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Violence a n d the Ant i -Abor t ion Movement 

Impact on Abor t ion C l in i c Staff 

Abstract 

The purpose of this work is to examine the abort ion debate i n Nor th 

A m e r i c a a n d the impact of the violence emerging from the ant i abort ion 

faction; how this violence has evolved; the impact the violence is hav ing 

on abort ion c l in ic staff i n one c l in ic ; a n d explanat ions of th is violence 

offered by feminist theory. Little has been wri t ten about the impact the 

violence is having on abort ion c l in ic staff. The purpose of this thesis i s to 

examine this phenomena. Th i s w i l l be accompl ished by presenting the 

resul ts of interviews conducted wi th four abort ion c l in ic staff from a 

s tand alone c l in ic i n a large u rban center i n Nor th Amer ica . The results 

obtained provide valuable ins ights into the far reaching impact caused by 

this violence. O n a pol i t ica l level, th is information is useful for those 

lobbying for legal changes. O n a personal level, th is information may be 

helpful to social workers a n d others consider ing entering this field, as 

wel l as for those i n areas of family counse l l ing and psychiatr ic social 

work. Th is can lead to designing productive ways to counter potential 

damage, emotional and otherwise. In a global sense, th is information 

cou ld a id those looking for ' common g round ' regarding this issue by 

i l lumina t ing the damage caused by the violence a n d the need to find 

some form of compromise between the pro-abort ion a n d ant i -abort ion 

factions. 
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VIOLENCE AND T H E ANTI-ABORTION MOVEMENT 

Chapter One - Introduction 

The purpose of this work is to examine the abortion debate i n Nor th 

Amer ica and the impact of the violence emerging from the ant i -abort ion 

faction; how this violence has evolved; the impact the violence is having 

on abort ion c l in ic staff i n one cl in ic ; and explanations of this violence 

offered by feminist theory. Abor t ion has been the subject of m a n y pieces 

of research a n d other scholarly wri t ings. Historically, the research 

generally focussed on three major areas: mora l /ph i losoph ica l arguments 

(Figuei ra-McDonough and Sar r i , 1987, Luker , 1985); lega l /cons t i tu t ional 

arguments about the benefits or drawbacks about legalizing abor t ion 

(Graber, 1996, Mor ton , 1992); and medica l arguments about the 

psycholog ica l /phys ica l effects of abort ion (Rodman, Sarvis a n d Bonar , 

1997, M c C a i n , 1994). Curren t ly there is more research focussing on 

abort ion c l in ic violence but the focus has been on document ing the 

violence not necessari ly the impact on c l in ic staff. [National Abor t ion 

Federat ion (NAF), 1997; Canad ian Abor t ion Rights Ac t ion League 

(CARAL); 1998, Feminis t Major i ty Foundat ion , 1999]. N A F a n d C A R A L 

have done a considerable amount of work i n the area of document ing the 

violence occur r ing against abort ion providers over the past ten years and 

offer some recommendat ions to combat and to reduce the violence. Little 

has been wri t ten about the impact the violence is having on abor t ion 

c l in ic staff. The purpose of this thesis is to examine this phenomena. 

Th is w i l l be accompl ished by presenting the results of interviews 
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conducted wi th four abort ion cl inic staff from a s tand alone c l in ic i n a 

large u r b a n center i n Nor th Amer ica . 

The legalizing of abort ion i n C a n a d a i n 1969 and i n the Uni t ed States i n 

1974, mobi l ized the anti-abort ion movement and accelerated the 

controversy. A s life becomes increasingly complex and stressful i n 

today's society, people are increasingly distressed by what they view as 

the disintegrat ion of society; family/marr iage breakdown, ind iscr imina te 

violence and murderous rampages i n the name of religious or pol i t ica l 

beliefs (Bower, 1996, Fa lud i , 1992). 

Violent ant i-abort ion protest methods began i n the early 1970's. 'Operat ion 

Rescue' , one of the more well k n o w n radical ant i-abort ion groups formed i n 

the m i d 1980's and 'Missionaries of the Reborn ' are an 'Operat ion Rescue ' 

splinter group that has organized para-mil i tary t ra in ing for its members . In 

the beginning, the bombings, arson, death threats, and other violent acts 

were randomized and unorganized but i n recent years there is growing 

evidence produced by the Office of International C r i m i n a l Jus t i ce (University 

of I l l inois , 1999) that the violent extremist groups are meeting a n d 

organizing together. Some of these 'fringe-cells' have developed 

rela t ionships w i th r ight-wing mil i t ias . Recently the K l u K l u x K l a n , the 

'white supremist ' group operating i n the Uni ted States, has been m a k i n g 

inroads into the anti-abort ion movement. They are tak ing a stiff an t i -

abort ion stance and are par t icular ly opposed to federal intervention to 
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protect abort ion c l in ics . It is d is turb ing to consider the s t ructure a n d 

resources they cou ld br ing to the movement (Office of Internat ional C r i m i n a l 

Jus t i ce , 1999). 

Headl ines i n the Vancouver Province newspaper i l lustrate the violence that 

c l in ic workers face, for example: "Doctor Shot in his Vancouver Home" 

(November 9, 1994, pg. 2). Dr . Gar son Romal is , an abort ion provider, was 

shot by a bullet fired through a window of h is home. He was seriously 

injured but survived. Another is: "Clinic Blast Kills Cop" ( January 30, 

1998, pg. 36). A powerful bomb exploded at an A l a b a m a cl in ic a n d k i l l ed an 

off duty policy officer who was moonl ight ing as a securi ty guard at the 

abort ion c l in ic . A c l in ic nurse was also injured and part ia l ly b l inded i n the 

attack. B o t h had ju s t arrived at the c l in ic when the bomb detonated at the 

front entrance. The headline, "New York Doctor Murdered" (October 25, 

1998, pg. 1) refers to Dr . Barnet Slepian, an abort ion provider who was 

k i l l ed by a shot fired through the k i tchen window i n his s u b u r b a n home i n 

Buffalo, New York . F ina l ly , the header, "Abortion Clinics on Shooter 

Alert" (October 17, 1999, pg. A10) notes that a police task force 

investigating the shootings of five abort ion doctors w i l l w a r n heal th care 

providers across Nor th Amer i ca this week about the possibi l i ty of another 

at tack as Remembrance Day approached. Remembrance Day has been 

chosen by some extremist ant i abort ion groups on w h i c h to ' remember ' the 

u n b o r n chi ldren of abortions by commit t ing acts of violence against abort ion 

providers. 
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The escalat ion of violent measures is now being documented but the 

impact on abort ion providers has not been fully addressed or explained. 

Some doctors and other c l inic workers are coming forward a n d offering 

statements to government committees looking at this issue (Armstrong, 

M D , 1995). Aga in , this is document ing what is occur r ing but not 

at tempting to expla in why or how it is impact ing on these people's lives. 

The posi t ion taken i n this thesis is that the ant i-abort ion faction a n d the 

emerging violence is an expression of hatred and anger towards women, 

par t icu lar ly 'feminists ' and what it is perceived they represent. 

Under ly ing this is the fear and anger at a loss of control over women, 

whether real or perceived (Faludi , 1992). Hatred and anger towards 

women sur rounds us daily. We are inundated wi th images of violence 

towards women through a l l forms of communica t ion ; media , art, books. 

We are assai led by more than images, but real stories of women being 

beaten, raped and k i l led i n increasing numbers (Crawford, 1992, Smart , 

1989, Walker 1979). 

Evidence from the research done for this thesis indicates that abor t ion 

c l in ic workers ' lives are negatively impacted on a dai ly basis by the ever 

present threat of violence from the anti-abort ion faction. Th is takes a 

t remendous toll on the quali ty of their lives. 
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Though there have always been those voicing disagreement w i th abort ion, 

some more vehemently that others, the roots of the violence of the ant i -

abort ion faction really began to emerge when legal challenges resul ted i n 

court decisions w h i c h allowed women the right to choose an abort ion. 

Those at the forefront of the ant i-abort ion violent ac t iv i sm have been 

predominant ly male. One study of abortion-related violence indicates 

that many males involved are operating out of a desire to control a n d 

even p u n i s h women, i n contrast to female picketers who appear to be 

act ing out of a concern for their right to picket and express disagreement 

about abort ion (Prewitt 8& B lancha rd , 1993). 

A feminist analysis w i l l be applied to assist i n unders tand ing the violence 

emerging from the anti-abort ion faction as; "Abort ion is in t r ins ica l ly a n d 

int imately a women's issue given their exclusive capacity to become 

pregnant" (Figuer i ra-McDonough 8B Sar r i , 1987, 42). Because of this , 

abort ion a n d the right to choose is integral to the feminist movement. 

The key element here has always been about choice. The feminist stance 

has not been about promoting abortion, as some ant i-abort ion supporters 

w o u l d suggest, but it is about it being available as an opt ion for those 

that want or need it. Feminis t theory (Currie, 1991, E n n s , 1997) is a 

logical choice to explore and explain this issue i n that it is based on the 

concept that social problems are seen as ar is ing from a pa t r ia rcha l 

system based on male control of a l l aspects of society; economical ly, 

poli t ical ly, socially and intellectually. The violence of the ant i -abort ion 
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faction can be seen as related to the larger issue of violence against 

women a n d misogynist attitudes i n society. 

Th i s qualitative s tudy examined the impact that ant i -abort ion violence 

has had on staff members from a s tand alone abort ion c l in ic i n a large 

Nor th A m e r i c a n u r b a n setting. The research uti l izes a feminist 

s tandpoint perspective i n interviewing the respondents. I recognize a n d 

have stated where I a m located and how this influences how I experience 

the wor ld . These considerations, i n tu rn , influence how a n d why we 

support a par t icular posi t ion or stance, as i n pro-choice or an t i -abort ion. 

Th i s is important because no matter how 'objective' we as researchers 

need or want to be, a level of subjectivity is always present a n d needs to 

be acknowledged. "One's s tandpoint emerges from one's social posi t ion 

wi th regards to gender, cul ture, color ethnicity, class and sexual 

orientat ion and how these factors interact and effect one's everyday 

world" (Swigonski, 1993, 8). 

I clearly locate myself as a woman who believes i n reproductive choice, as 

were the c l in ic workers I interviewed. Because a feminist perspective 

considers both the female and male perspectives, from a feminist 

s tandpoint it is argued that one is able to see the viewpoints of both m e n 

a n d women and thus the unders tanding is more complete, deeper a n d 

more complicated (Nielsen, 1990). Research from a s tandpoint 

perspective "attempts to unders tand how the social s t ructure contr ibutes 
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to the problems found i n everyday life and seeks emancipatory-

transformation of the social structure" (Swigonski, 1993,9). 

