracy of the information they 

disseminate. Like most of the pro-life women we interviewed, she blamed 

these media for keeping the “truth” from the American public. If this 

truth were known, it not only would reveal the strength of the pro-life 

movement but, even more important, would also expose the danger that 

abortion poses to women’s spiritual, psychological, and physical well-be¬ 

ing. Julianne, and others like her, believed their position on abortion 

was supported not only by biblical authority, but also by scientific and 

medical knowledge. 

For pro-life women, as for most laypeople in United States culture 

generally, science approximates a general “voice of authority,” or the au¬ 

thoritative description of fact.3 This depiction may bear little resemblance 

to the construction of the “scientific” by practitioners of biomedical tech¬ 

nology.4 In the struggle over the legal status of abortion in the United 

States, the pro-life movement has conspicuously rallied around images 

generated through scientific technology. Pro-life literature and placards 

often include photographs of the fetus, suspended still and solitary'within 

the uterus. Pro-life activists readily juxtapose these images—made possi¬ 

ble through the contemporary technology of laparoscopic photogra¬ 

phy—with ancient biblical condemnations of abortion. As they have 

framed the issue, science and Scripture do not represent competing log¬ 

ics; within the pro-life discourse, technology and theology are harmoni¬ 

ous and mutually confirming. Pro-life women seek to prove this rhetori¬ 

cally through the careful construction of a particular version of scientific 

logic that supports their religious beliefs. 

Most laypeople receive their information about science through mod¬ 

ern communication technologies; it has already been screened, pro¬ 

cessed, and interpreted in the mass media. But different people and 

groups bring vary ing degrees and types of skepticism to their reception 

of media products. Religious people in general, and pro-life women in 

particular, self-consciously see themselves as outsiders to mainstream cul¬ 

ture (Lawless ig88; Neitz 1987) and therefore, we argue, constitute a 

particularly critical culture when viewing mainstream media products.5 

Because laypeople’s understanding of science and technical issues is so 
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bound up with their presentation in the media, we discuss here not only 

the pro-life position on the technology of birth and abortion, but also 

pro-life women’s attitudes toward the media. 

Recent theorizing suggests that audiences are not passive and noneval- 

uative consumers of mass media depictions of social and political issues 

(Morley 1986; Seiter et al. 1989). William Gamson argues that people 

form their views and their conversational approach to social issues 

through several levels of analysis, weaving media discourse together with 

experiential knowledge and “popular wisdom” (1992, 117). Moreover, 

people navigate these three sources of knowledge in part through what 

Gamson calls “cultural resonances”: symbols that draw on larger cultural 

themes and that are particularly powerful in conversational discourse 

(1992, 135). However, some themes hold more currency than others 

within particular subgroups. Noticing the absence from mainstream me¬ 

dia of many themes that predominate in their lives, pro-life women de¬ 

velop a critical attitude toward conventional media culture. They consti¬ 

tute an unusually resistant viewing culture, an extreme not often 

discussed in the literature about the media audience. We argue that their 

responses can be characterized as both alternative and oppositional. In 

some respects pro-life women entirely reject the terms of the domi¬ 

nant culture in their viewing, constructing an alternative culture re¬ 

lying on media products espousing values not readily found in main¬ 

stream culture. In other respects their readings are oppositional as 

well, in that they are specifically critical of many of the values pre¬ 

dominating in our mainstream secular culture and in the media that 

reflect it.6 
Pro-life beliefs are rooted in several religious traditions, including fun¬ 

damentalist and evangelical groups.7 Popular interpretations of the de¬ 

bate about Darwinism have overstated the bifurcation between scientific 

and religious discourse in these communities; many fundamentalist and 

evangelical Christians make no such distinction (Marsden 1991; Nelkin 

1982; Wuthnow 1989). George Marsden (1991) argues that the modern 

understanding of evangelical religion’s break with science exaggerates 

its rejection of Darwinism in the early twentieth century. Meanwhile, it 

underemphasizes the degree to which scientific theories were thought 

to illustrate, and glorify, God’s handiwork in creating nature as described 

in the Bible. We argue that the way many pro-life women used their own 

image of science to justify their views on abortion reflects their more 

general attitudes toward the relation between science and religion as they 

have evolved in a variety of religious groups.8 
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Other feminist scholars have deconstructed the scientific rhetoric em¬ 

ployed by those espousing the pro-life position (Condit 1990; Petchesky 

1987). Our aim is different. Here we explore the ways pro-life women 

understand the relation between their concept of science and technology 

and what they believe are the divine intentions of God.9 

In this chapter we examine how pro-life women construct and argue 

their position on abortion. In particular, we focus on the way they inter¬ 

pret the teachings of religious and scientific authorities to support their 

arguments. We contend that pro-life women—although resisting main¬ 

stream secular and rationalistic values through their religious convic¬ 

tions—simultaneously draw on at least some of those values as they in¬ 

voke a specific construction of scientific rationalism. This approach is 

particularly salient in their response to, and reactions against, popular 

media treatments of abortion. We conclude that although in some re¬ 

spects they constitute a culture oppositional to dominant secular and 

rationalistic values, in others they are forced to confront those values and 

incorporate them into their own thought and argument. In doing so they 

create a culture in some respects alternative to the mainstream, in Ray¬ 

mond Williams’s (1978) terms. 

Although in later chapters we will discuss the ways women endorse the 

pro-choice position along lines differentiated by social class, we found 

no such division among the pro-life groups we spoke with. There are two 

possible reasons for this discrepancy. First, as we describe more fully in 

the rest of this chapter, pro-life women appeared to be relatively homoge¬ 

neous in their self-conscious outsider stance: even as they rejected the 

values, the social authorities, and the cultural products of the main¬ 

stream, they simultaneously turned to their own sources for entertain¬ 

ment, medical and scientific information, and spiritual guidance. In this 

way they created an enclave of shared values and beliefs that appeared 

to be fairly undifferentiated by social class. Second, this alternative com¬ 

munity is defined, in part, by its rejection of secular values that pro-life 

women view as not only amoral but excessively materialistic. Indeed, Faye 

Ginsburg (1989) argues pro-life women activists implicitly criticize the 

materialism of mainstream culture through their constructions of their 

own life stories, which emphasize their roles as caregivers rather than as 

wage earners. In our interviews, across class lines pro-life women de¬ 

scribed their deliberate efforts to distance themselves from a mainstream 

culture that they regarded as dominated by consumerism. In our con¬ 

cluding chapter we contrast pro-life women’s views on social class itself 

with those of pro-choice women. 
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INVOKING FACT AND SCIENTIFIC AUTHORITY 

The pro-life women we interviewed employed discourses of science, 

truth, and fact in supporting their position on abortion. But their version 

of science bears little resemblance to the construction of the “scientific” 

made by practitioners of biomedical technology, which is rooted in the 

principles of hypothesis testing, objectivity, and control. Indeed, pro-life 

women invoked the discourse of science as an authoritative description 

of fact; in this they are no different from other laypeople. However, their 

heavy use of scientific discourse and their interweaving of such discourse 

with religious themes are distinctive. We found this juxtaposition of scien¬ 

tific claims with pro-life beliefs noteworthy because it reflects pro-life 

women's particular relation to mainstream cultural values more generally 

and sets the stage for their response to mainstream sources of authority 

and information, including the media. 

Almost without exception, the pro-life women we interviewed stated 

their positions on abortion by appealing to arguments grounded in what 

they believed to be scientific fact. The notion that their arguments were 

scientifically “documented” was extremely prominent in their discourse. 

xA woman from a group of White, Catholic, college-educated homemak¬ 

ers in their forties, who met through a Christian community organization, 

succinctly summed up this basic perspective on the issue: “I just wish, you 

know, that the whole thing could be presented with the minimum 

amount of the emotional clouds around it and that more of the facts of 

what’s going on could get laid out there.” The issue, the same woman 

continued, is “giving women correct information; . . . telling it like it is.” 

[Christian Community Group] 

The interpenetration of scientific and theological modes of reasoning 

predominated in the language of the pro-life women we interviewed. The 

general position they articulated is that the scientific facts about abortion 

speak for themselves. They believed that if most women had access to 

accurate information, they would cease to condone or choose abortion. 

As one woman from a group of White working-class members of a Pente¬ 

costal church put it, “I don’t condemn the woman [who chooses abor¬ 

tion], I don’t. And I think she needs all the support she can get, I think 

she needs literature. I think she needs to be told before she gets it done, 

the truth. The truth though, not a bunch of lies like they normally do” 

(italics added). [Pentecostals] According to this analysis, abortion is le¬ 

gally available because the real facts about abortion—in her words, the 

truth—are not widely available. From this perspective truth itself, defined 
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at least in part as scientific truth, would have the power to halt abortions 

were it widely known. 
But what are the “true facts” (as one of pro-life informant put it) about 

abortion that are so difficult for the average woman to obtain? At the 

most basic level, many of the pro-life women we interviewed believed 

that the physical facts about abortion, such as what the fetus looks like 

at the time most abortions are performed, are hidden from common 

knowledge. One of a group of mothers sharing membership in a coopera¬ 

tive nursery school decried pregnant women’s general lack of knowledge. 

All the women in this group were White, in their thirties, and married 

to men with professional jobs; all three had at least some college, but 

none were working outside the home at the time of the interview. This 

respondent described her own experience with educating women about 

fetal development in her role as a volunteer at a pregnancy counseling 

center: “Probably one of the biggest things is just giving them informa¬ 

tion, because so many women just don’t realize the truth . . . whatever 

terms they may have heard. . . .Just giving them that information is really 

helpful. I’ve shown pictures of what the baby looks like at whatever weeks, 

whatever [stage] they’re at.” [Nursery School Group] She went on to 

discuss how the experience of becoming pregnant changed her own per¬ 

spective on abortion, not because of her new maternal feelings, but be¬ 

cause pregnancy piqued her interest in fetal development: “I mean, I 

never knew before I was pregnant that a baby had a heartbeat at eight 

weeks or what was formed at ten weeks. Why should I have? I had no 

interest in that before I was pregnant.” 

Pro-life women also argued that the harmful physical consequences 

of abortion are often withheld. As a woman in a group of Catholic pro¬ 

life women argued, “[Abortion] poses a potential danger to the mother 

because it’s so easy, that area is so intricate, it’s so difficult to get at. . . . 

They could slice through something that, you know, could cause a lot of 

problems for the mother.” [Catholics] This woman betrays her own belief 

that the female body is dauntingly complex, a mysterious, delicate organ, 

essentially unknowable from the perspective of science. A woman in an¬ 

other group made a similar argument: “Abortion has been legal long 

enough that they’ve been able to find that there are complications. 

Women are not told that. They’re not told that they may never be able 

to bear children afterward because of the scar tissue built up or because 

they needed a hysterectomy because they ruptured their uteruses during 

the procedure. Women have come back and said, I wish I would have at 

least known ahead of time.” [Pentecostals] Another woman demanded 

to know, if abortion is “so safe,” as so-called experts claim, then “why do 
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they give every woman who has had an abortion . . . antibiotics? . . . It’s 

to kill the infection that they just caused.” [Suburban Group] 

Each of these women argued against abortion by challenging the safety 

of the procedure and invoking the inevitable dangers of a medical proce¬ 

dure that tampers with nature. According to their logic, abortion can 

harm women physically in ways that the scientific, medical, media, and 

pro-choice establishments consistently keep out of the domain of com¬ 

mon knowledge. Their arguments are also tinged with an almost feminist 

sentiment about the perils the technocratic establishment holds for 

women. At the same time, these comments highlight the unknowable 

and mysterious qualities of nature and biology, and in doing so they studi¬ 

ously avoid feminist rhetoric stressing the need for women to seize con¬ 

trol of their own bodies. 

Pro-life women argued that women are also unaware that abortion 

often results in emotional distress that can persist indefinitely. Many of 

the pro-life women recounted examples to document that abortion 

causes severe and continuing mental anguish. Comments made in a 

group whose members belonged to a Quaker10 church illustrate this per¬ 

spective well. Two women in this group worked as secretaries, another 

was a teacher, and the fourth was a homemaker; all were mothers and 

were married to men with blue-collar jobs. Two of the women argued: 

first woman: There’s . . . tons of documented cases where women have gone 
back after they’ve had an abortion and shown how it has traumatically changed 
their lives and they’re regretful that they made that decision. And those kinds 
of things need to be shown to that person [considering abortion]. 

second woman: All pregnancy clinics ought to stress the emotional and psycho¬ 
logical effects of the abortion because the young girls don’t realize until after 

the fact. 

Several women expressed the main point of these arguments about abor¬ 

tion’s psychological danger by saying that abortion is not the “answer” 

to problems, because in fact it often causes even greater physical and 

mental problems than pregnancy and childbirth would entail. One 

woman summed up the argument about abortion s physical and mental 

danger in describing a friend’s experience of abortion and its aftermath: 

“It messed up her life to have the abortion, both physically and emotion¬ 

ally.” [Catholics] 
Whatever the state of theological doctrine in the various churches our 

informants belonged to, the popular perspectives they held on the issues 

explored here corroborate the thesis (Marsden 1991; Nelkin 1982) that 

many American religions interpret scientific fact as supporting, and in- 
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deed glorifying, biblical accounts of God’s relation to nature. In fact, the 

reason pro-life informants so often looked to science to justify their 

moral perspectives on abortion is that they expected facts to corroborate 

their biblically derived morality.11 Even when their interpretations of sci¬ 

ence challenged their view of morality, the pro-life women we inter¬ 

viewed were capable of reinterpreting scientific information—or their 

accounts of it—to be more in accord with their beliefs. Although the 

solutions to some problems may be unclear—such as the question of 

fertility drugs and multiple fetuses—our informants nonetheless ex¬ 

pressed the hope that with further research, science would dictate a con¬ 

clusion consonant with the biblical proscription on abortion. 

ACCOMMODATING PUBLIC DISCOURSE TO PRIVATE THINKING 

The views of pro-life women were distinguished by the conviction that 

all natural events have a purpose originating with God. This includes the 

belief that pregnancy occurs for a reason. As one pro-life woman argued, 

“No matter how it comes about, if life results, he has purposed it to hap¬ 

pen and has a purpose for your life.” [Suburban Group] From this per¬ 

spective, they interpreted abortion as inherently wrong, because it inter¬ 

feres with God’s will. As one woman from the same group argued, “If 

you’re focusing in on what is right morally, who decides? For me it’s 

God.” Another from the group insisted, “If he didn’t want you to have 

a baby, he wouldn’t have given it to you.” Similarly, a woman from a 

different group argued, “God is the one who is responsible for making 

the baby, for making the connections, so if he didn’t want it to happen, 

it wouldn’t happen.” [Quakers] 

These explanations extend to pro-life women’s interpretations of their 

own experiences as well. This was clear in the comments made in a group 

of young mothers. The woman who organized this group invited a friend 

from church and a woman she had worked with at a pregnancy counsel¬ 

ing center. All were in their mid-thirties, married to men with profes¬ 

sional jobs, and were themselves homemakers. A pregnant woman in this 

group eloquently expressed the way she believed God operates in the 

lives of individuals as she described being, in effect, “second-guessed” 
by God: 

I was lonely and bored and didn’t know what to do with myself, and I said [to 
my husband] Charlie, “Let’s have another baby,” and he said, “OK, let’s try.” 
And I said, “OK, let’s try,” and afterward, we said, “What did we do! We’ll 
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never do that again, we don’t really want more kids. What, are we crazy?” So, 
that’s why I say this [pregnancy] was sort of a surprise. You know, we tried it, 
but then in retrospect we really weren’t quite so sure. But God had other plans 
in mind, so. . . . [Stay-at-Home Mothers] 

In these arguments, women interpreted pregnancy as evidence of God’s 
plans; the women felt that pregnancy was a signal about how one should 
live one’s life, and as such its message should not be ignored. This con¬ 
trasts sharply with the belief that pregnancy ought to be the direct result 
of individual choice and agency, the most common interpretation among 
pro-choice respondents. 

More broadly, these notions of purpose pervaded the pro-life women’s 
endre understanding of science. Rather than viewing the natural world 
as constituted by a random series of events, pro-life women saw a divine 
plan inscribed into nature. For them the natural world was not an entity 
to be studied in abstraction from themselves and their lives. Rather, be¬ 
cause they understood both as products of God’s will, nature and per¬ 
sonal experience were interconnected by this divine presence. 

For example, some pro-life women argued that the deleterious physi¬ 
cal, mental, and situational results of abortion as compared with child¬ 
birth are evidence that abortion is wrong, even when pregnancy is un¬ 
planned or unwanted. Women frequently described the unfortunate 
consequences of abortion, often intimating that God purposely caused 
the tragic events that could follow. This was well illustrated in remarks 
made by a woman in a group of friends and neighbors who, though of 
diverse backgrounds, all described themselves as pro-life: three of the 
women were White, Catholic, and single; a fourth, who was African Amer¬ 
ican, listed her religion as Apostolic and was married. One woman in this 
group described in great detail how a friend’s abortion had a series of 
consequences that virtually ruined her life: 

She had several miscarriages [after her abortion], which . . . has to screw up 
your system, getting pregnant and miscarrying, and her hormones were [all 
messed up]. She had a child two years later, and the miscarriage occurred 
during those two years after the abortion. And the one she finally ended up 
being able to carry full term was a troubled pregnancy and through four 
months of her pregnancy she had to lie in bed so that she would not lose that 
one. But she does see a counselor for having had the abortion. She lost self 
respect, she lost a lot of her feelings. . . . She couldn’t get happy. [Catholics] 

Pro-life women in our sample believed that interfering with the natu¬ 
ral process of pregnancy—in effect, refusing to live one’s life according 
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to God’s wishes—has negative repercussions.'2 These can be direct and 

concrete, as in the thinking of the women cited above, or can be con¬ 

ceived of much more vaguely and indirectly—as a general period of bad 

luck, for example. Women we interviewed recounted similar stories they 

had read, often in abortion literature published by religious organiza¬ 

tions. In fact, pro-life women used these stories—which often took the 

form of scientific case studies—as parables, much as stories from the Bi¬ 

ble are used as evidence in sermons and other religious discourse. 

For example, one woman documented the harmful consequences of 

abortion by describing an inspirational story she had read. In this case, 

after the abortion procedure the woman was left alone in the hospital 

to expel the fetus. To her horror, the fetus was developed enough for 

her to tell that it was “a little girl.” Her connection to the daughter she 

aborted haunted her the rest of her life: 

And after a few years, she got married and she had like three boys or some¬ 

thing, and her husband really wanted a girl and she had the three boys. And 

then after a while, something happened, I don’t remember what, but she 

couldn’t have kids anymore. She had written a note, a letter to her daughter, 

she had named her daughter and everything and then her and her husband 

wound up adopting a little girl. [Quakers] 

Some pro-life women described opposing narratives of the miraculous 

outcome of pregnancy and childbirth as a counterfoil to what they viewed 

as the nearly inevitable negative effects of abortion. Another woman of¬ 

fered this example, again derived from inspirational literature she had 

read: 

I read a story about a woman that she had a hole in her lung, she was very 

sick. And she was in the hospital for a long time. They told her that she wasn’t 

going to get any better or anything and that she was dying. She wanted to go 

home for Christmas. At this point she was very weak and they said yes, go 

ahead, because this might be the last Christmas that you spend with your fam¬ 

ily. And so she went home for Christmas, came home, and about a month or 

so later, she started vomiting. And lo and behold, she was pregnant and as 

that baby developed it pushed her lung up and it closed the hole and she was 

perfectly well. And she had a normal baby. That was life threatening, she was 

dying, and because she unintentionally got pregnant . . . that baby saved her 

life. So, is it right to have an abortion when it’s life threatening? [Quakers] 

In these arguments, although abortion may have deleterious, unin¬ 

tended consequences, choosing to carry an unplanned pregnancy to 

term can lead to almost miraculous positive results, mentally as well as 
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physically. In both instances narratives are used as factual case history 

evidence supporting the evils of abortion and the therapeutic value of 

giving birth even under seemingly dangerous conditions. 

PRESENTING AN OPPOSITIONAL READING OF THE MAINSTREAM 

How do these accounts come to be taken as authoritative while the same 

women often reject more generally accepted scientific data? For the 

women in our sample, the quest for the “true facts”—for the evidence 

of God's ways, meanings, and purposes—was both important and diffi¬ 

cult. It required wading through much of the information that main¬ 

stream society presents as “objective.” It also necessitated an active search 

for truly legitimate authorities who are not corrupted by what they con¬ 

sider the biases of secular society. Pro-life women’s critical stance toward 

authorities extended both to the mass media and to medical authorities 

as well. 

Suspicion of Generally Disseminated Information. Many of the pro-life women 

we interviewed believed the medical community was generally biased 

against the pro-life position. In effect, because many women felt their 

own pro-life position was derived from facts, they thought this bias 

amounted to a prejudice against the truth. Many spoke about the need 

to be on guard against such bias and to seek out their own experts and 

their own information to counter it. Their chosen authorities legitimated 

a perspective that was oppositional to those of the mainstream. 

For example, one woman revealed that she had suffered a miscarriage 

while on vacation, forcing her to consult an unfamiliar doctor: 

I remember him looking at me and just sitting there and saying, Well, your 

baby is dead, you’ve had a missed abortion [miscarriage], I sat there having 

no idea what that meant at all, and I remember being numb when he told 

me that and crying; I just remember feeling tears. I don’t really remember 

crying and he took out a box of Kleenexes and threw them across the desk 

at me and said, “It’s not worth crying about. You have two babies now,” he 

said. “Why don’t you just go ahead and enjoy your vacation?” So that’s the 

value that he put on that life that I had been feeling. [Nursery School Group] 

Later, when she found out this doctor performed abortions, she inter¬ 

preted his treatment of her as part of a pattern of ignorance about the 

facts of pregnancy and devaluation of human life: “I probably would have 

never gone to him if I had known that.” Implicit in her story was the 
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assumption that she could have avoided this upsetting interaction if she 

had first determined the doctor’s position on abortion. 

Many women attributed avarice as well as bias to most doctors. Several 

claimed that many doctors are interested primarily in money and there¬ 

fore practice abortion because, in the words of one informant, “abortion 

is a very profitable business.” One informant (in a group that viewed the 

Cagney and Lacey episode) criticized doctors for “raking it in” at abortion 

clinics, 

I don’t believe in abortion clinics. Because I think they are run . . . like mills. 

I mean they’re like animals’ mills. Oh, this doctor [on television] is so compas¬ 

sionate about this and a lot of them aren’t. The doctors really want to make 

some quick bucks. You know, they can spend a day at the clinic and rake it 

in. [Baby-Sitters] 

Other women expressed similar sentiments: 

first woman: A lot of them will do it [perform abordons] for money. For a 

price they’ll do it. 

second woman: But even in their [Hippocratic] oath, they state in their oath 

that they take, that they will do nothing to bring about the disruption of life. 

That they will do nothing to cause potential danger to a human being, and 

abortion does both of those. . . . [But] it’s very hard to find one that isn’t in 

it for the money. [Catholics] 

Similarly, many women discussed the pro-choice slant of the mass me¬ 

dia on political events related to abortion. Women in pro-life groups 

repeatedly confirmed each other’s shared perceptions of the overt pro- 

choice bias of the major media in American society. One woman—speak¬ 

ing in particular of television news—summed up her perspective by say¬ 

ing, “I feel like that . . . what I’ve seen and what I’ve heard . . . out in 

the world is not what I see on TV a lot of the times.” This perspective 

was reiterated by another woman, who mentioned a recent newspaper 

article she felt had misrepresented the size of the fetus at ten weeks of 

pregnancy: “Completely inaccurate. ... At ten weeks, the feet are com¬ 

pletely formed. You have [in the newspaper account] still like a little 

thing, like a seminothingness. It wasn’t true at all. When I read that kind 

of stuff it provokes me.” [Suburban Group] 

Other women talked more generally about media attempts to hide or 

distort facts. Members of one group, composed of women who worked 

as volunteers at a pro-life pregnancy counseling center, discussed media 
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reporting of RU-486—a drug used to induce abortions—which at the 

time was unavailable in the United States. Women in this group were 

well educated, with most having at least a bachelor’s degree, and all were 

married to men with professional occupations. One woman criticized the 

media for obscuring the real reasons for the government’s reluctance to 

approve the drug: the health risks it poses to women. Instead she argued 

that news reports have focused on the political struggles surrounding the 

drug, which “make it sound like it’s a big political thing.” She argued 

that drug approval is a set of orderly procedures, which the media have 

distorted by “mak[ing] it into an event instead of a process.” In her terms, 

the media have effectively hidden the truth about abortion in this in¬ 

stance, transforming what is at stake into a “big political” issue rather 

than a simple matter of medical fact. [Volunteers] 

Our informants offered complex explanations for media distortion of 

the facts. Women in several groups claimed that the vast majority—some 

said over go percent—of media personnel were pro-choice (they offered 

no sources for this information). This assumption seemed to guide their 

feelings about the media and their mode of reporting abortion-related 

news. Another explanation, mentioned earlier in the context of RU-486, 

was that the media customarily turn factual events into political ones, 

distorting the true nature of these news stories. When asked why they 

felt this happened so often, one woman mentioned the media’s need to 

capitalize on such issues as abortion and RU-486, “moral issues that are 

hot politically” and therefore sensational news. [Volunteers] Another in 

the same group blamed the media’s tendency to follow a “politically cor¬ 

rect” line on potentially controversial issues. Her friend mentioned that 

for financial reasons media are afraid to be on the “wrong side” of partic¬ 

ular issues, because they might be boycotted or might upset a strong 

lobby. 

Suspicion of Television. Pro-life women’s distance from traditional societal 

authority, and their suspicion of what passes for “fact” in mainstream 

society, shaped their oppositional responses to television and to television 

images of medical authority. Several times, for example, women in pro¬ 

life groups greeted our announcement that we would break to show 

a tape with the comment, “We have tapes too” (which they sometimes 

offered to show us), apparently assuming that their tapes would ex¬ 

hibit a perspective very different from those in our collection. Others 

commented on how strictly they limit their own and their families’ 

exposure to conventional television and films. In one typical example 
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of the suspicion with which some women confronted prime-time 

television, a woman in a pro-life group, after viewing a clip from the 

made-for-television movie Roe vs. Wade, told us that she had consciously 

avoided watching the show when it was on television and that she found 

it “torture” to watch even the forty-minute clip we showed. [Suburban 

Group] 
Although many of the pro-life women we interviewed appeared deeply 

involved in the television entertainment shows they watched during the 

group sessions, most were nevertheless able to maintain and express a 

more general, conscious distance from the lifestyles depicted in these 

shows and the values they represented. It appeared that pro-life women 

were accustomed to seeing—and at times enjoying—television entertain¬ 

ment that regularly contradicts some of their most basic values. If televi¬ 

sion serves our society as a marketplace of ideas, pro-life women know 

that many of their own ideas are not included in this market, or at least 

not accorded mainstream status. They took pains to protect themselves 

and their children against any effects of this exclusion.13 Women repeat¬ 

edly noted the pro-choice bias they perceived in most television, includ¬ 

ing the shows they viewed during the interviews, remarking on the inade¬ 

quacy of the attempts at balance of content. They also noted as an 

accepted fact that the people who work in the mass media are overwhelm¬ 

ingly pro-choice, as in this quotation: “Most television shows are very pro- 

choice. Most ... I have to say almost all media are pro-choice. Even the 

articles that are supposed to be unbiased are almost always pro-choice. 

You can tell just by the way they . . - just by the words they use.” [Neigh¬ 

bors] Or this: 

first woman: I have never read a pro-life article in the news or the [Detroit] 

Free Press. Even on Sanctity for Life Sunday they had a pro-choice article in 

there. To me that’s appalling. Not one journalist in the newspaper is unbiased. 

Every single one of them is biased. Not one of them has ever fairly represented 

fairly the pro-life side. And then they make us look like a bunch of nerds. I 

resent that. 

second woman: And I agree. Because I’ve looked for those articles. . . . 

first woman: They’re not there. And even in those articles where they think 

they’re giving the facts, it’s not even factual. One newspaper article they had 

the size of the fetus, I clipped it out, and I saved it, they had the size of the 

fetus as completely inaccurate. [Suburban Group] 

Pro-life women often took issue with the accuracy of the way the abor¬ 

tion issue, and concomitant problems, was represented in the Roe vs. 

Wade movie and in the Cagney and Lacey abortion episode we showed 
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them. One woman, for example, commented that she “thought there was 

a lot of misinformation” in the Roe vs. Wade movie.14 In particular, she 

took issue with the way the movie painted a black-and-white view of the 

dangers of back-alley abortions compared with the safety of legal abor¬ 

tions performed in medical facilities. Although she conceded that per¬ 

haps abortions performed in hospitals under liberal abortion laws are 

indeed safer, she also argued that the movie minimized the dangers ac¬ 

companying the procedure even when it is performed by a medical pro¬ 

fessional. This led to a more extended group discussion of the true dan¬ 

gers inherent in abortion, and of the way these dangers are often ignored 

in the popular media. [Suburban Group] 

Pro-life women were even critical of the Dallas episode, despite their 

praise for the protagonists’ decision to continue the pregnancy after they 

learned that the fetus carried the genetic marker for Down’s syndrome. 

Some pro-life women felt the show oversimplified the demands of raising 

a child with Down’s syndrome. Another argued that it did not present a 

balanced depiction of the abortion issue because most women who seek 

abortions do so not because of an abnormality in the fetus but because 

the pregnancy presents an inconvenience. Her comments implied that 

if more typical cases were depicted, the case for abortion would not ap¬ 

pear as sympathetic. [Parents’ Group]15 

Women also identified more complex forms of media bias in the televi¬ 

sion episodes they were shown. One informant, for example, presented 

a sophisticated objection to the depiction of the heroine of Roe vs. Wade 

as economically and socially helpless. This representation was con¬ 

structed, she claimed, to invoke viewers’ sympathy for her plight; she 

argued that viewers would not feel so sympathetic if the story featured a 

middle-class woman seeking an abortion for convenience rather than out 

of financial desperation: 

woman: Let’s take you [to the group interviewer], for example; you’re a profes¬ 

sor. Do you have your doctorate? 

andrea press: Yes. 

woman: You have it. Are you married? 

andrea press: Um-hum. 

woman: OK, you’re married. Do you have children? 

ANDREA PRESS: No. 

woman: You’re married and you don’t have children, but this baby comes and 

you’re just not quite ready because you’re going to buy a house somewhere 

and you haven’t purchased this house, so you decide to abort. OK? Do you 

think we’re going to have pity on you? . . . People like you every day are abort¬ 

ing their babies because it’s not convenient for them timewise in their life. 
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But we would not feel sorry for you, because we’d say, that woman probably 

would be a great mother. [Suburban Group]lh 

This woman intimated that substituting a heroine like the White, middle- 

class professional interviewer for the invariably more disadvantaged 

women featured in television depictions of abortion would dramatically 

reduce viewers’ sympathy for abortion. Pro-life women were very sensitive 

to what they saw as the manipulative use of relative helplessness, disadvan¬ 

tage, and poverty as rhetorical devices. They saw through this and pro¬ 

tested it. 
Many other women felt the narrative exaggerated the destitution and 

desperation of this character, who was presented as chronically unem¬ 

ployed and lacking family support. Some complained that she could have 

found a job had she tried hard enough; others objected that her father 

(a minor character in the film) would have offered more help had she 

chosen to give birth. [Suburban Group].1' Many pro-life women thought 

these story lines remained underdeveloped, or were ignored altogether, 

because of the pro-choice bias infusing these fictional media representa¬ 

tions. 

Medical Authorities. At the most manifest level, women relate to televi¬ 

sion’s images of doctors as agents of science and sources of objective fact. 

Consider their responses to a physician pictured in an episode of Dallas. 

The physician, a woman, is depicted counseling Ray and Donna, who 

have learned that their unborn child has the genetic marker for Down’s 

syndrome and are undecided whether to continue the pregnancy. Pro¬ 

life women believe a doctor’s job is to offer objective information, which 

in their view would point toward a pro-life decision for the couple. When 

women view the doctor as objective, they offer a positive assessment of 

her expertise. For example, one woman, in a group of two married, mid¬ 

dle-class White women in their late thirties who met through a support 

group for parents, commented: 

I think she [the physician] handled [the consultation] really well. She had to 

give an unbiased opinion, no matter how she felt, because that was her job, 

not to recommend one way or another. And I think she handled it very well 

without going overboard one way or the other. I couldn’t really tell what her 

true feelings on the situation would have been or how she would have reacted 

had it been her in that position, so I think she did real well. [Parents’ Group] 

Another pro-life woman went on to praise the same doctor specifically 

for being willing to offer information about the less commonly made 
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decision to keep the child rather than abort. In essence, she was surprised 

and pleased that the doctor would offer information about alternatives 

to abortion: “I like the fact that she put it to Ray that a lot of families 

. . . [that] there is a waiting list for families to adopt these children, you 

know, there are people out there who would love them.” [Parents’ 

Group] In this respect the doctor was not judged to be biased toward 

the choice of abortion, as pro-life women generally expected, nor was 

she particularly regarded as biased against it. Instead she fulfills what 

these women see to be her more appropriate role, as the objective dis¬ 

penser of information. 

In contrast to this positive evaluation, women in another group could 

not overcome their suspicion of the doctor; in particular, they felt she 

was biased toward the pro-choice position. They interpreted negatively 

even her seemingly objective dispensing of facts, as evidence of the bias 

they suspected. For example, one woman in a group of married, working- 

class White women accused the doctor of overwhelming the couple with 

confusing facts, as physicians are wont to do, in a way that hindered rather 

than helped them in discerning the truth: “I almost felt like she was kind 

of showing just the really dark side of the whole thing [of giving birth 

to a child with Down’s syndrome]. It seemed like she was hesitant and 

she was stating all these statistics that are overwhelming, you know.” 

[Neighbors] In her view the Dallas doctor is probably biased against the 

pro-life position and consequently guilty of overloading clients with statis¬ 

tics that hide, rather than reveal, the “true facts.” The same facts that led 

other pro-life women to praise the doctor as fulfilling their ideal of the 

objective professional led this woman to criticize her for bias. 

There is other evidence that pro-life women doubt the veracity and 

good intentions, and certainly the pro-life sympathies, of the Dallas physi¬ 

cian. Some directly challenged the information she dispensed. Although 

the doctor had said that when the fetus is known to have Down’s syn¬ 

drome, 99 percent of parents choose abortion, one woman’s immediate 

response was that this statistic “didn’t seem right to me.” [Neighbors] 

She later amended this comment, realizing she had confused this statistic 

with information her own doctor had given her on the incidence of 

Down’s syndrome itself. Her suspicion that in fact the television doctor 

was biased led her to immediately refer to information gleaned from her 

own doctor, who she knows supports her pro-life stance, and whom she 

therefore counts on to make the truth available to her. 

