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COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL.  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  DO NOT COPY THIS DOCUMENT OR 

TRANSMIT IT IN ANY FORM, IN WHOLE OR IN PART, WITHOUT PRIOR PERMISSION FROM 

JUSTICE FOR ALL. 

 

Portions of this material were originally published in the Abortion: From Debate to Dialogue Manual and 

Interactive Guide used in the Justice For All training program 2005-2010.  Revised and Updated, 

September 2010.  The present edition (version 2.746) was updated in August 2013. 

 

Note: Throughout this material, references to organizations and authors should not be construed as a 

blanket endorsement of everything those organizations and authors have said or done. 

Authorship in the Interactive Guide 

JFA attempts to give credit within its training program whenever it’s feasible to do so.  Within JFA’s 

written material, when an idea is clearly the unique creation of a person, something that we remember 

learning from a person, or a direct quotation, you will see either a citation within the paragraph or in a 

footnote.  We encourage you to use these citations to do further research on your own. 

These citations signal to the reader JFA’s overarching philosophy of authorship.  Ideas found in the 

various articles are the result of a learning process that includes reading other authors, engaging in 

dialogue with other people, listening to lectures, and other learning activities.  Personal reflection in that 

process does sometime yields new connections and ideas, but truly new ideas are rare.  Unique ways of 

teaching them are a bit less rare.   

Acordingly, when you see an author’s name in a by-line within this material (a secondary line in an article 

title containing an author’s name), it does not mean that the author is the sole person responsible for all of 

the information in the article.  It means that he or she is the person responsible for putting the information 

in its present, unique form.  As you read, please assume that the author’s work is the product of a rich 

learning experience that included the contributions of many unnamed people.   

If it were feasible, we would like to credit anyone who contributed, but tracing how an author got to a 

certain idea or argument would actually render the article he has written useless.  Isn’t an article simply a 

summary of a process of learning so that you don’t have to repeat it (or at least so you don’t have to spend 

the same amount of time repeating it)?  It allows you to move beyond the process the author has been 

through and make your own connections…and possibly your own articles. 

It is the author’s responsibility to give credit whenever possible.  If you as the reader find an instance in 

which credit is misapplied or neglected, please email ADDhelp@jfaweb.org with your suggestions for 

amending the document to more accurately reflect our goal of giving credit where credit is due. 

Contact 

 To book a Justice For All training event (Presentation, Seminar, and/or Outreach), email 

event.request@jfaweb.org or call 316-683-6426, 800-281-6426. 

 Questions on content?  Email ADDhelp@jfaweb.org.  A JFA Mentor will respond. 

 Want more copies of this guide?  Email ADDmaterials@jfaweb.org with your request. 

 

http://www.jfaweb.org/
mailto:HelpJFA@JFAweb.org
mailto:ADDhelp@jfaweb.org
mailto:event.request@jfaweb.org
mailto:ADDhelp@jfaweb.org
mailto:ADDmaterials@jfaweb.org


 
Abortion: From Debate to Dialogue – The Interactive Guide (v. 2.746)   © 2013 Justice For All, Inc. (www.JFAweb.org) 

All rights reserved.  Please email HelpJFA@JFAweb.org to help JFA by giving your time, treasure, or talent. 

Page 22 

Pro-Life: What if I had a two-year-old here...Should his mother be allowed to use her body to hit him until he dies? 

C: That’s different; the two-year-old isn’t inside her body.  A woman has the right to do whatever she wants with 

things inside her body. 

L: ??? 

FURTHER STUDY ON BODILY RIGHTS:   

 See Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of Bodily Rights. 

 

Activity 6: “What about Rape?” 

Easily the Most Difficult Objection to the Pro-Life Position 

Writer: Stephen Wagner    Collaborators: David lee, Trent Horn 

ANALYZE 
In conversations about abortion, the issue of rape comes up frequently.  Many pro-lifers, in their zeal to 

defend unborn humans, come across as not caring about women who have experienced rape, whether or 

not that rape results in a pregnancy.  If we can’t recognize the horror of rape, listeners won’t just think 

we’re uncaring.  They’ll also think our argument is incoherent.  Here’s why.  Our concern about abortion 

is that it’s an act of violence.  Rape is also an act of violence.  The principle undergirding our concern 

about abortion should also motivate us to be just as concerned about rape. 