D a t a gathering involved the use of semi-structured, open ended quest ions 

a l lowing for the respondents ' experiences to unfold i n their own words i n 

a manner comfortable to them. The respondents were four s tand alone 

abort ion c l in ic workers who a l l agreed to be interviewed for this research. 

A content analysis of the interviews is presented i n this paper, followed by 

a d i scuss ion of the interviews , the l imitat ions of the s tudy and 

suggestions for further research i n this area. 

Chapter Two - Historical Overview 

U p u n t i l the early 1 9 t h century, abort ion i n Amer i ca was c o m m o n but 

unregulated. In 1821, A m e r i c a enacted its first statutory abort ion 

regulat ion intended to protect women from the practices of un t ra ined 

abort ionists . In 1873, the Comstock Act i n the Uni t ed States banned 

access to information about abort ion and b i r th control and laws were 

passed that made abort ion a crime and, i n some cases the women who 

procured one c r imina ls . It has been estimated that more than one mi l l i on 

i l legal abort ions a year were performed du r ing what some ca l l the 'silent 

decades', between 1821-1955 (The Reproductive Heal th and Rights 

Center, 1998). 



In early Greek and R o m a n societies abort ion was pract iced quite widely. 

The advent of Chr i s t i an i ty brought wi th it seeds of an t i abort ion 

sent iment and the beginning of the debate of when life begins. F r o m here 

emerged a con t inu ing debate and conflict among cul tures throughout the 

wor ld a round the theory and practice of abortion. Whi le many cul tures at 

var ious times condemned abort ion i n theory, they condoned it i n practice. 

His tory shows that throughout the wor ld the chief abort ion debaters were 

men . Th is is s t i l l prevalent today (ie. Morgentaler v Borowsk i , Canada ' s 

pro-choice a n d anti-abort ion crusaders, respectively). A s wel l , m e n 

appear to have been the dominant force i n promoting the theoretical 

condemnat ion of abort ion while the practice of abort ion was accepted by 

women (Hurst, 1989). 

Abor t ions are carr ied out i n every country i n the wor ld today regardless of 

the law or ant i-abort ion violence. It is estimated that wor ld wide, fifty 

mi l l i on abort ions occur every year (Kingston Women's Centre, 1995) 

Where abort ion is prohibi ted or restricted, serious heal th problems are 

posed for women. M u c h of M u s l i m A s i a , La t in A m e r i c a a n d Afr ica fall 

into this category. Some women take great r i sks to have an abort ion. 

Afr ican women have twigs inserted into their cervix to induce 

contract ions. Z a m b i a n women d r ink gasoline or detergent for the same 

purpose and La t in A m e r i c a n women use catheters, kn i t t ing needles or 

coat hangers to accompl i sh this end. M a n y women die from s u c h 

methods. It is estimated that between 100,000 to 200,000 women a year 

dies from illegal abortions (Kingston Women's Centre, 1995). W o m e n i n 



C a n a d a and the Uni ted States take s imi lar r i sks to their lives when safe 

procedures are not accessible to them. Women w i l l resort to incredibly 

dangerous procedures to end an unwanted pregnancy a n d have done so 

for centuries. 

His tor ica l ly there have been a variety of reasons for prohib i t ing abort ion. 

In Naz i Germany abort ion was strictly prohibi ted as 'Aryan ' women were 

to reproduce the 'master race'. The penalty for obtaining an abort ion was 

death. Women were encouraged not to work and f inancial incentives 

were used to encourage chi ldbearing. Joseph Goebbels, propaganda 

minis ter for Hit ler , made the following c la im: 

The mis s ion of a l l women is to be beautiful and br ing ch i ld ren into 
the wor ld . Th is is not at a l l as rude and u n m o d e r n as it sounds . 
The female b i rd pretties herself for her mate a n d hatches eggs for 
h i m . In exchange, the male takes care of gathering the food and 
guards and wards off the enemy (Kingston Women's Centre, 1995, 
10). 

Th i s may seem an extreme example, but sadly there are many today that 

subscr ibe to this as women's 'proper role'. In relation to the d i scuss ion 

here, this ' t radi t ional ' model of women's role is integral to many ant i -

abort ionist platforms. 

Race a n d class were also factors for ant i-abort ion laws i n C a n a d a i n the 

1 9 t h century. Abor t ion was increasingly used by white, middle a n d upper 

class women to control their family size (Kingston Women's Centre, 1995). 

Those who were 'native born ' i n C a n a d a were concerned w i t h what they 

saw as 'race suicide ' of the Anglo Saxon populat ion. Th is was i n respect 



to F r ench C a n a d i a n and 'foreign' immigrants . 'Anglo Saxon ' women who 

used contraceptives or abort ion were seen as 'traitors to the race'. T h u s 

contracept ion was made illegal. Another trend i n the 1 9 t h century was 

restr ict ing abort ion because of demographic concerns of the state. There 

was a need for cont inued popula t ion growth to fill growing indus t r ies and 

new farmable territories (Kingston Women's Centre, 1995). 

F r o m 1960 - 1969 i n Nor th Amer ica , pressure for l iberal izat ion of 

abort ion laws was bui ld ing . Women, empowered by the re-emerging 

feminist movement, contended that it was a woman's right to exercise 

cont ro l over her own body. M a n y felt that the government h a d no 

bus iness interfering i n private decisions made by women and their 

families. In 1967, i n the Uni ted States, Dr . Leon Belous was convicted of 

referring a w o m a n to an illegal abortionist. He ins is ted his case be used 

to raise a const i tu t ional challenge to California 's an t i abort ion statute. In 

1969 the Cal i fornia Supreme Cour t declared the state statute 

uncons t i tu t iona l and found for the right to choose an abort ion. Spur red 

by the success of the Belous case, other cases began to flow into state 

and lower courts i n the Uni ted States. Th is led to the defining case of Roe 

vs Wade i n 1973, where the Uni ted States Supreme Cour t handed down 

its decis ion announc ing that the Uni ted States Cons t i tu t ion protects a 

woman 's right to decide to end her pregnancy (The Reproductive Hea l th 

and Rights Center, 1998). 
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In 1969 Canada , following the B r i t i s h example, amended its abort ion law 

after a decade of agitation for reform. Before this, abort ion was 

considered a cr ime i n the C r i m i n a l Code (Section 251) unless performed 

to save the mother 's life. The Canad ian C r i m i n a l Code a n d its abort ion 

provisions were adopted from B r i t i s h C r i m i n a l law i n 1892 (Morton, 

1994). 

Abor t ion reform i n B r i t a i n was wel l on i ts way i n the 1960's, the p r imary 

impetus being the Wolfenden Report i n 1957. Th is report recommended 

the decr iminal iza t ion of homosexual i ty and prost i tut ion, stat ing that 

"there mus t remain a realm of private moral i ty and immora l i ty . . . .wh ich is 

not the law's business" (Morton, 1994, 9). Though this report d id not 

directly deal wi th abort ion, this pr inciple that the law has no place 

dictat ing and enforcing private moral i ty was ins t rumenta l i n the abor t ion 

reform that followed. A reform b i l l that allowed for abort ion on demand 

was adopted i n 1966. C a n a d a followed sui t i n 1969, the debate w h i c h led 

then Jus t i ce Min i s te r Pierre Trudeau to make the famous remark that 

"the state has no business i n the bedrooms of the na t ion ." The focus of 

the debate was the O m n i b u s C r i m i n a l Code Reform B i l l that a long w i t h 

other things addressed changes to the abort ion law. The reform d id not 

decr iminal ize abort ion, but d id make them more readily available as the 

cr i ter ia changed from being dependent on the mother 's life being at r i sk 

to the broader cr i ter ia of the heal th of the mother being at r i sk (Morton, 

1994). 
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The feminist movement i n C a n a d a played a rather minor role i n the in i t i a l 

stages of abort ion reform. The major players were the C a n a d i a n M e d i c a l 

Assoc ia t ion and the C a n a d i a n B a r Associa t ion. The motivat ion appears 

to have been to protect doctors. Doctors who were already performing 

abort ions wanted legislative protection to legalize what they were already 

doing (Morton, 1994). 

Abor t ion has always existed, legal or not, because it is necessary. Dav id 

M a l l speaks about the prevalence of abort ion over the centuries as 

follows, "Anthropologists r emind us that every k n o w n cul ture whether 

literate or preliterate, primit ive or modern, has engaged i n it" (Sheeran, 

1987, 99). Abor t ion is s u c h a volatile issue because it involves h igh ly 

charged issues; sex, religion and polit ics. A central quest ion for the s tudy 

being under taken here is why is abort ion a social issue a n d how can 

feminist theory help expla in it. 

Nowhere is control a more central issue than a round the issue of 

reproductive control: "Chi ldbear ing is at the same time very private and 

un ique ly feminine and highly pol i t ical and male controlled. It is this 

tension between private and publ ic , between female a n d male control that 

b inds u s to the social and poli t ical aspects of reproduct ion and can make 

women highly sensitive to the socio-poli t ical context of reproduct ion" 

(McDanie l , 1998, 175). 



Histor ical ly , women's perceived pr imary role has been reproduct ion. Th is 

is l i nked to the stated 'biological t ru th ' that a l l women want a n d need 

ch i ld ren i n order to be fulfilled and complete (Frieden, 1963, Moody-

A d a m s , 1997). Tamper ing wi th this belief, as i n abort ion and the 

emerging reproductive technologies, has caused a furor i f not panic i n 

the 'conservative right'. Th is 'conservative right ' also represents a large 

majority of the ant i-abort ion faction. 

It can be argued that there is a h idden agenda i n the ant i -abort ion 

movement that has noth ing to do wi th concern for fetal rights. Th i s is the 

fear that as women control their reproductive capacity (ie. freely choose 

a n d have access to abortions) this frees them to choose other paths as 

wel l , other than nur turers of the family and of males. Th i s moves women 

away from the nuclear family model and a dependency on males. Th i s is 

d isguised by rhetoric about va lu ing women i n the ' t radi t ional ' role a n d a 

back la sh against feminism as destroyer of a l l that is 'positive' i n society, 

past a n d present. 

The founder of the Uni t ed States based Operat ion Rescue, R a n d a l l Terry, 

is a dominant figure i n the right wing Protestant ant i -abort ion faction. 

H i s counterpart i n the Cathol ic right wing is Joseph Scheidler . The 

c o m m o n theme of both factions is the rationale that their violent ant i -

abort ion tactics are carrying out God's w i l l ; the need to assert control over 

secular society. These groups profess that "the wor ld w i l l not k n o w how 

to live or w h i c h direct ion to go wi thout the church ' s b ib l ica l influence on 
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its theories, laws, actions and inst i tut ions, i nc lud ing opposi t ion to s u c h 

social mora l evils as abort ion on demand, fornication, homosexual i ty , 

sexual entertainment, state usurpa t ion of parental r ights a n d G o d given 

liberties. . . ." (Berlet, 1996, 5). In some of the extremist ant i -abort ion 

factions there is a lmost a sense of entitlement to the violence they 

perpetrate. The support of this entitlement is l inked to these same 

C h r i s t i a n right wing groups. 