Others in the same group interpreted the doctor’s unspoken attitudes 

based on her mannerisms. One woman judged the doctor as pro-life— 

and therefore possibly objective: “I think I got the opposite impression, 
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that she was in favor of keeping the child, but I don’t remember why I 

thought that. She seemed real pleasant, she seemed like she was giving 

them all the facts about things.” [Neighbors] She was immediately chal¬ 

lenged by the other woman in the group, who claimed she disliked the 

doctor and thought the physician was in fact hostile to the pro-life posi¬ 

tion. This challenge quickly caused the first woman to recant her positive 

assessment. She was easily talked into rethinking, even belittling, her own 

former interpretation, adding, “Now, I feel like I want to see it again, 

because I’m thinking, Why do I think that? Was I paying attention or was 

I just wisecracking, you know?” [Neighbors] The power of the group to 

influence her own perception of television was so strong that her friend’s 

doubts immediately led her to question her own interpretation, which 

had been less critical of the representation. Her friend easily “brought 

her into line.” This incident may illustrate in microcosm a broader pat¬ 

tern of pro-life women’s response to television. 

Women in another pro-life group revealed even more clearly their 

cynicism about the medical profession. This was evident in their com¬ 

ments about the doctor Ellen consulted in Roe vs. Wade, who refused her 

appeal to perform an illegal abortion or to help her find someone who 

would. Several in the group immediately contended that, in refusing to 

help Ellen with the abortion, this physician was thinking primarily of his 

own interests, trying to protect himself against charges of wrongdoing: 

andrea press: Well, what did you think about the doctor that Ellen went to in 

the movie? 

first woman: I think he covered himself well. It was against the law. 

second woman: I don’t think he wanted to take any chances. 

first woman: No, I think he did just what he should have done. He felt sorry 

for her, but he said, “I’m not breaking the law. ...” 

andrea press: So, do you think he treated her well? The doctor, I mean. Would 

you have had him react in another way? 

first woman: He couldn’t. 

second woman: I think he just came out and he just said, he couldn’t. . . . 

third woman: To keep himself honest, that’s what he had to do. [Pentecostals] 

Their comments were particularly striking because, given their pro-life 

views, these women might have responded quite differently, denigrating 

Ellen’s desire for an abortion and praising the doctor for the help he 

did provide (he told Ellen she didn’t have to keep the baby and gave her 

the name of a lawyer who could arrange an adoption). Women could 

have praised him for his pro-life actions rather than noting, somewhat 

derisively, his fear of breaking the law. Instead, their comments censuring 
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the doctor’s unresponsiveness to Ellen’s entreaties demonstrate starkly 

that pro-life women do not expect any real help from the professionals 

they encounter. These women expected professionals to think first of 

protecting themselves; whatever help they might offer would be strictly 

limited by these primary considerations. 

Similar criticisms were leveled against the doctor in the Cagney and 

Lacey episode. This doctor works in an abortion clinic that has just been 

bombed. He angrily criticizes the pro-life protesters he believes are guilty 

of the bombing, mentioning that “twelve-year-olds” have sought abor¬ 

tions there. He questions the motives of those who seek to destroy his 

clinic, thereby forcing “children to bear children.” One pro-life woman 

questioned the accuracy of his anecdote about twelve-year-olds, doubting 

that they would really seek care in a women’s clinic. She measured his 

claim against her own experience working in a physician’s office: 

This man [is working in an abortion clinic] because he’s seen twelve-year- 

olds. . . . But twelve-year-olds are not going to these clinics. Generally speak¬ 

ing, twelve-year-olds are being taken to pediatricians, and they’re being re¬ 

ferred to gynecologists. [To her friend]: Wouldn’t you agree pretty much with 

that? I know, where I worked at the pediatrician; that was how it was handled. 

[Baby-Sitters] 

In her view, the doctor was using misinformation to justify both his role 

as an abortionist and the considerable financial gain she believed he 

reaped from it.18 

One woman in the Volunteers group capped her group’s discussion 

of media bias with a more extreme observation. She attributed an evil 

purpose to the political bias of the media, one specifically at odds with 

God’s intentions: 

There’s another reason [for media bias], too. The devil is subtle. He likes 

everybody to be not knowing and so when people have their evil things that 

they want, they go about them always underneath everything. Don’t let any¬ 

thing be seen in the light or they will be found for what they really are. So 

that’s why when things go on TV it’s always the right thing is hush, hush, and 

the thing that they want is presented as being good and right for everybody. 

That’s why. 

Her remark was seconded by another group member, who added that 

what is on television is often merely “an advertisement for what they want, 

or propaganda.” These are examples of the most extreme, and most con¬ 

crete, attribution of evil purposes to the biases women noted in main¬ 

stream media. 
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Although most of the pro-life women we interviewed did not espouse 

such extreme views, most did expect to find bias and distortion among 

the mainstream professionals they encountered and in the news reports 

of conventional media. In response to these biases, women developed 

the sort of critical perspectives we have described. Often they developed 

their criticisms in consultation with alternative sources of professional 

authority, through the exposure to alternative media they actively sought. 

CREATING AN ALTERNATIVE CULTURE: THE SEARCH 

FOR LEGITIMATE AUTHORITY 

Many of the pro-life women we interviewed lived strikingly insulated from 

mainstream authorities, including most doctors, network and cable televi¬ 

sion, and popular Hollywood films. Often this insulation resulted from 

a conscious strategy in which women sought out their own professional 

authorities, and their own sources of information, to counter what they 

considered the biased sources proliferating in the mainstream. They thus 

lived in what was in many respects an alternative culture. For example, 

several groups discussed the need to consult their own physicians when 

choosing among the various forms of birth control pills available. Their 

concern centered on whether certain formulas prevented implantation 

of the fertilized zygote, because to them this amounted to abortion.19 

Women relied on their own doctors for exact knowledge about the pill 

they were prescribed. One woman observed, “We have a Christian obste¬ 

trician, so we know he wouldn’t . . . prescribe anything like that” (the 

pill that allows conception to occur). [Quakers] 

At times women described their doctors as sources of moral as well as 

medical authority. One of the consequences of having a Christian obste¬ 

trician is that one’s practices are closely monitored, and one has to think 

twice before engaging in potentially immoral behavior. Thus their doc¬ 

tors became a part of the moral policing apparatus in these women’s 

lives. For example, one informant recounted how, when she became 

pregnant with her fourth child, she toyed with the idea of having an 

abortion despite her pro-life views.20 The pregnancy was very difficult, 

and she spent several weeks in the hospital. She fantasized about having 

an abortion: “I thought, well, I could just go have an abortion and tell 

everybody I miscarried.” She never acted on her fantasy, in part owing 

to thoughts about her doctor’s opinion and how difficult it would be to 

hide the truth from him. She continued, “And then I thought, my doctor 

would know, and he’s a Christian. In fact he’s on the board on the Preg- 
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nancy Counseling Center; so I thought, no, I really wouldn’t do that. 

Yeah, I had a hard time with this one, I really did.” [Stay-at-Home Moth¬ 

ers] Of course, in addition to thoughts about her doctor’s disapproval, 

her own pro-life sentiments entered into her decision against abortion. 

But it is clear that, for the pro-life women who carefully select their own 

experts, these experts then perform an important function. Not only do 

they dispense reliable information, but they also act as professional and 

moral role models who at times limit women’s ability, and desire, to en¬ 

gage in behavior their moral community might find deviant. 

Our informants consciously sought access to Christian authorities. 

Women in several groups invoked Dr. Wilke, a pro-life activist who travels 

nationally, lecturing on the misinformation he claims is dispensed about 

abortion and the pro-life movement, often through various mass media. 

One group of women discussed attending a Saint Patrick’s Day rally 

where he spoke, and they cited facts about abortion they had learned 

from him. One of the ways they obtained information from such figures 

was by being selective about the mass media. Particularly popular among 

the women we interviewed was Christian radio.21 Several groups men¬ 

tioned listening to the Dr. Dobson Show. This radio program is narrated 

by a pro-life Christian educator who tells various stories and anecdotes 

to show that abortion is morally and medically wrong. One informant 

touted the educational value of listening to Dobson. She described one 

episode in which a nurse who had formerly worked in an abortion clinic 

“testified” on the show about her conversion experience: 

I listened to Dr. Dobson where one woman, she was a nurse [who worked in 

an abortion clinic]. See, God saved her from it. She accepted Christ and she 

realized what she was doing was wrong, and one night before she gave her 

life to God, she just heard a bunch of babies crying. She’s got a tremendous 

testimony and she would look out in the hallway and she wouldn’t see nothing 

and she would just continue to hear the babies crying. Thousands of babies 

crying and she gave her heart to the Lord. You’d have to listen to her, she 

really talks good about it. [Pentecostals] 

The same woman went on to talk about educational literature by Dr. 

Dobson documenting the dangers of abortion that are denied by Planned 

Parenthood and often ignored in the mainstream press. At this another 

member of the group told why she thought Dobson a could be trusted: 

first woman: I got magazines on it, by Dr. Dobson. I should have brought 

those. 

second woman: Well, it’s well documented then. 
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first woman: Yes, yes, it’s very good. ... I wouldn’t be saying what I’m saying 

if it wasn’t well documented. Even though I don’t have it with me to show 

you, but I know for a fact [that] this stuff is very well documented, and I got 

things on it. I wouldn’t be saying the things I said if it weren’t. 

The pro-life women we interviewed frequently cited the film The Silent 

Scream as another source of accurate medical information. Produced by 

a pro-life group to publicize what it considered to be the facts about 

abortion,22 the film claims to depict a fetus in agony during the proce¬ 

dure. One informant described the power of the film: 

[Pregnant women considering abortion] should all be forced to watch the 

movie The Silent Scream which shows exactly what happens and how the tube 

comes up to get the baby and the baby moves off to the side. If it wasn’t a 

living, breathing entity on its own, it wouldn’t try to avoid the tube. But it is 

real life, and I feel that [lawmakers are] apart from it, they are living on a 

pedestal. And they make the laws, but they don’t realize the effects. [Quakers] 

A woman from another group cited The Silent Scream as evidence that 

abortion really amounted to murder: 

They stick something up there and they can’t even see what they’re doing, 

they’re just probing up you to suck the baby out of you. Now, to me that does 

not make one bit of sense to me, and in my opinion it’s murder, because I’ve 

seen a movie called The Silent Scream and they stuck that tube up there and 

that baby was crying. And it was moving away from the object. The baby knew 

what was happening. And they say that’s not murder? [Pentecostals] 

In this discourse we again see the female body referred to as essentially 

a mysterious hole, inaccessible to the eyes of science and man (“They 

stick something up there and they can’t even see what they’re doing”), 

a sharp contrast to pro-choice discourse stressing the need for women 

to have knowledge of their own bodies and thus control over them. Imag¬ 

ery in The Silent Scream clearly supports the first view. This woman con¬ 

cluded her commentary with the statement “these are true facts,” a 

phrase aptly summing up the use of this and other alternative media 

products to lend medical and consequently moral authority to the pro¬ 

life position and worldview. 

An informant in another group described how seeing The Silent Scream 

affected her own views on abortion, solidifying her opposition to the pro¬ 

cedure. She recalled that she once disagreed with church doctrine, be¬ 

lieving that abortion was justifiable in cases of rape and incest. Viewing 

The Silent Scream, in conjunction with her own experience of two miscar- 
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riages, radically changed her perspective. [Quakers] It is clear that view¬ 

ing this film is a powerful and sometimes formative experience for many 
pro-life women. 

WHAT UNIFIES PRO-LIFE WOMEN? 

I just always had this vision of me being . .. well, Donna Reed, you know. [Laughter] Donna 
Reed, only I never had the pearls. 

STAY-AT-HOME MOTHERS 

Surprisingly, their common values powerfully drew pro-life women to¬ 

gether, even across social class lines. Though our interviews included af¬ 

fluent, working-class, and poor pro-life women, there were more similari¬ 

ties than differences in the ways they spoke about the abortion issue itself 

and about the television shows we showed them. 

Pro-life women were unified in their rejection of what they saw as ma¬ 

terialist values, and they were well aware that this located them outside 

mainstream American culture. Many pro-life women expressed ambiva¬ 

lence about pursuing and acquiring material wealth. Several talked about 

tithing to their church. Thus their critique of the materialism of secular 

culture is seen to be part of their larger refusal to consume mainstream 

American media culture as well. Relatedly, they often had chosen to leave 

the paid labor force and stay home with their children. Although in many 

cases this choice considerably reduced family income, women strongly 

believed in a traditional family in which mothers stay home, at least with 

young children. 

The middle-class woman quoted at the beginning of this section was 

among those who had decided not to work when her children were born. 

Her remark reveals both the power of television and its limits. Certainly 

she defined desirable family life according to the nostalgic norm depicted 

in situation comedies of the 1950s and early 1960s, like The Donna Reed, 

Show. Her characterization of her general lack of affluence shows she is 

conscious of her material difference from the Donna Reed icon, yet her 

laughter suggests it is relatively unimportant to her. Indeed, although 

her decision to stay home reduced her family income, in the end, she 

remarked, “Bills always seem to get paid, and food always gets on the 

table somehow.” Financial considerations have not prevented her from 

choosing the lifestyle she most desires.23 

In general we did not find that financial status particularly affected 

the views of most pro-life women in our study. The pro-choice women we 
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interviewed were not as unified across social class lines in their responses, 

however. In the chapters that follow, we consider separately the com¬ 

ments first of working-class pro-choice women and then of middle-class 

pro-choice groups. 

CONCLUSION 

We found that pro-life women often supported their convictions by ap¬ 

pealing to commonsense notions of scientific documentation and fact. 

Their view of science, however, little resembled notions of science as they 

are constructed in the scientific and medical community. In a complex 

way, pro-life women’s scientific facts were carefully selected and inter¬ 

preted in order to exclude or neutralize evidence that might support 

the pro-choice position. They viewed medical experts and mass media 

products outside the Christian pro-life community critically and with sus¬ 

picion. In this they developed both an oppositional perspective on our 

culture and an oppositional reading of its products. Pro-life women gath¬ 

ered their own evidence through careful screening of the experts they 

listened to and the media they consumed. They sought pro-life doctors 

and media products to scientifically document their own pro-life posi¬ 

tions, which they contrasted to more mainstream sources that they per¬ 

ceived as distorted, biased, and ultimately unscientific. 

In accord with the literature exploring the worldviews of abortion ac¬ 

tivists (Ginsburg 1989; Luker 1984), we find that pro-life women’s views 

on abortion reflect a broader set of issues than those involving the con¬ 

struction of gender roles. The nonactivist women we interviewed in both 

opinion camps spoke more often about the proper role of government 

and scientific authorities in the lives of private individuals than they did 

about women’s proper roles in the family and in child rearing. Through 

their abortion rhetoric, nonactivist pro-life women expressed seemingly 

paradoxical attitudes toward authority: they were critical of conventional 

authority figures in many ways but quite respectful of specific selected 

figures in others. In this, women invoked an alternative community set 

apart from the mainstream on important dimensions. For some of our 

respondents this community was one they could actually point to; for 

others it had a more imaginary existence. For all, it served to secure their 

worldview in a universe they often experienced as impersonal, immoral, 

and overrationalized. 

More generally, nonactivist pro-life women’s rhetoric referred to the 
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discourse of scientific reasoning, yet it critically rejected that language 

as well, although women maintained their suspicions of the work of sci¬ 

ence as presented to them by many doctors and by the mainstream medi¬ 

cal and media establishments. In their discourse, however, they chose to 

ground their suspicions in this very form of reasoning. Gordon (1982), 

Luker (1984) and Ginsburg (1989) all found that activist pro-life women 

resisted the market nexus dominant in many relations of modern life, 

posing their ideas about femininity as a counterpoint to this logic. Here 

we argue that the terms of rational debate—for example, of the rational¬ 

ized life—in many respects form the basis for the way pro-life women 

understand their own identities, imagine their communities, and dis¬ 

cover their truths. With this paradox, the pro-life women in our study 

poignantly illustrated some of the aspects of modern, secular life that are 

perhaps difficult to live with, yet even more difficult to live outside. 

Some of the apparent contradictions in these pro-life arguments echo 

current tensions in our society between liberal and communitarian phi¬ 

losophies of life. The liberal ideal of the rational, critical individual re¬ 

mains a strong theme in the arguments made by pro-life women in our 

study. They were wedded to a belief in their own and others’ critical 

ability to make crucial, responsible decisions concerning themselves, 

their families, and society. Yet at the same time, the pro-life women were 

clearly troubled by the too individualistic philosophy they felt under¬ 

girded the pro-choice position. One main pro-life argument is based on 

the individualistic premise of support for the life of the fetus. Others, 

however, such as those emphasizing the special relationship between 

mother and child and community responsibility to care for unborn chil¬ 

dren, are embedded within an ethic of community relatedness and social 

accountability. 
Nowhere was women’s belief in community more obvious, perhaps 

paradoxically so, than when they supported their positions with informa¬ 

tion presented as scientific truth. For without their vision of community 

and their belief in the hierarchies governing them, they would have been 

unable to select the “true facts”—those legitimated by these communi¬ 

ties—that formed the foundation of their arguments. 

For these pro-life women, scientific fact itself had acquired a unique 

character. Wrested from the impersonal authority of the rationalized so¬ 

ciety, it had become instead the property of a highly personalized com¬ 

munity group. Their arguments and beliefs challenged the impersonal 

character of science. Although in some ways their redefinition of science 

resonates with Thomas Kuhn’s invocation of the importance of the scien- 
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tific community in legitimating fact (1996), in others it differed mark¬ 

edly. For Kuhn, this community is relatively universal, and certainly not 

the more personal set of authorities invoked in our discussions. 

The groups of pro-life friends we observed supported one another 

verbally as they made these arguments. Together they constructed a criti¬ 

cal semipublic sphere, governed by norms specific to their communities 

and beliefs and only occasionally engaging the broader society against 

which their criticism was largely directed. Women were able to maintain 

their convictions by associating with others who supported them. 

Women’s exclusionary media viewing, practiced within their families 

and throughout their communities, helped to maintain the integrity of 

their identity as distinct from the mainstream as they viewed it. This study 

illustrates the constitutive importance of media habits for those at¬ 

tempting to maintain beliefs they feel contradict those governing the 

mainstream. It also illustrates that pro-life women’s views on abortion 

reflect deep-seated resistance to the norms and epistemological assump¬ 

tions of the secular society presented in mainstream media in the contem¬ 

porary United States. Their selective viewing habits are rooted in and 

reinforce the construction of a virtually alternative community of 

thoughts and beliefs. This community is positioned as oppositional to the 

secular mainstream, yet it simultaneously draws support and justification 

from secular society’s scientific mode of argument, which is premised on 

the primacy of objective fact. 

That women are able to navigate such a complicated path between 

science and faith is testimony to the resilience, and necessity, of both 

modes of being in the modern world. Contradicting Max Weber’s dictum 

that continued scientific progress would lead to the ultimate disen¬ 

chantment of the world (1946), the pro-life women in our sample appro¬ 

priated certain forms of scientific argument while maintaining their non¬ 

secular viewpoint. Indeed, they showed a striking ability to weave strands 

of the ideology of the dominant culture into their discourse at the same 

time that they remained in many ways outside it. They were able to appro¬ 

priate, transform, and even co-opt outside discourses so that they vali¬ 

dated their own worldview. By assimilating the language of science and 

technology into their arguments, pro-life women not only neutralized 

this powerful competing discourse but fueled their argument with the 

rhetoric of their opposition. When employed by those advocating the 

pro-life position, these transformed arguments may become seductive to 

mainstream audiences because they are supported with discourses that 

have broad appeal in the dominant culture. In this chapter we have exam¬ 

ined such use of the concept of “science”; the rhetoric of pro-life activists 
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makes similarly strategic appeals to popular ideas about “freedom” and 

“rights” (Condit 1990; Dillon 1993, 1995). More broadly, the political 

and religious right—in particular Newt Gingrich—has recently begun to 

adopt the discourse of “futurism,” a variant of the discourse of science. 

This argumentive style has important political consequences. Opinion 

polls continue to show that the majority of Americans favor legal abor¬ 

tion, with some restrictions (Correa and Petchesky 1994; Hildreth and 

Dran 1994); however, this rhetorical strategy may make the pro-life posi¬ 

tion more palatable to those outside the pro-life subculture. By appeals 

to the rational discourse of “science,” advocates of the pro-life position 

appear to ally themselves with ideals of reason and objectivity as personi¬ 

fied by doctors and scientists at the same time that they distance them¬ 

selves from the irrational, deplorable, and emotionally motivated actions 

of “extremists” who assault these same doctors and their patients at abor¬ 

tion clinics. The abortion issue, readily amenable to both types of reason¬ 

ing, continues to be important for pro-life women precisely because of 

its epistemologically hybrid nature. Engaging the most basic questions 

about life, science, and belief, it crystallizes the continuing interdepen¬ 

dence of these factors24 for most of us in the modern world. 
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Working-Class Pro-Choice Positions 

Nicole and Ruby, friends since childhood, were White single mothers in 

their mid-thirties. Ruby had been poor most of her life and was currently 

supporting her children on payments from Aid to Families with Depen¬ 

dent Children (AFDC). Nicole earned a living for herself and her son 

by working as a waitress and selling used furniture and records at flea 

markets. In their youth both had been heavy users of recreational drugs, 

but they had overcome this habit. Neither had ever married. 

Ruby and her children lived in a housing project, in a small apartment 

decorated with Elvis Presley memorabilia, including a striking portrait 

on black velvet. We had trouble hooking up our VCR to her outdated 

television set. As we began to talk about their views and experiences con¬ 

cerning abortion, the two vividly expressed irreverent, suspicious atti¬ 

tudes toward legal authorities. Nicole argued that if abortion were to 

become generally illegal, some women would still find legal means to 

terminate their unwanted pregnancies. In Nicole’s vision of the post¬ 

choice future, judges would decree which women could have abortions, 

and women like her would certainly be discriminated against. 

What gives me the right to tell you, just because I’m a judge setting up here, 

and I just look at your paper, I’d never met you before, and I look at your 
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paper for two seconds and say, “You can’t have an abortion.” Now that’s bull, 

because I’ll tell you what’s going to happen if they do this: each case is going 

to get up there, the judge is never going to see you again, he don’t know who 

you are and he’s going to know what’s for you in a one-page sheet. The judge 

would look at that sheet and say, “Yeah, OK, she can’t have one. This guy over 

here’s got some money, though. ...” [Single Mothers] 

Ruby finished the thought for her: “She’s on welfare, she can’t have 

one. That’s what it would be.” Throughout the interview, Nicole and 

Ruby expressed the conviction that authorities such as lawyers and judges 

neither represented nor respected their interests. They anticipated that, 

almost inevitably, they would be disfranchised by those in power. They 

invoked arguments concerning justice and fairness that stemmed from 

their profound skepticism about the operation of justice in our legal sys¬ 

tem. They feared legal restrictions on abortion not because such laws 

would in principle abridge fundamental rights of women, but because 

they were convinced the laws would be prejudicially enforced. Nicole and 

Ruby believed, based on their experience, that to secure the rights that 

are legitimately theirs, they must successfully navigate an often unfair 

legal system. Consequently they supported liberalized laws they thought 

would optimize the choices available to them. 

In the discourses surrounding the pro-choice struggles over legalized 

abortion in the United States, rights are a recurrent theme. The language 

of the Roe vs. Wade decision affirmed a “fundamental right to choose” 

grounded in the “right to privacy”: this determination established the 

state’s compelling interest in protecting these rights by making abortion 

legal (cited in Condit 1990, 103). Rights language is a unifying thread 

in much of the public discourse characterizing pro-choice actions as well, 

and it accentuates the individualistic tenor of public discourse about 

abortion. 
Feminist scholars have discussed the political implications of activist 

rhetoric stressing the concept of “rights.” Nancy Fraser (1989) argues 

that rights language serves the depoliticizing function of privatizing what 

are essentially public, political concepts. Public debate, constrained by 

the pervasiveness of this individualistic emphasis, focuses on the interpre¬ 

tation of needs and the question of entitlement: What needs are recog¬ 

nized, and which individuals “deserve” to have their needs met? Thus the 

abortion debate has come to focus on issues such as whether abortion 

should be available on demand or limited to certain relatively exceptional 

circumstances (e.g., cases of rape or incest). However, those who con¬ 

strue abortion in terms of individuals’ rights to obtain services overlook 
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the connection between women’s life circumstances that lead them to 

choose abortion and their membership in larger groups defined by social 

class, race, or ethnicity. Framing the issue as one of individual rights disre¬ 

gards the differential access that various groups of women have to re¬ 

sources in our society. Needs do differ, not only because there are differ¬ 

ences between individuals, but also because groups differ in their access 

to opportunities and resources. Denying women easy and affordable ac¬ 

cess to abortion affects poor and working-class women more directly than 

it does those who have the money to obtain safe abortions through alter¬ 

native means, to travel long distances to places where abortion is legal, 

or to support unplanned children. Those lacking financial resources suf¬ 

fer the greatest hardship when restrictive abortion laws are enacted. 

Recognizing that laws differentially affect different groups of women 

requires a level of group consciousness rare in mainstream American 

public discourse. But it is precisely this vision that was present in conversa¬ 

tions with some of our informants. A surprisingly strong consciousness 

of social class membership emerged in the remarks of certain working- 

class pro-choice women. In this chapter we describe this consciousness 

in detail, looking at differences between groups of working-class women 

as well as their similarities. 

As early as 1966, David Lockwood argued that because the working 

class encompasses workers in a variety of labor settings, there should be 

a corresponding variety of ideas about social relations within the popula¬ 

tion of workers. Since that time, others have developed the argument 

that differences in structural location within the working class should 

influence political and class consciousness. Notably, Erik Olin Wright 

(1985) argues that workers vary in skills and organizational assets. He 

presents evidence that class consciousness varies accordingly, and that 

those with fewer of these assets are more likely to identify with the work¬ 

ing class. Because some individuals may have access to one type of re¬ 

source while being poor in other types, Wright has characterized this 

complexity within the working class as a problem of “contradictory class 

locations.” This position, though intuitive, is not without its critics. Gor¬ 

don Marshall (1983) contends that this attempt to map class conscious¬ 

ness onto a structural definition of class is troubled by the “problem of 

the disappearing subject” (274): such an approach characterizes classes 

as objectively defined social locations rather than as groups composed 

of living actors who may themselves hold contradictory views. 

Because television so often portrays those seeking abortion as finan¬ 

cially needy, working-class women share the experience of seeing their 

own life circumstances reflected in television’s depictions of abortion. In 



SITUATING SELF AND SOCIAL AUTHORITY 71 

our interviews, however, we found that class consciousness among the 

working-class women who call themselves pro-choice is multifaceted. In 

this chapter we outline the important ways various groups of working- 

class women critique, challenge, and at times even accept these images, as 

they use their conversations to locate themselves in relation to television’s 

abortion heroines. In this they implicitly articulate class consciousness 

and classed identities that are at times contradictory and shifting. 

Across the pro-choice working-class groups, we observed an important 

commonality. Of all the women we interviewed, pro-choice working-class 

women were the most preoccupied with issues of rights, perhaps because 

they had the most at stake. These themes were manifested in complex 

ways. Working-class women repeatedly expressed concern and anger 

about whether laws would be differentially enforced, allowing certain 

privileged women access to abortion services, but the focus of this mis¬ 

trust took different forms. Differences particularly coalesced around is¬ 

sues of legal and professional authority and the role authorities such as 

police, lawyers, judges, and others in the criminal justice system should 

play in enforcing restrictions against abortion or in preventing even law¬ 

ful access to abortion by women of specific groups. In the discourse of 

rights, there is a recurrent tension between those who seek to safeguard 

the rights of individuals and those whose concern is to hold in check the 

exercise of those rights. Both of these themes are present in the discourse 

of working-class women. 

In their assessments of fairness, working-class pro-choice women were 

divided in the level of their identification with or against institutions of 

power. Although some women saw themselves primarily as outsiders and 

identified with forces that resist attempts to regulate exercise of these 

rights, others identified strongly with the institutional authorities aiming 

at regulation. We coined the labels “working-class-identified” and “mid- 

dle-class-identified” to differentiate these positions. These discourses 

mark deep divisions within working-class women’s experience and in 

their attitudes toward middle-class life and societal authority.1 Some 

working-class groups used one or the other of these positions exclusively. 

Conversations in other groups drew from both at different times.2 

OUR SIDE OF THE WORLD: WORKING-CLASS WOMEN DISCUSS 

TELEVISION'S ABORTION HEROINES 

As we discussed in chapter 2, entertainment television depicts abortion 

as a “classed” issue: only poor or working-class women choose abortion. 
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In this, television endorses a limited pro-choice position. Many of the 

working-class women we interviewed were sensitive to the classed narra¬ 

tive implicit in television treatments of abortion, and some criticized such 

representations of reproductive decision making, generally based on 

their own experience. For example, women in one group considered 

whether men should have the right to prevent their partners from seek¬ 

ing abortion. Although both women in the group were adamant that men 

were not entitled to this prerogative, they ultimately dismissed the debate 

as irrelevant to women in “their side of the world”: 

first woman: Chances are that don’t happen very often . . . not in my side of 

the world anyway. We’re both from the same side of the world. Men [who 

threaten legal action to prevent a woman from aborting], if they are, chances 

are, ninety-five out of a hundred, they’re using it, thinking that the woman 

will stay with them, just like the women do to the men. Because how many 

men out there are going to say, “You’re not killing my baby and I don’t care 

what happens to you”? 

second woman: I watch Thirtysomething, you know, and Michael is about the 

only man I know, TV relationships where it is discussed, “OK, honey, you go 

off the pill . . . OK its time to have the baby. It’s time to have a baby, honey.” 

Give me a break! That doesn’t happen in the real world! [Single Mothers] 

Despite the general skepticism that working-class women sometimes 

expressed toward television, most who viewed the character of Donna on 

the episode of Dallas were fairly supportive of her and accepting of the 

show’s characterization of her situation. Ray and Donna belonged to a 

minor branch of the prosperous Ewing family, subsidiary to the main 

events on Dallas. Some working-class women who watched the couple 

wrestle with whether to abort a fetus with Down’s syndrome described 

them as “such loving people,” who had “so much love to give” that it was 

sad to think of their having to make such a terrible choice. [Landlady and 

Tenant] Others praised Donna and her husband for deciding together 

whether to continue the pregnancy. [State College Group] This uncriti¬ 

cal reception of Donna’s character by working-class women is not surpris¬ 

ing, given Press’s (1991b) finding that such women tended to be less 

critical of middle-class or upper-middle-class characters on television 

than they were of working-class or lower-class characters. 

More often, though, entertainment television treatments of abortion 

feature women facing extreme material difficulty. Consequently, work¬ 

ing-class pro-choice women have a unique relation to the heroines of 

these narratives: characters like Ellen Russell and Mrs. Herrera are televi- 
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sion’s attempt to represent the realities of women like them. Working- 

class women’s responses to these characters were complex. 

Even among working-class women, it seems Mrs. Herrera is a relatively 

noncontroversial heroine. Working-class pro-choice groups were almost 

unified in their support for her. Pregnant within marriage, working hard 

in school, worried about her husband, and troubled over the morality 

of abortion, Mrs. Herrera faced her decision in a way that made her as 

acceptable to these women as she was to middle-class pro-choice women, 

and even to some pro-life women as well. Some working-class pro-choice 

women found it particularly easy to identify with Mrs. Herrera’s struggle 

for upward mobility. They agreed with the television depiction of her 

plight, concurring that it is hard to finish school while caring for a child 

even with the assistance of welfare. This was true of the women in the 

Ambitious Mothers group. The two women in this group, both White 

and in their early thirties, were mothers of small children, and much of 

their friendship centered on doing things with their children. One was 

recently divorced, and the other was married to a man in the construction 

trades. Both had a high school education and at the time of the interview 

were homemakers; but, like Mrs. Herrera, they hoped to go back to 

school. One woman in this group drew on her own experience to illus¬ 

trate the obstacles encountered by women who attempt to pursue higher 

education while raising children. She recalled her social worker’s advice 

to delay her own education until her children were of school age: 

Well, in [Mrs. Herrera’s] situation I could see why she’d want to [have an 

abortion]. She’d be better off doing it than to have the baby and have to give 

up everything and then, you know, not be able to take care of her kids in the 

future. It’s really, really hard to go to school when you have kids, and people 

try to make it look like there’s a chance and there isn’t. There’s almost this 

much chance . . . one in a million people make it. I’m trying right now to go 

to beauty school and get help from the state, and the lady from the welfare 

office is just telling me, don’t even try it. The lady’s saying, you won’t be able 

to afford to pay the baby-sitter, you won’t be able to do this. I don’t want to 

give you such a negative aspect, but they told me not to do it. She said, You re 

going to bury yourself in trying to pay for day care. You are only going to get 

forty-three dollars a week, which is not enough for the amount of hours that 

you are going to need day care. We don’t like them to even try until their 

kids are in full-time school.” That’s what she said. [Ambitious Mothers] 

Other working-class pro-choice women mentioned that the disabled 

Mr. Herrera might need care as well, expressing concern that Mrs. Her¬ 

rera would be unable to meet the needs of her husband if she also had 



74 CHAPTER FOUR 

a child to care for. They viewed her desire for an abortion as understand¬ 
able in this light. Working-class women in these groups found that the 
character’s situation presented a strong argument justifying legal abor¬ 
tion. Overall, working-class pro-choice women raised few objections to 
the depiction of Mrs. Herrera and expressed fairly unqualified support 
for her and her choice. A notable exception to this trend, however, were 
the remarks of one woman who discerned the criticism of financially 
needy women implicit in Mrs. Herrera’s continual expression of her de¬ 
sire for upward mobility: 

Then the line that the Spanish [woman] said about “I don’t want to go on 
welfare.” I’m so sick of hearing that. You know, it gives welfare a bad name. 
I mean, it’s nothing wonderful to be on, but it helps. I mean, it’s there and 
I feel that if it’s there to help you, do it. That’s what it was formed for. You 
know, let your pride . . . starve your children just for your pride’s sake. [Single 
Mothers] 

This same woman expressed dissatisfaction with the show’s relatively 
tame depiction of the controversy over abortion, which she felt down¬ 
played the conflicts involved. She challenged the portrayal of the Right 
to Life spokeswoman in the episode as stereotyped. “Well, the woman, 
they always portray the Right to Life people as mealymouthed, nothing 
better to do with their life. ... If I were casting that show, I might have 
put Grace Jones (a flamboyant Black singer-actress) in that role, you 
know?” This suggests that even women who agreed with the bias they 
perceived were sometimes critical of television’s tendency to flatten con¬ 
flict. 