So, when we respond to the question about abortion in the case of rape, we need to be sensitive to two 

distinct challenges: relational and intellectual.   

Relational Challenge 

When people ask about abortion in the case of rape, they are not concerned with whether or not the 

unborn is human.  They are trying to determine if we (pro-life advocates) are human.  When someone 

asks about abortion in the case of rape, instead of immediately launching into arguments for the humanity 

of the unborn, start with expressing genuine concern for the woman who was raped: 

 “Rape is a horrible crime.  (Or, if talking to a rape victim, “I’m so sorry to hear about what 

happened to you.  Was your rapist punished?”) 

 The rapist should be punished to the fullest extent of the law.  Even if the rapist is punished to the 

fullest extent of the law (rare), we haven’t gone far enough.   

 If the woman gets pregnant, the rapist not only forced himself on her, but he also forced her to 

become a mother, such that if she wants to do what’s right, as everyone does, she has to carry to 

term.  The only alternative is for her to kill her own child.   

 Not only that, he forced her into nine months of pregnancy (which is difficult) and into giving 

birth (which is painful). 

 She was also forced to either place her own child in a loving adoptive home or care for a child she 

didn’t consent to create for the next eighteen years (which is expensive).  No one should be 

forced into that sort of decision. 

 So the rapist didn’t commit just one crime. He committed at least five, and he should be punished 

for every one of them.” 

So far, we’ve focused on our concern for the rape victim.  If we judge that it’s helpful or necessary, we 

can also then show concern for the unborn by asking a simple question: 

http://www.jfaweb.org/
mailto:HelpJFA@JFAweb.org


 
Abortion: From Debate to Dialogue – The Interactive Guide (v. 2.746)   © 2013 Justice For All, Inc. (www.JFAweb.org) 

All rights reserved.  Please email HelpJFA@JFAweb.org to help JFA by giving your time, treasure, or talent. 

Page 23 

 “But given the violence that’s been done to the woman, how does it make sense to turn around 

and do violence to an innocent human being? 

To sum up, it’s important not to be so focused on the unborn that you forget the other human beings who 

deserve our best care and protection.  The woman who has been raped has experienced a heinous crime.  

Unfortunately, it is very common for pro-life advocates to forget to express concern for her.  When we’re 

talking to a victim of rape, let’s be careful to do what any normal person would do when someone tells 

him about a painful experience.  Say something like, “I’m so sorry this happened to you.  How are you 

doing?”  When you’re talking to a person who’s simply asking about abortion in the case of rape, the 

same principle holds true: Show concern for the victim of rape.  

Intellectual Challenge 

Sometimes, however, a pro-choice advocate who brings up rape is intending to ask us if we think abortion 

in the case of rape is right or wrong and whether or not it should be legal.  In the same way that it would 

be a mistake to neglect the relational aspect of the challenge, it’s also a mistake to ignore this intellectual 

challenge, especially if that’s what the pro-choice advocate is most concerned about.  If the unborn is a 

human being, then killing the unborn who came into existence through rape is morally equivalent to 

killing a two-year-old who came into being through rape.  In other words, just as it’s wrong to kill 

already-born human beings because they were conceived through rape or because they remind us of a 

painful circumstance, it’s wrong to kill unborn human beings for the same reasons.   

It follows that abortion should not be legal in the case of rape, not because women who are victimized by 

rapists are less valuable, but because all women, whether in the womb or in the crib or standing over the 

crib are equally valuable. If this intellectual, moral, and legal assessment doesn’t sit well with us 

emotionally, we can acknowledge that fact.  Still, the conclusion is sound.  Or is it? 

The Toughest Intellectual Pro-Choice Argument: “Right to Refuse” in the Case of Rape 

Consider the “right-to-refuse” version of the bodily rights argument.  Some of its defenders concede that 

it only justifies abortion in the case of rape because the mother is not responsible for the fetus needing to 

use her body to live.  Since the rape victim did not freely take part in causing the pregnancy, she has no 

duty to continue a pregnancy that results from rape.   