Some less extremist ant i-abort ion groups are i n opposi t ion to t ak ing life 

i n any form, seeing abort ion and capi ta l pun i shment as a phi losophica l ly 

seamless issue. Others make an argument that y o u can support capi ta l 

pun i shmen t but not abort ion based on an interpretation of innocence and 

guilt; the u n b o r n ch i ld is innocent and a murderer is not. Th is is 

phi losophica l ly consistent to them. We mus t respect innocent life (the 

u n b o r n ch i l d against abortion) and protect society against murderous 

aggressors (capital punishment) . The sense of entitlement is also 

connected to the belief i n the stated const i tu t ional right to bear arms; if 

they don't start tak ing back control i n many arenas, not j u s t abort ion, the 

government w i l l cont inue to infringe on their r ights (The B r a n c h 

David ians i n Waco, Texas and the Weaver family i n Ruby Ridge, are both 

examples of what some see as over reaction and excessive force being 

used by the government resul t ing i n the deaths of people exercis ing their 

const i tu t ional rights to bear arms) (Berlet, 1996). 



Religion has had a dramatic impact on the abort ion issue. No major 

religion has a unif ied posi t ion on the subject of abort ion except the 

Cathol ic C h u r c h , w h i c h is s taunchly anti-abort ion. It c an be argued that 

it is ant i -women as wel l , i n that they deny women power w i t h i n the 

c h u r c h hierarchy and promote the pat r iarchal system outside the c h u r c h . 

Interestingly, the c h u r c h has not his tor ical ly been so opposed to abort ion 

as it is today. In its first six centuries, it took the posi t ion that abor t ion 

was not murder because a fetus d id not have a soul . Augus t ine held 

that: "One cannot be said to be deprived of a soul i f one has not yet 

received a soul . The law does not provide that the act pertains to 

homicide, for there cannot be sa id to be a live soul i n a body that l acks 

sensation, if it is not yet formed i n flesh and so not yet endowed wi th 

sense" (Hurst, 1989, 87). 

The under ly ing reason for the Cathol ic C h u r c h opposing abort ion was 

because it was and s t i l l is supposed to conceal the real ' s in ' of adultery 

a n d fornication. The Cathol ic C h u r c h , though always opposed to 

abort ion, vasci lated i n terms of extremes of its posi t ion for centuries. In 

the 1960's when the women's movement began agitating for reproductive 

rights, the Cathol ic c h u r c h felt it was necessary to more firmly oppose 

abort ion. In 1974, after Roe vs Wade, the Va t i can i s sued a 'Declarat ion 

on Abor t ion ' that removed any ambigui ty about when life begins, s tat ing 

that: "to abort a fetus was to r i sk commit t ing murder , it named it a grave 

s in" (Hurst, 1989, 88). 
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A n argument can be made that it is hypocrisy i n its highest form to indic t 

abort ion but, i n essence, support murder or k i l l i ng i n other forms. For 

example, i n war, capi ta l punishment , on religious grounds or an t i -

abort ion violence. Th is is often the case wi th ant i -abort ion advocates a n d 

leads one to quest ion what the motivat ion is for this stance. One answer 

is that the motivat ion is the repression of women (Hurst, 1989, 89). 

W h e n one looks at other posit ions the Cathol ic C h u r c h takes, it supports 

this c l a i m of repression. It denies women control over their bodies by 

forbidding contraception and abort ion and by teaching that women are 

subordinate i n marriage. Ant i -abor t ion factions have the support of the 

Cathol ic C h u r c h w h i c h is a powerful force i n the wor ld today and this is a 

major factor i n their r i s ing profile. Though the Cathol ic C h u r c h does not 

support abort ion it does not i n any way formally endorse the violence of 

the ant i -abort ion faction. 

Another interest ing element about the Cathol ic C h u r c h a n d abort ion are 

the feminist, pro-choice Cathol ics . One pro-choice Cathol ic suggests that 

C a n o n Law that governs the Cathol ic C h u r c h is not infallible and has 

been interpreted differently by different c h u r c h leaders. C a n o n Law 1398 

specifically makes abort ion an excommunicable offense (Stasek, 1999). It 

is impor tant to note that C a n o n Law was not formulated by a legislature. 

It is l aw d rawn u p by the C h u r c h leaders w h o m are largely, i f not solely, 

male. Th is pro-choice Cathol ic argues that there are always exceptions to 

laws a n d abort ion can be an exception. One mus t follow one's conscience 



on mora l decisions; " wel l formed, educated, prayerful, thoughtful , mora l 

decisions" (Stasek, 1999). Bas ing their beliefs on the t radi t ions a n d 

teachings over the whole history of the chu rch , she believes it is 

consistent w i th the c h u r c h to be pro-choice. 

Mos t Western democracies l iberalized their abort ion poli t ics i n the 1960's 

a n d 1970's. Pol i t ic ians wou ld generally l ike to see the abort ion issue 

disappear entirely or at least from their arena. Pol i t ic ians, often ru led by 

the perceived need to stay away from highly charged, polarized issues find 

abor t ion a difficult one. Three strategies have characterized pol i t ica l 

responses to abort ion; abstinence, postponement and de-poli t ic izat ion. 

Abst inence is when governments refrain from tak ing a s tand. 

Postponement is a delaying tactic wi th the hope that pressure or reform 

groups w i l l lose m o m e n t u m and phase out. De-pol i t ic izat ion is whe n 

abort ion is re-defined as a technical issue and passed on the to experts. 

The experts i n this case are those i n the field of medicine, science or law. 

This is no longer a viable solut ion as doctors and the courts are looking 

for clearer guidelines from the state (Lovenduski 8B Outshoorn , 1986). 

Abor t ion i n C a n a d a was decr iminal ized on J a n u a r y 28, 1988, when the 

Supreme Cour t of C a n a d a declared the old abort ion section of the 

C r i m i n a l Code (Section 251) uncons t i tu t iona l i n the Morgantaler case. 

B i l l C - 4 3 , the legislation to recriminalize abort ion, passed the House of 

C o m m o n s on M a y 29, 1990, by a nine vote margin . The new law w o u l d 

have made abort ion punishable by up to two years i n j a i l un less a doctor 
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determined that cont inu ing a pregnancy threatened a woman 's phys ica l , 

menta l or psychological health. It was defeated by the Senate on J a n u a r y 

31 , 1991. Today, there is no federal abort ion law ( C A R A L , 1998). 

Before B i l l C-43 was eventually defeated by the Senate, 60 to 100 doctors 

stopped performing abortions for fear of possible c r i m i n a l prosecut ion 

w h i c h affected access to abortions i n many regions i n C a n a d a . Accord ing 

to a 1990 cross C a n a d a survey by the Society of Obstetr ic ians a n d 

Gynecologists , a total of 275 doctors threatened to stop performing 

abort ions i f the b i l l were passed. For the Mar i t ime and Prairie provinces, 

this w o u l d have meant that vir tual ly a l l doctors there w o u l d have stopped 

performing abortions. Since B i l l C 4 3 was defeated, there has been no 

new attempt by the federal government to re turn abort ion to the C r i m i n a l 

Code ( C A R A L , 1998). 

People today concerned about d i s turb ing trends of violence a n d al ienat ion 

often target a par t icular group or issue on w h i c h to place blame. If y o u 

can identify the 'enemy' y o u can focus on e l iminat ing or defusing it. 

There are many examples of this that have occurred throughout history; 

genocide of var ious ethnic groups or homosexual i ty being seen as the 

cause of the AIDS epidemic. In the case of the abort ion issue, an t i -

abort ion proponents 'blame' feminism for destroying the very fabric of 

society, upset t ing the 'natural ' order of things by changing women's role 

a n d promot ing abort ion (Faludi , 1992, Moody-Adams, 1997). 
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A most d i s tu rb ing outcome of identifying pro-choice supporters as the 

enemy is the increasing violence being directed at them from the ant i -

abort ion faction. It appears some have decided to take the law into their 

hands a n d eliminate or murder those providing abort ions i n order to stop, 

as they state, the 'murder ' of u n b o r n babies. The threat of h a r m to 

doctors and abort ion c l in ic staff has had a significant impact , par t icu lar ly 

i n l ight of recent murders and attempted murder of doctors (Armstrong, 

1995, Femin i s t Majority Founda t ion , 1999). It has not, though, stopped 

m a n y of these commit ted people from cont inu ing to offer this choice to 

women. 

Threat of phys ica l h a r m is a common form of social control . Methods of 

social control have been applied to women i n various ways to keep them 

i n a subordinate posi t ion. The methods are so entrenched that they are 

often invisible to many and reflect the gendered exercise of power i n 

society. Women are pun i shed for stepping outside the 'appropriate ' 

prescr ibed feminine role as passive, polite, nu r tu r ing 

mothers /homemakers . If women are too forceful or aggressive, too 

successful or intelligent, please themselves before pleasing a m a n or seek 

fulfillment wi thout a h u s b a n d or family, they are ostracized as 'deviant ' 

(Dubinksy , 1985, Fa lud i , 1992, Steinem, 1999). Th is can take the form of 

tolerating them as j u s t 'odd' or eccentric, as unba lanced a n d i n need of 

treatment, or d i smiss ing them entirely as aberrant, strident, m a n ha t ing 

feminists. There is not a lot of positive reinforcement for s tepping outside 

the prescr ibed role. 
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The violence associated wi th the ant i abort ion faction has led to the 

necessity of drafting new laws to deal w i th it; thus the 'bubble zone' or 

buffer zone. In B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a i n 1995, the Provincia l Access to 

Abor t ion Services Act became law. It set up 50 metre bubble zones 

a round abort ion c l in ics , 10 metre zones for doctors ' offices a n d 160 metre 

zones a round the homes of abort ion providers. W i t h i n those zones, no 

one can try to dissuade someone from getting an abort ion, f i lm or 

videotape for that purpose, or interfere wi th them physical ly . Unde r the 

legislat ion it is also illegal to watch repeatedly, to approach or to follow 

anyone who provides abort ion services, wi th the intent of d i s suad ing 

them from providing s u c h services. Viola tors face a m a x i m u m fine of 

$5 ,000 .00 and 6 months i n j a i l ' (Canadian Abor t ion Rights A c t i o n League, 

1998). Th is law has not proven to be par t icular ly effective. In the short 

r u n it is seen as progress and some doctors and women seeking abort ions 

feel somewhat safer but it has not stopped the protestors. They j u s t 

changed tactics (ie. wa lk by praying inside the 'buffer' zone). The bot tom 

line, of course, is that it does little for ind iv idua ls ' personal safety against 

someone 'fanatical ' enough to use a gun . 