Ellen Russell’s situation elicited a more complex and contentious reac¬ 
tion. Ellen’s reception by pro-choice working-class women varied from 
lukewarm approval to extreme disapproval. Although working-class 
women did universally affirm her right to an abortion, they disapproved 
more generally of her lifestyle and the circumstances that led to her un¬ 
wanted pregnancy, as in these comments: 

first woman: She was not the type to raise a child, definitely. Her lifestyle was 
not that. ... I don’t think it would be conducive to raising a child. Of course 
there are a lot of children who live with carnivals and things of that nature 
who are truly remarkable people. Her own personal lifestyle however, leaves 
something to be desired there. She’s rather loose there. . . . 

second woman: She needs to get a little more responsible with where she’s 
sleeping around or what she’s doing while she’s there, though. A little more 
responsible sex. [Chain Store Managers] 
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Others criticized Ellen while recognizing that the character merely repre¬ 
sented women who seek abortion: 

second woman: Well, she [Ellen] made me feel that abortions only happen to 
roughnecks. 

third woman: Yeah, that’s what they made it look like too. 
second woman: Yeah, she looked like a little slut. Like a little motorcycle mama 

to me. Somebody that's on the streets, you know. [Chain Store Workers] 

In fact, some working-class pro-choice women objected that Ellen’s case 

was used to illustrate abortion (even though the character was modeled 

after a real person). Like the pro-life women, they explicitly criticized 

the latent message in the television depiction. The woman quoted above 

went on to assert that it’s not true that only women like Ellen have abor¬ 

tions. 

Doctors’ wives can have one. Attorneys’ wives, you know. You can be a well- 
to-do woman and still want an abortion. You don’t have to be a street person, 
and they made it look like only the bad people, you know, [choose abortion]. 
Well, this [show] kind of made me feel that because she was from a rough 
part of town or she acted rough and tough and she liked to hang out in bars 
and all this . . . that’s not reality. In reality any woman could need an abortion 
whether she’s on the streets, in a $50,000 or $400,000 home. 

In contrast to Mrs. Herrera, who aspires to middle-class status, Ellen 

Russell’s character conspicuously rejects middle-class ideals and refuses 

to try to improve herself in hopes of achieving upward mobility. She is 

a working-class woman who appears to have no real prospects of leaving 

her class, nor does she actively seek them: she is extremely non-middle 

class identified. Among pro-choice working-class groups, there were two 

distinct types of responses to her character that led us to define distinct 

forms of working-class identity. Working-class women’s evaluations of El¬ 

len varied in relation to how they viewed themselves. Our terms “middle- 

class-identified” and “working-class-identified” describe different recep¬ 

tions of her character as expressed by women in the pro-choice working- 

class groups we interviewed. 

THE WORKING-CLASS-IDENTIFIED POSITION 

Many sociologists and other commentators on the American scene have 

noted that most Americans consider themselves members of the middle 
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class (Ehrenreich ig8g). This was true of some of the working-class 

women we interviewed, who saw themselves as no different from the mid¬ 

dle class, or as aspiring toward that status. However, others viewed them¬ 

selves as squarely outside the mainstream. These working-class women 

constructed a very different self-concept—in our terms, one more work¬ 

ing class identified. This position is encapsulated by one woman who 

asked us what groups we were interviewing. Wanting to answer honestly 

but unwilling to explicitly use the terminology of social class, Andrea 

Press rather euphemistically said we were sampling various occupational 

groups. The woman responded, laughing, “Oh, you mean high class, mid¬ 

dle class, and no class, like us!” [Chain Store Workers] Similarly, in an¬ 

other group a woman explained that we should feel free to use her real 

first name in our book rather than a pseudonym (though as a matter of 

policy we did not), because “no one who was a professor would know 

who I was.” This lack of concern for anonymity contrasted sharply with 

the attitudes of middle-class-identified women; some were so concerned 

with protecting their identities that they took false first names from the 

very beginning of the taped interview, a position uncommon among the 

women we interviewed. The woman who made the “no class” comment 

acknowledged that she does not belong to the middle class and that she 

is clear, if not particularly comfortable, about that social location. Their 

remai ks emphasized the assurance of invisibility these women experi¬ 

ence, based on their feeling of discontinuity from the middle class and 
its hegemonic representations in the mass media. 

Other women were even more articulate in expressing this class con¬ 

sciousness. One African American woman argued for a kind of practical 

solidarity based on commonalties of race and class, stating, “A support 

system. ... I think that’s what we lack in America period, in all races, 

not just the Black races. ... I think we lack support everywhere.” This 

group was organized by a woman who had taken part in another interview 

and offered to set up a second group composed of women from her 

neighborhood. She invited her mother, who was in her sixties, a family 

friend in her late teens who was single and had recently suffered a miscar- 

riage, and this speaker, who was about forty. The interviewer asked a 

question to probe the limits of this solidarity: Did the speaker believe 

that the young White woman in the group, who before her miscarriage 

had considered having an abortion because she felt she could not afford 
a child, was also discriminated against? 

Yeah . . . because she’s White, and she’s a poor White, and that’s what Martin 
Luther King called race discrimination. He didn’t go out just to fight for the 
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Black. . . . If you follow his dream and his march, you will find that he fought 
for the people that was discriminated against and it was poor Whites as well 
as Blacks. Yeah, she's discriminated against . . . because she doesn’t have that 
certain income level, so she’s automatically put in the class with Black people. 
[Family Friends] 

This woman’s comments indicated a rather sophisticated class analysis 

that cuts across racial differences to acknowledge the common position 

held by low-income people in American society. Andrea Press, who was 

conducting the interview, then turned to the young White woman who 

had considered abortion and asked whether she believed she was discrim¬ 

inated against. “Yes,” she replied. 

“Why?” Press probed. 

“Because I don’t have any money.” 

Other working-class women made similarly frank comments about 

their economic standing. In this way it was not at all uncommon for 

working-class pro-choice women to acknowledge class difference in 

American culture and the kinds of discrimination low-income people 

might experience. 

Working-class-identified women tended to be suspicious of members 

of the middle class, particularly those holding power in social institutions, 

in ways that middle-class-identified women were not. Their conversation 

was littered with references to their distrust of middle-class authority and, 

by extension, its societal representatives. 

This distrust extended to authorities in the television episodes they 

viewed. For example, one group was harshly critical of the doctor who 

treated Ellen but also considered his behavior typical of what they expect 

from doctors: 

andrea press: What did you think of the doctor? When she went to see the 
doctor? 

first woman: Scaredy-cat. My first impression was he just doesn’t want to lose 
his license. You know how easy it is to sue a doctor right now, malpractice 
suits, I mean. It’s just like in our hospitals today, you can go in for any kind 
of surgery and the first thing they have you sign is those arbitration or whatever 
they’re called. So this guy is just covering his own ass. It’s getting harder and 
harder to find a doctor that will deliver babies. It really is. So 1 felt like he was 

just like any other doctor, he’s covering his ass. It’s not legal in that state, so don’t 
come to me for something. [Said with sarcasm; emphasis added] 

second woman: [He’s just saying] I don’t know nothing about it. 
first woman: Yeah, [he’s saying] “I’ll do nothing illegal.” [Said in a scornful, 

derisive tone] [Chain Store Workers]3 
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This same group derided other professional characters in Roe vs. Wade 
as well. The women strongly criticized Ellen’s attorneys for using her to 

further their own careers. On the show the lawyers revealed that they 

were not entirely honest with Ellen, in that they never told her this was 

their first case. Indeed, after the first court’s decision, Ellen accuses them 

of misleading her into thinking the case would be settled in time for her 

to have an abortion. However, the movie makes an attempt at balance by 

depicting Sarah Weddington’s concern for Ellen in several conversations 

between the two. Yet the lawyer fails to call after Ellen, blocked in her 

efforts to get an abortion, finally delivers her baby, and in general she 

does not take much time out from her busy personal and professional 
life to be overly solicitous. 

As in their assessment of the doctor, the Chain Store Workers again 

condemned the professionals for pursuing their self-interest at Ellen’s 
expense. 

first woman: I don’t think they were very fair and honest with her right up 

front. I think they misled her. I don t think she realized in the beginning how 

long it really would take. 

second woman: Well, they didn’t tell her either, [that it would take] two 
months. 

first woman: And then here you see her all of a sudden and she’s got this big 

old belly. And I think they took this case on. . . . they believed in it and they 

believed in woman’s choice, but I think they did it to set their career off. I 

think it was done selfishly on their part, because like they both said, “We’re 

not telling her the truth, neither one of us have ever litigated.” 

ANDREA press: So you thought the women lawyers were sort of misleading her? 
second woman: I think so, I think they were just trying to further themselves. 

I don’t think they really came down to the bottom line with her and I don't 

think she was really smart enough to question them thoroughly enough on 

the situation. 

third woman: It was just any light of hope. 

fourth woman: They told her in May and it was March, she was just like. 

first woman: She was in limbo, she didn’t know what to do. She was just be¬ 
lieving what they told her. 

second woman: Since there was nothing available at that point in time in 

Texas, that they would give her some alternatives. But they didn’t even suggest 

anything. I think they did it to further their own careers and they’re probably 
rich wealthy lawyers now. 

Following these remarks, the group answered questions from Andrea 

Press about whether the lawyers should have helped Ellen obtain a legal 

abortion in New York. The women said the lawyers should have helped 
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her, mentioning several other ways they might also have helped once 

they realized their case would not be resolved in time for her to obtain 

an abortion. Similar sentiments were expressed by the women in the Non- 
traditional Students group: 

first woman: I felt that it was real empowering that they [the lawyers] wanted 

to do this [case], but I didn't think they told her the whole story, or if they 

told her they didn’t. . . . they weren’t able to get through to her what the total 

reality was. They may have said it, but that doesn’t mean she heard. 

andrea press: You didn’t think they were treating her quite fairly. . . . 

first woman: They were excited about having the case and they needed a 

case. . . . 

second woman: First case. . . . 

first woman: Plus the fact that when she was getting angry with them, that part 

of me was going, “Yeah, get angry . . . you know, dammit, get angry for once!” 

And then she apologized to the authority figure about expressing anger and 

then they watch her walk out the door. And I’m sitting there thinking, it was 

empowering what they did [taking the case], but they weren’t empowering 

women or they wouldn’t have allowed her to walk out . . .just turn around 

and walk away. . . . Or, I don’t know, maybe it’s that, that part of me that 

would like to take care of somebody and say, “Listen, I’ll pay it. My next case, 

I’ll pay for you to do something. ...” 

andrea press: Do you think . . . pay for her to do what? I mean, did you think 

that maybe they should have paid for her to go to New York? 

first woman: Yeah. 

This woman continued, elaborating her view that essentially the lawyers 

had won while Ellen lost: the attorneys benefited professionally from tak¬ 

ing the case, while Ellen was left no option but to carry an unwanted 

pregnancy to term. She argued that the lawyers “probably got a lot of 

cases off from that or maybe they didn’t, but let’s say that they would. . . . 

They got some acknowledgment and it probably helped their career [s] a 

great deal. She [Ellen] should not have lost because of that.” Working- 

class-identified pro-choice women were more eager to detail the ways 

the attorneys might have helped Ellen than were women in other pro¬ 

life and pro-choice groups, even though most agreed the attorneys had 

used her. This viewpoint follows from the generally critical attitude to¬ 

ward professionals and authorities of any kind held by the working-class- 

identified women. 

In contrast, working-class-identified women were less critical of the 

character of Ellen than were other working-class women we interviewed. 

Although they did not hold any special affection for Ellen, they did see 

some redeeming qualities in her character. One complimented her te- 
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nacity, saying, “You had to admire her. . . . Whether I agree with her 

lifestyle or whatever, she had some fight in her.” [Nontraditional Stu¬ 

dents] In contrast to the critical views presented earlier regarding Mrs. 

Herrera’s pride, another woman praised Ellen’s unwillingness to go on 

welfare, attributing it to her “pride” and independence: 

third woman: You know, that one remark she made, “I’m not trash. ...” 

first woman: I tend to believe some people would just as soon live off the 

streets before they would ask for any kind of help. Maybe she [Ellen] was 
that way. 

second woman: Too much pride. 

first woman: Yeah, her pride stepped in before she would ask the state for 

help, or whatever the case would be. [Chain Store Workers] 

Working-class-identified women were also more inclined than others 

to note parallels between Ellen’s situation and their own experience or 

that of others in their families or among their friends. In this they showed 

evidence of identifying with Ellen. One woman, after viewing the show, 

told the story of a niece she had mentioned in the discussion before the 

show, noting at several points her similarity to Ellen. Like Ellen, her niece 

had a child as a teen that relatives had (almost entirely) raised, and she 

had become pregnant again soon afterward. Faced with the second preg¬ 

nancy, this respondent had paid for her niece to have an abortion: 

first woman: [My niece] had an abortion to keep from having another child 

raised by her mother and her aunt. Similar to this case. 

andrea press: Do you help out financially with her child? 

first woman: Um-huh. We did, now we’re not so much. 

andrea press: Is she working? 

first woman: Well, she had jobs off and on, but now she’s living with someone 

on a more permanent basis that he’s financing them. He’s taking care of her 

and her six-year-old. We don t have to help them anymore. But during her 

sowing her wild oats more or less, she got pregnant again and it was just a 

mutual agreement by all of us for her to have this abortion. I don’t feel bad 
that she did. 

andrea press: Do you think she regrets that? Does she think she made the 
right decision? 

first woman: No. She made the right decision. She wasn’t very far along at all, 

she was maybe six, eight weeks. Just enough to know she was pregnant, it wasn’t 

like the kicking and the moving and the feeling and the you know, it was like, 

“Oh shit, I missed my period, I’m pregnant, now what do I do? You know, I’ve 

got one kid that my mom’s taking care of,” similar to this girl here you know, 

ital similar, except in my niece’s case, she knew that it was not a permanent 
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thing. Now, she has her son, they have a wonderful life and things are working 

out for them. And she’s grown up a lot. She’s in her twenties, she’s more 

settled, you know, but it took her a while. That’s [how it is] with these girls, 

they don’t realize when they’re young and they have these babies, that life’s 

not a bowl of roses here if they don't have a loving family to help them and 

to take care of these children for them and financially help them. [Chain 

Store Workers] 

Working-class-identified women accepted Roe vs. Wades portrayal of El¬ 

len’s lack of resources. Unlike pro-life women in particular, who (as we 

argued in chapter 3) often insisted that Ellen had not fully tapped all 

family resources available to her, these women felt that at times such 

resources do not exist. One woman, a young single mother receiving 

financial support from her parents, recognized that her situation was very 

different from that faced by some young women: “Yeah, I know I’m lucky. 

I know a lot of people that have a baby and they don’t get any help.” 

[Chain Store Workers] Later in the conversation another person in the 

group offered this empathic statement about young women facing un¬ 

wanted pregnancies: 

Yeah, they’re in a world of hurt. For them they need the choice of maybe 

being able to have an abortion. Because you’re already struggling, you know, 

if you’re a young girl and you’re out there struggling your ass off to make 

ends meet, what’s the burden of bringing another one into that struggle? 

Working-class-identified women have had, either personally or 

through family connections, experiences that lead them to view televi¬ 

sion’s abortion heroines sympathetically. They express their belief that 

their “side of the world” is often not mirrored by television’s middle-class 

version of reality. When viewing television depictions of the working class, 

they acknowledge the genuine obstacles facing these heroines, and they 

challenge the societal authorities that seek to limit their choices in coping 

with them. In this their reading is oppositional to what we argue are 

television’s preferred readings of the narratives. Most of the working- 

class groups we interviewed offered interpretations that were opposi¬ 

tional in some respects; however, not all constructed the same type of 

opposition to television’s classed narrative of abortion. 

THE MIDDLE-CLASS-IDENTIFIED POSITION 

In contrast to the women we termed working class identified, working- 

class women who are middle class identified see themselves as essentially 
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members of the middle class (though by our measures they were not).4 
This position was expressed much less frequently than the working-class- 
identified position, but one group, the Chain Store Managers, articulated 
the middle-class-identified position almost exclusively, and we quote 
them here extensively.5 Women in this group took great pains to con¬ 
struct a picture of themselves in which they were completely separated 
from the members of their class who behave irresponsibly, such as those 
who do not work steadily, have no ambition, take drugs or drink heavily, 
and indulge in casual sex. For example, one woman in this group differ¬ 
entiated herself from those who would accept public assistance: “Many 
of us may have been in a situation at one time or another where we've 
struggled and we’ve made real hard attempts to avoid using those sources 
or may have been denied those sources for various reasons.” 

In contrast to their working-class-identified counterparts, middle- 
class-identified women were relentlessly critical of Ellen’s character. 
These women criticized Ellen strongly for what they viewed as her lack 
of self-reliance. They saw her as looking for a handout, the very type of 
person most likely to end up with a free ride from the welfare system 
and probably the least deserving of it. They found Ellen’s job search, and 
her continual complaints that she could not find work, unconvincing. A 
woman from this same group commented that Ellen “kept saying she 
kept trying to find a job, that there wasn’t any work. Yet she could go 
out and have fun with her friends.” Much of Ellen’s unconventional be¬ 
havior offended women in this group. They gave her no credit, as did 
the working-class-identified women, for her reluctance to go on public 
assistance (although in general they admired women who stand on their 
own). Indeed, some were even critical of this stance. For example, al¬ 
though some working-class-identified women interpreted Ellen’s unwill¬ 
ingness to go on welfare as evidence of pride, a middle-class-identified 
woman attributed her behavior to ignorant “Texican” attitudes about 
who is trash and who isn’t. [Chain Store Managers] For middle-class- 
ldentified women, her other irresponsible qualities completely overrode 
this virtue. 

Middle-class-identified women filled in the narrative’s “unsaid” por¬ 
tions, completing the character sketch of Ellen with qualities and back¬ 
ground information that made her even more the object of their disap¬ 
proval. One sketchily drawn but often-criticized aspect of Ellen’s 
situation, for example, is the circumstances of her becoming pregnant 
for the second time. We never learn anything about the baby’s father or 
hei lelationship with him. All she tells us is that he is “not interested,” 
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presumably in helping Ellen either to raise the child or to obtain an 
abortion. 

Despite this limited information about Ellen’s sexual history, one mid¬ 
dle-class-identified woman articulated in some detail her belief that Ellen 
probably sleeps around: “I don’t sleep with a man three days after I meet 
him,” she ventured. Her remark implied that Ellen does precisely this, 
although the show gives no information except a similar accusation by 
Ellen’s mother. Others in the group elaborated, imbuing the character 
with negative qualities not depicted in the television portrayal: 

first woman: It just seemed it wasn’t that she was in this long-term involved, 

stable relationship. [It was] not even necessarily long term, it seemed like it 

was just like a one night stand basically. Oops, I got pregnant. You’ve got to 

be a litde more careful, you know. 

second woman: She even said to her father and mother, he was just a guy. 

That’s too bad. 

third woman: I think it seemed like she was constantly in an environment 

where drinking might be available. She might have been drunk at the time 

of the pregnancy, you don’t know. [Chain Store Managers] 

These women reconstructed the details of Ellen’s life in an extremely 
unfavorable light. Although many people we interviewed perceived Ellen 
as a working-class heroine, a prototypical example of the disadvantaged 
woman seeking an abortion on television, middle-class-identified women 
resisted this portrayal. The same group similarly constructed a hypotheti¬ 
cal woman seeking abortion, attributing comparable qualities of flagrant 
irresponsibility to this “straw woman.” 

Those are the people who line up frequently, using abortion as birth control. 

There’s a whole lot easier, cheaper, less painful ways to have birth control 

than to keep getting abortions. We have people at work that [say things like], 

“I think I’m pregnant again, I don’t think I can go through my fourth abor¬ 

tion.” You’re twenty-two, what do you mean your fourth abortion? “Well, I 

didn’t want to go to the drugstore. ...” Well, then cross your legs and go 

home! [Several jokes made by group members here] 

Others in the group expressed similar, if more extreme views. They 
argued that women who have had too many abortions are an unnecessary 
drain on the government, insurance companies, and the time and re¬ 
sources of physicians. Thus they used their construction of women like 
Ellen, real and imagined, as irresponsible, promiscuous, and lazy to justify 
draconian social policies, rationalizing their plan to construct a national 
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surveillance system in order to sterilize women after a certain number of 
abortions: 

andrea press: Do you think that people like that should also have access to 

abortions? 

first woman: I think they should have access to voluntary sterilization. 

second woman: Precisely. 

first woman: Have sex three times and you’re out. . . . [Laughter] 

second woman: There has to be some kind of control. We need a national 

computerized system here. Get an abortion in Boone, Kentucky, . . . and then 

if they move to Ypsilanti, Michigan, to get another abortion, that’s it, chick. 

Twice and you’re out! I’m serious, OK? We are the government, we have a respon¬ 

sibility to stop all this endless waste. It’s a waste of money, it’s a waste of good 

professional time. Why should some doctor spend all the time aborting some 

woman? I know one who has had seven abortions! I’m ahead of you. Why 

should some doctor spend good medical time and taxpayers’ money or any¬ 

body’s money to keep aborting the same person over and over again? [Empha¬ 
sis added] 

These women felt that under the current arrangements abortions are too 
readily available, and in response they constructed a vision relying on 
centralized authorities to promote responsible behavior by limiting wom¬ 
en s access to services. Middle-class-identified women did not hesitate to 
invoke societal authorities to discipline women they feel take life too 
freely and easily. In fact, they identify with these authorities explicitly: 
“We are the government.” 

Most telling of the middle-class-identified women’s particularly ac¬ 
cepting attitude toward authority, and in sharp contrast to the views of 
their working-class-identified counterparts, is the way such women char¬ 
acterized Ellen’s relationship with the attorneys who took her case to 
the Supreme Court. Although working-class-identified women criticized 
Ellen’s lawyers for using her to get ahead, the middle class identified 
simply acknowledged this situation matter-of-factly, in a tone suggesting 
that this is the behavior to be expected of lawyers. When we asked if they 
thought Ellen’s attorneys ought to have flown her to New York to obtain 
a legal abortion, one group chanted an indignant NO! in a unison that 
rarely occurs in group interviews of this nature. They argued that Ellen 
did not “contract” in advance for this kind of help, and thus no such 
help was warranted. Perhaps if she had been shrewd enough to demand 
it in the beginning, she might deserve it. But then, of course, Ellen was 
anything but shrewd. Rather than having sympathy for her naivete, they 
implied that Ellen ought to pay for her lack of sophistication and strategy. 
In their view the attorneys did not owe her help, nor did she deserve 
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any. In fact, the group was shocked that we would even mention this as 

a possibility, as though they couldn’t quite believe anyone could take 

this position. It seemed to offend their most basic convictions about the 

importance of individuals’ self-reliance. 

The Chain Store Managers, in particular, constructed their own identi¬ 

ties in opposition to Ellen and women like her. Their responses reflect 

their efforts to defend this construction. Their tendency to separate 

themselves from people like her was exemplified by their story about the 

daughter of one member, a narrative that contrasts markedly with the 

working-class-identified woman’s story about her niece described above. 

In this case one woman’s daughter, Arlene, had become pregnant while 

still in high school. She chose to have an abortion, and soon afterward 

she dropped out of school. Subsequently she became pregnant again, 

this time deciding to keep the baby, although she was still single. She 

later married the father briefly and was now divorced. She was currently 

working, caring for her daughter, and planning to attend school part 

time at some point in the future. 

When talking about this young woman’s experience, the group collec¬ 

tively assumed an almost reverent tone that stood out clearly from the 

rest of their discussion and was particularly remarkable compared with 

their attitude toward Ellen and her choices (between us we came to refer 

to their comments as the sainthood of Arlene): 

first woman: Arlene is a very mature young lady, always has been. Her actions 

at that time may not have been considered mature, but her decisions were 

correct for her at that time. . . . 

second woman: She has an unusual confidence and responsibility. I think a 

lot of that comes from the support that she’s received. It’s an unusual circum¬ 

stance in that she has a real friendship, I think, with her mom and with Pete 

[her stepfather]. [Chain Store Managers] 

Group members repeatedly commented on Arlene’s maturity. No one 

criticized her character, despite her behavior. Ellen, on the other hand, 

strongly disliked by all group members, was disparaged as morally “loose” 

and irresponsible for actions strikingly similar to Arlene’s. 

Although the group’s regard for her mother’s feelings certainly ac¬ 

counts in part for their reluctance to criticize Arlene, their comments 

appeared to be offered sincerely. Our interpretation could of course be 

mistaken, but the women seemed to genuinely like Arlene and to admire 

her strength in surviving and making the best of difficult circumstances. 

The divergence in this group’s feelings toward Arlene and Ellen may 

spring from their desire to separate themselves from “those immoral” 
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working-class people like Ellen, the ones who are depicted on television 
and in the news. 

This “us versus them” distancing is further illustrated by the group’s 
view of welfare abusers as people who take advantage of the system that 
people like themselves work so hard to support: 

third woman: Of course, the trade that we’re in, we get to see misuse of welfare 
money, continuously. 

first woman: Oh, they misuse food stamps like you wouldn’t believe. 

SECOND woman: If you’ve ever read food stamps, if you ever looked at the books 

or actually read what you can do with them food stamps, you can buy lobster 

if you wish and they frequently do. . . . You can’t buy soda, you can’t buy 

tobacco, of course you can’t buy alcohol, but if you wish to have a lobster 

dinner foi your fiiends and you can all come up with enough welfare money, 

you can have a lobster dinner. You can buy steak. 

In general, this group strongly disapproved of the “lazy, irresponsible” 
people who receive government assistance. Their comments suggested 
that they believed the system is flawed, giving people no incentive to 
work, and that ultimately they would like to see it wiped out altogether. 

These abstract, theoretical views on the subject, however, contrasted 
sharply with their descriptions of the actual people receiving welfare they 
meet at work. One woman, for example, in her job as an assistant man¬ 
ager at a discount store, took employment applications. With seeminglv 
uncharacteristic sympathy, she described seeing applicants who “should 
have been paid yesterday,” single fathers whose children haven’t eaten 
in days, for example, and others in extreme need of aid. She and the 
group strongly agreed that these people deserve assistance. They criti¬ 
cized the welfare system for not being generous enough, for not helping 
quickly enough. The same woman described the decisions she must make 
in evaluating applicants’ potential as workers. She argued that often such 
people need a chance ; they could be efficient workers despite their 
lack of experience, high school degrees, or other paper qualifications. 
These attitudes toward the people she encounters, many of whom be¬ 
come her coworkers, contradicted the way she and her friends character¬ 
ized the scheming masses on welfare, and also their placing Ellen in this 
category despite her insistence on remaining off welfare. Again, such con- 
tiasts might be explained by this group’s desire to separate themselves 
and those they work with from the bulk of working-class and poor people 
“out there,” thereby strengthening their construction of, and identifica¬ 
tion with, a middle-class-identified subject position. 

In sum, in their responses to television, middle-class-identified women 
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discounted their personal experience in favor of expressing their com¬ 

mitment to more abstract principles. They judged the characters they 

viewed against their abstract code of conduct rather than making com¬ 

parisons with the people they encounter in their everyday lives. When 

experience and principle conflict, they often favor abstract values re¬ 

flecting what they would like to believe is true rather than practical knowl¬ 

edge based on their own lives. 

AFRICAN AMERICAN WORKING-CLASS WOMEN 

The proportion of .African American respondents in our total sample 

roughly reflects the proportion of African Americans in the United States 

(see appendix A); however, only two Black women answered our solicita¬ 

tion, and the groups these contacts organized were composed entirely 

of African American women (other Black women in the sample took part 

in groups that were otherwise entirely White). Our experience reflects 

the difficulties of recruiting African Americans to participate in research, 

particularly qualitative research, that have been reported by other schol¬ 

ars (Cannon, Higginbotham, and Leung ig88; Reid 1993), The first, the 

Young Mothers group, was composed of three women in their middle 

teens and early twenties, two of whom had small children themselves, 

and one of their mothers, who was in her mid-thirties. The women in 

this group had trouble scheduling a full three-hour meeting; to accom¬ 

modate them, and because of our problem in recruiting African Ameri¬ 

can respondents generally, we conducted two shorter interviews with 

them, one day apart, and showed them both the Cagney and Lacey episode 

and the clip from the Roe vs. Wade movie. The two women in the second 

group, the Greek Organization group, were also young, in their early 

twenties, and were working toward bachelor’s degrees at the local state 

college. They met through a women’s group associated with a fraternity 

on the campus. One had a child and considered herself a homemaker 

as well as a student; the other was not a mother and worked at a conve¬ 

nience store. 

All six of the women who attended the groups organized by these two 

African American respondents were themselves African American and 

poor or working class. Four expressed consistently pro-choice views; the 

other two, a mother and her daughter, were more ambivalent, but in 

many cases they too acknowledged the necessity or desirability of abor¬ 

tion. All but one of the women in these groups was younger than twenty- 

five, four of the six had become mothers by age twenty-one, and half 
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reported in the interview having had at least one abortion. Only one 

was married. Thus this is a small and very select sample, representing a 

subgroup of African American women who have been made emblematic 

of a variety of American social and economic problems by the mass media 

and policymakers alike (Collins 1990; Luker 1996). Although their re¬ 

sponses should by no means be considered to reflect attitudes held by 

Black women generally, the views expressed by women in the two groups 

composed exclusively of African Americans may illuminate the perspec¬ 

tive of young, financially disadvantaged Black women who have them¬ 

selves been the focus of one of America’s culture wars. 

None of the women in these two groups made comments specifically 

locating themselves in a social class, as did several of the working-class- 

identified women in predominantly White groups. Neither did they dis¬ 

cuss race explicitly.6 One Black woman did make a subtle allusion to her 

classed view of the world as she criticized Roe vs. Wade's heroine, Ellen, 

for her unwillingness to accept welfare: “That excuse about she didn’t 

want to be on welfare, well what makes you better than everybody else?” 

[Young Mothers] In this she implicitly compared the character with her¬ 

self and women like her, as she suggested that for some women public 

assistance is a necessity of life, however unwelcome. 

Yet in some important ways the positions expressed by the working- 

class Black women were very similar to those of their White working- 

class-identified counterparts. Black women shared their distrust of 

professional authorities. In particular, they were critical of lawmakers at¬ 
tempting to curb the availability of Medicaid abortions: 

This is what I don’t understand, particularly in the state of Michigan . . . how 

can they tell you that they don’t want you to have an abortion, but yet stall, if 

you’re on welfare, they don’t want you to add more than two kids on it? I 

mean, that don’t make no sense. So what are you supposed to do, I mean, 

are you supposed to keep having kids and not be able to afford them? I mean, 

that don’t make no sense, you know, if you’re going to stop one, you got to 

give somewhere, you can’t just try to put bars on both doors, you know, some¬ 
thing’s got to give. [Young Mothers] 

Her vivid metaphor of lawmakers putting “bars on both doors” of the 

options available to women makes clear her feeling that political authori¬ 

ties have little concern or respect for the freedom of women like her. 

However, unlike the attitude of White working-class women, working- 

class Black women’s distrust of authorities was most marked toward doc¬ 

tors and the medical establishment. Women from both African American 

groups repeatedly expressed wariness and skepticism toward generally 



SITUATING SELF AND SOCIAL AUTHORITY | 89 

accepted medical practices. For example, one woman described how she 

inadvertently became pregnant: 

woman: I d been taking the birth control pills for five years, so I just wanted to 

stop for a year. 

Elizabeth cole: Why did you want to stop? 

woman: Because I’d been taking them for so long, it was just like . . . you know, 

you take a certain thing for so long, it’s like your body just gets messed up 

and like I had just been real sick the year before, so it’s like I just want to stop 

taking all kinds of medicine . . . and get my body resistance built up on its 

own. That’s basically why I stopped. And then when I stopped, I didn’t have 

no money to go get anything else. That’s what the problem was. Because I 

had been out of work for a while, too. [Greek Organization] 

This woman believed that birth control pills, and indeed most medica¬ 

tion, interfere with the human body’s natural ability to defend itself. Her 

comments are representative of the particular wariness toward contracep¬ 

tives we found among the working-class African American women we 

interviewed. .Although all reported using birth control, they also dis¬ 

cussed their fears about the general effects of these technologies on 

women’s health. In the Young Mothers group, for example, a sixteen- 

year-old mother of a new baby said she intended to begin using Nor¬ 

plant.' Her mother, who was also in the group, expressed concern and 

worry (“How do they know how your system will act toward it?”) and 

wondered whether pregnancy was still possible after the drug was im¬ 

planted. Others offered information to reassure her, but she concluded, 

“I’m overprotective of my oldest daughter. . . . I’m scared to hear her 

say something like that, you know. ... I don’t want to see her hurt. . . . 

And she’s going through all these experiment things, she hears more 

things than I can think of you know, than I see on the news.” Similarly, 

women in both groups repeatedly mentioned that multiple abortions 

could “mess up” a woman’s body, perhaps making it impossible for her 

to bear children in the future. As another woman put it, “You hear all 

these stories about what happens to people.” 

This distrust of medical professionals extended to the doctors in the 

television episodes we showed. For example, one group vividly described 

both the contempt with which they believed the doctor viewed Ellen in 

Roe vs. Wade and their belief that doctors routinely perform illegal proce¬ 

dures: 

first woman: I guess he didn’t want to break the law, though, you know, be¬ 

cause that’s his license, but you know, it’s just like, he had one of those . . . 
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“well I don’t really care how you feel” attitudes, you know, I mean, it’s like he 

could have made. ... I mean even though. ... I don’t know, it’s like he 

couldn’t suggest [anything] besides that back-alley abortion. I’m pretty sure 

that he knew doctors that did some underhanded stuff under the table. He 

could have suggested something other. ... I mean, it was just like he looked 

at her and right there figured that she ain’t nothing but a slut. . . . 

second woman: He didn’t care what happened to her, [whether] she had the 

baby or not. [Young Mothers] 

In the tone and content of their remarks, these women expressed a deep 

mistrust of the entire medical profession. In this their comments are rem¬ 

iniscent of those made by the pro-life women we interviewed (see chapter 

3), but their skepticism springs from different sources. Working-class Af¬ 

rican Americans’ reservations about the medical establishment may be 

understood in light of the fact that women from both groups claimed to 

have become pregnant while using contraceptives, however inconsis¬ 

tently. For example, one woman said she conceived her son while using 

“over the counter” contraceptives (spermicidal vaginal suppositories); 

later she was told she should have used two inserts at a time, although 

the package directions said to use only one. Black women’s wariness may 

also be related to evidence that researchers have at times abused African 

Americans under the guise of offering them medical treatment (Jones 

1981), a report that is well known in Black communities. 

Indeed, some working-class Black women manifested particular dis¬ 

trust and even bitterness toward members of the pro-life movement. 