Remember the “responsibility objection” to the “right to refuse” argument: “The woman can be forced by 

law to use her body to support the child inside of her because she willingly engaged in an act she knew, or 

should have known, might create a child.  She is therefore responsible for any child created through the 

act.”  In the case of rape, the woman was forced to participate, so the pro-life advocate can’t argue against 

abortion in this way.  The rape victim can’t be considered responsible for bringing the child into being. 

If pro-lifers can’t appeal to the “responsibility objection,” should they simply agree that abortion should 

be allowed in the case of rape?  No.  Even though she is not responsible, she is the child’s biological 

parent.  As the cases of “Unjust Paternity” and “The Abandoned Infant” show, parents have obligations to 

their children that are strong enough even to justify withholding the abortion option from women who 

have been the victim of rape.  

For a more thorough discussion of this difficult intellectual concern, see “My Body, My Choice: What 

about Rape?” (Chapter 3).  In the “IMITATE, PART III” dailogue below, the pro-life advocate uses the case 

of unjust paternity to demonstrate why abortion is unjustifiable even in the case of rape.   
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IMITATE,  PART I   
In this dialogue, the pro-life advocate begins with compassion (Relational) and then refocuses the conversation on the question, 

“What is the unborn?” (Intellectual).  The pro-life advocate then responds to the bodily rights argument as it is applied to the 

question of rape (Intellectual). 

 

Pro-Choice: What if the woman was raped and got pregnant?  Should she be able to have an abortion? 

Pro-Life:  I think rape is a serious evil and I think we should give the woman the best care possible. 

C:  Okay, so… 

L:  So, for one thing, I think we should punish the rapist to the fullest extent of the law. 

C:  You’re avoiding the question.   

L:  No, I’m actually trying to recognize the value of the woman who was raped since she is so often 

forgotten in the discussion.  Can we agree that she deserves our best efforts to care for her? 

C:  Sure.  But that leads to my question: Do you believe we should punish the woman with a child? 

L:  I’m not sure I agree with the way you’ve phrased the question.  Should we consider a child to be a 

punishment? 

C:  Being forced to get pregnant is certainly a punishment. 

L:  I agree with that.  Isn’t it the rapist who punished her with pregnancy? 

C:  I agree that the rapist forced her into the pregnancy, but it’s you pro-lifers who want to force her to 

give birth and have a child. 

L:  So, let me see if I understand what you’re saying.  You believe that the unborn only becomes a human 

child at birth, so you think the rape victim should be allowed to have an abortion while there’s time, 

to prevent the unborn from becoming a human child? 

C:  I think that’s right.   

L:  If the unborn is not a human being in the womb and only becomes a human being when it comes out 

of the womb, I agree that she should be allowed to have an abortion. 

C:  You do? 

L:  I do.  If.  If the unborn is not a human being, as you said. 

C:  I just think it’s obvious that a rape victim should be able to have an abortion. 

 

IMITATE,  PART II   
(Continued from above) 

L:  I agree that the whole situation is very unjust.  Let me ask you a question.  Imagine a woman is raped 

and gets pregnant.  Then she decides to carry to term, give birth to a baby boy, and keep the baby.  

About six months later, she’s peering down one day at her son and he reminds her of the rapist.  Do 

you think she should be able to kill the boy? 

C:  Of course not. 

L:  This may seem like a stupid question, but why can’t she kill the infant? 

C:  He’s a human being. 

L:  Ah…well, it’s curious to me because the rape victim with the infant and the rape victim who’s 

pregnant are in very similar situations.  They both were raped.  They both have a “product of the 
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rape.”  But when someone suggests killing the infant, we recoil.  And yet, killing the unborn seems 

much more reasonable.   

C:  It is.  The unborn isn’t a human being like the infant. 

L:  So it appears that as important as rape is (we agree on every point, I think), that’s not where we differ.  

We differ on what the unborn is.  Can you help me understand why you think the unborn isn’t a 

human being? 

C:  I just had a discussion with someone else about this.  I offered some differences, and the person I was 

talking to gave me some good responses.  I haven’t had much time to think about them.  I actually 

think it doesn’t matter, though, in the case of rape. 

L:  You mean that even if the unborn is a human being, a woman who is pregnant by rape should be able 

to have an abortion?  