In the Uni t ed States i n 1991, the Freedom of Access to C l i n i c Ent rances 

Ac t (FACE) law passed m a k i n g it a federal crime to b lock c l in ics and 

threaten staff. The penalties are u p to a year i n j a i l and $10,000.00 fines. 

Th is apparently has not significantly d imin i shed the threat of violence but 

d id d i m i n i s h , for a time, the incidents of c l in ic blockades (Bower, 1996). 
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A possible explanat ion for the escalating violence re turns u s to the 

control issue. M a n y men are frustrated wi th a perceived loss of control . 

A s women's roles change so do men's. M e n have to compete w i t h women 

i n a l l arenas, at least that is the perception, a n d this compet i t ion is not 

always wel l received (Crawford, 1992, Fa lud i , 1992, F rench , 1992, 

Ste inem, 1999). This is new territory for many men and it is threatening. 

It challenges a l l that is comfortable and familiar for them. M a r c Lepine 's 

murder of 14 female engineering students i n Mont rea l i n 1989 is a n 

extreme example of this . He stated he wanted to k i l l ' feminists ' w h i c h he 

apparent ly saw as a threat (National Ac t ion Committee on Women , 1990). 

There are those who argue that this was an isolated incident; the work of 

a 'd is turbed ' ind iv idua l . Undoubtedly he was dis turbed but that does not 

al low us to d ismiss the issue of the perceived threat of feminists. Th i s is 

a pervasive influence i n western society, one to w h i c h m a n y do not own 

up . A large number of the ant i abort ion faction endorse this an t i -

feminist stance and endorse, as wel l , violent measures to accompl i sh 

pol i t ica l ends. 

Chapter Three - Literature Review 

Femin i s t Theory and the Law 

Femin i s t theory art iculates various ways of seeing or a sk ing quest ions 

about unders tand ing women's lives and experiences, the nature of 

inequal i ty between the sexes and the s t ruc tur ing of gender. M u c h of 

feminist theory is focussed on the connect ion between gender, privilege, 
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the concept of self, social class, cul ture and power and how these shape 

our lives. Femin i s t theory has been cri t icized by t radi t ional theorists 

(Cain, 1986, Razack, 1988) basical ly because it is seen as not meeting 

male defined cr i ter ia for theory. Feminis ts , while not d i scount ing the 

value of some ' t radit ional ' theorists input , refuse to accept t radi t ional 

(often translated to male defined) or even radical theorists explanat ions 

for social phenomena. This is because a major factor left out of the 

equat ion is the female perspective. A s Caro l Smar t states: ".. .what has 

passed for science is i n fact the wor ld perceived from the perspective of 

men , what looks l ike objectivity is really sexism and that the k i n d s of 

quest ions social science has tradit ionally asked have systematical ly 

excluded women a n d the interests of women. . .a t ru ly objective science 

w o u l d not be androcentric but wou ld take account of both genders" 

(Smart, 1990,77). 

A feminist model is not anti-male, as some believe, but is about 

embracing a l l that is feminine and mascul ine i n a l l of u s and w o r k i n g on 

the positive aspects of both. It is not solely about female issues or their 

view of the wor ld . Whi le it does include a female perspective, the key 

word is inc lude , w h i c h means a balance of both the female a n d male view 

of the issue. This , it can be argued, has not occurred i n most male 

constructed views of the wor ld (Steinem, 1999, Smart , 1990, F a l u d i , 

1992). So it is balance that is the goal; a more equitable but also more 

realist ic view of the world . What is not acceptable is a male side a n d a 

male defined female side. What is acceptable is representative a n d 



equally valued sides. Part of the back lash against feminism that m a r k s 

some of the ant-abort ion faction's mandate stems from this nar row view 

of feminism as anti-male. 

Cen t ra l to the issue of abort ion is the law. We have been looking to the 

law to determine the legality of abortion, when and where they can be 

performed a n d who can perform them. Now, i n the wake of ant i -abor t ion 

violence, we are looking to the law for solutions. O n the face of it, it 

seems a reasonable expectation that the law wou ld set the s tandards by 

w h i c h to address this issue. B u t the law, from some feminist 

perspectives, cannot do the job because the power of law is misplaced . 

The law is bui l t u p o n a pat r iarchal agenda defined and control led by 

males and does not include a female perspective (Smart, 1989, C a i n , 

1986, Snider , 1990). 

C a r o l Smar t i n "Femin i sm and the Power of Law" (Routledge, 1989) 

makes a convinc ing argument that there is s imply no place for women's 

realities w i th in the discourse of law. We mus t accept the law's terms of 

reference i n order to be recognized and these terms of reference do not 

al low for women's experience to be heard or understood. She cites as one 

example the law's consistent failure to recognize women's experience of 

abuse and sexual assaul t as inevitable i n a cul ture embedded i n 

phal locent r i sm, "a concept that implies a cul ture w h i c h is s t ruc tured to 

meet the needs of the male imperative" (Smart, 1989, 26). 
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Smar t further argues that the law's inabi l i ty to hear feminist concerns i n 

a way invalidates them as concerns at a l l (Smart, 1989). Th i s 

disqual i fying of women's view and experience has characterized the 

foundations of most theoretical discourses, not j u s t the law. She 

suggests that the law is only as powerful as the authori ty we accord it. If 

we stress the powerlessness of feminism i n the face of legal method a n d 

law, we add to its power. F e m i n i s m mus t cont inue to challenge the power 

of law to define women i n law's terms (Smart, 1989). 

She also discusses what she states is the problem of rights. Though she 

acknowledges there have been benefits from the struggle for r ights i n 

improving women's rights i n society, she points out the shortcomings. A s 

the law now provides women wi th formal legal r ights equal to men , the 

fight for r ights i n the year 2000 has become one for 'special rights ' , as i n 

the right to choose an abort ion. This idea of 'special r ights ' has been the 

source of host i l i ty because it is seen by some as more than equal rights; 

they are specific to only women (Smart, 1989). 

The appeal of r ights is that they are seen as protection of the weak 

against the strong. In the case of abort ion it may not play out that way. 

Here, the law may accord rights to abort ion but if the state does not fund 

abort ion c l in ics or protect them from violent protestors, it is an empty 

right (Smart, 1989). Th is is one reason Smar t caut ions against re lying 

too heavily on the law. She suggests there is a need to find an alternative 

to the legal reality of the state, a separate feminist reality w h i c h 
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accurately reflects women's reality and is more able to meet women's 

needs. 

The abort ion issue has been debated 'ad inf in i tum' . There are those that 

state that there is noth ing more to say about the issue. A s Professor 

Stephen Carter of Yale Law School states, "As each new article or book 

comes out, one is left wi th the dreadful and yet unavoidable sense that 

everything has been said.. . .not only that, but most of it was sa id ten 

years ago....as eyes glaze over, it often has seemed that du r ing the past 

two decades that only the names of the authors who offer the arguments 

have changed" (Graber, 1996, 162). 

Wha t is this debate really about: the definition of abort ion, the t ime 

h u m a n life begins, the time of an imat ion or the moral i ty of abort ion? Is it 

about h u m a n rights, the role of government, changing roles of the family 

and women? It is about a l l of these things but seldom is this recognized. 

The two sides i n this debate reduce the issues to two; when life begins 

a n d women's reproductive rights. The majority of the l i terature regarding 

the abort ion issue has focussed on three major areas; 

mora l / ph i l o soph ica l issues, legal /cons t i tu t ional issues a n d medica l 

arguments about the psychologica l /phys ica l effects of abort ion. In 

recent years there have been studies conducted on ant i abort ion violence. 

M o r a l /Ph i lo soph ica l Issues 

Because abort ion stands at the junc ture of a number of value systems 

(sex, reproduct ion, gender, family, economics, law) that are loosely 



integrated a n d jous t ing wi th each other for dominance, it is h a r d to 

predict the posi t ion on abort ion from a single set of values (Figueira-

M c D o n o u g h 8B Sar r i , 1997). Religions have his tor ical ly functioned as 

mechan i sms to integrate value systems and nowhere is this more evident 

t han w i t h the issue of abort ion. The major religion that has a unif ied 

posi t ion on the subject of abort ion is the Cathol ic C h u r c h , w h i c h is 

s taunchly ant i abort ion; "The more dogmatic the religion, the more 

effective it is i n producing an integrated value system. This is done by 

p roduc ing an apocalyptic framework wh ich , since it is beyond ra t ional 

analys is , validates mora l absolut ism" (Figuei ra-McDonough 8B Sa r r i , 

1987, 55). Th is framework characterizes the Cathol ic C h u r c h w h i c h is a 

powerful force i n the wor ld today and a central figure i n the abor t ion 

debate. 

K r i s t i n L u k e r i n her h is tor ica l review of the taboo of abort ion i n the 

Un i t ed States noted that it was only i n the 1960's when the women's 

movement re-emerged and began agitating for reproductive rights that 

arguments about abort ion came to be formulated i n terms of compet ing 

rights; the rights of the 'emancipated' w o m a n and of the u n b o r n ch i l d 

(F iguei ra-McDonough 8B Sar r i , 1987). Petchesky examined arguments 

between ant i -abort ion and pro-choice groups, made u p predominant ly of 

women and concluded that the ethics of maternal responsibi l i ty (giving 

the u n b o r n ch i ld the right to be born versus giving each ch i l d born the 

r ight to be loved and the means to develop to full potential) rather than 

women's l iberat ion, is dominant among women on each side of the 



argument (Figuei ra-McDonough & Sarr i , 1987). In another s tudy i n the 

Uni t ed States she found that resistance to change or fear of change 

characterizes a large port ion of the anti-abort ion 'right' who feel abort ion 

a n d its perceived 'feminist ' connect ion pose a threat to the safe 

boundar ies of their t radi t ional pa t r iarchal system. "Abort ion has been 

transformed into a symbol of sexual promiscui ty , family disintegrat ion, 

economic r u i n a n d c o m m u n i s m " (Figuei ra-McDonough & Sar r i , 1987, 

75). 

J o s e p h i n a F iguei ra conducted a s tudy i n the Uni t ed States on opinions of 

abort ion to test the following; 1.) that the taken stance on abort ion w i l l 

vary significantly by certain demographic characterist ics s u c h as 

u r b a n i s m , income and educat ion and 2.) that conservative att i tudes i n 

relat ion to a variety of social issues w i l l be associated wi th opposi t ion to 

abort ion. The findings indicate that male supporters of abort ion can be 

described as non-rel igious, u rban , educated and hold ing ' l iberal ' 

opinions . Those more favourable to the anti-abort ion posi t ion tend to 

have the opposite characterist ics. Women were at both extremes of the 

spec t rum of the abort ion issue who are religious a n d n o n rel igious, more 

or less educated and wi th human i t a r i an and t radi t ional values. The most 

salient characterist ic of the male ant iabort ion supporters is their c h u r c h 

involvement. Her findings suggest that, i n the U . S. at least, churches 

play an impor tant role i n perpetuating abort ion as mora l deviance and 

integrating this definition into a conservative ideology based on fear of 

change (Figuei ra-McDonough & Sarr i , 1987). 