They felt that pro-life activists refused to understand the realities faced 

b> poor and working-class women and thus were doing a grave disservice 

to those they counseled to carry their pregnancies to term. One young 

woman, a student and the single mother of a toddler, told how she had 

approached a pro-life organization for financial help after she gave birth 
to her son: 

first woman: I was like, I don’t have any money for food, I don’t have any 

money for diapers. . . . Well, they’re like . . . “you can get government assis¬ 

tance,” and I’m like, that’s not enough. ... I said, I can’t even afford to live 

by myself with the baby, because I was staying with my mother and I mean, 

even now, I have to have a roommate. . . . And then the cost of living in this 

area is so high because of the universities, you know, no one can live by them¬ 

selves unless they’re working full time somewhere. And that’s hard to work. 
second woman: You need a good job. 

first woman: Yeah, a decent job, full time, and it’s hard to work full time when 

you have kids to take care of because you got to get full-time day care for 
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them if they’re not in school. . . . So, you know, it’s hard to say, you know. 

I’m telling them I don’t have any money for this and they’re telling me to do 

this and do that. At that time if I went to a clinic and decided to have an 

aboruon when I . . . was pregnant with him, and they changed my mind, be¬ 

cause they made me change my mind, they’re not there helping me. They’re 

not doing anything to help you. All they’re doing is making you have a baby 

that you re not sure that you want or that you’re not able to take care of, you 

know. [Greek Organization] 

She concluded, “It’s hard for me to have any sympathy or to kind of, 

you know, understand what they’re trying to do because they’re not really 

helping anyone." Working-class Black women expressed similar hostility 

toward the pro-life activists depicted in the Cagney and Lacey episode. In 

the Greek Organization group, the woman who was first to speak after 

the tape ended criticized these activists, arguing, “I still think the people 

who are like picketing in front of the [clinic], they really shouldn’t have 

done that because it was the person’s choice of whether or not they could 

go to the clinic. Besides, going in for an abortion isn’t the only thing 

they could go in there for.” Although most women we interviewed, both 

pro-life and pro-choice, felt that Mrs. Crenshaw, the leader of the pro¬ 

life activists, was an unsympathetic character, women in the Young Moth¬ 

ers group were uniquely distrustful of her, arguing that when the police 

questioned her “it seemed like she was hiding something, so I did kind 

of think she had something to do with [the clinic bombing].” 

Thus the poor and working-class African American women we in¬ 

terviewed were in some important ways similar to their working-class- 

identified counterparts: although they rarely made explicit reference to 

their social class membership, all distrusted societal authorities, particu¬ 

larly medical authorities. Although it was never addressed explicitly in 

our interviews, for Black women this criticism of authority may arise out 

of racial consciousness rather than class consciousness, which may be less 

salient to African American members of the working class (Gurin, Miller, 

and Gurin 1980). 

Other comments made by women in these groups, however, more 

closely resemble those made by the middle-class-identified White women. 

Like them, poor and working-class African American women were critical 

of other working-class women, whom they perceived to be lazy, irrespon¬ 

sible, and abusing social welfare programs. 

For example, some women made distinctions between those who re¬ 

ceived welfare temporarily, as a means toward independence, and those 

who sought to garner higher welfare checks by having many children. In 
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one group a young woman, herself on welfare, harshly criticized Monique 

Davis (a pseudonym), a woman from her neighborhood, for having more 

children just to raise her welfare check: 

first woman: This is just hard to believe, you know, I pay taxes for people . . . 
and I am on welfare, but it’s hard to believe that I pay taxes for people who 
lay up for each year and have a kid. You got to stop somewhere. 

second woman: But you always have a job. She [Monique] don’t try to help 
herself. . . . 

Elizabeth cole: This woman doesn’t work at all? 
second woman: She never works . . . she don’t know what work is. 
FIRST woman: She never worked . . . never worked in her life. Monique has 

never had a job. . . . She feels her work is laying down having children, collect¬ 
ing welfare, that’s working. [Young Mothers] 

They joked harshly that this particular woman bred “like a roadrunner” 

and was trying to “populate Ypsilanti [a small Michigan town] with the 

Davis name.” The group continued, expressing their opinion that the 

state should be able to regulate repeated childbearing by women on wel¬ 
fare. 

Elizabeth cole. So, this is interesting to me. So you think . . . the government 
shouldn t be able to tell you whether you could have an abortion or not, but 
you think that after a certain point they should tell you [that] you can’t have 
more babies? 

first woman: Yes. Because it’s like, you know . . . if you use welfare as a matter 
of a job, like she is, you know . . . her job is like going to the hospital and 
having a kid, you know, you’re using. . . . Welfare’s not a job, welfare to me 
is like a temporaiy source to help you out until you can do something better. 
And in her case, she don’t want to do nothing better, she just wants to collect 
money. . . . Especially if you’re not even taking care of your kids, you know, 
you let your kids run around dirty, nasty, filthy, and whatever else. I mean, 
yeah, I think after four kids, you know, and you still ain’t got no husband and 
you still am t got a job, and you're not trying to better yourself . . . yeah, why 
. . . don t you go ahead. . . . Why can’t the state make you get your tubes tied? 
You know, it’s better than keep having kids and it’s also better than keep hav¬ 
ing abortions. [The state should] just force you to have birth control or take 
birth control or something besides having all those kids. 

Women in the Greek Organization group made similar disparaging 

remarks about the sister-in-law of one of the group members, who had 

borne three children by age twenty-two. “Two of her sisters have five 

children . . . and they don’t believe in birth control or abortion. . . . She’s 
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one of those that don’t do anything to prevent getting pregnant, and she 

either keeps having kids or keeps having abortions. I think, you know, 

that’s just, you know, irresponsible. . . . You can’t just keep getting preg¬ 

nant over and over again.” Although this particular woman did not use 

AFDC to support her children, the respondent believed she had let her¬ 

self become pregnant with her second child in order to “trap” the respon¬ 

dent s brother into marrying her. Her comments seem particularly ironic 

because the respondent herself had had several abortions and was now 

raising her toddler-age son as a single parent. However, it was clear that 

she saw her situation as different from her sister-in-law’s because she had 

used contracepdon. 

The African American working-class women brought similar attitudes 

to their judgment of the women seeking abortion on television. Like 

other working-class women, both groups were sympathetic toward Cagney 

and Lacey's Mrs. Herrera, considering her motives for seeking abortion 

appropriate and unambiguous. The remarks of one woman, who watched 

this show as well as Roe vs. Wade, were typical: 

Yes, it's easy to understand Mrs. Herrera’s case, I mean, you know, she had a 

real big flat-out opinion why she wanted to get an abortion. She wasn’t trying 

to, you know, have everybody in the world feel sorry for her, you know, because 

she wanted to get an abortion, you know. When the clinic got burned down, 

she got up and made an appointment someplace else. [Young Mothers] 

She and other women approved of Mrs. Herrera’s motivation and goal 

directedness. Most agreed that in her place they would make the same 

decision. This is in direct contrast to their opinions about Roe vs. Wade's 

Ellen, who received scorn similar to that leveled against other poor 

women who experienced multiple pregnancies. Working-class Black 

women in the group that viewed Roe vs. Wade found Ellen irresponsible 

and looking for a handout. One woman, herself pregnant with her sec¬ 

ond child at age twenty-one, remarked, 

I didn’t like her. I mean I can understand the fact that she was poor and she 

didn’t have any money, blah, blah, blah, but it’s kind of like hard to under¬ 

stand, you know, even though I’m for abortion, it’s kind of like hard to under¬ 

stand that she done had one child, [and] her father said he’ll take, help her 

take care of this one, you know, and I’m pretty sure that her father is not 

going to lie to her. I mean, it didn’t seem like he was a drunk or alcoholic or 

he was on drugs, I mean, he seemed like a pretty decent person, you know, 

at least from what I saw. And I think he would help her to take care of her, but 

she just have to realize that sometimes in life you have to take responsibilities. 
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I mean, I m pretty sure at the time, you know, she could have thought of 

contraceptives or something, you know. She especially, considering that she 

done had a child, she should have been using something, you know, condom 

or whatever, you know, or abstinence or whatever. [Young Mothers] 

Another summed up the group’s general reaction, saying “she seemed 

like she was a pitiful case.” They challenged Ellen’s claim that she could 

not find a job, calling it an excuse. They speculated that her repeated 

appeals to doctors and lawyers stemmed from a reluctance to pay for an 

aboition herself and argued that she should have “caught her a job right 

quick” to get the money to travel to New York where abortion was legal. 

After all, Things don t always be handed to you on a silver platter.” De¬ 

spite or perhaps because of—the similarities between their own cir¬ 

cumstances and Ellen’s, these women found her claims of material hard¬ 

ship tiresome ( blah, blah, blah ) rather than compelling (or even 

heartrending, as one pro-life woman did). Notably, the solution they of- 

feiecl Ellen is the same one preached to women like them by conservative 

politicians and pro-life activists: condom or whatever, you know, or absti¬ 
nence or whatever.” 

Jennifer Hochschild (igg5) has argued that certain psychological ra¬ 

tionalizations are necessary in order for poor African Americans to cling 

to the American dream, the myth that no matter what disadvantaged 

circumstances one is born to, one can achieve some amount of upward 

mobility through hard work. By making downward social comparisons 

with others who are even worse off, some can maintain the belief that 

they themselves may do better in the future.8 Hochschild cites surveys 

reporting that up to two-thirds of poor Blacks agree that “most people 

on welfare could take care of themselves if they really wanted to” and 

that “poor young women often have babies so they can collect welfare.” 

Indeed, poor Blacks are seven times more likely to agree that most poor 

people prefer government assistance to hard work than are middle-class 

African Americans! Hochschild argues that poor African Americans at¬ 

tempt to distance themselves from others who are in worse circumstances 
in order to maintain their own self-esteem.® 

That these particular women cling to their version of the American 

dream is clear: all the college-age women in both groups were attempting 

to earn college degrees (or intended to do so), despite delays related to 

childbearing. Similarly, the oldest woman in either group, who was thirty- 

five and a grandmother, lamented that her unplanned pregnancy at age 

nineteen had prevented her from enlisting in the army and “stopped me 

from completing my life. . . . I’m thirty-five years old and I still don’t 
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have nothing in my life but two kids and a grandchild,” Yet she blamed 

only herself for her current situation, noting, “It was meant for me not 

to have nothing in life because what I had, I throwed it down the drain.” 

Her construction of her life story is particularly noteworthy in light of 

Kristin Luker’s (1996) analyses suggesting that poverty is a cause rather 

than a consequence of teen motherhood. Luker’s data suggest that poor 

women who bear children early in life do not have significantly different 

life outcomes from other women in similar social and economic circum¬ 

stances who delay childbearing. Yet the respondent, like many other 

Americans, believed she could have overcome her poverty if she had not 

had a child as a teenager. Thus her comments suggest that this faith in 

the American dream may not come without a cost: because she believed 

the system allows people to achieve upward class mobility, this remorseful 

speaker attributed the failure of her own ambitions to what she perceived 

as her individual shortcomings. 

It appears that the poor and working-class pro-choice Black women 

we interviewed may at times distance themselves from other poor women 

by condemning them as irresponsible and lazy. In this they are similar 

to the middle-class-identified working-class White women. However, 

there was no evidence that working-class African American women also 

identified with sources of professional and political authority; indeed, 

these women were as critical of social authorities as were their working- 

class-identified White counterparts. 

CONCLUSION 

Entertainment television readily captures both a moralistic attitude to¬ 

ward abortion and a rights-oriented defense of the pro-choice position 

in what we argue is the preferred reading of its portrayal of generally 

acceptable abortions. The characters of both Mrs. Herrera and Ellen 

Russell are painted sympathetically, as poor women who find they must 

make the extremely difficult decision to abort an unplanned pregnancy. 

These media depictions of women like themselves afforded working-class 

women the opportunity to respond to middle-class perspectives on work¬ 

ing-class life and to resist these depictions by putting forth their own 

interpretations and evaluations of such experiences. In this way, some 

women constructed oppositional readings of television’s narratives based 

on alternative notions of working-class identities. 

Some working-class women recognized that their class position ren¬ 

dered them vulnerable to the social control imposed by legal and profes- 
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sional authorities. They readily described personal encounters with po¬ 

lice, lawyers, judges, and physicians in which they felt they were unfairly 

judged or mistreated. These working-class-identified women feared that 

more restrictive abortion laws would make central control of women too 

easy for the authorities, whose interests are inevitably at odds with their 

own. Working-class-identified pro-choice respondents also opposed tele¬ 

vision depictions of the representatives of societal authority as well mean¬ 

ing and compassionate. They were suspicious of both the professional 

and family authorities Ellen comes in contact with, including the doctor, 

her lawyers, and her mother. In their view Ellen’s salvation lies not in 

obeying authority and conforming to society’s rules, but in learning to 

navigate the legal and medical systems to the best of her ability, as these 

women have done in the course of their own lives. Their criticisms ex¬ 

posed television’s sanctioning of authorities’ right to control the options 
available to poor women. 

Many working-class-identified women, despite their pro-choice stance, 
did not personally condone abortion; however, they were reluctant to 

invoke societal authority to prohibit it. They were unwilling to support 

the power of legal and professional authorities to govern their society 

and their communities and to make decisions that affect their individual 

lives. This wariness was expressed clearly in the Landlady and Tenant 

group. The woman who organized this group invited her landlady and 

a friend. Two of the women were White, the third was African American. 

They ranged widely in age, from mid-forties to mid-sixties. The two 

younger women had low-level sales jobs, and the third was retired. One 

was married to a man who worked in security; the others were single. 

Theii ambivalence was captured concisely by one respondent, who ar¬ 
gued: 

I think the law sticks its nose in too damn many things, pardon my French, 
into too darn many things as is. I don’t think it should be necessary to have 
a law on [abortion]. Because it seems to me that it’s almost divisive. Of the 
two, I’m far more pro-life than I am anything else, but I am to some extent 
antiabortion. ... I think we should be teaching more to our children about 
the sanctity and beauty of a soul, a human life. 

Woi king-class-identified women challenged judges’ authority to make 

decisions that would affect women like them living in social contexts that 

judges neither recognize nor respect. In the words of a woman from the 

Single Mothers group, “What gives me the right to tell you, just because 

I’m a judge setting up here. . . . [that you] can’t have an abortion?” 

Indeed, this respondent feared that should access to abortion become 
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more highly regulated, poor women like her might be forced to abort 

wanted pregnancies. On their “side of the world,” such authority is more 

likely to persecute them than to secure their rights. 

Working-class-identified women expressed a deep skepticism that jus¬ 

tice as practiced by the courts is blind. Some offered vivid first-person 

accounts in which a middle-class or wealthy person was treated more 

leniendy than they were. Others were more generally suspicious that laws, 

particularly those concerning abortion, are not enforced impartially: 

We don’t have much of a middle class left anymore; we’re getting the have- 
nots, a very small middle class, and the haves. . . . And it wouldn’t surprise 
me to find that abortion . . . happens more in the wealthy people than we 
know. It wouldn't surprise me at all. Oh, just fly off to Rio de Janeiro for 
the weekend when she felt, I mean, long before the baby starts to show. And 
unfortunately it does tie in with money on that. ... To some extent, there 
are two sets of rules there, because it takes money for an abortion, I mean, 
let’s face it. [Landlady and Tenant] 

The propensity of working-class-identified women, then, was to support 

policies designed to limit the authorities’ reach, as do those taking the 

pro-choice stance on abortion. Women in these groups expressed similar 

distrust toward medical professionals. They did not put their faith in the 

notion that societal and community authorities must uphold the good. 

Consequently their liberal support for the right to free choice was less 

qualified, because they were reluctant to allow authorities any more con¬ 

trol over their lives than the considerable amount that, in their view, they 

already exercise. 

In contrast, other working-class women identified with these sources 

of social and political power. These women, satisfied that their inter¬ 

ests were the same as those of government and professional authorities, 

argued to expand their jurisdiction. Their reading of television was 

different in content and detail from that offered by the working-class- 

identified women, but it was also an oppositional one. These middle- 

class-identified working-class women resisted the sympathetic construc¬ 

tions of women like themselves that pepper the mass media. Rather than 

acknowledging the limitations imposed by class status, they steadfastly 

denied the existence of any limits at all. They resisted the liberal, thera¬ 

peutic worldview10 that acknowledges with sympathy the personal prob¬ 

lems and handicaps faced by many in American society. Instead, they 

embraced more conservative themes in our culture. They opposed the 

welfare state, insisting that government ought not rescue the irresponsi¬ 

ble from the consequences of their actions. In their view, people should 
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earn what they deserve by hard work and perseverance. These women 

endorsed generally pro-choice tenets concerning abortion, yet in a quali¬ 

fied way. In their view the right to abortion did not extend to unlimited 

freedom for women. They believed those who exercise their freedom 

irresponsibly ought to have that freedom curtailed. Although the middle- 

class-identified position represents a minority in this sample, the dis¬ 

course of these women recalls the idea that the working class is inherently 

more authoritarian than the middle class (Lipset 1963), whose greater 

exposuie to education has afforded a broader and more tolerant 

worldview (Gabennesch 1972; Grabb 1979; Middendorp and Meloen 
1990). 

The middle-class-identified women invoked notions of the good in 

their moralistic interpretation of Ellen and in their prescriptions con¬ 

cerning how immoral behavior ought to be controlled. This is the “com- 

munitarian strain in their thought (Sandel 1984). Communitarianism 

contrasts community-based notions of what is “good” to the Kantian lib¬ 

eral ihetoric of rights” most often used to support the pro-choice posi¬ 

tion in oui public political discourse. A qualified, communitarian pro- 

choice pei spective better describes these women’s position than does our 

more customary, undifferentiated use of the pro-choice label to con¬ 
struct a pro-choice political subject. 

The communitarian strain evident in the middle-class-identified 

group resonates in some ways with that displayed in pro-life rhetoric.11 

But in contrast to the utopian pro-life vision of a society in which all 

families are stable and each sacrifices to care for others in the human 

community at large, these pro-choice women were much less idealistic. 

They envisioned a hierarchical social order where the smarter and more 

able must necessarily care, however unwillingly, for those less intelligent 

and responsible. The burdensome qualities of the “lower” groups there¬ 

fore must be contained. Their remarks suggested that if abortion, wel¬ 

fare, and unemployment benefits were too easily accessible, some in our 

society would use these resources profligately, draining the pocketbooks 

and compassion of those who contribute to society: they themselves and 
the authorities with whom they feel interchangeable. 

These positions with respect to the role of authorities were reflected 

in responses to television as well. Working-class women were divided on 

the sources of Ellen’s problems. Working-class-identified women who ac¬ 

knowledged the ways Ellen’s life resembles their own placed the blame 

for her predicament largely on a legal system that sought to exploit her 

and a medical system that puts its professional interests ahead of the 

patient. Middle-class-identified women blamed Ellen for her careless be- 
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havior and then charged these same legal and medical authorities with 
imposing the control that she herself could not manage. 

For working-class-identified women, their real-life experience with au¬ 
thorities overshadowed the images they see in media. Accustomed to con¬ 
tinual clashes with authority, they have come to believe that their interests 
fundamentally diverge from the goals of those in power. Their image 
of themselves as “other” colors their reception of television’s normative 
language, which paints working-class women as either powerless or striv¬ 
ing for membership in the middle class. Their own self-image matches 
neither characterization and in this sense is defined in opposition to tele¬ 
vision’s categories. 

Other working-class women aspired to middle-class status and conse- 
quendy rejected a fixed working-class identity for themselves or those in 
similar economic circumstances. If easy access to abortion for all women 
must be sacrificed in constructing this alternative identity, the middle- 
class-identified women were willing to pay this price, in part because they 
believed such draconian measures would not affect “sensible” people like 
them. Middle-class-identified women’s responses to television images, in 
these instances, can be seen as evidence that they resist hegemonic inter¬ 
pretations of abortion dilemmas and hegemonic constructions of their 
own identities as subjects. But the basis for this resistance is an ultimate 
conformity to authoritative notions of what upward mobility, middle-class 
identity, and membership in the middle-class really mean. In this sense, 
then, working-class women in this subgroup were ultimately thwarted in 
their attempt to truly resist dominant meanings and definitions of their 
identities, their actions, and the parameters of their world. 

The views expressed by the working-class pro-choice African American 
women we interviewed cannot be neatly captured by either the working- 
or middle-class-identified label. Like the former, they were critical of 
societal authority, particularly the medical profession, both in their own 
experience and in the television depictions they viewed. Like the latter, 
they were quick to castigate other poor women if they perceived them 
as unwilling to work or unable to use contraception effectively. Neither 
did these respondents explicitly frame their positions in terms of their 
social position or identity as Black Americans. Nevertheless, we argue 
that their views are best understood in the context of African American 
experience. As members of a minority group with a long history of both 
discrimination and resistance, it is hardly surprising that they brought 
skepticism to their interactions with authorities and an oppositional read¬ 
ing to television images of benevolent professionals (Bobo 1995; hooks 
1994). However, African American culture is also rife with exhortations 
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to overcome systemic obstacles to success through individual and collec¬ 

tive perseverance and hard work (particularly through educational 

achievement; see Farley and Allen 1987). As Hochschild (1995) has ob¬ 

served, the belief that individuals’ life circumstances are a reflection of 

personal merit may bolster self-esteem through downward comparison. 

But for other working-class Blacks this belief in the possibility of upward 

mobility and its corollary, that the poor are to blame for their own plight, 

may be a two-edged sword: without a corresponding identification with 

the powers that regulate a hierarchical society, some may be forced to 

conclude that they have failed to achieve economic success because they 

themselves “threw their chances down the drain.” 

Fraser (1989) argues that the language of needs in our culture “repri¬ 

vatizes its public dimensions, recasting the public needs of groups as the 

private needs of individuals. The language of working-class women we 

interviewed, however, resists this repackaging. The conflict between their 

needs as individuals and the privatization of public thinking about these 

needs emerges distinctly in their speech, breaking through the silence 

that conceals such contradictions in our society’s more dominant and 

audible discourses, such as those of the mass media, that are accepted 

by the middle class. In the following chapter we discuss the ways middle- 

class pro-choice women invoke an ultraindividualistic therapeutic lan¬ 

guage that, to paraphrase C. Wright Mills (1959, 9), reframes “public 
needs” as “private troubles.” 



THE SHIFTING CONTEXT OF JUSTIFICATION 

FOR CHOICE AMONG THE MIDDLE CLASS 

Even before we walked in the door of Diane’s house, the toys strewn 

about the yard showed that children lived there. Her large, open family 

room had a comfortable disorder that made it feel welcoming and lived- 

in. Like the friends she invited for the interview, Diane managed to com¬ 

bine work and family by running a small business out of her home. Two 

of the other women at the session were old friends from college, and the 

third had been a classmate of Diane’s husband in graduate school. All 

were in their early thirties, but they could have easily been mistaken for 

college students, dressed in jeans and sweaters and with their hair in 

ponytails. As the interview ran into the afternoon, it was punctuated by 

the demands of young children. 

After viewing the Roe vs. Wade television movie, Diane compared her 

own situation with Ellen’s, describing how difficult it had been to start 

her own business. “I had to pay for a certain number of hours of day 

care a week, and it was like, ‘No, wait a minute, not only am I not drawing 

a salary here, I’m going in the hole.’ And / had [my husband’s] income 

to diddle away, you know, and then say ‘hey, we’re going to pay the mort¬ 

gage late.’ This woman had nothing.” 

“So, your feeling is she had no choices,” Andrea asked. 

Diane’s friend Chris replied, ‘Yeah, I don’t think she did.” 
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Diane, less willing to view Ellen as helpless, said, “She had choices. 
But Lori argued, “Not very many of them.” 
Jessica agreed, adding, “And she didn’t perceive herself as having any, 

and so therefore she had none. ...” 
Diane clarified what she meant by choice, articulating a distinctly psy¬ 

chological version of the concept. “But someone in her situation who 
thought differently would have choices. Maybe she could have begged. 
[But] she wasn’t a beggar. See, I think I probably would have [begged], 
even though I wouldn’t like to see myself in that situation. I would proba¬ 
bly sit down and beg those attorneys to take me somewhere. OK, I don’t 
have money, [but] I’d have hitchhiked, I would have done something if 
I didn’t want that baby.” [Entrepreneurs] 

Although Diane recognized that Ellen faced serious obstacles because 
of her background, she conceptualized these barriers in individual, psy¬ 
chological terms rather than seeing their systemic, social origins. Sociolo¬ 
gists have repeatedly discussed the power of the therapeutic ethos in 
American culture, locating its evolution within the various strains of indi¬ 
vidualism characterizing ideological developments in this country 
throughout the nineteenth century (Lasch 1979, 1984; Rice 1996; Rieff 
1966; Wilkinson 1988). As industrialization and its attendant economic 
and social changes weakened the ties that traditionally both connected 
people to groups and constrained their actions, social intercourse came 
to be constructed as taking place between autonomous individuals 
with few ties to others and with few guidelines to shape their behavior. 
As people became less scripted by traditional roles, interpersonal 
relations required more work and entailed more anxiety and uncer¬ 
tainty. Rather than being guided by group norms and social roles, 
interpersonal relations became increasingly centered on individuals 
and their qualities. Robert Bellah and his colleagues recount how in 
this situation, individualism came “more and more into its own, with 
ever weaker restraints from older biblical and republican traditions” 
(1985, 118). 

Simultaneously, the Progressive Era’s optimism about the power and 
potential of science influenced the rising therapeutic ethos in American 
society, infusing the processes of social regulation throughout the twenti¬ 
eth century (Brint 1994; Kirschner 1986; Kolko 1976; Weinstein 1968). 
One of the most significant effects of this movement toward scientizing 
was on the popular concept of the individual. As dominant ideas of 
proper socialization changed from stressing the need to inculcate correct 
moral values and beliefs to emphasizing the conditions necessary for de- 
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velopment of the healthy personality, moral categories gave way to medi¬ 

cal ones (Bellah et al. 1985; Rieff 1966). Guidelines for behavior that 

once were dictated by moral standards or were implicit in the notion of 

“character ’ increasingly came to be measured against an ideal of psycho¬ 

logical health: that of the autonomous, self-esteeming individual who 

makes choices and sets goals at the urging of his or her own conscience, 

independent of the social dictates of the community, if need be (Bellah 

et al. 1991; Grodin 1991; Simonds 1992). This ideology assumes that 

the problems individuals encounter are appropriately addressed with psy¬ 

chological help from a professional. Through therapeutic intervention 

(including the support of therapists, social workers, or self-help groups), 

those who are unlucky or disadvantaged can be strengthened to better 

meet the expectations of a society predicated on the effort of, and compe¬ 

tition between, strong, autonomous individuals. 

With changing ideas about the nature of the good person came the 

rise and institutionalization of the therapeutic professions (Herman 

1995), which many have linked to the more general development of a 

therapeutic ethic in our culture (Bellah et al. 1985; Rieff 1966; Simonds 

1992; Veroff 1981; Veroff, Douvan, and Kulka 1981; Wilkinson 1988). 

The use of therapeutic language to frame ideas about individuals and 

personal relationships is prevalent among the more affluent and 

educated in our society, although it is at times invoked by members 

of other groups as well. Members of this segment of society in particular 

experience stressful demands to produce and otherwise distinguish 

themselves in their occupations, unaided by the support from family 

and other social institutions that once was available to everyone (Bel¬ 

lah et al. 1985; Veroff 1981; Veroff, Douvan, and Kulka 1981). Eventu¬ 

ally the characteristics of the therapeutic association came to be seen as 

describing the normative relationship for women in the middle class: 

focused on intense emotional disclosure, isolated from the larger fabric 

of social connections, bounded in space and time, and contractual in 

nature. 

Thus the therapeutic ethos asserts as its primary goal the good, or 

health, of the self. It is characterized, first, by its placing the goals of 

the self before the good of the community, and second, by its scientific 

orientation toward measurement, or diagnosis, of mental health. In both 

respects the therapeutic ethos heralds specifically modern attitudes about 

personal “evaluation,” determining ideas about the proper relation be¬ 

tween individuals and society. In the mass media, and in American cul¬ 

ture generally, therapeutic discourse has been disseminated virtually 
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without challenge (Herman 1995; Livingstone and Lunt 1994; Rapping 

1996)- 
The middle class embodies our culture’s hegemonic perspective on 

many social and political issues (Baritz 1989; DeMott 1990; Ehrenreich 

1989)- Thus it is hardly surprising that we found therapeutic language 

common among economically and educationally privileged women—our 

middle-class pro-choice groups. In this chapter we focus on their com¬ 

ments and note the prevalence and importance of the therapeutic out¬ 
look implicit in their language and attitudes. 

The study of the middle class has particular significance given that 

middle-class opinions resonate with the perspectives toward abortion ar¬ 

ticulated in television representations. We argued in chapter 2 that a 

specific pro-choice discourse is the preferred reading of most prime-time 

television, one that tempers the idea that abortion is acceptable by em¬ 

phasizing the tragic dimensions of abortion choices and showing only- 

women in desperate financial straits choosing this option. Middle-class 

women often share this viewpoint and consequently are particularly un¬ 

conscious of it in television images. This contrasts with the other groups 

we studied, who were more apt to recognize and criticize these encoded 

perspectives because television s implicit ideological stance differs from 

their own. It is important to understand the construction of abortion in 

the discourse of pro-choice middle-class women because their views re¬ 

flect our culture’s hegemonic position on the issue. Women’s discourse 

in these groups reveals the workings of the insiders in our culture, the 

thinking that bolsters insider identity and the general logic of liberal 
culture. 

We discerned several dominant themes in the pro-choice position as 

expressed by middle-class women. First, they justified the right to abor¬ 

tion on the grounds of individual privacy and liberty: in this their dis¬ 

course is similar to that of the working-class women we interviewed and 

to that of television and even resembles the language of the Roe vs. Wade 

Supreme Court decision that legalized abortion. This version of the pro- 

choice position assumes the sovereignty of the individual against the state 
(as in the slogan “Keep your laws off my body”). 

But in contrast to their working-class counterparts, middle-class pro- 

choice women privileged therapeutic authority, which in one sense can 

be seen as social control by middle-class professionals. Therapeutic ac¬ 

tivity seeks, through contact with professional authority figures, to 

“strengthen” the autonomous individual by shaping him or her according 

to a middle-class mold.1 Thus middle-class pro-choice women in many 
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cases have internalized societal authority, distinguishing them from pro¬ 

life women and certain working-class pro-choice women who reject its 

legitimacy. Consistent with the therapeutic ethic, the middle-class version 

of pro-choice identifies assistance at the level of individual dysfunction 

as the key to helping women, rather than legislative or economic change 

intended to benefit women as a class. 

Third, the middle-class pro-choice groups we interviewed were distin¬ 

guished by the degree to which they incorporated liberal feminism into 

their everyday worldview, similar to current perspectives on prime-time 

television (Dow 1996). Of all the groups we studied, the middle-class 

pro-choice women were most likely to express overtly feminist senti¬ 

ments. They accepted certain tenets virtually universally, particularly in 

discussions of abortion: women’s need for autonomy from men, for ex¬ 

ample; the rhetoric of “choice” expressed as women’s right to make their 

own decisions about their own bodies; the importance of women’s educa¬ 

tion and careers; and the high value placed on women’s physical and 

psychological health. They focused on individual rights for women, 

couched in the language of a more general liberal discourse based on 

the primacy of individual rights. In this their brand of liberal feminism 

showed the influence of individualistic and therapeutic beliefs as well. 

They invoked none of the radical discourse of group identity and feminist 

critique of conventional social norms heard in the language of more ex¬ 

treme feminist positions, which we also discerned in the speech of some 

working-class women. In this they echoed the early language of femi¬ 

nism’s second wave, which—stressing that “the personal is political”— 

urged women to raise political consciousness by analyzing their interper¬ 

sonal relations and private life. In line with a therapeutic ethos already 

gaining popularity among middle-class women at the inception of femi¬ 

nism’s second wave, the categories of individual, personal life were ex¬ 

alted as emblematic of a new form of consciousness, with a new epistemo¬ 

logical power. 
The therapeutic-feminist ethos is a powerful analytic and linguistic 

tool used by middle-class women in our culture. It is present in mass 

media directed at women, such as the tremendously popular television 

talk shows, which have been widely analyzed for their individualistic- 

therapeutic biases (Livingstone and Lunt 1994; McLaughlin 1993). It 

also permeates best-selling essays and memoirs by popular feminist au¬ 

thors such as Gloria Steinem (1992), Jane Tompkins (1997), and Naomi 

Wolf (1997). This ethos strongly influences the thought and language 

of ordinary women, particularly those of the middle class. Our interviews 
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with middle-class women illustrate how these forms of feminism meld 
with the therapeutic ethos to form a system of values and beliefs that 
contrasts markedly with those we discussed earlier. 

MIDDLE-CLASS VERSIONS OF CHOICE 

We heard the most overtly contradictory positions on abortion from 
middle-class pro-choice informants. These women claimed to be pas¬ 
sionately pro-choice because “no one should tell someone else what to 
do about abortion. Paradoxically, most were also adamantly opposed 
to abortion for themselves. This is the essence of a liberal perspec¬ 
tive on abortion: in the abstract, each individual’s right to have an abor¬ 
tion is defended, while abortion as a personal decision is categorically 
rejected. Although women defended abortion rights, many who believed 
in such rights also felt that for them abortion would be out of the ques¬ 
tion. 

We encountered this logic many times in our interviews. Speaking of 
the marked divide she saw between the law and her personal ethics, one 
respondent argued: 

first woman: I think that the law of, you know, having a law saying that “No, 
you cannot have an abortion,” there’s just no way. I mean, of course you can 
have an abortion, of course there should be free choice, but me personally, 
I could never have an abortion, I mean I just know that. That would just not 
be possible for me to do that. 

second woman: I feel that way too. 

FIRST woman: But damn it if anybody’s going to tell me I can’t. [Presbyterians] 

In conjunction with this firm expression of her support for abortion 
rights, this woman later justified her personal aversion in terms of thera¬ 
peutic concerns. Abortion was not a choice she could make because “it 
wouldn’t help her,” given her “fragile” personality. This discussion, 
grounded in a definition of health based on individuals’ unique personal¬ 
ities, contrasts sharply with pro-life women’s expectations about the uni¬ 
versal good health and well-being that those renouncing abortion will 
inevitably enjoy. Middle-class pro-choice women believe abortion must 
remain available to those who feel that, in their particular cases, it would 
benefit their health and well-being. 