C:  Yes.  It’s not that anyone should be able to have an abortion for any reason.  I don’t believe that.  But 

in this case, the woman didn’t even consent to sex.  She can’t be responsible for the child that 

resulted. 

L:  I think you make a good point that willingly engaging in sex makes a person responsible for the child 

that results. 

 

IMITATE,  PART III 
(Continued from above) 

C:  I think I might agree with that.  That would mean that many reasons for abortion are not good 

justifications, since the woman who chooses to have sex is responsible for the children she creates.  

But the woman who has been raped?  Should she be forced to take care of a child that she was not 

responsible for creating?  Aren’t you punishing the woman by saying she can’t have an abortion?  

Why should she be forced to carry the rapist’s baby? 

L: Are you saying the child is only the product of the rapist? 

C:  No, but no woman should be forced to give birth to a rapist’s fetus.  Won’t that traumatize her? 

L:  I agree that it would be very difficult.  I’m curious, though.  Do you think it is any less traumatizing 

for the mother if she kills the child because she hates his father? 

C:  I don’t know. I don’t think it’s about her hating the father.  If she never consented to sex, she isn’t 

responsible for the rapist’s child. 

L:  So you’re saying that unless Person A (let’s say, a woman) does something to cause Person B (let’s 

say, a man) to be in need, she should have the right to kill the him because of the burden he creates?  

C:  No, but if the woman played no part in causing the child to exist, such as being raped, I think it’s 

insulting to say she should be forced to let the fetus created from the rape use her body against her 

will. 

L: I agree that it is unjust that she is forced to become a mother against her will, but how does that justify 

killing the child?  Let me offer an example.  Imagine a man’s sperm is stolen and used to help a 

woman give birth to a baby boy.1  Then, an unjust court forces this man to pay child support in an 

amount that could possibly bankrupt him.  It does seem insulting that this man should have to be 

burdened with supporting a child he had no part in creating. But does he have the right to kill the 

child so that he doesn’t have to undergo this unfair burden placed upon him?   

C:  No, he doesn’t.  But the mother isn’t killing the child; she is just not letting the fetus use her body 

anymore. 

                                                 
1 Example from Francis Beckwith, Defending Life (Cambridge University Press: New York, 2007) pg. 195. 
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L:  In what sense is the mother not “killing the child” by abortion?  Isn’t that somewhat like saying that if 

a mother pushes her child out her car while traveling at 70 miles per hour, that she didn’t kill the 

child, but rather the impact with the ground or other objects killed the child? 

C:  I suppose so. 

L:  Let’s go back to the man who was sexually assaulted and forced to conceive a child. Even if this child 

doesn’t have a right to this man’s financial support, do we agree that the man is still his father and 

that killing his own son is not an acceptable solution to this unjust situation?  Wouldn’t this be true 

even if he killed his son by locking him in a room and “depriving him” of any food or medicine that 

would be bought with his salary in order to keep him alive? 

C:  I guess so. 

L:  Likewise, even if a child does not have a right to the woman’s support through pregnancy, the woman 

is still the child’s mother.  How could killing him be an acceptable solution to this unjust situation? 

C:  Well…it just seems so harsh. 

L:  Do you mean the rape or the fact that the woman now has a child? 

C:  Both, of course. 

L:  I agree both aspects of the crime are harsh realities.  And I think no intellectual argument is going to 

make that seem any better.  What do you think we could do for a woman in our community who’s 

been a victim of rape? 

IMPROVISE  

Pro-Choice:  What if the woman was raped?  Do you think a woman should be forced to be a mother? 

Pro-Life:  I think rape is a serious evil.  I think it should be punished to the fullest extent of the law. 

C:  You’re avoiding my question.  Just give me a “yes” or “no” answer. 

L:  Do you want to know what I think, or are you just trying to show me I’m wrong? 

C:  Well, I guess I want to know what you think. 

L:  ??? 

 

FURTHER STUDY (ABORTION AND RAPE):  

 See Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of bodily rights and the question of rape. 

 Abortion: Inside the Choice (Documentary by Trent Horn, produced by Arizona Right to 

Life) contains a moving story of a woman who became pregnant from rape. 
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