Lega l / Cons t i tu t iona l 

W h e n abort ion was legalized i n C a n a d a i n 1969 a n d i n the Un i t ed States i n 

1973, it was considered by many as the tu rn ing point i n the legal debate 

about abort ion. It is believed, by some, to have j u m p started the feminist 

movement out of obscuri ty and put the abort ion issue into the pol i t ica l 

forefront. The quest ion cont inues to be; is abort ion a fundamental h u m a n 

or const i tu t ional issue? Though technical ly abort ion is legal, abor t ion on 

the books differs from abort ion law i n act ion. Legal or not, access to 

abort ions is not easily available to a l l women. A l l women seeking abort ions 

are s t i l l at the mercy of var ious factors, though women of privilege always 

have an easier time of it. A leading work on abort ion practices observes that 

throughout the 2 0 t h century; "depending on where a w o m a n lives, on the 

att i tudes and practices of the woman's phys ic ian a n d hospi ta l , or on who 

she is a n d w h o m she knows, she may find it easy or difficult to obta in an 

abort ion regardless of how restrictive or permissive the laws are" (Graber, 

1996, 41). 

The law has been looked at to answer questions that many argue cannot 

a n d shou ld not be answered i n the legal arena. The quest ions are; 1.) w hen 

is a fetus a person?, 2.) what c i rcumstances justify an abort ion? A n d 3.) 

who decides? Feminis t s argue that the legal field is a bas t ion of a male 

dominated, pa t r iarchal system that has little or no unders tand ing of the 

female experience and has no right interfering i n a personal , i nd iv idua l 

decis ion. 



Another significant fact is that statutory restrictions on abort ion have, i n 

the past, proven to be unenforceable. It only succeeds i n forcing them 

'underground ' and forcing women, par t icular ly less affluent women, to 

submi t to unsafe practices. His tory has shown that y o u cannot, th rough 

legislat ion, prevent people from seeking what they want a n d need. K r i s t i n 

Luker ' s s tudy of abort ion policies concluded that; " i f a reasonably plausible 

medica l indica t ion for abort ion cou ld be presented to a sympathet ic 

phys i c i an , nei ther the medica l society nor any other statutory author i ty was 

l ikely to intervene" (Graber, 1996, 48). She went on to conclude from 

his tor ica l evidence, no matter what the par t icular statutory definit ion of a 

lawful abort ion, phys ic ians agreed that; " i f the characteris t ics of the 

pract i t ioner and the condit ions of practice were 'reputable' then the abort ion 

was justif iable" (Graber, 1996, 49). 

Med ica l /Psycho log ica l Issues 

A s noted previously, the medical profession i n many ways has supported 

access to abort ion but only i n cases 'they' deem just if iable. Th i s relates 

again to the male dominated power structures that define or attempt to 

define a n d control a l l aspects of society. The medica l profession, as the 

legal profession, wields t remendous power i n our society, thus t remendous 

power over women and the issue of access to abort ion. The wie ld ing of this 

power is most evident i n that doctors determine when abort ions are 

medical ly safe and when they are psychologically safe or not. 
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There has been a fairly pervasive assumpt ion i n the medica l profession that 

women seeking abortions were suffering from some emotional d is turbance. 

Th i s was based, i n part, on the my th that most women's m a i n purpose i n 

life was to bear chi ldren . Bu t , more important ly, it is believed that i f they 

h a d to have a n abort ion they would then suffer some negative psychological 

after effects a n d / o r depression. There is no conclusive evidence to support 

this . S i m o n and Sen tur ia examined 27 books and articles representing 

research and c l in ica l literature a round the issue from 1935 - 1 9 6 4 a n d their 

conc lus ions were: 

"It is sobering to observe the ease wi th w h i c h reports c an be 
embedded i n the literature, quoted, a n d re-quoted m a n y 
times wi thout considerat ion for the data i n the or iginal 
paper. Deeply held personal convict ions frequently seem 
to outweigh the importance of the data, especially when 
conclus ions are drawn. In the papers reviewed, the findings 
and conclus ions range from the suggestions that psychia t r ic 
i l lness almost always is the outcome of therapeutic abort ion 
to its v i r tua l absence as a post abort ion complicat ion" (Hyman, 
Sarvis & Bonar , 1987, 9). 

Though the literature quoted is dated, it reflects the power of the medica l 

profession to shape beliefs, as wel l as the power of the pub l i shed word . 

Wha t is not considered here is the emotional effect of breaking the law. 

Pr ior to abort ion being legalized i n Nor th Amer i ca this wou ld have been a 

significant factor. A s wel l , current studies indicate that though having a n 

abort ion is not an easy decision for most women, not a l l women suffer 

psychological ly or emotionally over abortion. M a n y have no regrets about 
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the abort ion, more often they regret the c i rcumstances that led to the 

decis ion having to be made (McCain , 1994). 

R u s s i a offers an interesting compar ison i n their approach to abort ion. Pr ior 

to the R u s s i a n Revolut ion i n 1917, abortions were str ict ly forbidden. In 

1920 free abortions were available apparently reflecting the belief i n female 

equali ty he ld by the revolutionaries. S ta l in again made abort ions i l legal 

except if the woman's heal th was at r isk. Th is was i n response to the 

indus t r ia l iza t ion the country was experiencing and the need for workers . In 

1955 after S ta l in died the emphasis shifted back to female equali ty a n d 

abort ion was again legal. The focus i n R u s s i a is on terminat ion of 

pregnancy not prevention through contraception. A conservative estimate is 

that 55% of pregnancies are terminated by abort ion. It is the highest rate of 

any country i n the wor ld . It is not u n c o m m o n for a R u s s i a n w o m a n to have 

4 or 5 abortions; some have as many as 20 (Kingston Women 's Centre, 

1995). Given this accepting attitude towards abort ion undoubted ly al lows 

for less psychological t r auma over the decis ion to obtain one. 

There have been some studies done regarding the impact of ant i -abort ion 

violence on women seeking abortions. One such s tudy focussed on the 

effects of ant i -abort ion demonstrators on women's psychological responses 

to abort ion. The results suggest that the negative social interact ions w i t h 

strangers (anti-abortion demonstrators) can generate distress a n d 

depression (Cozzarelli 8B Major, 1994). 

31 



The Legacy of Violence 

In recent years, the Feminis t Majority Founda t ion has been s tudying the 

issue of the violence of the anti-abort ion faction towards abort ion c l in ics i n 

the Uni t ed States. One 1998 study measured the violence occur r ing a n d 

the impl ica t ions this has for c l inic operations. The survey is a 

comprehensive s tudy of ant i - abort ion violence directed at c l in ics , patients 

and heal th care workers i n the Uni ted States. The key findings indicate the 

following: 

a) a lmost one quarter of c l in ics faced severe violence i n 1998 (severe 

violence being death threats, s ta lking, bomb threats, bombings. . . ) ; 

b) ant i -abort ion at tacks became more concentrated on a smal ler n u m b e r of 

c l in ics ; the most intense violence is experienced by free s tanding c l in ics ; 

c) bomb threats and vanda l i sm remained the most c o m m o n type of violence 

reported; 

d) the percentage of c l in ics reporting staff resignations as resul t of an t i -

abort ion violence declined (though it does fluctuate year to year); 

e) one fourth of c l in ics were protected by buffer zones i n 1998; 

f) fewer c l in ics reported violations of the Freedom of Access to C l i n i c 

Ent rances Act (FACE) to federal law enforcement officers du r ing the first 

seven months of 1998 than ever before; 

g) c l in ics are less l ikely to tu rn to the courts for help than i n previous 

years; 

32 



h) local , state and federal law enforcement response to c l in ic violence 

improved i n 1998 w h i c h helped keep violence levels down. 

The violence of the anti-abort ion faction is an expression of hatred a n d 

anger towards women; thus it is necessary to look at the larger issue of 

violence against women. The causes of violence are numerous , but one 

commonal i ty amongst many cul tures is the gendered nature of violence 

(French, 1992, Brownmil le r , 1984, Fa lud i , 1991, Crawford, 1992). 

General ly , the perpetrators of a l l types of violence are male. The t radi t ional 

analys is of violence often starts from the assumpt ion that it is aberrant, 

deviant behavior perpetrated by one ind iv idua l against another (Kelly, 1996. 

Violence against women can take many forms, the most c o m m o n being 

phys ica l and sexual assaul t ( C a n a d i a n C r i m i n a l Code, 1998). 

Violence, of course, is not a new phenomena. Feminis t authors led the way 

i n presenting the structures and consequences of violence (Brownmil ler , 

1984, Crawford, 1992, French , 1992, Stanko 8s Newburn , 1994). In relat ion 

to the abort ion issue, parallels have been d rawn to the violence perpetrated 

on religious grounds that have been wi th u s for centuries. Compar i sons 

can also be d rawn to the violence perpetrated against women i n m a n y forms 

i n Nor th A m e r i c a n society, i n par t icular theories of rape a n d domestic 

violence. These are predominant ly d iscussed i n terms of power a n d control , 

of m e n over women (Brownmiller , 1984, Crawford, 1992, S tanko a n d 

Newburn , 1994, Walker , 1979). One mi l l ion women i n C a n a d a are abused 



physica l ly by their husbands or intimate partners each year; 6 2 % of women 

murdered i n C a n a d a die as a result of wife assaul t (Crawford, 1992, Light , 

1992) . It can be argued that men beat their wives because they are 

permit ted to do so by a system that does not stop them. It c an also be 

argued that the anti-abort ion extremists int imidate, threaten a n d murde r 

because they are also, i n essence, permitted to do so by a system that does 

not consistently enforce laws against s u c h violence. Violence reminds u s 

that we cannot control a l l aspects of our environment. It makes u s feel 

vulnerable a n d ul t imate ly insecure. Violence is a threat to u s a l l a n d that is 

why it is generally defined as an offense against society. 

There are var ious definitions of violence. A general definit ion of violence is 

' . . . .an exertion of phys ica l force so as to injur ' . . .or ' . . . .intense, tu rbulen t or 

furious a n d often destructive act ion or force' (Websters Dic t ionary , 1998). 

Another definit ion of violence is that of work place violence and is described 

as, '...the attempted, threatened or ac tual conduct of a person that causes 

or is l ikely to cause injury, and includes any threatening statement or 

behavior that gives a worker reasonable cause to believe that the worker is 

at the r i sk of injury ' (Saskatchewan Heal th and Safety, 1998). 