The relation between theory and experience, between an abstract the- 
oietical position on abortion and concrete life circumstances, was prob¬ 
lematic in the abortion discourse of middle-class pro-choice women. 
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Their concrete actions and reactions in the course of their own experi¬ 
ence sometimes contradicted their stated theoretical viewpoints. For ex¬ 
ample, one woman who supported pro-choice laws wholeheartedly and 
felt it would be wrong to tell any other woman what to do described how 
her position for herself at that moment shifted the instant she believed she 
was pregnant: 

I did not have [an abortion], by the way, but I really did contemplate it one 
time when I thought I was pregnant. ... I said, “Oh my God, I’m pregnant!” 
and suddenly all this nice liberal talk we’d had about “Oh sure, if we had 
another kid it would be fine” vanished. I wasn’t worried about being pregnant, 
I wasn’t worried about having an infant, I just didn’t think I could handle 
the dates with the cooperative nurseries once again, and another game of 
Candyland. I just thought, “Oh, I just can’t do this.” It’s the mothers, it was 
the tricky litde mothers and these cutesy people. I just thought, “I can’t do 
this, not at thirty-eight years old.” [Presbyterians] 

Yet in the next breath she weighed her reservations about the pregnancy 
against a list of evidence testifying that she could easily have borne and 
raised a new baby. “It wasn’t any of those issues like the chances of bring¬ 
ing into the world an unhealthy child. . . . I’m really blessed with good 
health and I like to have kids . . . and our economic status wasn’t that 
grim and the child would have been loved.” Her analysis suggests that 
she didn’t judge her own reasons for wanting an abortion as legitimate 
according to her own beliefs about what could justify that choice. She 
had the physical, financial, and emotional resources to raise another 
child and therefore was not a candidate for either medical, economic, 
or therapeutic help. Because she did not “need” an abortion, she evalu¬ 
ated her own reasons, her feeling that she “didn’t think [she] wanted to 
handle it,” as not justifying an abortion. Such an action would have been 
a transgression of her beliefs about abortion, and she was vaguely 
ashamed for having contemplated it. Yet her moral views did not prevent 
her from considering the option seriously when faced with her own un¬ 
wanted pregnancy. The unanticipated situation demanded unprece¬ 
dented decisions, and although some choices were perhaps morally un¬ 
justified to her mind, they could theoretically be defended in particular 
situations such as the one she had experienced. She later found she was 
not pregnant and was consequently spared the difficult decision. We 
heard many middle-class pro-choice informants navigate a seemingly 
contradictory course between the legal and the personal, the abstract 
code and the specific case.2 

We call the middle-class pro-choice women’s comfort with these ap- 
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parently paradoxical positions the “shifting context of justification.” 
These women expressed one opinion about abortion when speaking ab¬ 
stractly and another when discussing their own actions or experience. 
They repeatedly stated that abortion should be legal without restrictions. 
Their logic often took the following form: No one can really know what 
someone else is going through; therefore no one can make a valid abor¬ 
tion decision for another. When discussing whether abortion could ever 
be right for them, however, such women often said that they personally 
could never have an abortion, that in fact (surprisingly, given their other¬ 
wise pro-choice stance) they believed abortion was wrong. At times it 
would surface that they had considered abortion or even had had abor¬ 
tions earlier in their lives, usually when their material circumstances were 
different. Their logic of justification for abortion shifted, therefore, de¬ 
pending on whether they were discussing their own abortions, those of 
other women, or their own decisions at other phases of their lives. 

The tension between moral reasoning at the level of the abstract and 
the particular recalls the work of psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982), who 
has often been criticized for the middle-class bias of her work.3 She con¬ 
trasted women’s moral reasoning, which she characterized as privileging 
concei n for maintaining relationships, with another form, more often 
seen in men, based on abstract reasoning about fairness. In our inter¬ 
views, middle-class pro-choice women moved between abstract and rela¬ 
tional levels in constructing their moral positions on abortion. Although 
they were firmly committed to the abstract principle of choice and the 
belief that abortion can be a legitimate option in specific situations, when 
discussing their personal choices they often retreated from this position 
to substitute a more relational type of logic in which abortion was con¬ 
strued as something close to murder. As one woman said, since the birth 
of her daughter, Karen, the idea of having an abortion seemed as if she 
would be “doing away with a Karen.” [Presbyterians] 

In middle-class women, then, the pro-choice opinion was often quali¬ 
fied. As in their attitudes toward television abortions, they rarely con¬ 
sidered abortion legitimate for themselves and others who do not face 
serious material, medical, or psychological difficulties. They spoke of 
themselves as very different from women who were poor, very young, or 
under extieme psychological stress, whom they viewed as optimal candi¬ 
dates for abortion. They identified abortion with people who are “other” 
either materially or psychologically, whose existence they acknowledged 
but whom they spoke of as inhabiting a world far from the lives of the 
privileged. When they did contemplate abortion for themselves, as in the 
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case of the older woman who found herself pregnant or the women who 
had abortions when young and single, the moment when that choice was 
made or considered was seen as “apart” from their “real” life, a temporary 
aberration from which their return to material or psychological “normal¬ 
ity was swift and the break was clean. In one middle-class woman’s words, 
abortion isn t a nice thing” [Presbyterians], meaning that she would con¬ 

sider it only if a desperate lack of alternatives precluded other choices. 
From middle-class women's own perspective, abortion has little place in 
the relatively privileged world they inhabit. 

There are situations, however, that make abortion legitimate in this 
mode of thought. Sometimes middle-class women found themselves in 
such a position temporarily. In such cases, even those who considered 
themselves unable to make such a choice sometimes contemplated abor¬ 
tion. In retrospect, however, women often criticized their own situational 
thinking as a flawed analysis. Thus, in one of the cases cited above, al¬ 
though the woman made no decision because she was not actually preg¬ 
nant, she analyzed her circumstances differently from the perspective of 
the present. Looking back, she argued that in fact she was healthy, the 
pregnancy would probably have gone smoothly, and having the child 
would really have placed no undue financial or even emotional burden 
on her family. 

This position suggests a belief that although situations truly necessitat¬ 
ing abortions do occur, they befall other people. The middle-class pro- 
choice women in our study felt genuine compassion for those who, in 
their view, might require an abortion to resolve their problems; however, 
it was a distanced type of compassion that did not require a close identifi¬ 
cation with the person who was its object or with her circumstances. Con¬ 
sequently, because their empathy for such women was so distanced, they 
did not apply their acceptance of abortion to themselves as well. In this 
way middle-class women maintained a pro-choice position in which the 
option of abortion remained remote, even though many had had abor¬ 
tions before they were married. For these women abortion never came 
too close, and their pro-choice philosophy was relatively abstract. 

The middle-class pro-choice women we interviewed were committed 
to the idea that there are no hard and fast rules about the rightness or 
wrongness of particular abortion decisions, yet they did not believe that 
all such decisions have the same moral or ethical standing. Their liberal¬ 
ism was coupled with the strong conviction that some choices are respon¬ 
sible ones while others are morally ambiguous. This is a second way 
the context of justification of abortion can be said to be shifting. The 
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middle-class women clung to the pro-choice conviction that abortion is 
a woman’s right, and consequently they insisted that they could never 
judge another’s decision; at the same time, women in many of the groups 
told stories of others’ abortion decisions in which they felt that the preg¬ 
nant woman’s previous actions made her desire for an abortion morally 
questionable. These two attitudes existed side by side.4 Behaviors that 
rendered the choice of abortion suspect included a history of unintended 
pregnancy, poor judgment in relationships with men, or, most often, fail¬ 
ure to use birth control consistently. This position was expressed particu¬ 
larly well by the members of one group who described several abortion 
decisions they felt were irresponsible, including those of a friend who 
had not used birth control and of another acquaintance who had used 
it carelessly because she wanted a child but knew her husband opposed 
it. One woman in the group offered a more unusual example to make 
her point that some abortions are morally problematic: 

I actually know someone who . . . had a couple of abortions. She was a pretty 

freaky person. And then [she] was pregnant again, and deliberately waited 

because she wanted to see what it felt like to be pregnant before she got the 

abortion. Now that one got to me, and I do think that’s where we all run up 

against the kind of squeamish thinking this isn’t something you fool around 

with. This was not an all bad person, by the way, or even an all freaky person. 
[Presbyterians] 

Even in this case the respondent defended her friend’s character and her 
right to choose abortion. Yet it is clear that middle-class pro-choice wom¬ 
en’s staunch support for the availability of abortion does not mean they 
believe that every abortion choice can be justified. Yet their liberalism 
sometimes leads members of the same group to make statements that sug¬ 
gested this was so. In response to the pointed question, “Under what condi¬ 
tions do you believe it would be justified to have an abortion?” they replied: 

first woman: For me personally or for my decision for other women? 
andrea press: For other women. 

first woman: Any. 

ANDREA press: But for you personally the answer would be different then. 
first woman: Yeah. 

SECOND woman: The whole idea of whether the embryo becomes a human, or 

whether it’s immediate upon conception, or at birth, that’s an intellectual 

question for me. That embryo is my child from the moment it’s conceived 

and so I can’t afford that. I don’t think I felt that [during] the first pregnancy 

as I did the second, because part of it was that second was . . . it was really 
special. 7 
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andrea press: How about you. . . . 

third woman: I d have to say that I’m probably against abortions like in the 

last trimester or so, because somehow that seems awfully rough for me. I mean 

you see premature babies at six months who live all the time. That seems very 

hard for me, but as to who could have an abortion I don’t have any real restric¬ 

tions at all. I think everybody should be allowed to have one if they wanted one [empha¬ 

sis added], I don t think it's something everybody necessarily will choose to 

have. [Presbyterians] 

Note the similarities between the last woman’s remarks and some pro¬ 
life rhetoric about the possibility that some fetuses are aborted at such 
a late stage of development that they could survive independent of the 
mother’s body. The women in this group steadfastly insisted that the rules 
for themselves would be different than the rules should be for others. Other 
women should be allowed to have abortions whenever they want to in 
the pregnancy, for whatever reason. But these women felt that they 
would—and for varying reasons related to their own beliefs, should— 
impose more stringent restrictions on their own decisions. 

A woman in another group confronted this contradiction in her own 
thinking even more directly: 

Individuals struggle. . . . Right now, I can say, “Yeah, I would do it”. . . . [But 

that] doesn’t mean I wouldn’t struggle making the decision and for years 

struggle over it. ... I don’t know if I was married and had two children already 

and, “Whoops!” . . . Maybe it would be easier then. But being single. . . . It’s 

very hard to explain why I feel like that. But I’m absolutely 100 percent behind 

anybody who wants an abortion, and I can’t explain why I’m so free about 

anybody else and not about myself. [Bowlers] 

Again, for these middle-class women, an important variable in their judg¬ 
ment regarding the legitimacy of others’ abortion choices is the emo¬ 
tional anguish and somber deliberations they demand that others experi¬ 
ence in coming to such a decision. They believe abortion should not 
be taken lightly. Only considerable personal reflection can justify such 
an act. 

We conducted one group interview with pro-choice activists in order 
to discern the ways their views were similar to and different from those 
of ordinary women espousing pro-choice views. Demographically they 
were similar to the middle-class women. In our conversations with activ¬ 
ists, however, a markedly different position on abortion emerged. Rather 
than stressing the emotional pain necessarily involved in making abortion 
decisions, the activists minimized the need for mental suffering. Instead 
they argued that particular situations mandated the decision to obtain 
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an abortion. But like their nonactivist middle-class counterparts, they im¬ 
plied that in general they themselves would never be in a situation where 
they would choose abortion. Although their rationale was different from 
that of nonactivist middle-class women, the outcome of their arguments 
was essentially the same: abortion was justifiable for other women, per¬ 
haps those who were poorer, of lower social class status, and therefore 
more vulnerable than themselves; but for them, and for women in similar 
circumstances, it would rarely be necessary or desirable. The activists’ 
attitudes recalled the research of Faye Crosby and her colleagues (1989), 
which found that even in a sample of politicized feminist women who 
believed strongly that sex discrimination exists, most refused to believe 
they had ever been victims. As in our interview with activists, even those 
who perceive social injustice may be reluctant to acknowledge that they 
themselves suffer any disadvantage. 

TELEVISION AS MIDDLE-CLASS RHETORIC 

The middle-class pro-choice women differ from the other groups we 
studied because their own perspective on abortion, deeming it legitimate 
in dire financial circumstances, is closest to the perspective of the televi¬ 
sion representations they viewed—to what we argue is the preferred read¬ 
ing of these shows. In the programs we showed them, as in television 
generally (see chapter 2), poor and working-class characters were de¬ 
picted choosing abortions although the upper-middle-class protagonist 
did not, even though her fetus had an abnormality that, when identified, 
in reality most often leads women to choose abortion.5 The preferred 
readings of the shows we examined are very similar to the distanced, 
abstract support for the pro-choice position that we discerned in the dis¬ 
course of middle-class women. 

Thus the pro-choice perspective seen on television was a qualified one, 
paralleling the reservations many middle-class women expressed. In both 
television dramatizations and the discourse of middle-class women, abor¬ 
tion is sanctioned in cases of extreme personal suffering, brought on 
more often by material circumstances in the case of television abortions 
and by emotional-psychological ones for the middle-class women and 
their friends (although they can imaginatively describe all sorts of cases 
that might cause such mental anguish for other women). 

Irrespective of the details of their particular situations, however, each 
of the protagonists in the shows was depicted as making an individual 
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decision, effectively unsupported by networks of friends or community 
or often by spouses. The social dimensions of the conditions each faced 
were diminished by television’s simplified narrative presentation. Thus 
when Mrs. Herrera is shown as unable to turn to her husband and unwill- 
ing to rely on public social support such as welfare, these are portrayed 
as individual problems rather than those common to her social group. 
Ellen's itinerant lifestyle is presented as the result of her personality 
rather than of her lack of opportunity owing to the scarcity of affordable 
child care or well-paid employment for unskilled workers. 

Middle-class women’s responses to these representations illustrated 
the way they believed their own world was set apart from the spaces in 
which abortion was most likely to occur. In fact, it was in response to 
television’s abortion heroines that they most fully expressed their thera¬ 
peutic perspective toward less privileged individuals. Observing these 
characters at a distance, they focused their empathic stance on the preg¬ 
nant women’s personal lack of coping resources; this perspective oc¬ 
cluded their view of the more systemic obstacles that blocked their access 
to genuinely free choices. Middle-class women’s therapeutic orientation 
toward these characters paralleled television’s own treatment of the issue. 

Accepting the Message, Rejecting the Medium. Although middle-class pro- 
choice women were more likely to assert their distance from television 
in general than were working-class pro-choice women (though neither 
group was as distanced as the pro-life women),6 their more specific com¬ 
ments about the content of the shows attested to their general agreement 
with the perspective they viewed. Television’s own viewpoint, therefore, 
was less visible to this group than to any other, and consequently they 
were more likely to take these depictions at face value than were members 
of the other groups. They accepted television’s characterization of the 
material reality underlying the plight of the upwardly mobile Mrs. Her¬ 
rera, the less mobile Ellen, and the well-off yet indecisive Ray and Donna. 
Their own notions of class, power, and upward mobility paralleled those 
infusing these representations. Their perspective on abortion was similar 
as well: although few were willing to condone the act of abortion or to 
accept it for themselves, none were willing to condemn others for it, par¬ 
ticularly those perceived as psychologically or materially needy. Liberal 
sympathy for and tolerance of—even identification with—less fortunate 
“others” was apparent throughout the discourse of these groups. 

Although the other women we studied illustrate different types of resis¬ 
tance cultures with respect to television representations, the middle-class 
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pro-choice women were a mainstream or hegemonic culture, sharing in 
the basic values of the media. What they viewed on television, in fact, 
were representations of working-class or poor women created by middle- 
class writers and producers. Television itself mimicked the detached sym¬ 
pathy with which middle-class women received its images. There was little 
in the content of the television portrayals that they disagreed with or felt 
inclined to criticize. 

Rather than acknowledging the systemic differences between the hero¬ 
ines and women like themselves, middle-class women looked for the simi¬ 
larities, finding some on interpersonal, individual levels and emphasizing 
those in their descriptions of the television images. This enabled them 
to identify somewhat with the television characters. In one group, for 
example, a woman answered the interviewer’s question about her views 
on Mrs. Herrera’s actions by saying that if she were Mrs. Herrera she 
would get an abortion. Other groups echoed this reaction, talking about 
the problems of having an unemployed husband and of wanting to con¬ 
tinue her education, and about how difficult it would be to manage this 
with a child. [Bowlers] Ellen called forth somewhat more complex reac¬ 
tions, as in the discussion of the Entrepreneurs, who felt empathy toward 
her character and her view of her choices while at the same time believing 
they would see more options. Yet they did not challenge the depiction 
of Ellen as an accurate portrayal of how a woman in her situation would 
have felt and acted. As one woman in the Entrepreneurs group said, Ellen 
“probably feels like a lot of lower-class women.” 

Middle-class women, although espousing many feminist values, rarely 
questioned the underlying values and biases of the status quo; theirs was 
a mainstream, domesticated feminism, on the surface fully compatible 
with hegemonic social beliefs about individuals and their rights. Al¬ 
though middle-class viewers might find Mrs. Herrera or Ellen to be 
strong, feminist heroines in certain respects, they did not challenge their 
inability to confront their difficulties by applying a broader, sociological 
critique recognizing the ways women are systematically disadvantaged by 
an inequitable social system. For example, the quotation above from the 
Enti epi eneurs was preceded and followed by many remarks illustrating 
the group’s overall belief that Ellen was “wrong” not to see her other 
options: 

ANDREA press: If you were in [Ellen’s] position, would you have made the same 
decision that she did? 

FIRST woman: No, I would have gone to a state where they had it. 
second woman: I would have gone to a state sometime. 
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third woman: I wouldn’t have said I didn’t have the money; I would have found 

a way. 

first woman: But she didn’t have the money. . . . 

second woman: So what, you hitchhike. . . . 

fourth woman: She hitchhiked everywhere else. 

third woman: Yeah, but what about when she got there? . . . 

Even though it was agreed that many women would see their situation 
just as Ellen did, overall the group felt that this perspective was mistaken, 
and that a rational, aware person (e.g., a middle-class one) could ferret 
out the hidden opportunities that did exist (although this was debated 
and there were some dissenting voices). 

Another woman’s comments illustrate the way television reflects and 
confirms the middle-class worldview. Comparing the show’s depiction of 
Mrs. Herrera’s struggle with that of her friend Terry, who was much more 
affluent, she nevertheless found the group members’ indecisiveness 
about abortion to parallel the themes of the show: 

Well a lot of [the Cagney and Lacey show] was sort of the same things we were 

saying before we even watched it. And even Cagney was saying, sure she’s pro- 

choice, but she says, “I’m also pro-life.” I mean [Mrs. Herrera’s] having the 

same kind of a struggle that [our friend] has. . . . [It’s the] same thing Terry 

said, she’s pro-choice, but if it were her [who was pregnant] it would be a 

hard decision. [Bowlers] 

This woman recognized herself and other members of the group in the 
show. What particularly sparked this identification was the way abortion 
dilemmas, and the characters’ struggles with them, are framed. 

Of special interest was a scene in which Cagney and Lacey argue in 
the police locker room. Cagney, who was raised Catholic, maintains that 
although she is pro-choice (“I’ve never lived my life any other way”), she 
is also pro-life. Lacey pressures her, saying, “Are you on everybody’s 
side?” insisting that women must take a stand on this issue. Four out of 
the five women in the Bowlers group noted that they identified much 
more with Lacey’s character than with Cagney’s (the fifth didn’t identify 
with either). Cagney’s doubts about abortion, framed in religious terms, 
seemed foreign to them. Almost paradoxically, they all emphatically dis¬ 
agreed with Lacey’s admonition that “you have to take a stand on [abor¬ 
tion].” The women agreed that the issue is not one on which women must 
take some firm, specific stand, except in personal, individual terms—as 
one woman put it—if a woman is pregnant and has to decide about abor¬ 
tion. They were quite comfortable with its portrayal as something about 
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which women experience conflicting emotions and make conflicting 
judgments. 

A member of the Presbyterians group also firmly disagreed with La¬ 
cey’s remark as she defended her own position of being both pro-choice 
and, in some ways, pro-life: “I think that’s very descriptive of the way I 
feel, and I really resent the pro-life movement for saying that I’m not 
pro-life by being pro-choice.” Other members of the group supported 
her. One respondent said that probably a woman should make a decision 
about abortion before pregnancy has progressed to the point of fetal 
viability, but she qualified even this opinion, noting that there may be 
legitimate exceptions: 

But there are a few times when the fact [is], that a woman might get to the 

sixth month and for reasons I don’t know, they need to make a decision to 

have an abortion. They ought to be able to make that decision. . . . I just think 

that decision is so personal and even though it might not seem so anguishing 

to me, it could easily be that for the woman who is having the abortion. It’s 

not my right to make that choice. 

Another group member immediately chimed in with an example of a 
legitimate exception, illustrating the pro-choice women’s unwillingness 
to make any hard and fast rules about which decisions were right and 
which were wrong: 

That makes me think of a friend of a friend who went into kidney failure 

late in her pregnancy. I think she actually miscarried before they took the 

baby, but it’s one of those things you can’t predict, and you’re right you 

can’t just say, well, never after a certain point, because there are always 
those cases. 

The convergence of middle-class pro-choice women’s shifting context 
of justification for abortion with the perspective offered by television be¬ 
came evident more generally in their responses to the heroines in the 
shows they watched. Unlike the pro-life women and many of the working- 
class pro-choice women, they refused to condemn either Mrs. Herrera 
or Ellen, finding valid reasons for each to choose abortion. In fact, 
women often compared their own situation favorably with those of the 
television characters, looking sympathetically at the difficulties they 
faced. One woman, for example, painted Mrs. Herrera of the Cagney and 

Lacey episode as almost a role model for independent, feminist women, 
noting her autonomy and independence as a Catholic woman from a 
traditional background seeking an abortion in secret: 
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I think she was a pretty rare individual to break away from her religious and 

her family convictions to even go to the clinic in the first place. I think that 

she would be a very, very small percentage of the type of woman who would 

go to a clinic. As she was saying, all of her friends were pregnant at her age, 

and then they never went anywhere from that point because they were always 

home with the kids. [Sisters] 

The group of mothers who worked at home supported Ellen’s desire 
for an abortion in Roe vs. Wade. They had the following dialogue over 
Ellen’s decision: 

andrea press: Well, do you think she should have had an abortion. . . . Ellen? 

first woman: Absolutely. 

second woman: Absolutely should have had the right. 

third woman: She really wanted one. 

fourth woman: She didn't ask you that, she said do you think she should have 
had it. 

third woman: Because she wanted one, she should have had one. 

second woman: Yes, yes. . . . She should not have had to go through giving up 

a second child. It had already ruined her life that she gave up the first one, 

she should not have had to go through it again. 

first woman: And anybody with that kind of self-insight, who knows where 

their limits are that clearly, I mean, I think she made a perfectly healthy deci¬ 

sion. [Entrepreneurs] 

One woman in the group went on to deny that the abortion was justified 
by Ellen’s material circumstances. Rather, it was Ellen’s “state of mind”— 
that she perceived herself as having no choices and thought having the 
child would ruin her life—that legitimated her desire: “It wasn’t her situa¬ 
tion, it was her state of mind. It was how she felt about it and the fact 
that she definitely wanted [the abortion].” Almost simultaneously, 
though, the group debated whether Ellen had acted too irresponsibly, 
and with too little forethought, to deserve an abortion, even though her 
desperate wish for one was obviously sincere. Here the respondents dis¬ 
puted whether Ellen had acted responsibly and became pregnant 
through no fault of her own or whether she had carelessly failed to use 
birth control. In this exchange, the context of justification for abortion 
shifted yet again in a different sense; the group supported Ellen’s right 
to an abortion at the same time that they were skeptical about whether 
her past behavior legitimated her current choice. The group members 
seemed untroubled by this contradiction. 

Women in the same group had a complex discussion about whether 
Ellen could have found other ways to obtain a legal abortion. Several 
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argued that they would have hitchhiked to a state where abortion was 
legal. Another intervened, questioning whether Ellen really did have 
other choices, given her limited financial resources and lack of social 
support: 

first woman: Yeah, I mean, just like her class . . . her lack of money, the fact 

that she was poor, practically a vagrant, you know, eliminated her having any 

choice at all, not only about having [an abortion] in her state, but also some¬ 

where else. I mean, when I paid for my friend’s abortion, she had to go to 

New York, it took five or six of us, and we were teenagers, pulling together. 

second woman: But that’s my point, [your friend] had no money, but she 
found a way. 

first woman: She found a way because she had friends around her. . . . 

FOURTH woman: You don’t know what it is. ... I mean, I don’t think any of us 

know what it is to not have family, to not have income, I don’t think we can 

put ourselves in her place. . . . The only thing that I could totally relate to 

with her was the rage; you could just see it. 

Generally, the women felt empathy toward Ellen. Some thought that if 
they were confronted with the same circumstances they might have found 
other options; however, they were unwilling to condemn Ellen, recogniz¬ 
ing that her social class and family background were unfamiliar to them 
and may have set limits they had not experienced. Although at several 
points the conversation veered dangerously close to a negative judgment 
of Ellen s decision, unlike the working-class pro-choice women this 
group quickly moved away from this condemnation. They checked their 
impulse to judge someone so different from them and kept themselves 
open to the most sympathetic interpretation of her actions. In this respect 
middle-class pro-choice women’s therapeutic orientation toward poor or 
working-class television heroines was evident. 

Others could not read the show as a representation of reality, because 
its terms were confounded by the easily recognizable stereotypes charac¬ 
teristic of television entertainment. One woman talked about how dis¬ 
tracting she found the exaggerated dramatics of the Cagney and Lacey 
episode: 

I was watching it as someone who is sort of interested in drama, and all these 

television shows are sort of pared down and everything is pretty stereotyped, 

and so it was all pretty predictable. It was sort of hard for me. . . . Well, we’re 

getting away from the issue of abortion and into the issue of art. And this kind 

of sitcom [sic] sort of has to have a dramatic ending and has to have its dilem¬ 

mas. .. . There’s nothing very subtle about this show. And, ah, that isn’t really, 

it doesn’t really deal a whole lot with how people really deal, or how one really 
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deals with the issue of abortion. Things do not get resolved by a nutty lady 

trying to blow somebody up and a pregnant lady sacrificing so. ... I kept 

getung caught up in the sort of all too overt presentation of the issues. [Presby¬ 
terians] 

For her, this overstatement prevented any real involvement with the char¬ 
acters’ supposed dilemmas; she even found it hard to assess the show’s 
treatment of the abortion issue. 

Therapeutic Attitudes. Other studies have shown that middle-class women 
highlight the emotional in their responses to entertainment television 
(Brown 1994; Heide 1995; Press 1991b). Similarly, the middle-class 
women we spoke with attended to the emotions depicted in the programs 
we showed them, and their responses often privileged emotional con¬ 
cerns. One example is the woman quoted earlier who identified with 
Ellen’s rage. Another said that for her the highlight of the Cagney and 

Lacey clip was the part where Lacey, in an intimate conversation with her 
husband, describes her feelings about the abortion she had in her youth. 
She stated, “I guess that just the nicest piece of the whole show for me 
was her talking about her own experience and her own feelings about 
that [her abortion].” 

This emotionality of response lent itself to a distinctively therapeutic 
attitude toward the heroines of the stories. Although they often acknowl¬ 
edged that these working-class characters’ problems stemmed from a lack 
of financial resources, theyjust as often located their source in the charac¬ 
ters’ personalities: these women needed professional help. 

The character of Ellen in the Roe vs. Wade movie evoked the most 
directly therapeutic responses. Because Mrs. Herrera aspires to middle- 
class status and has definite plans for attaining education and employ¬ 
ment, middle-class informants were comfortable attributing her plight 
to external circumstances, such as her husband, her extended family, or 
cultural norms prohibiting abortion. Notably, not a single group raised 
the possibility that Mrs. Herrera had failed to use birth control or was in 
some other way personally to blame for her unwanted pregnancy. 

The circumstances surrounding Ellen’s life and her abortion dilemma 
are presented quite differently. She lives a rather itinerant life, floating 
aimlessly from one job to the next, with no definite plans for improving 
her situation. What is shown is her frustration and helplessness because 
she cannot find and hold a stable job. She wants an abortion not because 
she believes it will help her better herself, but because she feels entirely 
unable to care for a child in these economic circumstances. 
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Ellen s situation called forth a decidedly therapeutic response from 
middle-class pro-choice women. In contrast to the working-class pro- 
choice women, who often showed disbelief over Ellen’s complaints about 
her unsuccessful job search, the middle-class women spoke of aspects of 
Ellen’s home environment that contributed to her low self-esteem. Many 
mentioned the poor treatment she seemed to receive from her mother, 
as did this woman in the group of work-at-home mothers: “I was shocked 
by her mother in the first scene. She obviously wasn’t raised in an environ¬ 
ment that esteemed her or helped her to feel that she was going to go 
somewhere or do something.” [Entrepreneurs] Women doubted that El¬ 
len’s daughter Cheryl could be receiving adequate care from such an 
abusive parent. Based on their view of her mother, they suggested that 
Ellen must certainly have suffered a difficult upbringing, and they be¬ 
lieved this had contributed to her facing “some very hard choices” in 
adult life. These attitudes contrast sharply with those of the working-class 
and pro-life women, several of whom criticized Ellen’s lack of respect 
toward her mother. 

Although many middle-class women believed that in Ellen’s place they 
would make other choices and would perceive more options and oppor¬ 
tunities, they were reluctant to criticize Ellen for painting her own alter¬ 
natives as so limited. The Entrepreneurs phrased their comments in par¬ 
ticularly therapeutic language, noting that “[Ellen] didn’t perceive 
herself as having any [choices] and so therefore she had none,” in 
marked contrast to responses from nearly all of the working-class and 
pro-life women. 

Others talked about Ellen s material problems, pointing out the social 
barriers that faced a woman of her class in the 1970s. Yet even this discus¬ 
sion concluded with a focus on Ellen’s personality: 

You said she had some choices. Well, in 1970 women were really just starting 

to come out strongly to the workplace. There really was not that much oppor¬ 

tunity for somebody of her social standing. . . . Now if she had gone to Sarah 

Lawrence and gotten a degree, yeah, she would have been out there with the 

Gloria Steinems of the world, but she wasn’t that kind of a person [emphasis 

added], so it s a little bit different. [Entrepreneurs] 

This remark reiterates the common idea that there are “kinds of people,” 
and that one’s “type” determines or limits one’s behavior. Often this 
thinking seemed to us a shorthand for a conscious terminology of social 
class groups, which was rarely expressed explicitly. 

In sum, a therapeutic language, which supports the shows’ preferred 
readings, dominates the way middle-class pro-choice women perceived 
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the heroines of television abortion dramas. Although women carefully 
distinguished their own circumstances and personality characteristics 
from those of the characters facing abortion decisions, they nevertheless 
remained unwilling to criticize or condemn those characters, even 
though their actions were very different from what the women felt their 
own responses might be. Instead, they responded empathically to the 
depiction of these women in difficult circumstances. They described the 
characters with sympathy and sometimes attributed their need for an 
abortion to the low self-esteem caused by their early lives. This treatment 
of abortion was consistent with middle-class women’s general attitude 
that although abortion should be legal because many women face trying 
material and psychological conditions, they often could not envision 
themselves ever being in such desperate straits that an abortion would 
seem necessary. 

Thus the pro-choice stance of middle-class women is a tempered one, 
in which they carefully distance themselves from those women, usually 
lower class, who may feel they need to choose abortion. According to 
this position such women need help, not criticism or judgment. These 
attitudes support and legitimate the therapeutic orientation of the entire 
helping establishment that often intervenes in the lives of poor women— 
from social workers to clinic staffers to psychological professionals, who 
are often themselves middle-class pro-choice women similar to those we 
interviewed. Although such professionals often mitigate the distress of 
particular women, a more systemic analysis of their plight in socioeco¬ 
nomic or feminist terms may be sacrificed to individualistic analyses and 
solutions.' 

When the working-class women we interviewed used therapeutic lan¬ 
guage, the speaker was usually someone whose life had been touched in 
some way by helping professionals. Thus the Cousins, who had both been 
in psychotherapy, at times talked in therapeutic terms, as did the Nontra- 
ditional Students, several of whom had also had therapy. One woman 
from the latter group, who had gone back to school for a bachelor’s 
degree in counseling and planned to become a therapist, explained that 
Ellen “had tons of options, but she didn’t believe she had them, so it 
doesn’t matter.” Later in the interview she used even more explicitly ther¬ 
apeutic language in discussing the movie: 

What I believe is that women themselves ... we have a lot more options than 

. . . once we feel a certain way about ourselves, the whole world opens out in 

a different kind of way and we see options that we didn’t see before and 

choices that we can make that protect us from decisions that aren’t the best 
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decisions, I guess, is how I see it. But if that person doesn’t believe they have 

all these options, it’s like my counseling battered women. There are options 

available, but if they don’t believe . . . and if they’re not ready to ... if they’re 

not at a certain place to work or to move in those directions, there are not 

options for them. . . . 

Another woman in the group seconded this vision of reality as perception 
driven: “Well, it’s their own reality, what their own reality . . . how they 
perceive their reality is how their reality really is.” The first woman contin¬ 
ued speaking in therapeutic terms about Ellen’s life, labeling the lawyers’ 
intervention with the term empowerment. That these groups incorpo¬ 
rated therapeutic discourse into what is an essentially working-class expe¬ 
rience of the world is testimony to the power of the helping professions 
when their practitioners intervene in the lives of working-class women. 

CONCLUSION 

Middle-class pro-choice women’s relation to television in particular, and 
to our culture in general, is distinctive: insiders rather than outsiders, 
they are unlikely to see themselves as challenging the status quo. Instead, 
whatever political passion they display derives from their adherence to 
the individualistic principles they believe underlie our society. Alone 
among the groups we studied, they are the true believers in our system, 
supporting its hegemonic values. Although this status may make them 
less motivated to work for political change, we speculate that they never¬ 
theless might be politically mobilized more easily than members of the 
pro-choice working-class groups, whose outsider status leads to a more 
alienated group identity. We speculate that women’s outrage at the viola¬ 
tion of rights they confidently expect to be granted could become a sa¬ 
lient force. Yet their potential for political mobilization has its limits, as 
long as their perspective masks the contradictions between liberal ideals 
of freedom and equality and a society increasingly splintered along the 
lines of race, class, and often gender privilege. 

Middle-class women’s adherence to a feminist outlook and to the ten¬ 
ets of therapeutic thought reinforces their inability to move from an indi¬ 
vidual level of analysis to one based more on group position. Their ten¬ 
dency to view the dilemmas of television’s abortion heroines as individual 
predicaments resulting from accidents of fate rather than from the char¬ 
acters’ membership in less privileged social groups made it unlikely that 
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any critical social analysis would enter into their discussions. Indeed, 
there was little evidence of such analysis in their assessment of these char¬ 
acters. Instead, they tended to focus on their qualities as individuals with 
whom they could empathize (though from a distance) and to whom they 
could offer advice based on an underlying therapeutic feminist ethos 
valuing individual empowerment and strength, particularly for women, 
and even more particularly for women facing such distinctively feminine 
dilemmas. 