The origins of violence against women i n Nor th A m e r i c a are embedded i n 

cu l t u r a l teachings that promote men to dominate. To ma in t a in a male 

dominant system y o u have to teach men to dominate. Th is , i n tu rn , leads 

m e n to believe that to dominate, one has to control , w h i c h makes control a 



part of mascu l in i ty and thus the cycle begins. O n the other side, women are 

encouraged to be passive; passivity is rewarded as feminine. T h u s the cycle 

cont inues (Steinem, 1999). A s violence against women has become more 

visible it has become less acceptable. This has not necessari ly d imin i shed 

the violence but it has begun to change attitudes, w h i c h is progress of a 

k i n d . 

W o m e n who step outside of the prescribed role and try to take control of 

their lives, their bodies, their reproductive system face opposi t ion. W o m e n 

who try to be autonomous and self determining face m a n y battles; they may 

lose their job or custody of their ch i ld . If they are beaten they are often sa id 

to have inci ted it and if they are raped they are often sa id to have invited it. 

If y o u have two groups of people and y o u say one is inferior to the other, 

a n d this is a lie, then one way to ma in ta in the lie is through violence or 

threat of violence. Th is occurs wi th respect to gender, sexual preference, 

race and religion. Where men and women come together most int imately, i n 

sexuali ty, c a n become infused wi th violence. We have to disentangle 

sexuali ty, in t imacy and violence (Steinem, 1999, Crawford, 1992). 

Chapter Four - Methodology 

This qualitative s tudy examined the impact of ant i-abort ion violence or the 

threat of violence on abort ion c l in ic staff. Quali tat ive research strives to 
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ensure that theories developed have a basis i n peoples' l ived experiences. 

The focus of this approach is to obtain a descript ion of how a problem or 

s i tua t ion is experienced by the people who live it. Often this inc ludes a 

search for under ly ing themes or patterns w h i c h emerge du r ing the research 

process. Quali tat ive methodologies are concerned wi th the involvement of 

par t ic ipants and strive to place researchers and those providing informat ion 

and data on an equal plane (Centre for Research on Violence Agains t 

W o m e n a n d Ch i ld ren , 1998). Th is method fits wel l w i th the feminist 

approach used i n this study. 

The da ta for this s tudy was collected at a s tand alone c l in ic i n a large Nor th 

A m e r i c a n u r b a n setting where approximately 2,500 abort ions are provided 

each year. A s tand alone c l in ic was chosen because it is more easily 

identified i n the communi ty than multi-service c l in ics i n hospi ta ls or large 

c l in ics i n office bui ld ings , thus it is more often the target of protestors. 

A request for volunteers to participate was posted at the c l in ic a n d four 

c l in ic workers volunteered to be interviewed. The interviews were conducted 

at the c l in ic ; three of them approximately 45 minutes i n dura t ion a n d one 

20 minutes . Two part icipants were client adminis t ra tors , aged 38 a n d 29, 

hand l ing administrat ive aspects of the c l in ic , one was a communica t ions 

adminis t ra tor , aged 32, hand l ing intake and medica l information regarding 

clients and one was a counsellor , aged 49, providing counse l l ing for those 
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seeking an abort ion. A l l were employed full time at the c l in ic a n d h a d been 

employed there from one year to three and one hal f years. 

A semi s t ructured approach was chosen over other interview methods for 

the following reasons. 

a) Th i s method incorporates the feminist pr inciples w h i c h guided this 

research. "The use of semi s t ructured interviews has become the 

pr inciple means by w h i c h feminists have sought to achieve the active 

involvement of their respondents i n the const ruct ion of data about their 

lives" (Reinharz, 1992). 

b) Th is method allowed a more free interact ion wi th the interviewee so an 

equal exchange cou ld occur. In keeping wi th the feminist approach, this 

open ended, free interact ion is par t icular ly sui ted to female researchers; 

"asking people what they th ink and feel is an activity females are 

socialized to perform, par t icular ly i n Western society" (Reinharz, 1992). 

It also al lows those interviewed more lati tude to express a n d expla in 

w h i c h provides richer, more complete data, or at least it has the potential 

to do so. 

c) It reflects an approach that is respectful of the interviewees' experience 

a n d how she needs to convey this experience. It also shares the control 

of the interview between researcher and interviewee a n d how the story is 

expressed. 

d) Th is was a potentially sensitive issue to explore i n that it was touch ing 

on very personal fears and issues as wel l as highly charged pol i t ica l and 
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social issues. It was important to be able to d iscuss it i n a manner that 

was the least threatening to the interviewees, w h i c h this method al lowed. 

The quest ion asked of each part icipant was: "Tell me about your experience 

work ing at the c l in ic and how the violence of the ant i -abort ion faction 

towards abort ions c l in ics and providers has impacted on you?" Two 

addi t ional quest ions or prompts were ut i l ized: "What do y o u see i n the 

future for abortions c l in ics?" and "Do y o u have any recommendat ions 

regarding this violence?" 

In keeping wi th the feminist approach, it was emphasized to each 

par t ic ipant that I wanted them to 'tell their story' and that the interview 

shou ld unfold l ike a conversation between us . For the most part this d id 

occur. 

A narrative analysis was used to examine the data. A narrative can be 

described as a "story of a sequence of events that has significance for the 

narra tor a n d her audience" (Denzin, 1989, 34). I looked for themes as to 

how a n d why part ic ipants told their stories. This c an provide ins ight into 

how it is impac t ing on their lives. 

E a c h interview transcr ipt was reviewed and themes that emerged were 

noted. Themes from each interview were aligned i n co lumns on one page 

a n d organized according to similari t ies and frequency of stated themes. For 



example, i n each interview, statements of fear were repeatedly expressed by 

each part icipant . These expressions took the form of being followed to a n d 

from work, fear for their own safety and that of their families ' a n d fear of a 

violent incident occurr ing. Repeated themes expressed by a l l par t ic ipants 

were noted as significant to address. Th is is not to suggest that frequency 

necessari ly equals significance, but it appears logical to address these as 

impac t ing on the par t ic ipants ' lives. 

Chapter Five - Research Findings and Implications 

The major themes that emerged from this s tudy were fear, anger a n d 

feelings of powerlessness and lack of control; the predominant element 

being fear, the constant fear of violence. The anger is a direct resul t of the 

sense of being powerless to stop the violence and the resul t ing fear that 

infuses their lives. The cl inic workers fear for their own phys ica l safety, that 

of their families, their colleagues and the people they serve. The fear a n d 

anger are closely l inked to the lack of support of the c r i m i n a l jus t ice system 

(police and courts) that a l l four women expressed. Given the legacy of 

violence from the ant i-abort ion faction and i n light of recent shootings a n d 

murder of abort ion providers, this fear and anger is just i f ied. Th i s is also 

supported by statistics kept by the Nat ional Abor t ion Federat ion, a n 

A m e r i c a n organizat ion that t racks incidents perpetrated against abort ion 

providers i n the U . S . and Canada , w h i c h indicate an increase i n violent acts 

against abort ion providers by anti-abort ion extremists i n recent years 



(National Abor t ion Federation, 1998). Another equally impor tant factor that 

emerged was the overriding commitment of these women to cont inue to 

provide this service, i n spite of the ever present threat. 

A s women, a l l four part icipants were familiar w i th oppression i n some form 

and of the need to be ever vigilant about the potential of male violence i n 

general. B u t these workers carry an added weight, the toll of w h i c h is 

u n k n o w n , as yet. They are open targets for ant i-abort ion extremists. The 

fear and vigilance is not restricted to when they are at work at the c l in ic . 

The threat permeates every aspect of their lives, 24 hours a day. They may 

be s talked, may have their car license numbers used to trace them to their 

homes (which is why they now register their cars to the cl inic) , or be 

potential targets through the internet: 

The Nuremberg f i les . . . .which is a web site for people to l is t abort ion 
providers and c l in ic workers whose names, identities, family's names, 
spouses, ch i ldren , everything wou ld be posted on the internet and it's 
a hi t l ist . It's very clearly an invi tat ion for violence. These are people 
that advocate murder of abort ion providers ' (Interviewee #1). 

The oppressive nature of the threat of violence is a destructive force. "Bu t 

there are t imes when I have extreme anxiety a t tacks . . . in the middle of the 

night....after things l ike Dr . Romal is being shot..." (Interviewee #2). It can 

be compared to psychological t r auma often associated wi th post t raumat ic 

stress disorder. A t raumat ic event generally involves threats to life or a 

close encounter wi th violence or death. The common denominator of 

psychological t r auma is a feeling of "intense fear, helplessness, loss of 

control and threat of annihi la t ion" (Herman, 1992, 3). 
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J u d i t h H e r m a n i n her book, T r a u m a and Recovery (1992, Bas ic Books) 

makes the compar ison between the t r auma suffered by veterans of war a n d 

vic t ims of domestic violence, and finds that vic t ims of domestic violence 

suffer more. Th is is essentially because of a lack of support w h i c h resul ts i n 

worse t r auma w h i c h is long last ing. The t r auma experienced by c l in ic 

workers is at least comparable as it is ever present and there is no end i n 

sight. One of the workers interviewed equated the environment as l ike 

work ing i n a Svar zone' and another stated: "It's l ike a m i n i 

holocaust . . . indoors and out ...that's what I usua l ly feel, and I'm sure that 

it 's penetrated my spir i tual i ty, it's penetrated my heart" (Interviewee #4). 

The respondents a l l spoke of the fear that is part of their lives now because 

of where they work; 

It's not l ike another job where. . . .you can leave and forget about 
it . . .because you're always aware of the fact that y o u might be s talked, 
someone might be following y o u and they might know where y o u live" 
(Interviewee #2); or, 

I was the last one to leave the cl inic . . .he was wai t ing outside a n d he 
got on the bus wi th me and I was terrified...the bus was empty.. .he 
didn' t take his eyes off me (Interviewee #2). 

Th i s fear also inhib i t s what they do and where they go: 

He used to always get on the bus at F i rs t Street a n d then eventually 
I'd see h i m at Second Street and it stayed that way for awhile . Then 
he was on the t ra in , then he was at the M a i n station, then he was at 
the T h i r d station, then he was at the Fou r th station.. . i t occurred to 
me that he was following me backwards . . . then one day I thought, 
things are different today, maybe there's something going on that I 
don't know about and got so frightened that I ac tual ly got off the bus 
...(Interviewee #2); and , 
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"I'm tak ing half an hour , even longer, to get to work because I have 
to avoid and always be vigilant. I'm on the lookout, I'm on the t r a in 
l ike, is he there?...is he over there? Gett ing off the bus , is there some­
one beh ind me? (Interviewee #4). 