Middle-class pro-choice women’s discourses well illustrate some of the 
most contradictor)' aspects of the ways the academy is currently character¬ 
izing the liberal/communitarian debate and, more generally, debates 
about the public sphere, its conversations, and the possibility of consen¬ 
sus. The middle-class women express a type of liberalism Christopher 
Lasch has described as interested in protecting privacy rather than in 
ensuring that acts done privately are in accord with the public good 
(1988, 183—84). According to Lasch, this discrepancy is the main prob¬ 
lem with liberalism as it is practiced in our society. The dilemma ex¬ 
pressed by many of the middle-class women we spoke with illustrates their 
problem in finding words capable of expressing a judgment about what 
takes place in individuals’ private lives. Although they firmly believe that 
every woman should have the right to choose an abortion, or not to 
choose one, they argue with equal passion about whether a particular 
decision is “correct” or “wrong.” Yet their liberal language gives them no 
vantage point for connecting these two perspectives. They argue a radical 
position of individual choice that it is clear they do not fully embrace 
when it is moved from the abstract level and applied to an issue as con¬ 
crete as particular abortion decisions, taking place in specific circum¬ 
stances. They shun the vocabulary of consensus in their “public” rhetoric, 
protesting that there is no problem, that many people believe as they do, 
and that their position is ultimately coherent. Yet they find themselves 
searching for the consensual grounds of their belief in the “private” lan¬ 
guage they invoke to discuss their own lives and those of other real people 
they know. In the end, they argue that in each case there are right and 
wrong abortion decisions, but that rightness or wrongness can be deter¬ 
mined only by the individuals who make these decisions. In their view, 
only a woman choosing abortion can determine whether the decision is 
“right,” and the legitimacy of her judgment—applying to her case 
alone—is not generalizable.8 

These stresses and contradictions within the middle-class discourse 
expose a fault line in the logic of legitimation underlying the pro-choice 
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movement in the United States. Certainly the need to attend to the con¬ 
siderations that undermine unity among pro-choice advocates has be¬ 
come apparent in recent years, as pro-life forces have gained ground in 
ongoing political struggles. Ultimately, we hope this book will be useful 
both to those seeking clarification of American women’s political rheto¬ 
ric, on abortion and other issues, and to those seeking direction in the 
political struggles surrounding abortion. In our concluding chapter, we 
discuss the ways this book more fully contributes to and, we hope, illumi¬ 
nates this debate. 



ANOTHER AMERICAN DILEMMA 

Locating Abortion on the Political Landscape 

The abortion issue encompasses a spectrum of concerns ranging from 
women’s relation to their own bodies and reproductive processes to their 
more general relation to various institutions of power and authority in 
our society. We argue that it is this latter aspect of abortion—the way 
the issue helps to develop ordinary women’s sense of their relation to 
structures of power—that has been ignored in discussions of women’s 
abortion opinions. The previous chapters explored how discourses of au¬ 
thority permeate television’s representations of abortion and women’s 
discussions of the issue. This analysis revealed many ways the abortion 
issue implicitly taps our culture’s attitudes toward social hierarchies, the 
rights of individuals, and the legitimacy of authority. In our interviews, 
women’s discussions of abortion quickly transcended the issue itself, 
opening out onto these broader themes, particularly in response to the 
television treatments of abortion they viewed. Yet women differed widely 
in the concerns that preoccupied them and in their critiques of the abor¬ 
tion controversy and its depiction in entertainment television. 

Today the mass media are active participants in our social conversa¬ 
tions about political and cultural matters, influencing our ideas, opin¬ 
ions, and values. Individuals engage in public dialogue not only with 
other citizens but also with these mass media representations, and televi- 
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sion plays a powerful role in these debates (Fiske 1987; Gitlin 1980, 

1983). Consequently our informants’ readings of television’s treatment 

of abortion helped us understand both the ways they made sense of the 

issue and the ways different women see themselves in relation to the polit¬ 

ical and cultural mainstream. In the preceding chapters we have at¬ 

tempted to convey the concerns that animated groups distinguished by 

both socioeconomic status and ideology (pro-life and pro-choice). In 

this concluding chapter we briefly summarize our analysis and then take 

a step back to make broader comparisons across groups. Finally, we spec¬ 

ulate about the implications of this study for the future of the abortion 
debate. 

READING TELEVISION'S CLASSED SUBTEXT 

We have argued that television depicts abortion as a classed issue in which 

some women, lacking social support and money, are depicted as worthy 

candidates for abortion while others, rich in these resources, are regularly 

spared such decisions through manipulation of the story line. In this con¬ 

struction of abortion, those who produce entertainment television pres¬ 

ent a worldview in which financial reality defines individual choice in a 

deterministic way, dictating the spectrum of available alternatives and 

serving as perhaps the most important consideration in evaluating which 
of the options is most appropriate. 

Pro-Choice Women. Pro-choice women differed in their readings of this 

subtext. Because their life circumstances often closely matched those of 

the destitute heroines of these television treatments, many working-class 

and poor pro-choice women offered oppositional readings of the text. 

They were quick to criticize these representations of women as helpless 

victims with little choice or agency in their own lives. They rejected sce¬ 

narios in which the protagonist was presented as incapable of raising a 

child, and they were particularly critical of characters who saw lack of 

money as a reason for abortion. They were personally well acquainted 

with the options available to poor and working-class women and under¬ 

stood that choice may mean selecting options others find distasteful. As 

one working-class young mother asserted derisively: “That excuse about 

she didn’t want to be on welfare? Well, what makes you better than every¬ 

body else?” [Young Mothers] This rejection of television’s class-based ver¬ 

sion of choice, expressed by many working-class women, constituted a 
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powerful critique of the middle-class worldview in which rational actors 
strive for upward mobility. 

One working-class woman with pro-choice views poignantly expressed 

a sense that the divergence between life on the screen and her own family 

life sprang from discrepant worldviews. “If we were the type of people, 

it’s hard to talk about ... if we were the type of people that came from 

the Ozzie and Harriet type family, you know, our whole issues and beliefs 

would be different. You know, I’m sure.” [Single Mothers] She was trou¬ 

bled by television’s inability to represent her own experience, and her 

comment conveyed impatience with the medium. Her remark was made 

during a longer discussion in which she defended her decision to have 

children even though she was not married and therefore was not part of 

a traditional family. Her own mother, who had married an abusive man, 

had been compelled by economic hardship to work outside the home 

while her children were growing up. Vowing never to repeat her mother’s 

mistakes, this respondent had forgone opportunities to marry, and she 

elected to stay home with her own children even though it meant collect¬ 

ing welfare payments. For her, television families like those on The Ozzie 

and Harriet Showwere a vision of a “normal” life that she had never experi¬ 

enced or even witnessed at first hand. 

Our findings regarding working-class women’s views build on conclu¬ 

sions made in Andrea Press’s earlier book (1991b). She found that work¬ 

ing-class women accepted television’s depiction of middle-class life as 

“normal,” and as normative, in that many made a middle-class lifestyle 

a goal of their own lives. In contrast to middle-class women,1 working- 

class women in Press’s earlier study valued what they defined as “realism” 

in television, and theyjudged images of middle-class life to be acceptably 

lifelike. But they were extremely critical of television depictions of the 

working class, judging them unrealistic. Consequently it came as no sur¬ 

prise that many working-class women we interviewed rejected television 

images of women making abortion decisions, permeated as they are with 

television’s particular focus. 

Pro-choice working-class women, who more often than not are the 

heroines of television’s abortion narratives, become accustomed to what 

they see as television’s misrepresentation of their world. This ensures 

their critical reception of these stories and their position as “other” to 

those most often depicted. Their attitudes toward authorities, particularly 

those representing the legal system, are those of outsiders as well; these 

attitudes constitute the crux of their oppositional reading. Fearful that 

their rights and interests will not be safeguarded, many working-class 
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women carve a path for themselves through the injustice they have come 

to expect. Forced to confront this continual prejudicial treatment, some 

construct an identity that stridently acknowledges their status as outside 
what is universally respected. 

However, not all groups of working-class women shared this critical 

stance toward middle-class values and the social authorities that enforce 

them. Women taking a position we termed middle-class-identified simi¬ 

larly objected to television’s portrayal of working-class women as power¬ 

less and disadvantaged victims; like their working-class-identified peers, 

they rejected these depictions. But middle-class-identified women felt 

that those who carelessly engage in unprotected sex ought to pay for 

their errors, that they should not be allowed to depend on the state to 

solve problems they themselves have created. Their support for the pro- 

choice perspective was qualified by their fear that granting irresponsible 

women too much freedom and support would perversely enable destruc¬ 

tive behavior. They responded to the television they viewed by criticizing 

the working-class characters rather than the media depictions them¬ 

selves. Their readings were in some ways close to what we argue are the 

preferred readings of the television texts, yet they were inflected with 

their own concerns given the status anxieties particular to their situation. 

Similarly, middle-class women did not object to the content of the 

television episodes we showed them. Indeed, their comments demon¬ 

strated that they took this content largely at face value and that their 

own interpretations also concurred closely with what we argue are the 

preferred readings of the texts. Their critiques were external to content, 

focusing on television as an artistic medium. As one woman complained, 

“It isn’t that I don’t think the issues brought up [by the show] are not 

real issues. It was just that watching them in this situation you [can] call 

all of them, you could kind of call what the screenwriter was going to 

write, and that was interfering for me, in dealing with the issues of the 

show. [Presbyterians] Considering herself a discerning viewer, she ana¬ 

lyzed the form of the medium, disparaging its formulaic predictability. 

Yet her comments do not imply a similar distance from television’s con¬ 

tent, which, as the creation of middle-class writers, producers, and others, 

minors many of her most basic values and perspectives. Critiquing the 

medium lather than the message, this respondent illustrates that pro- 

choice middle-class women have the least problematic relation to cul¬ 

tural authority because they are most closely identified with it. Almost 

paradoxically, they also have perhaps the most complex relation to televi¬ 

sion of the three groups we examined. Rejecting the medium as predict¬ 

able and repetitive, they nevertheless turn the least critical eye on its 
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treatment of the abortion issue and its characterization of women making 
abortion decisions. 

Instead, many middle-class pro-choice women asserted that the mate¬ 

rial poverty of television’s working-class heroines had stunted their psy¬ 

chological outlook, limiting them as surely as any tangible obstacle. As 

one middle-class woman said of Ellen in the Roe vs. Wade movie, “She 

didn’t perceive herself as having any [choices], and so therefore she had 

none." [Entrepreneurs] They asserted that the television characters 

needed some type of therapeutic intervention, which might strengthen 

their self-esteem and possibly help them rationally accept the limits to 

their choices posed by poverty or encourage them to “better” themselves 

through education or training. 

Pro-Life Women. Pro-life women take a critical and distanced stance to¬ 

ward the dominant values represented on television. In effect, they consti¬ 

tute an alternative culture. Because the pro-life vision of the world, which 

includes utopian hopes that families and communities can come together 

to support women in need, is essentially absent from television, these 

women feel excluded by its images, as they are in so many ways excluded 

from mainstream society in the United States. Their absence on television 

and in other widely disseminated societal narratives fosters their general 

rejection of accepted hierarchies and of the powerful, encouraging them 

to turn to other sources of authority. Consequently they seek alternatives 

to mainstream mass media and to societal authorities generally. Their 

approach is well illustrated by one woman who keenly criticized the class- 

and race-specific dimension of television representations of abortion. 

“Right at the beginning of the show they showed this poor little old Span¬ 

ish girl,” she said. “It’s always poor little Spanish girls that get pregnant. 

It’s never, you know, middle-class White girls like my friend Melissa.” 

[Baby-Sitters] In this she displayed her dissatisfaction both with televi¬ 

sion’s pro-choice bias, as she perceived it, and with the classed dimension 

through which this bias is customarily expressed. Her comment also re¬ 

vealed her fundamental detachment from television as she chided the 

medium for its customary misrepresentation of issues important to her. 

In contrast to the very different perspectives of working-class and 

middle-class pro-choice respondents, pro-life groups representing dispa¬ 

rate economic circumstances engaged in markedly similar discussions of 

the abortion debate and mainstream media treatments of the issue. Pro¬ 

life women of different socioeconomic status also expressed comparable 

values concerning the appropriate attitudes toward earning and spend¬ 

ing money. Whatever the economic circumstances of their own house- 
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holds, pro-life women felt strongly that their family income should not be 

spent thoughtlessly to gratify frivolous desires. Instead, they were acutely 

conscious of the power of money to support businesses and institutions 

that furthered their religious values, and they presented themselves as 

prudent custodians of that resource. One middle-class woman, married 

to a man with a professional career, expressed this conflict: 

I just bought new carpeting . . . and [I wondered] did I spend my money on 
the right thing or should I have given it to this cause or should I have put it 
in the bank or should I have done this kind of thing? You know, we’re all 
Christians and I guess I feel free to say that we’re fairly conservative and we 
believe in tithing, you know, and giving our money to church and helping 
people when they need it. And now, when you go around and buy things that 
are nice to have, you always wonder, “Well is this something I really truly 
needed to spend the money on, or am I just indulging my own personal 
whim?” [Stay-at-Home Mothers] 

In another group composed of working-class women who became friends 

through their church, a single woman who had worked as a file clerk but 

now supported herself on disability payments made a similar argument 
about why she chooses not to go to the movies: 

What it comes down to is . . . when we go to the movie, where’s our money 
going to when we pay the theater. . . . Where’s it going to? Is it going to a 
good movie or are they going to make a movie perverted and all this and that? 
I guess that’s what.. . the preachers and everything, they get down on, because 
where is that money going? You know, instead of putting my money in some¬ 
thing like that, I want to put it to a good cause. [Pentecostals] 

Although the first woman ponders how to make the best use of several 

hundred dollars while the second is concerned with a much smaller sum, 

these pro-life women of different class backgrounds express strikingly 
similar concerns. 

Many of the pro-life women of both classes we spoke with had money 

problems, often because women with young children chose to stay at 

home rathei than to work outside it. Nevertheless, many mentioned that 

they regularly donated to religious and pro-life groups. They were com¬ 

mitted to marshaling whatever resources they could to support these or¬ 

ganizations because they felt that their own values and way of life not 

only wei e remote from the mainstream but were under assault from secu¬ 

lar society and consumer culture. A Catholic pro-life woman expressed 
this view poignantly: 
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The bias is so overwhelming.... I think pro-life [people] tend to hold a whole 
array of values together, and a lot of those values are under attack from all 
different directions, not just the pro-choice direction. You just kind of feel 
like you really have a hard time, feeling like you just have to fend for your 
values in every direction. [Christian Community Group] 

Because pro-life women have consciously decided to reject the dictates 

of secular consumer culture, their views were not differentiated by socio¬ 

economic class. Among the pro-choice, certain working-class women 

were similarly well aware that they live outside the commercial culture 

depicted on television, in which patterns of consumption are among the 

most valued forms of personal choice (Giddens tggijWarde 1994). Thus 

their reception of television’s version of abortion, in which choice is justi¬ 

fied primarily by economic desperation, was markedly different from that 

of pro-choice women who enjoy middle-class privileges. Although many 

middle-class pro-choice women expressed their misgivings about enter¬ 

tainment television as an art form, they did not level the same kinds of 

criticism as did pro-life women and certain working-class women because 

the worldview presented closely mirrored their own. Yet even though the 

groups we interviewed brought very disparate readings to the classed sub¬ 

text of these abortion stories, they all responded to television’s implicit 

framing of the issue as primarily concerned with an individualistically 

based and economically driven version of choice. 

LIBERALISM VERSUS C OMM U N IT A RIA N IS M 

Broader debates between liberalism and communitarianism help make 

sense of these different ways of thinking about abortion. In particular, 

they help us understand the importance that different groups of women 

placed on notions of individual rights relative to traditional community 

standards and clarify their concerns about the appropriate roles of vari¬ 

ous types of social authority. Earlier we argued that our interviews shed 

light on the fissures naturally occurring in the various structures of au¬ 

thority that constitute our society; framing our findings in terms of the 

liberal/communitarian debate reveals the specific locations of these po¬ 

tential challenges as well as the ways women of different social class back¬ 

grounds make sense of, and at time struggle to confront, the authorities 

that govern their lives. 
Certainly the pro-life women best exemplify communitarian thinking 

as discussed by a variety of theorists (Barber 1984; Bellah et al. 1985; 
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MacIntyre 1984; Reynolds and Norman 1988). Pro-life women invoked 

spiritual and correspondingly scientific authority to justify their basic an¬ 

tiabortion orientation. Overwhelmingly, pro-life women identified with 

this vision of their community and maintained that its standards were 

justified by the authorities they deferred to. Such a vision made it difficult 

for their objections to be generalized into a principle that might lead to 

a more radical, essentially critical perspective. 

Occasionally pro-life women recognized the desirability or necessity 

of abortion in certain cases where women faced overwhelming hardship. 

One such incident occurred when a group of otherwise staunchly pro¬ 

life women viewed Roe vs. Wade. In discussing the television clip, one 

woman in the group said that Ellen probably should have the abortion 

because she so dreaded giving up another child for adoption. [Suburban 

Group] Such instances were rare in our interviews, but they occurred 

often enough to prove that community standards mandating a stance 

against abortion were not total for everyone in the community and were 

not closed to criticism in particular cases. However, the shocked reaction 

of other group members immediately showed that to them this opinion 

was outside acceptable bounds. The incident quickly passed, and of 

course we do not know whether the speaker would have defended this 

position against sustained criticism by others in her social world. No one, 

including the woman herself, generalized this critical perspective. It was 

offered as an exception, a worst-case example of the possible limited 

acceptability of abortion in some truly outlying cases, a case to be passed 

over quickly with no lasting impact on their thinking about abortion deci¬ 
sions generally. 

The homogeneity of the pro-life perspective we encountered contrasts 

dramatically with the heterogeneity we found among women endorsing 

the pro-choice position. We heard several varieties of pro-choice argu¬ 

ments in our interviews, corresponding to women’s social class positions 

in both a material and a subjective sense. The pro-choice working-class 

women, as a whole, stood in contrast to the pro-life women, who were 

actively constructing a community, with its own alternative authorities, 

as the source of their standards and beliefs. The former derived their 

identities not from identification with a real community, but from the 

way they saw themselves in relation to the wider society. Two types of 

identities were invoked by women in this category. That of working-class- 

identified pro-choice women was theoretically based on opposition to 

dominant authority. In this respect the working-class pro-choice women 

drew on their experience to generate a critique of what they saw as the 

mainstream society and the authorities that maintain it. Their sense of 
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identity was inherently connected to their sense of being “other” to the 

authorities regarded as legitimate by the larger culture; but unlike that 

of the pro-life women, their identity was not connected to any real com¬ 

munity. These women were more likely than members of other groups 

to have fallen through the cracks of society in their marginal work lives 

and their material status, and they used this outsider vantage point to 

construct an identity that questioned authority and sought to navigate 

outside it. For them the pro-choice stance was based on this general op¬ 

position to authorities that might encroach on them. Their experience 

was permeated with cases where the institutions of liberal society failed to 

make good on their stated ideals; they recounted stories in which judges 

treated them unfairly or school authorities penalized their children but 

not others. These experiences helped them construct a position in some 

ways individualist, as when they challenged the right of authorities to 

regulate their personal behavior, and in others communal, as when they 

talked about the perspectives shared by people in “their side of the 

world.” 

The individualist aspects of their identity drew on the dominant lan¬ 

guage of individualism, though the communal standards implicit in this 

thinking broke through some of the limitations of individualist thought. 

These women were aware of a need to protect the voice and autonomy 

of individuals and groups falling outside the approval of generally sanc¬ 

tioned authorities. This concern was reflected in their responses to televi¬ 

sion’s abortion heroines, as they recognized a social space very familiar 

to them. They objected to the way these women were pictured largely 

through the lens of individualism. They at times recognized that this view 

was biased, often invoked in judgment against people like them, and they 

richly objected to the unfairness of these criticisms. 

The “us against them” orientation that often surfaced among working- 

class-identified pro-choice groups paradoxically offers a strong potential 

for group solidarity, similar to that found among the pro-life women, 

who considered themselves outsiders as well. But the latent cohesion of 

this group is largely unrealized. The capacity for political activism among 

the segment of the population these groups represent has been largely 

overlooked by pro-choice activists seeking to broaden their base of sup¬ 

port; yet it may be difficult to politically mobilize these women, given the 

exigencies of their lives (Fried 1990).2 

Women taking the middle-class-identified position invoked their own 

vision of community as well. Such women, however, envisaged a society 

in which government authorities closely guarded women’s access to abor¬ 

tion and made the final decisions. They felt that the community from 
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which they derived the basic character of their identity was sanctioned 

by authorities generally recognized as legitimate by the broader social 

system. Their strength lay in their confidence that many aspects of this 

identity, as they expressed it, are dominant in our society. Pro-life women 

felt strongly the community-based nature of their standards as well; but 

they also felt keenly the outsider status of this community, which was 

evident in that many of their practices were designed to navigate the 

broader culture. The middle-class-identified women also differed from 

the pro-life women in that their standards of belief and evaluation 

stressed the liberal tenet of individual responsibility. In this way their 

thinking drew more on the dominant language of liberalism than on the 

community-based standards of communitarians. 

Finally, the discourses of pro-choice middle-class women well illustrate 

some of the most contradictory aspects of the ways the academy is cur¬ 

rently characterizing the liberal/communitarian debate and, more gen¬ 

erally, debates about the public sphere, its conversations, and the possibil¬ 

ities for consensus. The middle-class women embody the pluralism often 

seen as the essence of liberalism (see in particular Lasch 1988, 183), with 

their shifting context of justification for abortion decisions. Although 

they firmly believed that every woman should have the right to choose 

an abortion, they argued with equal passion for the potential rightness 

or wrongness of particular abortion decisions. But their language of liber¬ 

alism gave them no vantage point from which to reconcile these two per¬ 

spectives. For the most part they relied on their notions of the individual 

as the legitimate basis for making such decisions. Rather than the ideal 

of the “responsible individual,” however, they espoused an ideal derived 

from therapeutic constructions of the person. Middle-class pro-choice 

women looked to the “suffering individual,” the person in anguish, to 

guide theii decision making. This is why their abortion language at times 

seemed relativistic. Although they argued an extreme position of individ¬ 

ual choice, we see that in fact they measured the legitimacy of a decision 

according to the anguish the woman suffered in making it. With regard 

to abortion, they believed that no norm can be enforced across the spec¬ 

trum of individuals, because no such abstract norm could take into ac¬ 

count the richness of each person’s experience as she lives through the 
specific circumstances that lead to her choice. 

Middle-class women uniformly marshaled these arguments to defend 

the pro-choice position. The language they used for their evaluations is 

deeply rooted in therapeutic ideals about the self, individual lives, and 

the role emotion plays in constituting the “authentic” self. In this respect 

middle-class women shunned the vocabulary of community and consen- 
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sual values in their "public” rhetoric, protesting that abortion is an indi¬ 

vidual decision whose logic is not generalizable. The language they used 

to discuss the nature of these decisions was inherently bound to a notion 

of the individual in which social connection is primary. The content of 

the anguish centers on thoughts of relationships—often their own with 

the fetus, with extended family, with the father, and with other people with 

whom their lives are intertwined. Carol Gilligan (1982) elegantly summa¬ 

rized the nature of individual middle-class women’s discussions of abortion 

decisions, emphasizing this theoretical perspective. She explained that 

many women facing unwanted pregnancies consider the impact of the 

choice on others in their lives to be critical in their decision making. 

Bernard Yack (1988, 168) argued that liberal practices and institu¬ 

tions do not “live down” to the limitations that many contemporary com¬ 

munitarians have found in liberal theory. By this he meant that there is 

a significant and undertheorized gap between liberal theory and liberal 

practice. Liberals speak in the terms of radical individualism, abstracted 

from community context and standards, and this makes them vulnerable 

to communitarian critiques claiming they have ignored the importance 

of community. They argue for a position of individual choice that—when 

moved from the abstract level and applied to an issue as concrete as par¬ 

ticular abortion decisions being made in concrete, particular circum¬ 

stances—it is clear that they do not fully embrace, because when they 

discuss choices they or other women have made the qualifications they 

place on this concept quickly emerge. Yack and others argue that liberal 

theorists face a problem of justification. As a consequence, universal val¬ 

ues may be used to generate theory; but socially constituted criteria have 

given rise to these values. 

The contradiction between liberal thought and practice is particularly 

evident in the language middle-class women chose to express abortion 

dilemmas. It seems they employed a vocabulary of extreme individualism, 

because they offered “individual anguish” as the primary criterion by 

which abortion decisions can be evaluated and justified. On closer exami¬ 

nation of what this standard means in practice, however, it is evident that 

the women making these decisions experience this anguish in a social 

context and use a complex set of social standards to govern their judg¬ 

ments of which practices are right and which are unjustifiable. The equiv¬ 

ocal position on abortion expressed in the prime-time television shows 

we used, with which middle-class pro-choice women for the most part 

agreed, illustrates these contradictions as well. 

Discussions of the coexistence of liberal and communitarian thinking 

in our society help to illuminate the different logics invoked by women 
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in each of the groups we studied. Framing our discussion within the terms 

of this debate helps explain the relative ease with which pro-life women 

can mobilize politically as a group. This analysis also offers some explana¬ 

tions for the difficulties pro-choice women have in coming together as 

a political coalition, given the differences in thinking and life circum¬ 

stances that characterize them. In the next section we discuss differences 

and similarities in the way feminist thinking is invoked by the different 
types of women we interviewed. 

FEMINIST VISIONS 

The women we spoke with sometimes expressed both explicitly and im¬ 

plicitly feminist views. These attitudes revealed much about their beliefs 

concerning community and individualism as well. Consequently we find 

it important to explore the meaning of feminism both analytically and 

in the minds of our informants. Although a feminist perspective is most 

often identified only with the pro-choice perspective on abortion, women 

from each of the groups we have described here espoused what might 
be considered feminist viewpoints. 

In both the political arena and the academy, debate over the content 

of a “feminist” perspective is long standing (Albert 1988). Even in its 

third decade, the political and intellectual movement called second wave 

feminism resists frequent attempts to cleave it into neat taxonomic cate¬ 

gories (see Donovan i985;Jaggar 1983; Tong 1989; Warhol and Herndl 

*99! )• At the very least, most feminists would agree that women have 

special needs because of their sex and that they simultaneously experi¬ 

ence discrimination for this same reason. Yet these two beliefs lead, in 

Nancy Fraser’s perceptive terms (1997, 23-31), to a clash between those 

stressing the socioeconomic necessity of redistributing resources that 

women may be denied because of gender discrimination and those who 

emphasize the cultural demand to recognize women as a group with spe¬ 

cial needs. In the discourses and movements that constitute feminism 

today, confusion clearly abounds. There is no clear consensus about the 

sources of gender inequities or about appropriate remedies (Delmar 

1986). Moreover, even the label feminist implies some commitment to 

political action, a standard that most of the women we interviewed could 

not meet owing to our sampling criteria. Yet in their dialogue clearly 

audible strains of feminist thought were focused on topics that are cur¬ 

rently contested within intellectual and political feminist movements, 

and such 1 emarks serve as windows on women’s broader moral and politi- 
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cal beliefs. Despite common stereotypes about the liberal and individual¬ 

ist basis of all feminist rhetoric (Albert 1988), we heard a range of femi¬ 

nist beliefs that fit within both communitarian and liberal frameworks. 

Paralleling the individualist emphasis in their conversations generally, 

middle-class pro-choice groups were most likely to use the liberal femi¬ 

nist rhetoric that characterizes the most familiar feminist discourse. 

Middle-class women were comfortable employing such rhetoric to de¬ 

fend the right of individual women to free choice in decisions governing 

their personal and professional lives. Implicit in this belief is a construc¬ 

tion of choice in which each autonomous individual has the opportunity 

and personal resources to pursue those options that will further her own 

happiness and well-being. This feminism, based on hegemonic social be¬ 

liefs about individuals and their rights, cannot challenge the underlying 

values of the status quo. 

Not surprisingly, the vision of feminism articulated by the middle-class 

pro-choice women is limited in its practicality and appeal in the same 

way that the liberal feminist political movement has been. Because it con¬ 

structs a very specific type of privileged individual as the universal, this 

approach cannot address the concerns of many women whose material 

and social circumstances connect them to networks of other needy indi¬ 

viduals, as is true among racial and ethnic minorities and the poor. 

Middle-class pro-choice women acknowledged that the working-class 

heroines seeking abortion in the television shows were financially dis¬ 

advantaged; however, their feminism failed to recognize the political im¬ 

portance of the very real material differences between women like them¬ 

selves, whose only disadvantage is their gender, and those whose choices 

are constrained by many other aspects of their social location and eco¬ 

nomic resources. Ironically, it is the tendency to homogenize differences 

among women into an imagined universal of “woman” that has stalled 

efforts to build a broad-based feminist movement. Since the mid-1980s, 

many political and academic feminists have worked to generate theory 

and practice built on a more inclusive vision; but the responses of our 

middle-class pro-choice women suggest that these efforts at a new kind of 

consciousness raising have generally not yet reached mainstream women 

outside the movement. 
This recognition of difference does not come without a price, how¬ 

ever. Once the unitary concept of “woman” has been discarded, feminists 

must struggle to reconstruct an understanding of gender that is sensitive 

to other relations of power and the multiple subjectivities of gender that 

are created through its intersection with class, race, and other social cate¬ 

gories (Collins 1990; Hurtado 1989; Valdivia 1995). This version offemi- 
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nist rhetoric was clearly audible in the views of the women we termed 

working class identified. Acutely aware of the differences that separated 

their material reality as well as their outlook from those of television pro¬ 

ducers, officers of the law, and university faculty, these women clearly 

articulated their particular standpoint as defined by their social location. 

Their remarks suggested a consciousness of both their socioeconomic 

location and their gender identity. Women in these groups defended 

their pro-choice position based on a general appeal to justice that was 

informed by their very specific reality of both gender- and class-based 

discrimination. This potentially communal discourse based on group 

identity shared with other marginalized groups offered a compelling 

challenge to prevailing social norms. For example, one woman in a work¬ 

ing-class group said that viewing the Cagney and Lacey tape had made her 

think about the women’s movement in ways that had not occurred to 
her for quite a while: 

woman: [The tape] made me think we need to fight hard to keep abortion as 
an option, and I think that women’s movements are just kind of died down 
and they died down too soon. 

ANDREA press: You’re real worried that people are going to start telling women 
what to do. 

woman: Yeah. I don’t want to see that happening. 

Hei ambivalent support for feminism was evident as the discussion con¬ 
tinued: 

ANDREA press: So, the more you think about abortion, like having this discus¬ 
sion, the more you start thinking it s important to keep the options open for 
women? 

woman: Yeah, and keep fighting for it. Yeah, there’s a lot of areas that I’m kind 
of mad that women’s lib thought up and stuff like that, but in some areas they 
did a lot of good. [Ambitious Mothers] 

When questioned about what women s lib issues angered her, this 

woman mentioned two in particular: the acceptability of her boyfriend’s 

having women as friends, which she found threatening and confusing, 

and the increasing tendency forjudges to award custody of children to 
fathers in divorce cases: 

It [the women’s movement] makes life a lot harder, like, ah_It just makes 
life kind of confusing because a lot of areas were . . . where it was really black 
and white . . . what was right for a woman to do and what wasn’t_I like 
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a guy to hold a door open for me and stuff like that, and a lot of men won’t 
do it anymore. You just go walking . . . bam . . . they’re walking in front of 
you and they just let go of the door. And ah, like, I suppose that ah, that my 
boyfriend having girlfriends like this is kind of a women’s lib type thing and 
these women are very liberal. 1 don’t like it so much. I don’t understand it, 
I can’t really cope with it, but in another way, I really like it because I think 
he’s a lot more. . . . He’s not a brutey type guy. You know, that doesn’t care 
about emotions and stuff like that, so we’re able to talk about a lot more. I 
think that it’s taken away from mother’s rights a lot with [what] the women’s 
movement did. A lot of fathers are fighting to get their kids now, and they’ve 
done some good by saying, well, fathers are just as good as mothers, but a lot 
of times mothers gave up their career to marry the father and then they take 
care of this man for years and he’s got more money so the judge says that’s 
better for the kids. He ends up with the kids and she’s got nothing and she 
actually gave up her career to marry him. I have this going on with my girl¬ 
friend. 

Clearly she felt ambivalent about the impact of the feminist movement 

on herself and her friends. Her own close friend had lost her children 

in a custody dispute after putting her husband through school, because 

in the end he could support them financially better than she could. The 

unfairness of this situation was evident to our informant. Yet she also was 

partly in sympathy with many of the aims of what she termed “women’s 

lib.” Her feminism was ambivalent owing to her multiple identifications 

not only as a woman, but also as a member of a disadvantaged class. 

Most pro-life women may be reluctant to describe themselves as femi¬ 

nists because of the long-standing connection of the label with the pro- 

choice stance. Yet in the discussions of pro-life women we heard clearly 

the twin acknowledgments that women have special needs and that they 

face discrimination. Their version of feminist rhetoric invoked the larger 

image of themselves as women belonging to a clearly established social 

group, marked as oppositional to the wider society by shared moral, reli¬ 

gious, and often political convictions. Rather than turning to the feminist 

movement for redress, pro-life feminists seek to better women’s situation 

through their allegiance to this oppositional community. In these re¬ 

spects those we talked with did not see feminist insights as goals in them¬ 

selves, but instead made such critiques part of a more general effort to 

create and maintain an oppositional community that, through the moral 

strength and insight of its members, would be able to remedy many of 

the socioeconomic and cultural inequities women experience. 

In particular, pro-life women we interviewed were confident that the 

mainstream biomedical establishment is not concerned with the best in- 
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terests of women. They argued that many women are kept from the 

knowledge that abortion may cause physical injury and emotional distress 

that can persist indefinitely. Many recounted examples to document their 

view that abortion causes such severe and continuing mental trauma. In 

this their discourse did reflect common feminist themes emphasizing the 

importance of safeguarding the health and well-being of women and 

skepticism about the claim that mainstream medical professionals have 

women’s best interests in mind (e.g., Ehrenreich and English 1978). Yet 

their critique stopped short of a more sweeping feminist pro-life position, 

asserting that abortion does not solve the larger problems, such as sex 

discrimination, that disadvantage pregnant women and mothers in a 

male-dominated society. This argument, articulated by the organization 

Feminists for Life (Sweet 1985), contends that pro-choice feminists have 

accepted a sexist society on men’s own terms. Rather than embracing 

feminist identifications, pro-life feminists seek by their more general 

group allegiances to transcend the sexist aspects of mainstream society. 

In sum, the many feminist visions articulated by the women we inter¬ 

viewed not only expressed their views about women’s place in society and 

its attendant injustices, but reflected their broader beliefs about social 

justice and how it may best be achieved. In particular, their feminist rhet¬ 

oric revealed their larger reliance on notions either of the individual or 

of particular social groups as their main level of identification and as the 

source of the important social changes they see as necessary to achieve 
their visions of the just society. 

THE FUTURE OF THE ABORTION DEBATE 

Our work posits the central importance of the mass media in fram- 

ing, disseminating, and influencing our culture’s central value systems. 

W omen s attitudes toward television and their discussions about the me¬ 

dium illustrate the mass media s influence both on their vision of our 

culture s central values and norms and on the way women at times resist 

these norms and values as they conceive them. But the television land¬ 

scape is changing. The development and growth of such technologies as 

cable television and pay-per-view, and the prospect of interactive Mewing 

through collaborations between television and Internet providers, are 

eroding the market shares held by network programming while simulta¬ 

neously isolating more and more specific viewing audiences. In this new 

arena we may expect to see programming increasingly designed to mirror 
the sensibilities of the target audience. 
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With respect to abortion, this trend is exemplified in the HBO ntade- 

for-television movie Absolute Strangers, broadcast in 1992. Absolute Strang¬ 

ers is the story of Sherri Finkbine, who decided to obtain an abortion in 

1962 when she discovered that the thalidomide she had taken during 

her pregnancy was likely to cause gross deformities in her baby. Finkbine 

is depicted as ambivalent, and in the end she opposes the abortion foisted 

on her by the joint decisions of her (male) doctor and her husband. 

The episode highlights male conspiracy, including scenes in which Sherri 

explicitly accuses the two men of manipulating her and refusing to take 

into account her opinions and feelings. The episode clearly implies that 

women as a group have such sensitivity that the act of abortion is almost 

never their own idea or their own choice. The political tenor of this repre¬ 

sentation contrasts sharply with the more individualized prime-time tele¬ 

vision narratives we have discussed, which view abortion decisions, and 

the obstacles to abortion, in much more individualized terms. 

A similarly political feminist consciousness was depicted in If These 

Walls Could Talk, broadcast on HBO in 1996. This project was conceptual¬ 

ized as taking a politically neutral stance on abortion; however, the movie 

sympathetically depicted the stories of several women who faced abortion 

decisions during various periods over the past fifty years. Although each 

faced wrenching emotional circumstances that led her to consider abor¬ 

tion, none of the subplots attempted to justify the characters’ choices 

based on financial hardship. In this the movie, produced and directed 

by a well-known feminist actress, broke with the network television tradi¬ 

tion of the “generally acceptable abortion.” HBO was able to produce, 

broadcast, and widely publicize such a potentially controversial depiction 

of abortion with little fear of the repercussions by pro-life groups faced 

by the networks, because their audience is composed of subscribers who 

differ demographically from network audiences. In fact this was the most 

highly rated original movie ever produced by HBO/Cinemax.3 Taken 

together, the treatments of abortion in these shows suggest that the cur¬ 

rent proliferation of nonnetwork programming will give a public voice 

to more diverse positions in the abortion debate. 

The struggle over abortion in the United States does not appear to 

be reaching any conclusion. Our conversations with women suggest that 

this is so not only because of what is at stake over the manifest issue of 

abortion itself, but also because the topic crosscuts larger questions that 

are deeply contested in American society. What is the appropriate role 

of medical and scientific authority as our medical knowledge proliferates? 

How can we administer justice through the legal system in a way that will 

be fair and unbiased toward people in every social stratum? In a society 
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that values individual autonomy over collective social mores, by what stan¬ 

dards can the behavior of individuals be evaluated, and how shall we 

manage those who deviate from these standards? That these themes in 

turn reflect historic political struggles over liberal and communitarian 

values may in part explain why abortion is a more contested political issue 

in the United States than it is in most industrialized, democratic nations. 

Previous literature on abortion attitudes has focused on the way indi¬ 

viduals’ views on the subject are connected to their ideas about women’s 

roles and identities in our society (Ginsburg 1989; Luker 1984). In con¬ 

trast, our research highlights the centrality of visions of hierarchy and 

authority implicit in the terms of the debate. However, women vary on 

which of these areas are of most concern to them. Consequendy we find 

that women who hold different attitudes toward our culture’s hegemonic 

ideas—who occupy different places in its hierarchy—often take different 

positions on abortion or defend their stands in fundamentally different 

ways. These distinctions are not adequately captured by the customary 

terms of pro-life and pro-choice used to characterize positions on legal¬ 

ized aboition. This is particularly true of the pro-choice label, which we 

argue is an umbrella term encompassing many disparate beliefs about 
the abortion issue. 

Normally the pro-choice position is defined simply as one of a bipolar 

set of opinions seen to characterize the abortion debate. In general this 

construction does not recognize the various subject positions possible 

under the rubric pro-choice. In particular, it excludes explicit reference 

to the ways members of different social classes articulate the position. 

“Pro-choice” as we commonly define it, and as it is depicted on television, 

derives from middle-class conceptions of the world, of individuals, of the 

experience of haves’ and “have-nots,” and of pregnancy and childbear¬ 

ing and women’s related dilemmas. In this construction of “pro-choice,” 

poor and working-class women are silent outsiders in the abortion de¬ 
bate, as they so often are in the American political arena. 

Women of different class backgrounds may articulate very different 

ideas about the complexity of abortion at both the private and public 

level while espousing similar views about the legal status of abortion. This 

suSKests there are profound causes for the problems the pro-choice 

movement has had in presenting a unified political front during the on¬ 

going struggle to keep abortion legal. No solution to the rift within the 

opinion group labeled pro-choice may be forthcoming until the move¬ 

ment finds a way to address the broader concerns of power and authority 
inherent in the concept of choice. 



APPENDIX A: THE ETHNOGRAPHIC FOCUS GROUP 

Abortion is an issue that involves both our most private realm of experi¬ 

ence and our most public and political domain of social interaction. The 

topic is therefore well suited to our interdisciplinary collaboration be¬ 

tween a psychologist (Cole) and a qualitative sociologist (Press). In fact, 

Press’s background as a sociologist prepared her to collaborate with a 

psychologist, and to use interdisciplinary methods, because in sociology 

qualitative research is often augmented by collaboration with quantitative 

researchers as well as by theoretical dialogues with humanist critiques of 

empirical research and its limits. The method we used in our project 

combined elements of research traditionally labeled qualitative and (to 

a lesser extent) quantitative, but it was also informed by the insights of 

postmodern theory, which are critical of all attempts at empirical re¬ 

search and the classificatory schemes on which such research so often 

depends. We used this combination of methodologies and theoretical 

orientations to probe the relation between opinions on abortion and so¬ 

cial class membership. This study is an example of the new tradition of 

feminist research investigating popular culture audiences. The ethno¬ 

graphic focus group method we employed allows researchers to observe 

women as they engage in semipublic discourse, in both the presence and 

the absence of television. Unlike more traditional audience research, this 

method aims to collect data as women speak for themselves, and with 

each other, in the context of responding to questionnaires, viewing televi¬ 

sion, and being interviewed. 

Both our choice of method and our analysis of the resulting data have 

been influenced by the qualitative studies of media reception that have 

flourished over the past two decades (Hobson 1982; Liebes and Katz 

1990; Long 1988, 1994; Lull 1990; McRobbie 1978, 1981, 1984; Morley 

1980; Press iggta,b; Radway 1984, 1988; Seiter 1993; Seiter et al. 1989; 

Willis 1978). However, students of the mass media audience, influenced 
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by postmodern theorizing about the concept of the subject, have criti¬ 
cized these efforts (Ang 1991; Fiske ig8ga,b, 1990; Grossberg ig88). 
They challenge the existence of unified, reflective “subjects” in any tradi¬ 
tional post-Enlightenment sense, substituting a more diffuse (but less 
easily researchable) notion of “subjectivity” (Baudrillard 1988; Lyotard 
1984; Radway 1988; Scott 1988).1 

Of course ethnographers have also criticized traditional social scien¬ 
tific epistemologies, particularly for their often ethnocentric assumptions 
about the nature of the subject. Yet on another level ethnography re¬ 
quires faith in the possibility of creative activity by the subject and in the 
ethnographer’s potential to come to “understand” her “subjects,” which 
is often difficult to maintain in the face of postmodern theoretical chal¬ 
lenges to our customary notions. This paradox has led to a widening split 
in the field between those embracing the postmodern critique of re¬ 
search and conventional knowledge generally and those more interested 
in the new research techniques and emphases the critique has spawned.2 

This seeming contradiction between theory and practice has par¬ 
ticularly affected scholars using ethnographic techniques to study the 
popular culture audience. Most centrally, the question of the way mass 
media audiences at times resist cultural hegemonies and at other times 
accept them has preoccupied researchers in this field, continually 
foregrounding challenges to traditional notions of the subject (Fiske 
19893,(1, 1990; Grossberg 1988, 1989; Radway 1988). Increasingly these 
scholars attempt to accommodate the postmodern critique by eschewing 
notions of the unified subject. But scholars have not been very successful 
in altering the working notion of subjectivity that informs most current 
research in the field. Those in the vanguard have produced theoretical 
critiques of earlier works, theoretical tracts, and calls for ethnographic 
lesearch based on these new ideas. To date little research has been done 
that might make a convincing case for the power of the postmodern cri¬ 
tique to deepen our understanding of the construction of subjectivity in 
our time. 

Feminist cultural researchers have been particularly sensitive to the 
construction of the subject in research. They have attempted to respond 
to this postmodern critique as well as to the related theoretical develop¬ 
ment of feminist theory discussing the masculinist bias of traditional no¬ 
tions of the subject (Flax tggo; Harding 1991; Nicholson 1986; Scott 
1988). Feminists theorists have also cautioned researchers against an es- 
sentiahst construction of the female subject that is abstract and ahistor- 
ical.5 Feminist studies of popular culture audiences have generally led 
away from essentialism, because ethnography, the study of specific, histor- 
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ically situated cultural subjects, has been the method of choice among 
feminist researchers looking at female audiences (Hobson 1982; McRob- 
bie 1978, 1981, 1984; Press 1991a,b; Radway 1984).4 Nevertheless, the 
temptation to construct an equally essentialized, resisting “female sub¬ 
ject who can be effectively contrasted to the “male subject” more custom¬ 
ary in cultural theory has been a continuing problem in some feminist 
ethnographies. 

For example, Janice Radway’s (1984) influential work constructs a 
rather undifferentiated, perpetually resisting female subject, owing her 
continued existence and re-creation to female popular culture genres 
such as the romance novel. The book, based entirely on interviews with 
White middle-class women and directed toward a similar audience, uni¬ 
versalizes the qualities of these women as inherently female qualities. Al¬ 
though Radway herself has since retreated from the extreme position this 
work represents (Radway 1988), the tendency to essentialize the attri¬ 
butes of some women as representative of women as a class remains a 
danger in feminist work. The new direction in feminist cultural studies 
is toward more historically and geographically specific research on partic¬ 
ular groups of women. The pitfalls of essentialism are effectively avoided 
as studies become increasingly specific in scope. Yet this complicates the 
subject identity researchers must refer to, as ever narrower categories of 
race, class, age, location, occupation, political affiliation, and generation 
are invoked in the effort to avoid unwarranted generalizations. 

Of course this approach in turn invites criticism such as Ien Ang and 
Joke Hermes (1996) have leveled against Andrea Press’s earlier work. 
They criticize attempts by Press (1990) and by Ellen Seiter et al. (1989) 
to make connections between informants’ interpretive statements about 
television and their social class position. Although they acknowledge that 
Press qualified her conclusions by warning against overgeneralizing from 
small samples, Ang and Hermes nevertheless admonish that attempting 
to classify respondents according to class and to interpret their responses 
in light of their classed experience may open the door to “creeping essen¬ 
tialism” (1996, 116), which not only threatens to reify differences be¬ 
tween class groups but also groundlessly implies that these groups are 
homogeneous. 

Elsewhere in the same volume (Ang 1996), Ang more fully explicates 
the problem of essentialism in ethnographic audience studies and de¬ 
scribes its potential consequences. She charges that mainstream sociolog¬ 
ical research treats demographic categories such as gender, class, and 
race as “self evident pregiven factor(s) that can be used as ‘independent 
variable(s)’ to explain” (49) any observed differences between groups 
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defined by these categories. These demographic categories thus come to 
be seen as “clearly defined, fixed, static ‘objects’ in themselves as it were” 
(49). Ang presents three criticisms of this research approach. First, she 
rightly points out that such an analysis is reductionist, failing to recognize 
that every individual encompasses multiple identities, any of which may 
be more or less salient during a given viewing. Second, analyses premised 
on group differences are primarily descriptive and have little explanatory 
power. Thus Ang urges critical researchers to focus on the structures of 
power underlying social relations between groups, because these rela¬ 
tions, rather than innate or essential group differences, give rise to the 
observed differences between groups. In the absence of such attention to 
power, the net effect of the group difference paradigm is to depoliticize 
audience research. Finally, Ang reminds us that the promise of ethnogra¬ 
phy lies in its close attention to the historical, the contextual, and the 
specific: in this it allows researchers to be receptive to data that challenge 
our theoretical assumptions, thus avoiding the problem of “abstract em¬ 
piricism” (Mills 1959). Approaching the data with sociological constructs 
such as gender and class in mind may prevent us from being receptive 
to exceptions to our theories posed by the data. 

Although the construct of class is central to our work here, we main¬ 
tain that we have not succumbed to the pitfalls Ang describes. We began 
our inquiry with an interest in whether women of different social classes 
might use different strategies to make sense of abortion as both a political 
and a personal issue, but we were willing to abandon this paradigm when 
it did not prove useful for understanding our informants’ discussions. 
Within our sample, we found that other identities often took precedence 
over class in women’s discussions of television and abortion. This is well 
illustrated in our analysis of the conversations among the pro-life women 
we interviewed. Their discussions suggested that their identities as mem- 
bei s of a religious and cultural minority, distinct from the secular main¬ 
stream, were more pertinent to their interpretation of the television 
shows they viewed than was their social class. Moreover, our conversations 
with working-class women led us to conclude that class membership is 
not a unitary consti uct. Much of our chapter on working-class pro-choice 
women, for example, was concerned with explicating the variations we 
observed within working-class identity. We propose that these differences 
aie rooted precisely in individual women’s own identification with and 
against institutions of power and authority in our society. Our work sug¬ 
gests that although Ang’s criticisms are well founded, it is a failure of the 
imagination, and a severe limitation on thoughtful work of all kinds, to 
conclude that constructs such as race, class, and gender cannot be used 
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to make sense of ethnographic interview data without essentializing the 
people we study. Indeed, our close attention to the specific experiences 
of class expressed by the women we interviewed points not toward a rei¬ 
fied, fixed, or unitary picture of social class, but toward a more nuanced 
understanding of this important sociological construct in which social 
class identity is not a demographic category but is constructed by indi¬ 
viduals themselves out of their own experience and worldviews. 

Other work heavily influenced by postmodern theory challenges tradi¬ 
tional notions of the subject in the quest for specificity. For example, in 
an interesting attempt to put into practice theoretical insights into the 
fragmented nature of the postmodern subject, Radway (1988) recom¬ 
mends that researchers observe and describe sets of conflicting practices 
in abstraction from the subjects producing them. Many see these transfor¬ 
mations of more traditional feminist theoretical goals as an emerging 
strength of a field reconstituting itself at a new level of theoretical and 
historical specificity (Scott 1988). In this vein, feminist inquiry has much 
in common with research being done from a series of other critical per¬ 
spectives including queer theory and research, as well as research moti¬ 
vated by questions involving the importance of racial and ethnic identi¬ 
ties and social class positioning. Although we have not been able to 
incorporate the insights of all these perspectives, we locate our work in 
this multifaceted emergent critical tradition. 

SURVEY RESEARCH AND THE ETHNOGRAPHIC FOCUS GROUP: 

ISSUES IN INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH 

A major part of what we know about public opinion on abortion is 
gleaned through survey research using standardized instruments admin¬ 
istered to large-scale random samples of individuals. But what do these 
statistics reflect? How valid are statistical survey measures of Americans’ 
beliefs about this complex issue, and how are we to interpret their find¬ 
ings? Although we did not set out specifically to investigate this topic, our 
study sheds some surprising light on the discrepancies between subjects’ 
answers to written survey questions and their more in-depth personal 
opinions about this issue. 

There is a body of research that explores the limits of survey research 
methods. Howard Schuman andjacqueline Scott (1987) presented com¬ 
pelling evidence that survey respondents may give very different re¬ 
sponses to the same question depending on whether the item is pre¬ 
sented as open-ended or closed-ended. This implies that surveys 
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sometimes fail to tap important aspects of respondents’ views, perhaps 
overlooking the complexity of opinions on social issues. Similarly, re¬ 
search by Hope Landrine, Elizabeth Klonoff, and Alice Brown-Collins 
(1992) suggests that items that constitute classic measures enjoying wide¬ 
spread use in psychology are interpreted differently by members of differ¬ 
ent cultural groups. In the absence of more qualitative data from respon¬ 
dents, this discrepancy casts doubt on our ability to interpret with any 
validity the meaning of responses to these items. 

Conventionally, public opinion research has attempted to measure at¬ 
titudes toward abortion on a continuum ranging from the most pro-life 
stance to the most pro-choice, attitudes that have largely been defined 
by activists on the issue. Although some researchers have tried to capture 
the nuances of Americans’ ambivalence toward abortion through sophis¬ 
ticated statistical models (Alvarez and Brehm 1995) or by identifying the 
conditions under which attitudes toward abortion are least ambivalent 
(Hildreth and Dran 1994), even these analyses are still hampered by the 
method used to collect data. We argue that survey research methods may 
be particularly inappropriate for studying women’s opinions on abortion 
because the issue crosscuts the political and personal spheres. Forced- 
choice questions cannot tap the nuances of opinion held by many 
women, who feel abortion is justifiable in some cases but not in others. 
Moreover, response categories used in survey research can give the mis¬ 
leading impression that a consensus exists within opinion categories, al¬ 
though respondents may endorse the same opinion for different reasons. 
Finally, because the anonymous situation in which survey data are col¬ 
lected is very different from the settings in which people actually discuss 
abortion, the ecological validity of surveys is questionable. 

We find opinion to be a complex phenomenon, more complex than 
the categories captured through conventional survey research methods. 
Most relevant to this dimension of our work is William Gamson’s (1992) 
qualitative study of public opinion among working-class people. Gamson 
challenged those who portray ordinary people as passive and nonevalua- 
tive consumers of media accounts of social and political issues. He argued 
that people form their views and their conversational approach to social 
issues through several levels of analysis, weaving media discourse together 
with experiential knowledge and “popular wisdom” (117). Moreover, 
people navigate these three sources of knowledge in part through what 
Gamson calls “cultural resonances”: symbols that draw on larger cultural 
themes are particularly powerful in conversation (135). 

By examining variations and nuances of opinion within the discourse 
of particular groups of women, and the differences between groups, 
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we sought to illustrate the complexity and fluidity of such discourse. 
Women’s ideas about abortion, the family, and their own identity as indi¬ 
viduals are formed in dialogue with each other and with cultural images 
such as those they see on television and in other mass media. It is these 
dialogues that we sought to understand through analysis of our focus 
group discussions. 

The Ethnographic Focus Group. Our project looked closely at the discourse 
of ordinary women as they discussed their positions on abortion. In some 
ways our work is an extension of work by Kristin Luker (1984) and Fay 
Ginsburg (1989) investigating the worldviews of abortion activists and by 
Carol Gilligan (1982), who studied moral reasoning in the narratives of 
women facing unplanned pregnancies. However, our project explores 
the significance and meaning of abortion in particular, and reproductive 
decisions in general, in the lives of women who are more representative 
of the larger population of the United States: we look primarily at those 
who are not politically active concerning the issue and who are not cur¬ 
rently facing a decision about an unplanned pregnancy. 

We chose to examine women’s discourse as it occurs in a collective 
context. In this choice we were influenced by the notion that the impor¬ 
tant political dimensions of discourse are those expressed in public set¬ 
tings.5 The literature about women’s abortion opinions either examines 
the private views of individual women (Gilligan 1982) or looks at the 
views of abortion activists (Luker 1984; Ginsburg 1989), who take part 
in a very conventionally defined political realm. We drew from feminist 
literature that questions the contours of the political sphere as it has been 
defined to describe what has largely been male political activity. Seeking 
to expand these boundaries, we assembled groups of friends so we could 
listen to them discuss public issues in a part-private, part-public setting— 
the home of one of the group members. We call this the “ethnographic 
focus group” method, because it modifies traditional focus group meth¬ 
odology in several respects. Groups consist of friends, not strangers; they 
are somewhat smaller than traditional focus groups (two to five versus 
five to nine); and rather than an institutional, impersonal environment, 
our groups met in a nonneutral setting, a member’s home, to make par¬ 
ticipants more comfortable. Additionally, we attempted to ensure some 
homogeneity of opinion within groups by asking women to invite like- 
minded friends. Conventional focus group methodology welcomes dis¬ 
sent and disagreement within groups; but we felt that because abortion 
is, for some, such an emotionally heated topic, groups in which pro-life 
and pro-choice friends were forced to confront their disagreements 
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might have led to less open and forthcoming conversations and might 

have been ethically questionable as well.6 

Sampling. To recruit a sample of women who were not active on the abor¬ 

tion issue, we solicited respondents through newspaper advertisements 

and announcements at Parent-Teacher Association meetings at schools 

in our area. Each contact agreed to host a group meeting in her home, 

inviting female friends or relatives (or both). During the first telephone 

conversation with the contact respondent we stipulated that the other 

group members should hold attitudes about abortion that were similar 

to her own so that everyone in the group would feel comfortable sharing 

her views openly. That groups were composed of friends of our initial 

respondents in some ways mitigates the biases of self-selection; although 

the contact person may herself be more interested and informed about 

abortion than the general population, the other members of each group 

were not self-selected advertisement responders. Of course, because the 

groups were composed of friends, information from each member is not 

independent in a statistical sense, but because we intended to look at 

opinion expression and formation in groups who ordinarily talk to one 

another outside the research setting, this was unavoidable. Before the 

group interviews, respondents completed a short questionnaire that in¬ 

cluded items on demographic information, media use, and opinion on 

the appropriate legal status of abortion, as measured by a version of an 

item from the National Election Study (Miller, Kinder, and Rosenstone 

1993)- 
Generally, researchers conducting survey research have the resources 

of staff and funding to conduct systematic random samples of their popu¬ 

lation of interest. Too often, researchers practicing ethnographic meth¬ 

ods do not have these resources at their disposal. And even with adequate 

funding it may be insurmountably difficult to collect a truly random sam¬ 

ple in focus group research because of the large commitment of time 

and effort required from those who organize groups and host them in 

theii homes. For example, Gamson (igg2), who also used focus groups 

to study opinions on current political topics, attempted to collect a proba¬ 

bility sample but failed because so few respondents were willing to orga¬ 
nize focus groups. 

Participants. From ig8g through igg3, we conducted thirty-four discus¬ 

sion groups, ranging in size from two to five members. Additionally, we 

interviewed three women individually at the start of this project as a pilot 
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study for the focus groups; including these interviews yields a total sample 

of 108 women. 

Appendix B lists the groups, briefly describes the relationship between 

the women, and gives their demographic characteristics. Based on self- 

identification of abortion opinion by the contact respondent, 53.7 per¬ 

cent of our sample were pro-life and 46.3 percent were pro-choice. The 

vast majority of the women were not involved in activism related to abor¬ 

tion; however, we did interview two groups of activists (one pro-life, an¬ 

other pro-choice; see descriptions in appendix B). Respondents indi¬ 

cated their year of birth using a categorical scale: the midpoint of the 

median response category corresponded to thirty-four years old at the 

time of the interview, with a range of nineteen to sixty-six. At that time 

53 percent of the women were married, 14 percent were divorced or 

separated, and 31 percent were single. 

Classifying participants as middle-class or working-class is notoriously 

thornv, particularly for women (see Baxter 1994; Press i9gia,b; Rubin 

1976, 1994). Groups were described as middle-class if most members 

had completed four years of college, held professional positions, or were 

married to professionals or executives. In working-class groups most 

members had no more education than two years of college; if they were 

married, their husbands had a similar educational background and held 

“blue-collar” jobs. 

Such perfunctory classification of the groups was relatively simple be¬ 

cause the groups of friends were strikingly homogeneous not only in 

abortion opinion, but also in socioeconomic status and race. Most of our 

contacts were White women, who invited predominately White friends. 

Of the total sample, 11 percent were African American; the rest identified 

as White. Because very few Black women responded to our advertise¬ 

ments, we conducted only two groups that were entirely African Ameri¬ 

can. No other races or ethnicities were represented in our sample. 

As a validity check on this relatively informal method of classification, 

the occupations of the respondents, and if applicable their husbands, 

were coded using the categories described by Hollingshead and Redlich 

(1958). The coder was blind to the class categories we had assigned to 

the respondents. On this scale, a score of 1 corresponds to unskilled 

worker; 2 is semiskilled worker; 3 is skilled laborer; 4 is sales/clerical/ 

technical worker; 5 is administrative worker; 6 is minor professional; and 

7 corresponds to major professional occupations. Occupations of women 

in our sample ranged from 1 to 6. Compared with the middle-class 

groups, groups classified as working class by the criteria above scored 



152 | APPENDIX A 

significantly lower on their own occupational status (means of 4.4 and 

2.8, respectively), educational level (slightly more than a bachelor’s de¬ 

gree and slightly less than some college work, respectively), and family 

income ($55,000 compared with $25,000). Additionally, among those 

who were married, the occupations of working-class women’s husbands 

scored significantly lower on the Hollingshead and Redlich scale than 

did those of middle-class women’s husbands (2.4 and 5.3, respectively).7 

Group Interviews. The focus group method, based on semistructured in¬ 

terviews with small groups of respondents, approximates the casual and 

intimate settings in which television is most often watched and discussed. 

Additionally, small groups of people who knew each other provided a 

supportive and nonconfrontational atmosphere in which respondents 

could discuss the personal, controversial, and potentially emotional issue 

of abortion. As David Morgan states, “The explicit use of the group inter¬ 

action . . . produce [s] data and insights that would be less accessible 

without the interaction found in a group” (1988). Peers talk to each 

other far more freely than they would talk to an interviewer. Some have 

theorized that the use of focus groups mitigates the role of the researcher 
in directing the discussion (Gamson tggg). 

Of course our use of focus groups departed significantly from conven¬ 

tion in the ways already mentioned. We believe that our practice of inter¬ 

viewing in homes whenever possible avoided the influence of a “bureau¬ 

cratic” setting and, particularly for working-class groups, neutralized the 

sometimes intimidating institutional atmosphere. In addition, we felt that 

oui method increased the ecological validity of our data, since groups 

of friends were conducting their discussions in a seminatural environ¬ 

ment. A seiious drawback of the focus groups method is confusion about 

whether the appiopriate level of analysis for the data it yields is the group 

or the individual. Following Morgan (1988), we used the group as our 

basic unit of analysis, although at times we highlight the contribution of 
individuals who were noteworthy in some way. 

The interviews were loosely structured by a fixed protocol (specific 

questions aie listed at the end of this appendix); but the group setting 

fostei ed interaction among respondents, who were quick to ask their own 

questions both to probe and to clarify each others’ positions. Thus, al¬ 

though the setting was not completely “natural” owing to the presence 

of the two researchers, to our ears the groups seemed forthcoming and 

lively. Andrea Press led most of the interviews, beginning with questions 

about decisions the participants or their acquaintances had faced regard¬ 

ing unwanted pregnancies. She then encouraged them to talk about the 
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factors they believed women weighed in making such reproductive deci¬ 

sions and to describe their own thoughts on how such decisions ought 

to be evaluated. The respondents then viewed a thirty- to forty-minute 

segment of a prime-time entertainment television program treating abor¬ 

tion decision making. After the tape, the interviewer asked the respon¬ 

dents to discuss the segment they had viewed in much the same way, 

evaluating the decisions made by the characters and the opinions ex¬ 

pressed in the show. The interviews generally lasted about three hours 

and were audiotaped and later transcribed. Each respondent was paid 

twenty dollars for participating. 

Analysis. As in the grounded theory method pioneered by the sociolo¬ 

gists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967), rather than approaching 

the transcripts with hypotheses, we sought to discover the emergent 

themes in the women’s narratives. However, it would not be accurate to 

say that we had no expectations about what we would find and no 

thoughts on what the relevant issues were. In this sense we were influ¬ 

enced by what Michael Burawoy8 calls the “extended case method” (1991, 

1998). According to this method, researchers approach a project guided 

by a specific theoretical framework that leads them to frame their study, 

and their interview questions, in particular ways. Because Press had previ¬ 

ously raised the problem of social class differences in responses to televi¬ 

sion, we approached the current study with class differences in mind. In 

addition, to the extent that both authors were steeped in social science 

literature about qualitative methods, feminist literature about standpoint 

theory, and postmodern literature interrogating science itself (the latter 

was particularly true for Press, in the communication field), these con¬ 

flicting traditions influenced the way we structured our study and ana¬ 

lyzed its results. 

Using a statistical package for the analysis of qualitative data, we coded 

the transcripts thematically, then excerpted the recurring themes from 

many hundreds of pages in order to view them simultaneously (Morgan 

1988). In this way we distilled several main themes present across the 

interviews and identified themes common to particular categories of 

women. Both authors coded each interview for these themes. 

It was our use of the grounded theory method that allowed us to see 

the importance of social class in structuring participants’ expressions of 

abortion opinion. Although we did not begin the study thinking of social 

class as central to the expression of abortion opinion, we quickly became 

convinced of its importance in dividing women who conventionally were 

collectively categorized as pro-choice. 
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What we were not prepared to find was the extent to which the women 

we studied viewed the abortion issue in relation to power and authority. 

In this sense we found that the labels pro-choice and pro-life as defined 

by activists were inadequate to capture the subtleties of their positions. 

Our close attention to the views of nonactivist women has led us to chal¬ 

lenge the usefulness of the pro-choice and pro-life labels that currently 

organize our culture’s commonsense views of the topic and much of the 

academic literature as well. We argue that most women who would con¬ 

ventionally be identified as members of either camp are ambivalent about 

abortion in a manner not captured by these labels because the issue cuts 

across larger philosophical and ideological questions that continue to be 

deeply contested in American society: What is the appropriate role of 

legal authorities in regulating the lives of individuals? How can we under¬ 

stand life, death, and health when technology and those who control 

it seem to redefine these concepts daily? What is the relevance of the 

ideal of individual liberty in a society increasingly splintered along the 

lines of race, class, and often gender privilege? And finally, What is 

the status of religious beliefs in a secular society? The multifaceted nature 

of the abortion debate became the central argument of our analysis. Such 

a finding could not have emerged from research based on survey meth¬ 
ods alone. 

THE METHODOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Our research helps illuminate women’s ambivalence about abortion in 

a way that survey questions alone do not. By combining a small survey 

with focus group discussions, we were able to demonstrate that women’s 

opinions about abortion are far more complex than survey categories 

might indicate. Specifically, our study showed that women who answer 

questions similarly do not always hold very similar views; that women may 

answei a geneial survey question in one way but respond to a particular 

situation in another; and that, when given the opportunity, women often 

dispute the meaningfulness of categories on a survey. In sum, our study 

challenges us to rethink the meaning of current data about abortion 

opinions in the United States, almost all of which are premised on survey 
research. 

We believe the focus group method could be applied to several issues 

of interest to feminists on which people’s opinions are often complex 

and ambivalent. Affirmative action comes to mind, as do attitudes toward 
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feminism and feminists. Public debate indicates that current attitudes 

on both subjects in the United States are exceedingly complicated and 

contradictory. Combining face-to-face surveys with focus group inter¬ 

views could shed light on this ambivalence. 

Future researchers might also analyze the types of interactions within 

focus groups more fully than we did. There is a mine of information in 

our transcripts alone about the dynamics of opinion formation within 

small groups. Doing our research led us to question the popular assump¬ 

tion that people form and hold their opinions about social and moral 

issues in isolation, not influenced by interactions with friends and family. 

This in turn raises the question whether such opinions are best sampled 

by anonymous interviewers surveying individuals one at a time. Even a 

preliminary analysis of our data shows that women base their opinions 

in part on the comments of their friends. Compared with other currently 

popular methods of opinion research, close analysis of group interviews 

or even an ethnographic approach might better sample individuals’ opin¬ 

ions and explore how they are formed. More thorough analysis of the 

group dynamics recorded in our transcripts might further clarify this 

topic. 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Go around and introduce yourselves (to us). 

2. How do you spend your time as a group? (Do you ever watch TV 

together as a group?) 
3. What do you and your friends (e.g., this friend group) talk about? 

(Edging into moral issues. See if abortion comes up.) 

4. I’m interested in studying morality. Do you think morality is an 

abstract thing, or does it come up in your everyday life as something you 

have to think about? 
5. Are moral issues generally covered in the news that you read or 

hear? Have you heard or read much about abortion in the news recently? 

What sorts of things have you read or heard discussed? What do you think 

about recent developments regarding this issue? 
6. One of the moral issues people are talking about today is the issue 

of abortion. Did you ever know anyone (a friend, family member, or one 

of you if you want to talk about this here), man or woman, who had to 

make a decision about whether to have or not have an abortion that you 

wouldn’t mind telling us about here? 
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OPTION 1 

7- What were the choices that were considered in this case? (Marriage 

and childbirth; adoption; abortion; single motherhood?) 

8. How did you feel about the decision that was made in this case? 

How hard a decision was it, and what made it hard? 

9. (Open to the group): What would you have advised this person to 
do in this case? 

10. What would you have done if you were in her position (or if you 
were her boyfriend)? 

11. Do you think current abortion laws are moral? 

option 2 

7a. What would you do if you found out your close friend was preg¬ 

nant; she was not married and not planning to be married; and she came 

to you for advice. What sort of advice would you give? Would this be 
difficult for you to decide? 

8a. What options do you think she should consider? 

9a. What would you do in her position? Would it be a hard decision? 

10a. Do you think current abortion laws are moral? 



APPENDIX B: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GROUPS 

In general, we chose group names to reflect some shared characteristic 

connecting all or most of the members. Descriptions here are intended 

to give readers a sense of the women’s demographic characteristics. To 

preserve respondents’ anonymity, we have not described individuals. 

PRO-LIFE GROUPS 

Group (Size) Show Description 

Service Roe vs. Wade The woman who organized this group invited her neighbor and 

Workers (3) her young adult daughter. One of the respondents worked at a 

fast-food restaurant, another worked at a gas stadon, and the 

third was a homemaker. Two had high school diplomas, and the 

third had some college. The two older women were in their late 

thirties, married with children; their husbands had blue-collar 

jobs. Two of the women had three children, a third had one. All 

were White; two identified their religion as Protestant, and the 

third marked “other.” 

The organizer of this group invited her daughter, her neighbor, 

and a friend from church. The women ranged from young adult 

to late middle age. Two of the women had clerical jobs, one 

worked in a medical lab, and another was a hospital volunteer. 

Three women were White and identified their religion as Catho¬ 

lic, and the fourth, who was African American, was Apostolic. 