The impl ica t ions for the restrictions on one's life go further: 

I don't have a phone i n my name. Nothing is i n my name and when 
I'm out socially I can't talk about where I work M y whole day, dai ly 
existence, is a vigilance about not d isc los ing more than I shou ld 
about myself (Interviewee #3). 

Be ing unable to have a phone or the hydro i n your name and m a n y of the 

ordinary things many of u s take for granted is more than inconvenient; it 

c an be problematic for things l ike applying for credit or a passport . 

The threat of violence or h a r m occurr ing is psychological ly damaging and 

fuels the fear. These workers have to consider that even the s implest or 

most no rma l of tasks is potentially sinister or dangerous: 

I open u p the c l in ic i n the morning. . .you get out of y o u r car, y o u 
make sure that you've locked everything, y o u park i n a different 
place every day. . .you park away from the c l in ic a n d as y o u approach 
the c l in ic y o u check outs ide. . .you see i f there's anybody hang ing 
a round , y o u see if there's anyth ing different. We've recently started 
getting the paper delivered i n the morn ing and I have to sort of nudge 
it to make sure there's not an incendiary device under it (Interviewee 
# l ) ; a n d , 

You're going to work, y o u can't read a book, instead on the bus you're 
looking to see who's there, if y o u recognize someone who isn ' t 
normal ly on the bus . . .wa lk ing into the c l in ic w i th that car parked 
across the street...what's that m a n doing i n the car, what 's he look 
like...(Interviewee #4) 

The reality is that there cou ld be a bomb under the paper or a m a n wi th a 

gun i n the car; the threat to their personal safety is very real. 
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The stress has far reaching effects; 

We need to see a balance between h u m a n or c iv i l r ights a n d this 
protection of women because the threatening , it has enormous 
impact . . .women have qui t their jobs over the perceived threat" 
(Interviewee #4). 

There is also the potential for stress related problems to sp i l l over into ones' 

personal life caus ing mar i ta l and other family problems. 

The workers never know what protestors may do and what someone they 

cannot see may do: 

Operat ion Rescue was parked outside. They've got this car covered 
i n anti-choice propaganda, really extreme stuff. Th i s guy's out there 
wi th h i s anti-choice shir t on and he's tak ing pictures . . .p ictures of 
clients leaving their cars . . .of their license plates (Interviewee #2); or, 

A l l the smokers outside feel vulnerable. . .a cu r t a in w o u l d move i n the 
house across the street and I'd feel there was a gun pointed at me 
(Interviewee #4); and, 

Y o u walk through the m a l l wonder ing if anyone recognizes you. . .any­
time you're alone at night, l ike i n a pa rk ing garage y o u th ink , wel l , 
this wou ld be a good time to be hit (Interviewee #1). 

Aga in , this speaks to the restrictive and fearful existence that m a n y c l in ic 

workers face. A s a woman , one mus t be ever conscious of potential danger 

bu t most do not live w i th this ever present fear for one's life. 

The anger that workers feel stems from feeling helpless i n the face of the 

violence or threat of violence occur r ing and the lack of control they have 

over it 
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The really terrifying th ing is because you're not deal ing wi th 
reasonable people, you're not dealing wi th anybody y o u can have a 
conversat ion wi th . . . " (Interviewee #3); and , 

I used to have nightmares about it...I don't know if y o u can get used 
to it bu t maybe y o u can ju s t disengage from it because I found my­
self doing that . . . .when I'd see them outside the c l in ic . I s t i l l get knots 
i n my s tomach. I s t i l l fee absolute rage that they're there..(Interviewee 
#1). 

The problems associated wi th l iv ing wi th the stress and anger as these 

people do can cause phys ica l and psychological problems w h i c h can resul t 

i n increased s ick time and interpersonal difficulties. 

One worker spoke of 'normal iz ing ' the fear and danger: 

Sometimes we forget, we k i n d of normalize, forget that this is reality 
because noth ing happens for a period of t ime. . .and things r emind 
me that ...someone cou ld come i n here wi th weapons.. .I j u s t k i n d of 
isolate it and don't th ink about it because I don't t h ink I cou ld come 
to work i f I really dwelt on it (Interviewee #3). 

At tempt ing to 'normalize ' the abnormal , though an unders tandably pract ica l 

so lu t ion to a dis t ressing s i tuat ion, can pose problems. W h e n carr ied too far 

it can begin to color or warp how one sees the wor ld . A s some police officers 

a n d ch i l d protection social workers know, frequently deal ing w i t h cr i t ica l 

s i tuat ions can begin to distort how y o u see the wor ld a n d the people i n it. 

The impact extends to other aspects of their lives and adds to their feelings 

of vulnerabi l i ty a n d loss of control: 

I'll stay at the cl inic work ing late.. . .maybe I'll be ha l f a n hou r late a n d 
didn' t cal l . . . .He's (her partner) ca l l ing me and he's terrified . . . .and I 
really underest imated the impact it has on h i m (Interviewee #2); or, 

I worry now for my partner. . . . i f something happened to my h u s b a n d I 
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don't know how I wou ld live wi th that...I can imagine how doctors 
wi th k ids feel... .and staff wi th kids. . .people have been harassed at 
home and it's frightening (Interviewee #1). 

Aga in , one can see the potential for mar i ta l and family problems to arise as 

a resul t of the fear, anger and stress. 

A l l of the issues raised by these women are l inked to the lack of support of 

the law. Incidents of s ta lk ing behavior by ant i-abort ion protestors were 

ment ioned by two of the respondents a n d they d id not feel these incidents 

were treated seriously by police, if responded to at a l l : 

Several of our staff have been stalked by an older man. . . .we ca l l the 
'holy water man'. . . .we went to the police several t imes. . . they cou ld 
have done something but they didn't . . .we don't feel that we have 
as m u c h police protection as we should have or as m u c h police i n ­
tervention (Interviewee #1); and, 

...the 'holy water man' . . .he was following me home ...one day I got so 
frightened I got off the bus.. .(another day)...he followed me u p to the 
c l in ic . . . and we called the police and they made a record of it bu t they 
said that this didn' t constitute any sort of following or s ta lk ing 
behavior. . . they didn' t take it seriously at all...(Interviewee #2). 

There have been incidents of workers being physical ly accosted or assaul ted 

w h i c h were also not treated seriously by the police: 

There was a c l inic worker that h a d a camera s lammed into her face 
outside the c l in ic . She had to record a violat ion of the in junc t ion 
because the police refused to and they told her that the c l in ic shou ld 
collect i ts own evidence (Interviewee #2). 

Another severe assaul t incident against a c l inic worker involved a m a n who 

h a d an in junct ion against h i m to stay away from the c l in ic : 

I h a d borne witness to a co-worker being k icked. . . screamed at, spit 
on...I stepped between them...I got pushed. . .and he h a d a n 18 m o n t h 



sentence where he could not be any where near the c l in ic . I t h ink he 
spent two nights^in jail...(Interviewee #4). 

The relative ineffectiveness of the law is a source of frustrat ion to the c l in ic 

workers: 

I j u s t w i s h we had better police protection and better laws a round it 
a n d that the laws were enforceable and clearly unders tood because 
we have the 'bubble zone' now and it's a lmost unenforceable. . .! mean 
the police never or rarely arrest so they s t i l l wa lk th rough it a l l the 
time so it's k i n d of useless...(Interviewee #3). 

One worker expressed a desire to see more severe penalties a n d consis tent 

enforcement of laws: 

I th ink society and the police have to take a real ha rd line wi th these 
people and make it really clear that absolutely no violat ions w i l l be 
tolerated...there wi l l be a heavy consequence for . . . interfering wi th 
a l ega l /medica l service and it's not okay i n any form.. . .and that 
anyth ing i n the form of watching, tak ing pictures, following is 
absolutely punishable (Interviewee #2). 

There was also frustration wi th having to 'educate' police officers when they 

respond to incidents at the c l in ic : 

. . .because every time a new police officer comes y o u have to re-explain 
the whole s i tuat ion to them, explain why.. .people are scared. Lots of 
t imes they don't unders tand. . .expla in why having protestors wa lk 
outside the c l in ic is threatening to women. Y o u have to re-teach it 
every time and that's really frustrating and that's why y o u don't feel 
safe...and they're usua l ly always men, the police officers...(Interviewee 
#3). 

There was a feeling expressed that some police officers let their personal 

beliefs influence their actions as officers and this influences how they 

respond to incidents at the c l in ic : 

They seem to come i n here and want to debate whether . . .abortion 
is good or bad.. .it 's sort of u s or them...they always seem to forget 
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that i n fact it's legal.. . they're not ta lk ing about whether or not 'pot' 
is good or bad.. . they enforce that law (Interviewee #1). 

Under ly ing a l l of this is the overriding sense that these women do not feel 

protected by a system that professes to do so, and that police officers do not 

unders t and nor take seriously the threat of violence they are experiencing: 

Another part of the whole th ing that's really frustrat ing is deal ing 
wi th the police. Because we don't feel very protected by them at a l l 
. . . l ike once we had this Sergaent...we had protestors outside, we 

cal led 
the police and he came and. . . ta lked to us and he was l ike, I don't 
unders tand . . .you guys should ju s t get along. .and he started t a lk ing 
about how he knew one of the anti-choicers and he was s u c h a great 
guy.. .he was l ike . . .you shou ld a l l get along, you're a l l nice people., 
it 's l ike , you're supposed to be our protection? (Interviewee 3). 

The c l in ic workers also feel that the min imiz ing of the threat by the police is 

connected to the sense that they as women are min imized a n d marginal ized, 

specifically wi th respect to protestors tak ing pictures of women entering the 

c l in ic and tak ing pictures of the license numbers on their cars: 

A n d when we ca l l the police they say how do y o u k n o w he h a d f i lm 
i n h i s camera? What 's the message being sent there...it 's totally 
encouraging them and that's got to stop (Interviewee #2); and , 

The problem to me, is that...it 's argued (by police a n d the Crown) 
that these men have not violated any laws. . .but threatening women 
is a violat ion. . . i t has enormous impact..(Interviewee #3). 

One c l in ic worker s u m m e d it u p well : 

If people j u s t saw it as a little bit more about the power of a woman 's 
life.. .just people to take it more seriously. . . l ike judges, lawyers, l ike 
the police, government.. .so that when people do protest they get 
arrested, they actual ly stay i n j a i l . . . they're not back here the next 
day. . . l ike it's taken seriously and it's a threat to women a n d its not 
right to let these people j u s t wander a round (Interviewee #3). 
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These c l in ic workers experience serve to i l lustrate that women are s t i l l 

looking to the law to do what we are condit ioned to believe the legal system 

is there to do; to see that we are a l l protected equally. B u t these 

expectations cannot be met wi th in a biased system; a system that is not 

const ructed to equally value women's needs. It is systemical ly flawed a n d 

we fall into the trap of believing equal rights means equali ty on every level. 

It is s t i l l necessary to challenge the law and how it is responding to violence 

against women and specifically the violence of the ant i -abort ion movement. 

The four women interviewed were dist inct indiv iduals , different i n 

appearance, age, background and experience but one commonal i ty was 

their commitment to the services provided by the c l in ic . It is a test imony to 

the level of commitment of these women that they cont inue to work i n s u c h 

an environment of imminen t danger. They a l l expressed that the sense of 

empowerment and providing needed and appreciated service keeps them 

commit ted: 

..because I love work ing here. This is the best place I've ever worked. 
I love the women.. .I feel l ike I'm doing something really useful . I a m 
very p roud of what I do but, at the same time, it 's l ike you're not 
al lowed to go a n d brag about that stuff... that y o u work i n a n abort ion 
c l in ic . So, it's a really strange double s tandard to have to work under 
(Interviewee #1); and , 

Women , when they leave... they're so grateful... not j u s t because 
they've been able to have an abort ion. . .but being able to have a n 
abort ion i n the fashion they have. It's a very empowering experience 
here. . .and the people I work with.. .I work wi th s trong women.. . that 's 
why I'm here. The violence.. . i t doesn't make me more commit ted , it 
makes me more afraid to stay commit ted but it doesn't change that 
commitment (Interviewee #2). 
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The workers interviewed expressed concern that because of securi ty issues 

the drop- in service is difficult to main ta in . They provide drop i n pregnancy 

testing a n d abort ion counsel l ing. They feel strongly that this service is 

necessary i n order to provide easily accessible service to those that need it. 

The cost of ins ta l l ing securi ty systems and repair ing damage done to c l in ic 

premises by protestors can be significant. To this mus t be added that i n 

these t imes of fiscal restraint, less dollars are available to provide services 

for w h i c h the c l in ics are mandated to provide. In spite of in t imida t ion 

tactics used by anti-abort ion protestors, the demand for abort ions 

cont inues . 

Violence poses serious concerns for society i n general a n d i n par t icu la r for 

those performing or seeking abortions. Some of the potential impl ica t ions 

are: 

1. d imin i shed access to legally sanctioned service of abort ion as doctors 

a n d c l in ic workers refuse to work i n this area because of the r i sk to their 

lives a n d the lives of their families; 

2. the damage, psychological a n d physica l , experienced by c l in ic workers as 

a resul t of the violence a n d / o r threat of violence; 

3. the potential for d imin i shed access to abortions to force women to resort 

to unsafe, dangerous methods; 

4. con t inu ing escalat ion of the violence and murders and; 

5. increas ing polar izat ion of this debate inh ib i t ing the work towards f inding 

' common ground' . 
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Given the ever increas ing violence associated wi th this issue, pol icy makers 

a n d pol i t ic ians need to address the lack of enforcement of laws a r o u n d 

c l in ic violence. The violence has taken this issue outside the rea lm of the 

personal a n d landed it i n the pol i t ical arena. The choice to have an abort ion 

shou ld remain personal but the violence is a larger societal responsibi l i ty . 

Chapter Six - Summary and Conclusions 

This s tudy was based on interviews wi th four people and , therefore, there 

are obvious l imi ts to generalizing the observations made by these 

ind iv idua ls . However, the results do indicate that the violence of the ant i -

abort ion movement has a detr imental impact on c l in ic workers a n d provides 

details as to the nature of these impacts . Th is does suggest the need for 

further research wi th a larger populat ion. 

The information obtained from further research wou ld prove useful on a 

pol i t ica l level for those lobbying for consistent enforcement of laws regarding 

extremist protest tactics. It wou ld also prove useful to social workers a n d 

others entering this field so they have an informed awareness of the reality 

of work ing i n this type of environment, as wel l as for developing tools for 

provis ion of counse l l ing / support services for staff i n abort ion c l in ics . In a 

global sense, this wou ld a id those looking for ' common ground ' regarding 
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this issue by i l lumina t ing the damage caused by the violence a n d the need 

to find some form of compromise. 

There is growing concern that the future of free s tanding abor t ion c l in ics is 

i n jeopardy because of the violence being perpetrated against the c l in ics . 

Loss of au tonomy is another concern if these c l in ics are required to 

amalgamate wi th hospitals or m u l t i service c l in ics . The c l in ic at w h i c h 

these interviews were held operates from a feminist perspective a n d the staff 

want to have a voice i n deciding how service is offered and the setting and 

environment i n w h i c h it is done. This could be compromised by 

amalgamat ion. 

It appears that the violence of the anti-abort ion extremists is escalating. It 

is a serious, ongoing problem that poses grave dangers to the lives, safety 

a n d peace of m i n d of the heal th care professionals who provide abor t ion 

services and the women who seek abortions. 

The c l in ic i n w h i c h the s tudy under d i scuss ion was conducted, submit ted a 

report to the 'Commiss ion of Inquiry; Pol ic ing i n B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a ' 

address ing the lack of intervention and enforcement of laws regarding 

violence targeted at the c l inic by anti-abort ion protestors. A strong case was 

made for the posi t ion that the police force's attitude and behavior towards 

the c l in ic violence is representative of a pat r iarchal , misogynis t society that 

cont inues to marginalize and disenfranchise women. Th i s is a system that 
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th rough lack of intervention and enforcement against violence is , i n essence, 

condoning it. 

The violence of the anti-abort ion faction has a far reaching impac t on c l in ic 

workers ' l ives. They know that every incident that occurs on a na t iona l or 

in ternat ional level cou ld have occurred to them, or that it may be them or 

one close to them next. They feel somewhat powerless i n the face of the 

violence. They have little control over it and do not feel supported by police 

forces a n d pol i t ical systems that do not treat the threat of violence seriously 

enough. There have been no arrests i n the recent shootings of Dr . Romal i s , 

the doctor shot and cr i t ical ly injured i n Vancouver , B . C . and Dr . S lep ian , 

the doctor murdered i n New York , though ant i -abort ion activists are 

strongly suspected of being responsible. 

A connect ion can be made to these feelings of powerlessness a n d a lack of 

control , to women's subordinate posi t ion i n society and the male need to 

dominate. C l i n i c workers feel powerless to stop the s ta lking, the threats, 

the pickets , or the shootings. They never know where or when a n extremist 

may str ike. It is difficult i n that one knows that admi t t ing the fear a n d the 

in t imida t ion plays into the anti-abort ion faction's hands , i n a way, because 

it makes them feel they have succeeded. The fact that c l in ics cont inue to 

operate, and statements from these workers, indicate that they have not 

succeeded. These commit ted people continue the fight. 



What m u s t always be i n the forefront is the damage being done to c l in ic 

workers a n d women seeking abortions. This is a service legally mandated to 

be provided, and more serious considerat ion needs to be given to ho ld ing 

accountable those who blatantly try to obstruct the provis ion of s u c h 

services and the violent and deadly methods they employ. 

We can learn from unders tanding what these people experience; the 

negative repercussions of work ing i n such an environment a n d cl imate of 

fear; how they cope and some of the positive outcomes of facing a n d 

overcoming the fear. Socia l workers work ing i n hospi ta l and psychia t r ic 

settings wou ld benefit from unders tanding the dynamics operating here i n 

order to offer meaningful assistance to c l inic workers and others impacted 

by the threat of violence. The more we unders tand an issue improves our 

abil i ty to offer productive assistance. Fami ly therapists cou ld gain insights 

into ways to approach the mar i ta l and family difficulties, a n d the 

accompanying fear and stress that arise for those associated wi th the 

c l in ics . There are also those seeking abortions that are impacted a n d seek 

counsel l ing. A s wel l , there is a need for social work research to focus on the 

s t ructures of violence i n society and provide constructive ways to address 

reducing this violence. 

Th i s c l in ic , legally mandated to provide a service, is forced to operate as if i n 

a constant state of siege, i n a *war zone'. In order to operate, the c l in ic is 

responsible for its own safety measures. The law, i n the form of the police 
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a n d the courts , cannot and does not protect them. To the women 

interviewed, this lack of protection is a source of frustrat ion a n d anger. 

Th is is not to suggest that there is a conspiracy on the part of the police and 

the courts to not protect these women. It is a reflection of the abort ion 

issue being seen as a women's issue, therefore not to be taken seriously. 

Th i s is an example of how the law does not recognize or address women's 

needs or experience. 

In the late 1 9 t h century and early 2 0 t h century i n Nor th Amer i ca , women 

obta in ing abort ions were seen as vic t ims. One major rationale for legalizing 

abort ions was to reduce the perils facing women from unsafe, i l legal 

abort ions a n d the s t igma of illegitimate bir ths or one parent families. 

Today, women obtaining abortions are often viewed i n less benevolent 

manner . Rather than seen as vic t ims by those opposing abort ion, they are 

seen as cal lous , careless women us ing abort ion for their own selfish reasons 

(Smart, 1989). Th is attitude adds another layer of host i l i ty to an already 

acr imonious debate. 

A s we enter the 2 1 s t century, we as a society need to re-assess our 

responsibi l i ty towards violence and the significance that gendered roles play 

i n how violence is played out. In Nor th Amer ica , we current ly live i n a 

society that encourages men to find their source of power a n d strength 

through violence; through guns, through actions a n d not th rough any sort 

of sp i r i tua l sense of strength. Women continue to be expected to be the 
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nur turers and caretakers of the 'gentler, k inder ' way and males of the 

'aggressive, violent way. These gendered roles shape how females a n d males 

behave and how they view each other, and ul t imately encourages violence as 

a means to achieve an end. Thus , we have the violence displayed by the 

ant i -abort ion faction and the sense of entitlement to use s u c h measures . 

We need to look at preventing further polarizat ion a round the abor t ion 

issue. We need to develop communi ty infrastructures that suppor t parents; 

where it is economical ly feasible to have and raise ch i ldren . Mos t 

important ly , as a first step, we need an early intervention focus on gender 

role development. A feminist focus offers balanced role development where 

the positive aspects of male and female strengths shape how females a n d 

males behave and view the wor ld . 

It is un l ike ly that there w i l l ever be consensus about the abort ion issue, bu t 

we can work on reducing the violence connected to the issue; par t icu lar ly 

the violence of the ant i-abort ion movement. A s d i scussed i n this thesis, 

t imely police response to c l inic violence reduces violent at tacks. 

Enforcement of the laws i n this way is a first, though minor , step. To not 

address the violence a round this issue offers only escalat ing violence. 

There are no simple solut ions to this issue. There are many factors 

involved. Chang ing religious convict ions, pol i t ical convict ions or att i tudes 

regarding gendered roles i n society today are large tasks, at t imes seemingly 



insurmountab le tasks. B u t as women and many disenfranchised groups 

k n o w change, though often frustratingly slow, is possible. 
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