One woman was married to a man in military service, the rest 

were single. One woman had three children, another had one, 

and the others were not mothers. 

Quakers (4) Roe vs. Wade This group was composed of White women who were members 

of a Quaker meeting. All were married. Three were in their mid¬ 

dle to late twenties, the other was in her mid-forties. Their level 

of education ranged from high school to four years of college; 

two were secretaries, one was a housewife, and the fourth was a 

teacher. Their husbands had blue-collar jobs in construction 

and building maintenance. They had one or two children each. 

Catholics Roe vs. Wade 

(4) 
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Group (Size) Show Description 

Pentecos- Roe vs. Wade These women, all White, were members of a Pentecostal church, 

tnls (4) Two were in their mid-thirties, and two were in their mid-sixties. 

Three had high school diplomas, and the fourth had some col¬ 

lege. One was a homemaker, two were secretaries, and the fourth 

had retired from her factory job. Two were married to men with 

blue-collar jobs, the others were single. Three of the women had 

two or three children, and the fourth was not a mother. 

Neighbors Dallas This group was organized by a woman who had taken part in a dif- 

(2) ferent interview and who offered to set up another group com¬ 

posed of her neighbors. One woman in this group was in her early 

twenties, the other in her fordes. The older woman had only a 

grammar school education, the younger had completed high 

school. One was Catholic, the other Protestant. One worked as a 

sewing machine operator, the other pieced together part-dme 

jobs. Both were White and married to men with blue-collar jobs. 

Suburban Roe vs. Wade The woman who organized this group held a graduate degree, 

Group (4) worked in education, and was married to a minister. Her friends 

differed from her in social class: none had as much as a bachelor’s 

degree, nor did any of them hold professional jobs. One owned a 

small business that she ran with her husband, the others were 

homemakers. All were married, two to men with blue-collar jobs. 

All White, they ranged in age from late twenties to mid-forties. 

Three of the women had two or three children each, and the 
fourth was not a mother. 

These women knew each other through their participation in a co¬ 

operative nursery school. All were White and in their thirties; two 

were Catholic, and the third was Protestant. Two had bachelor’s 

degrees and the third had some college, but none were currently 

working outside the home. One was married to a minister and the 

second to a college professor; the husband of the third woman was 

a professional emergency rescue worker. Women in this group 
had from two to four children each. 

These women became friends through a Christian community 

group. All were White, Catholic, and in their forties, had at least 

some college education, and were married. All were homemakers, 

raising four or five children. One woman home schooled her chil¬ 

dren. Their husbands had managerial jobs in corporate settings. 

Baby-Sitters Cagney and These women became friends through baby-sitting with each oth- 

(2} Lacey er’s children. Both were White, in their late thirties and married, 

with two or three children. One was Catholic and one Protestant. 

One had an advanced degree, and the other had begun college 

but had not finished. Both worked in the medical field. One was 

married to a physician, and the other’s husband was in sales. 

Nursery Cagney and 

School Lacey 

Group (3) 

Christian Cagney and 

Community Lacey 
Group (3) 
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Group (Size) Show Description 

Parents’ Dallas These women met though a sunport group for parents. One was 

Group (2) Catholic, the other Protestant. Both were in their late thirties, 

married, and each had three or four children. Both were home¬ 

makers with at least some college. Their husbands worked in 

human services and in the automotive industry. Both were 
White. 

Volunteers Roe vs. Wade This group was organized by a woman who managed the volun- 

(4) teers at a pro-life pregnancy counseling center. She invited sev¬ 

eral of the volunteers to take part in the group. Three were 

about thirty, and the fourdi was in her early forties. One had 

completed a community college degree, two had bachelor’s de¬ 

grees, and the fourth had a master’s degree. All were White, and 

all were married. Their husbands had professional jobs in re¬ 

search, engineering, and medicine. Two had one or two chil¬ 

dren, and the others were not mothers. 

Stay-at- Cagney and 

Home Lacey 

Mothers (3) 

The woman who organized this group invited a friend from 

church and a woman she had worked with as a volunteer at a 

pregnancy counseling center. All were in their mid-thirties, were 

married, and worked in the home raising children. One also did 

part-time temporary work. Their level of education ranged from 

high school to bachelor’s degree. Their husbands had jobs in hu¬ 

man services, engineering, and restaurant management. They all 

were White and described their religion as Protestant. 

Pro-Life Stu- Cagney and 

dent Activ- Lacey 

ists (4) 

Early in the project we interviewed some groups of students to 

gather pilot data for the study. These students, all single White 

women in their early twenties, were members of a pro-life stu¬ 

dent group. One respondent was the president of this organiza¬ 

tion. The four had met through their membership in an interde¬ 

nominational Christian fellowship and were currentiy 

roommates. Three were Catholic, and one was Protestant. 

WORKING-CLASS PRO-CHOICE GROUPS 

Group (Size) Show Description 

Chain Store Roe vs. Wade The woman who organized this group invited a longtime friend. 

Workers (4) a cousin, and a woman she worked with at a large discount 

chain store. One had worked in the auto industry, and the other 

was a homemaker with an infant son, currently contemplating di¬ 

vorce. The women, all White, ranged from late twenties to late 

thirties. One had completed a community college degree; three 

others had high school diplomas. Three were married and had 

one or two children. The fourth was single. Three were Catho¬ 

lic, and one was Protestant 
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Group (Size) Show Description 

Ambitious Cagney and 

Mothers (2) Lacey 
These women, in their early thirties, both were mothers with two or 

three children, and much of their friendship involved doing things 

with their kids. Both had a high school education, and both were 

currently homemakers. They both discussed wanting to return to 

school. One was recently divorced, the other married to a man in 

the construction trades. Both were White. One described herself as 

Protestant, the second gave her religion as “other.” 

Landlady Dallas 

and Tenant 

(3) 

The woman who organized this group invited her landlady and a 

friend. Two of the women were White, and one was African Ameri¬ 

can. The women ranged widely in age: one was in her mid-sixties 

and retired, another was about fifty, and a third was in her early for¬ 

ties. The two younger women had low-level sales jobs. One woman 

was married to a man who worked in security and had six children. 

The other two women were single, one with one child. Two had at¬ 

tended community college, the third had a bachelor’s degree. Two 

were Protestant, and the third gave her religion as “other.” 

Family Cagney and 

Friends (3) Lacey 
This group was organized by a woman who had taken part in a dif¬ 

ferent interview and offered to set up another group composed of 

women from her neighborhood. She invited her mother, who was 

in her sixties, a family friend, who was in her late teens, and a neigh¬ 

bor, who was about forty. The youngest woman was not a mother; 

the older two had four and six children. Two of the women were in 

school, the other had a high school education and worked as a cus¬ 

todian. Two were single, and one was married to a man who worked 

as a truck driver. Two of the women were White, and one was Afri¬ 

can American. One woman was Protestant, another gave her reli¬ 
gion as “other,” and the third did not specify her religion. 

Single Moth- Cagney and 

ers (2) Lacey 
These two longtime friends were both White and in their thirties. 

Both had high school educations, and both were single mothers. 

One woman, with three children, received Aid to Families with De¬ 

pendent Children. The other supported her one child by working 

as a waitress. One gave her religion as Jewish, the other was Protes¬ 
tant. 

Nontradi- Roe vs. Wade 
tional 

Students (3) 

These women met at a local state college where all were pursuing 

bachelor s degrees, two in a field related to human services, and 

one in the humanities. Two were White, and one was African Ameri¬ 

can. All were in their early twenties to early thirties, and all were sin¬ 

gle. One had four children, another had three, and the third was 

not a mother. One was Catholic, one was Protestant, and the third 
gave her religious preference as “other.” 

Cousins (2) Cagney and 

Lacey 
These women, cousins, were both White and in their middle to late 

twenties. One had a completed some college work, the other had a 

high school diploma. One was working in a clerical job, the other 

did agricultural work. Both were single, and neither had children. 

One was Protestant, the other marked “other” as her religious pref¬ 
erence. 
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Group (Size) Show Description 

State Col- Dallas 

lege Group 

(2) 

The parents of these women were friends, and they had grown 

up virtually as sisters. Both were single, White, Jewish, and in 

their mid-twenties. Neither had children. 

Greek Orga- Cagney and 

nization (2) Lacey 
These women met when they lived in the same apartment com¬ 

plex. Both were students at the state college and were members 

of women’s groups associated with a fraternity on their campus. 

The women were single, African American, and in their mid¬ 

twenties. One had a child and considered herself a homemaker 

as well as a student; the other was not a mother and worked 

at a convenience store. One was Catholic, the other was Prot¬ 
estant. 

Chain Store Roe vs. Wade 

Managers 

(4) 

Three of these women worked in management at the same dis¬ 

count chain store; the fourth was a secretary. One had com¬ 

pleted high school, two had community college degrees, and a 

third had a master’s degree. All were White and in their forties. 

One was married, the rest were single. One woman had three 

children, another had two, and the remaining group members 

were not mothers. Three were Protestant, and the fourth gave 

her religious preference as “other.” 

Young Roe vs. 

Mothers (4) Wade/ 

Cagney 

and Lacey 

Two of these women were single teenage mothers with infant 

children. The third, a friend in her early twenties, was married, 

without children. The fourth, in her mid-thirties and also single, 

was the mother of one of the younger women. All were African 

American. The two youngest women were both high school stu¬ 

dents, and the oldest woman had completed some college. One 

of the women was a waitress, another was a dietary aide, and the 

other two were students and not currently working outside the 

home. Two were Protestant, one gave her religious preference as 

“other,” and the third did not answer the quesdon. This group 

was interviewed twice. 

MIDDLE-CLASS PRO-CHOICE GROUPS 

Group (Size) Show Description 

Presbyteri- Roe vs. 

ans (5) Wade/Cag¬ 

ney and 

Lacey 

These women were all members of a fairly liberal Presbyterian 

church. Three were in their forties, one was in her mid-fifties, 

and one was in her mid-twenties. All were White. Four had bach¬ 

elor’s degrees, and one had a master’s degree. Two had profes¬ 

sional jobs in health-related fields, a third had a staff job at a 

community college, another worked in library science, and the 

youngest was a graduate student. Two were married, and three 

were single. All except the youngest woman were mothers, each 

with two children. This group was interviewed twice. 
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Group (Size) 

Bowlers (5) 

Entrepre¬ 

neurs (4) 

Campus 

Family 

Housing 

(3) 

Sisters (2) 

Classroom 

Assistants 

(4) 

Sorority Sis¬ 

ters (5) 

Show Description 

Cagney and This group of friends began as a bowling group but later took 

Lacey up other activities together. Three were in their mid-forties, one 

was in her mid-fifties, and another was in her early thirties. Four 

were White, one was African American. They all had clerical 

jobs, most with management responsibility. Two had community 

college degrees, two had bachelor’s degrees, and the fourth had 

done some college work but had not completed a degree. Two 

were married, one to a physician. Two had two children each; 

the others were not mothers. Two were Protestant, two identi¬ 

fied their religious preference as “other,” and the fifth did not 
answer the quesdon. 

Roe vs. Wade The woman who organized this group invited three women she 

and her husband had known in college and graduate school. All 

were White, in their mid-thirties, and married. Each had one or 

two children. At the time, three of them ran small businesses 

out of their homes. The fourth was not working because she had 

recendy had a baby. Their husbands held professional jobs in 

the auto industry and as college faculty. Three were Catholic, 
and one gave her religion as “other.” 

Dallas The woman who organized this group invited two of her neigh¬ 

bors from the university family housing complex. All were mar¬ 

ried to men with academic careers; one was herself pursuing a 

doctorate. Another was a professional in the health field, and 

the third was a homemaker. Two were in their mid-thirties, and 

one was in her mid-forties. All were White and married with two 

or three children. Two were Jewish, one was Protestant, and all 
three were immigrants to the United States. 

Cagney and These two sisters, in their thirties, were White, Catholic, and col- 

Lacey lege educated. One was single and worked in research, the other 

was a homemaker with a new baby, married to a man with a pro¬ 
fessional job in the computer industry. 

Cagney and These women all worked as classroom assistants in a local ele- 

Lacey mentary school: one member of die group supervised the oth¬ 

ers. They were friendly outside school as well. Unfortunately this 

group had to leave early to pick up their children but promised 

to mail the questionnaires to us. Only one woman did so. She 

was White, Catholic, in her early forties, and married with four 
children. 

Cagney and Early in the project we conducted several interviews with student 

Lacey groups to gather pilot data. This group was composed of five 

members of a sorority at an elite public university, all in their 

early twenties. All were White and reported affluent family in¬ 

comes. Two were Catholic, one was Jewish, and two others re¬ 
ported no religious preference. 
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Group (Size) 

Pro-Choice 

Activists (4) 

Individual 

Interviews 

(3) 

Show Description 

Roe vs. Wade These women were all active in a group that worked for wom¬ 

en’s reproductive freedom, including holding counterdemonstra¬ 

tions at abortion clinics where pro-life groups were protesting. 

Group members were all White and ranged in age from mid¬ 

thirties to mid-forties. Three group members were single and 

widrout children, working in management and semiprofessional 

positions; the fourth was a homemaker, married to an engineer, 

and the mother of one child. Three had bachelor’s degrees, the 

fourth had a degree from a two-year program. They represented 

several religious backgrounds, including Catholic, Protestant, 

and Jewish. 

Early in the project we conducted a few individual interviews in 

order to compare this method of data collection with the focus 

group method. Three middle-class women, all White, were inter¬ 

viewed in this way. They ranged in age from late twenties to late 

thirties. Two were married with one or two children, and the 

third, who was single, was not a mother. 

Cagney and 

Lacey 



NOTES 

Chapter One 

1. There is a large and growing body of literature about the way the mass 
media structure collective frames as well as personal experience. On the former, 
see especially Gamson (1992), Delli Carpini and Williams (1994, 1996), and 
Iyengar and Kinder (1987). On the latter, see especially Press (1991b) and Brown 

(1994)- 

2. Delli Carpini and Williams (1996) have also mentioned this. 
3. We refer to our variation on the traditional focus group interview as the 

ethnographic focus group. See appendix Afor a full discussion of our methodology. 
4. Both Ginsburg and Luker have noted that the social class consutuencies 

of pro-life and pro-choice activist groups differ, with pro-life groups appearing 
more working class in character. 

5- On this point, and particularly on the point of how recent changes have 
affected women’s class positions, see especially Spalter-Roth et al. (1995), 
Spalter-Roth and Hartmann (1991), Rubin (1994), Sidel (1996), and Stacey 
(1996). Schwarz and Volgy (1992), Wilson (1996), and Wright (1994, 1997) 
discuss in particular the increasing mobility between what is sometimes referred 
to as the undei class and those more traditionally defined as working class. 

6. In this way, scholars in the past would have spoken of class consciousness 
as being more or less accurate: for example, they would have invoked the idea 
of false consciousness and true consciousness. However, paradigms of class have 
become increasingly complex over the last decade. Wright (1997) explicidy re¬ 
jects the dichotomy between false and true consciousness in favor of a more differ¬ 
entiated notion of different types of consciousness (e.g., hegemonic, reformist, 
and revolutionary). 

7. There is a vast literature on social class membership. For relevant informa¬ 
tion, interested readers might consult Emmison and Western (1990), Gaben- 
nesch (1972), Grabb (1979), Heaton (1987), Lipset (1963), Marshall (1983), 
Mills (1959), Middendorp and Meloen (1990),Jones (1983), Steedman (1987), 
and Wright (1985, 1997). 
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8. See appendix A for a fuller discussion of how our methodology answers 

Ang’s critique. 

9. We are extremely indebted in this section to Ortner’s (1992) lively discus¬ 

sion of the relation between discourses of gender and class in American high 

schools and popular fiction. 

10. Ortner’s discussion foreshadows the distinction between working-class- 

identified and middle-class-identified members of the working class, which we 

develop in chapter 4. 

11. We take issue with his interpretation of the culture wars as moral contro¬ 

versies. This definition deflects attention from their power dimension, which 

is critical to an adequate explication of the conflicts and their dynamics. Even 

Hunter’s list of controversies constituting the culture wars is selective. He focuses 

on those issues that involve “morality” by his definition (e.g., abortion, sexual 

harassment, euthanasia, sex education). This leads him to ignore equally funda¬ 

mental domains on which culture wars are being waged, such as welfare reform, 

affirmative action, and the “Ebonics” debate, which more obviously involve 

clashes between the interests of groups with differential power in our society. 

12. This is the full text of the question we used, adapted from the one used 

on the National Election Study: 

TEXT OF SURVEY ITEM MEASURING RESPONDENTS’ VIEWS ON ABORTION 

Which of the following opinions best agrees with your Hews on abortion? 

a. By law, abortion should never be permitted. 

b. The law should permit abortion only in the case of rape, incest, or when 

the woman’s life is in danger. 

c. The law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or 

danger to the woman’s life, but only after the need for the abortion has 

been clearly established. 

d. By law, a woman should be able to obtain an abortion early in her 

pregnancy. After some point, however, abortion should not be 

permitted. 

e. By law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter 

of personal choice. 

f. Don’t know. 

This item was adapted from the National Election Study (Miller, Kinder, and 

Rosenstone 1993). We added response option (d) to approximate the word¬ 

ing of the Roe vs. Wade decision. 

13. See Fielding and Fielding (1986) for an in-depth discussion of using mul¬ 

tiple types of measures (including both qualitative and quantitative data) to inves¬ 

tigate a research question. 

14. More detailed descriptions of all groups are available in appendix B, but 
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in the text we have given brief sketches of each group the first time it is men¬ 

tioned. Titles in brackets after quotations refer to the focus groups, which in most 

cases were assigned names reflecting the connection between group members. 

15. See also the broader literature on the subject of ethnography and post¬ 

modernism. Much of the writing on feminist anthropology and ethnography 

touches on these issues as well. In particular see Lutz and Abu-Lughod (1990), 

Behar and Gordon (1995), Clough (igg2), Cole and Phillips (1995), Denzin 

(1997), Strathern (1987), and the exchange in Signs 22, no. 2 (1997) between 

Hekman, Hartsock, Collins, Harding, and Smith. 

16. The Progressive Era is generally defined as referring approximately to the 

years between the 1880s and 1930s. See Hanson (1985) and Williams and Ma- 

theny (1995) for a broader discussion of the era and its implications. 

17. For a fuller discussion of the nature of therapeutic authority, see Lasch 

(1979, 1984). We discuss this in more depth in chapter 5. 

18. Habits of the Heart, by Robert N. Bellah et al. (1984), is one of the better- 

known works that helped popularize discussions of communitarianism and liber¬ 
alism. 

19. Earlier debates between critical theory and hermeneutic perspectives, 

such as that between Jurgen Habermas and Hans Gadamer, echoed the more 

current discussions explained here. 

20. Studies such as Carol Gilligan’s (1982) may have emphasized the private 

dimension of women’s reasoning about abortion because women actually conte¬ 

mplating their own unplanned pregnancies were interviewed. 

Chapter Two 

1. Montgomery (1989) offers a more complete analysis of the events leading 

to and following broadcast of the Maude abortion episode. 

2. Murphy’s discovery of her pregnancy, and her decision to carry it, were 

depicted in a two-part episode titled “Uh-Oh” that first aired as the closing epi¬ 

sode of the third year of the series (20 May 1991) and as the fourth year’s opening 
episode (16 September 1991). 

3. Tbis episode, titled Labors of Love ’ was first aired on 2 February 1994, 

during the show’s fourth season. Andrea’s choice did not in fact, impede her 

career: in later episodes, after the baby was born, Andrea transferred to Yale to 

pursue a premed degree while her husband worked as a law intern. 

4. Other recent programs on abortion include an episode of Law and Order 

in which two male police officers are called on to solve a murder resulting from 

the actions of violent antiabortion protesters. The episode focuses on solving the 

crime rather than on exploring the police officers’ opinions about the issue. Also, 

in an episode of Party of Five, one of the teenage sisters in the family becomes 
pregnant and seeks an abortion. 

5. Ortner (1992, 172-75) illustrates this point well, citing Gans (1967, 38), 

Willis (1977, 14), Sennett and Cobb (1972, 82), Hannerz (1969, 34-35), and 
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Halle (1984). Each of these ethnographies illustrates a split in the American 

working class between groups perceived as more upwardly mobile, disciplined, 

or regulated and those seen as less so. This split was reproduced both in the 

representauons of the working class on prime-time television that we analyze here 

and in our sample of working-class pro-choice women (pro-life women, though 

they were not particularly upwardly mobile, generally led lives falling on the more 

stable side of this dichotomy). 

6. In running focus groups to discuss media coverage of presidential candi¬ 

dates and their campaigns, Just and her colleagues (tgg6) found three possible 

patterns of media use in the ensuing focus group discussions. What they called 

a “following” pattern occurred when the group discussion was dominated by the 

topic and perspective of the media the participants had viewed. A “transforming” 

pattern occurred when group discussion began with a topic taken from the media 

they had viewed but rejected the media’s evaluative perspective. An “ignoring” 

pattern occurred wrhen group discussion moved entirely away from the media to 

a different topic. These results are similar to other political studies of the media 

that identify its “priming” or “agenda setting” functions, but Just et al. rename 

these “following” and “transforming” to emphasize their greater attention to audi¬ 

ence interpretation in their study. 

Chapter Three 

1. All names, here and throughout, are pseudonyms. Additionally, we have 

attributed all quotations to the groups that made them, either explicitly in the 

text or in square brackets following each quotation. Descriptions of all groups 

can be found in appendix B. 

2. Dr. Jack Wilke runs the Life Issues Institute in Cincinnati, “serving all the 

educational needs of the pro-life movement.” The Life Issues Institute publishes 

a newsletter that comes out three times a year, titled the Life Issues Connector. See 

two publications written with his wife, Barbara (Wilke and Wilke 1971, 1991; the 

latter is available only on the Internet). 

3. We thank an anonymous reviewer for clarifying this point. 

4. Much recent work has commented on the nature of science and the diver¬ 

gence between commonsense notions of science and the reality of scientific prac¬ 

tice. On these points, see in particular Jacobus, Keller, and Shuttleworth (iggo), 

Keller (1983), Keller and Longino (1995), Latour (1987, 1993), Latour and 

Woolgar (1979), and Serres with Latour (1995). 

5. There has been much discussion and criticism of the use of “mainstream” 

as applied to the mass media (see, for example, Bagdikian 1990; Laludi 1991; 

Lichter and Rothman 1982, 1983; on the idea that television takes a mainstream 

position on abortion specifically, see Condit 1990). Although with the advent of 

cable television in particular its meaning with regard to television has been shift¬ 

ing, we use the term here to refer to network television, the national cable televi¬ 

sion stations, national and local television news, national and local newspapers, 
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and popular Hollywood films distributed nationally in movie theaters and video 

stores. We juxtapose these media organs to, for example, the privately produced 

videotapes pro-life women rent from specifically Christian video stores. When 

we apply the term to scientific literature, we mean it to differentiate literature 

considered legitimate by university-supported journals recognized by most uni¬ 

versity-educated and affiliated scientists. In using the term mainstream for doc¬ 

tors, we simply mean doctors who have not publicly and explicitly identified their 

stand on the abortion issue. 

6. There is a large and growing body of work that discusses the opposition 

of various groups to dominant cultural values and practices in the critical litera¬ 

ture about media and cultural audiences. Some of the best-known works in this 

tradition are the products of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in 

Birmingham, England (see especially Hebdige 1979, 1984; McRobbie 1990; Mor- 

ley 1980, 1986; and Willis 1977, 1978). See also Bacon-Smith (1991), Brown 

(*994)’ Press (i9gib), and Radway (1984). Much of this work describes groups 

that are explicitly organized as “subcultures” of resistance to dominant cultural 

positions and discourses. Other works in this tradition (see especially Morley 

1980) identify specific types of “decodings” of media products as dominant or 

preferred, negotiated, or oppositional. Williams (1978) introduces the idea of 

alternative” cultures that we draw on here in describing pro-life women’s media 
culture. 

7. For a fuller discussion of the relation between various theologies and pro¬ 

life beliefs, see Lawless (1993) and Sweet (1985). On this topic, see also Rudy 

(*996)> and on fundamentalism, and evangelicalism in particular, see Marsden 

(1991 )• 
8. See also Nelkin (1982) on the uses of scientific discourse in evangelical 

and fundamentalist thinking. 

9. Because of heated debate over the naming of the two positions in the abor¬ 

tion debate, we choose to call the women we discuss here “pro-life,” largely be¬ 

cause this is how they describe themselves. We realize that many persons identi¬ 

fying themselves as pro-choice object to this label, and we agree that it unfairly 

implies that other perspectives are “against life.” We do not mean to imply that 

other perspectives are antilife, but we feel that ignoring these women’s self¬ 

definition would be extremely confusing for our discussion. 

10. One of our groups consisted of women who called themselves “nontradi- 

tional Quakers.” Their beliefs were close to what is commonly regarded as funda¬ 

mentalist thought. See Ammerman (1987), Liebman and Wuthnow (1983), and 

Marsden (1991) on current controversies over definitions of fundamentalism 

and the fundamentalist movement in the United States. 

11. Marsden goes on to explicate how our modern understanding of the 

break between science and evangelical religions exaggerates religious rejections 

of Darwinism occurring in the early twentieth century while underemphasizing 

the degree to which Darwinism and other scientific theories were thought to 

illustrate and glorify accounts of God’s handiwork in creating nature as described 



NOTES TO PAGES 50-61 | 169 

in the Bible. See also Nelkin (1982) on the uses of scientific discourse in evangeli¬ 

cal and fundamentalist thinking. 

12. It is interesting that most people we talked to did not make the same 

arguments about birth control, except in the Catholic groups. 

13. See Ginsberg (1986, 1990). 

14. Not surprisingly, pro-life women were less disturbed by the presentation 

of the issue in our third clip, an episode of Dallas showing a couple choosing not 

to abort a fetus known to have Down’s syndrome. 

15. See Liebes and Katz (1990) for a more extended discussion of the varied 

interpretations the viewing of a single episode of Dallas inspired among different 

cultural groups. 

16. It is interesting to note here the different reactions of the two authors to 

this extended example about Andrea. While Andrea herself did not experience 

the remarks as hostile—in fact, she felt a great deal of personal warmth coming 

from the woman speaking—Liz was quite put off by the comments and felt they 

meant the speaker was identifying Andrea as pro-choice and thus as hostile to 

the speaker’s own point of view. 

17. In the real story from which the TV movie was adapted, the woman’s 

father was considerably less sympathetic than was his character in the televi¬ 

sion movie. In fact, he offered his pregnant daughter little support. The char¬ 

acter as depicted in the movie lent fuel to the pro-life women’s arguments that 

the heroine failed to draw on the family support that appeared to be available 

to her. 

18. This is consonant with the pro-life women’s view of doctors who perform 

abortions generally, as described above. 

19. Contrary to popular perceptions of pro-life women, the vast majority of 

the women we interviewed approved of and encouraged the use of birth control, 

particularly among married couples. This is in contrast to the pro-life activists 

interviewed by Luker (1984). 

20. In fact, we found in the course of our interviews that it was not uncommon 

for even decidedly pro-life women to consider abortion, sometimes quite seri¬ 

ously, in response to physical, financial, or other circumstances making preg¬ 

nancy difficult or inconvenient. This pointed to a difference between women’s 

espoused moral views and their response to actual situations that social scientists 

have noted in a variety of contexts. In particular, regarding the split be¬ 

tween theory and practice in the context of various American religious tradi¬ 

tions, DeBerg (1990) stresses the commonly wide divergence between theological 

doctrine as reported by scholars (almost invariably the work of men), and the 

lived doctrine of everyday practitioners of various religions (particularly women). 

21. Applying the term “mainstream” to radio—whose shows have long ca¬ 

tered to a more segmented, limited audience than television—is difficult. Here 

we simply discuss shows targeted to a Christian, pro-life audience; many other 

radio programs also target specific audiences, though perhaps most are not de¬ 

fined quite so narrowly. 
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22. Feminist scholars have exposed how The Silent Scream fabricates its pictures 
about abortion to give a decidedly false image of the procedure and its allegedly 
painful effect on the fetus; see especially Petchesky (1987). 

23. Others have noted the importance of their devodon to a particular idea 
of motherhood in pro-life women’s worldview. See Luker (1984) and Ginsburg 
(1989) for more discussion. 

24. In Latour’s (1993) words, the “hybridity” of modern life. 

Chapter Four 

1. As we argued in chapter 3, class differences were much less salient among 
pro-life women. Their focus on “truth” in discussing abortion seemed to override 
any differences of interest and orientation that class might have provoked. 

2. Ortner’s (tggi) discussion of divisions within the belief systems of work¬ 
ing-class Americans foreshadows the distinction we make here. 

3. Interestingly, working-class women’s belief that doctors will take care of 
themselves first strikingly resembles pro-life women’s attitudes, which in the case 
of this particular doctor were couched in the same terms, but working-class 
women are at times even more explicitly critical and cynical. These working-class 
attitudes toward the helping role of professionals contrast sharply with the thera¬ 
peutic ideology infusing middle-class women’s perspective (which we comment 
on more extensively in chapter 5), possibly because they share an oppositional 
reading of this character. 

4. A complete explanation of the criteria we used to classify people according 
to class categories is given in appendix A. 

5. Women in other groups occasionally made comments that were consistent 
with the middle-class-idendfied position; however, in these groups these remarks 
were balanced by the greater incidence of comments that could be understood as 
working-class-identified. Only the Chain Store Managers consistently expressed this 
position, and they did so to the exclusion of the working-class-identified position. 

6. Both of these groups were conducted by Elizabeth Cole, who idendfies as 
African American but, because of her mixed parentage, is often not correctly 
identified by others (see preface). She also differs from the members of these 
groups by social class status, particularly in terms of education. On the other 
hand, women in the group were willing to disclose personal information about 
their sexual relationships and their experiences with abortion and childbearing. 
Thus it is not clear whether these conversations may have included more explicit 
material about race if they had been conducted by someone more “inside” their 
group. 

7. At the time of this interview Norplant, a drug that is implanted under the 
woman’s skin and can prevent pregnancy for five years, was new to the market. 

8. Of course, not all African Americans maintain their belief in the dream. 
Hochschild (1995) also describes the views of people who distort and reject the 
ethos of success through individual struggle. 
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9. Downward social comparison is a well-researched concept in social psychol- 
ogy originating with the work on social comparison by Leon Festinger (1954), 
and it is by no means practiced only by poor African Americans. Many studies 
have shown that people experiencing negative emotions are likely to make com¬ 
parisons between diemselves and people whose circumstances are even worse. 
Such downward comparisons serve to improve mood and increase self-esteem 
(Wills 1981) and to aid in managing emotions under stress (Taylor, Buunk, and 
Aspinwall 1990); they may also blunt political discontent among oppressed 
groups (Wolf 1990). Reis, Gerrard, and Gibbons (1993) examined the specific 
example of contraceptive behavior and found that young women who compared 
themselves with other women using less effective forms of contraception had in¬ 
creased self-esteem. Similar motivations may drive the downward comparisons 
made by the middle-class-identified White working-class women. 

10. See Bellah et al. (1985) for a fuller description of middle-class worldviews 
in our culture. In particular they describe the “therapeutic” perspective and the 
origins of liberalism in middle-class oudooks generally. 

11. See Sandel (1984), particularly the introduction, for a fuller definition 
of “communitarianism” and a description of the different incarnations this posi¬ 
tion can assume. 

Chapter Five 

1. There has been an enormous amount of writing on the rise of therapeutic 
authority in our culture and its influence on our nontherapeutic institutions and 
ways of thinking. On this topic, a good place to begin is with RiefFs Triumph of 
the Therapeutic (ig66). More current works on the topic include Lasch (tgyg, 
1984) Rice (1996), and Wilkinson (1988). For a discussion of the particular rela¬ 
tionship of women to therapeutic culture, see Grodin (1991) and Simonds 

(i992)- 
2. Hunter (1991) interviewed middle-class men and women about abortion. 

He claims that his informants could discuss their views about abortion only based 
on their personal experience and could not express abstract justifications for 
their opinions. We found that women could speak on both levels and often alter¬ 
nated between them. Perhaps our research design, which used the device of the 
television shows, allowed women to use less personal language more effectively 
in our interviews. 

3. A summary of various feminist perspectives critiquing Carol Gilligan’s work 
can be found in Auerbach, Blum, and Smith (1985). 

4. Donagan (1977) discusses other examples of acts that many see as moral 
only when carried out with a troubled conscience. See also Stocker (1990), who 
cites Aristotle to discuss the importance of having the proper emotions toward 
an act in order for that act to be judged as moral. 

5. We are not making a moral judgment here about whether this abnormality 
should lead women to abort. In fact, many troubling issues about amniocentesis 
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and the aborting of fetuses with Down’s syndrome are raised in Michael Berube’s 
book Life as We Know It (1996). Here we are simply noting the disparity between 
the actions that most often mark real-life awareness of this abnormality and this 
television narrative about it. 

6. Morley (1980) and Press (tggib) both cite similarly distanced responses 
to television in analyzing reception by middle-class respondents. 

7. For a clear explanation of liberal feminist thought, see Tong (1989), Tu- 
ana and Tong (1995), Jaggar (1983), and the classic Eisenstein (1981). 

8. See Wolfe (igg6) for an additional discussion of middle-class discourse 
that highlights these features of it. 

Chapter Six 

1. In Press’s earlier study (1 gg 1 b), middle-class women did not expect televi¬ 
sion entertainment to be “realistic”; instead, they looked for qualities such as 
good acting, production values, and characters they felt they could relate to. 

2. See Katznelson (1 g82) for a fuller discussion of the more general problem 
of the traditional lack of class consciousness in American politics. 

3. Bill Mesce, manager of corporate affairs, HBO/Cinemax, personal com¬ 
munication, 7 March 1997. 

Appendix A 

1. This issue has been written about extensively in the anthropological litera¬ 
ture; see, for example, Rabinow (1977); Geertz (1983, 1988); Clifford and Mar¬ 
cus (1986); Marcus and Fischer (1986). 

2. For a more in-depth discussion, issue, see Blum and Press (n.d.). 
3. See Harding (1991) and Tong (1989) for a good discussion and critique 

of essentialism. Also, see Scott’s (1988) review of several then-current works in 
feminist theory that she criticizes for this tendency. 

4. See Long (1989) for a detailed overview of the work currendy being done 
in feminist cultural studies. 

5. See Morgan (1988) and Gamson (1992) on this point. 
6. See Morgan (1988) for more on the traditional qualities of focus groups. 
7. All comparisons were significant at the p < .001 level. 
8. Burawoy in turn was influenced by the “Manchester school” of social an¬ 

thropology, which he argues (1997) includes Gluckman (1958, 1961a,b, 1964), 
Van Velsen (i960, 1964, 1967); Mitchell (1956), and Epstein (1958). 
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