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-PrefaceAlthough social media sites such as Facebook have the capacity to disclose large amounts of data on
current trends in the abortion debate, they lack grounding in the physical world. In an effort to somewhat
remedy this gap, I have taken a more unconventional, artistic approach to including a physical component of
this thesis by photographing the exterior of every abortion clinic in North Carolina. Clinics that provide
abortion services are physical hot spots that these debates revolve around, and the structures of these buildings
are in turn indicative of this incredibly polarized debate.
For the pictures, I chose black and white photography in order to highlight structural elements of each
photograph that may have otherwise been lost using color photography. By highlighting these structural
elements, the viewer is asked to examine for themselves key sites regarding abortion politics. Each picture was
taken on a Sunday, or a day when the clinic was closed. No cars or human subjects were included in any
photographs both to highlight the physical structure of each building, and to protect the privacy of those
involved with the clinics.
At first I assumed it was going to be difficult to locate all of the abortion clinics in the state. I first found
every one Google had documented. To my surprise, I easily found every clinic with a simple Google search.
This temporarily shifted my approach to the project from simply a survey of the state of women’s health to a
celebration of it. Unfortunately, upon visiting some of these sites, my project shifted back to the former.
I have so much respect for the activists who have fought to protect women’s reproductive freedom.
However, the exterior of some of these clinics made me recognize that there are definite systemic inequalities
within the healthcare system. Often these clinics were found off main roads in private locations with trees or
gates obscuring the entrance. Glass littered the parking lots of most of these clinics. The pavement was often
filled with cracks and potholes. Most of the buildings themselves were very small, and many were the back
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entrances of larger buildings. Many buildings also had fences surrounding them with visible damage to them
done from protestors.
During my visits to these clinics, I had the privilege of speaking to one of the nurses working there. Her
descriptions of life working at the clinic emphasized the importance of increasing awareness among the public
about the lives of clinic workers. Since the more recent revivals of pro-life protests, this clinic was forced to put
up multiple barriers to protect clients from the garbage and beer bottles that pro-life protestors threw at them.
One of the North Carolina protestors is so famous that they have a Wikipedia page about them detailing their
familial background, violent pro-life acts, and non-related charity and religious work. This clinic has no
volunteer escorts, and their only security guard resigned after being bombarded with racial slurs and acts of
violence from the protestors. The police often do not come when the clinic calls.
Although I would have been honored to have their pictures and voices as a part of this photo series,
many clinics in the state did not give me permission to photograph their buildings. One clinic explained it was
to protect the privacy of their patients, two clinics stated it was against their policy, and the others simply said
“no” without giving an explanation. Their hesitancy is definitely a part of this conversation, so I decided to
abstractly represent their facilities with icons of ubiquitous buildings. These buildings in no way represent any
physical feature or location of the clinics themselves.
This photo series is hopefully a stepping point for further conversation regarding the stigma against
abortion in American culture, and the sometimes dangerous and important lives that clinic workers lead.
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-IntroductionReverend Huntington “Hunt” Williams stands at the head of the parish hall in front of 200 delegates
from the Episcopalian Church. He is one of four candidates being interviewed for the position of suffragan
bishop of North Carolina. He has finished his initial remarks, queuing the start of the question and answer
portion of the interview. A delegate with personal ties to another candidate raises his hand and asks the
question “What is your position on abortion?” It is January of 1990, 17 years after the passing of Roe v. Wade.
As a minister in St. Peter’s Church, Hunt accepted a position as one of the founding board members for
Charlotte’s first Planned Parenthood clinic. The clinic did not offer abortions, but encouraged family planning
and offered counseling services. Hunt and his wife Mary practiced family planning and decided to have four
children total at precisely three-year intervals. My father was the fourth and youngest of these children.
Having a history of involvement with Planned Parenthood was, in the delegate’s eyes, a weak point in
Hunt’s application for suffragan bishop. Hunt’s answer -“nobody is for abortion”- ended up persuading others
to vote for him and in the end he was elected.
The attitude my grandfather had towards abortion was part of a pro-choice movement that became
widely popular after Bill Clinton’s quote “abortion should not only be safe and legal, it should be rare” in 1996
(Allen, 2013: 38). My grandfather’s reply “nobody is for abortion” frames abortion as a “sad necessity” (Allen,
2013: 37). This attitude towards abortion rose in popularity after Bill Clinton’s quote and continues to be
popular among millennial populations.
Allen finds that this particular period has grossly defined hegemonic pro-choice ideology. After Bill
Clinton’s quote, NARAL Pro-Choice America detected waning support for abortion’s legality. In an attempt to
broaden their support network, the organization reframed abortion as an emotionally difficult decision, focusing
on stories of women who had been raped, or were ill (Allen, 2013: 37). Allen finds in her dissertation that this
ideology, inspired by Bill Clinton’s quote still effects the majority of the pro-choice movement (Allen, 2013:
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26). She also finds great amount of ethically driven ideology that has roots in the 1980s still being discussed
(Allen, 2013: 26). I have found this to be the case as well within my research sample, however I have also
found that the right to privacy, a theme that stems directly from the phrasing of Roe vs. Wade itself, to be wildly
popular among millennial Facebook users. Allen also observes that a fringe, radical movement is largely absent
from the current abortion debate (Allen, 2013: 36). However, within the community I accessed with my
research, I found multiple traces of radical thought.
This thesis examines ideological and rhetorical trends among millennial populations in the comment
sections of three of the most popular social media sharing sites and compares them to the contemporary
ideologies of PPFA and NARAL Pro-Choice America. The key questions of this study are: “Do individual
commenters have the same ideologies as national organizations? In a highly polarized debate whose terms have
been largely defined by national advocacy groups, do individual citizens express original thoughts and
complexities that go beyond familiar labels? “
***

Why Abortion?
It is apparent when examining the comment sections of abortion-related Internet articles that the debate
is polarizing. In her ethnography Contested Lives, Faye Ginsburg examines the reason why the abortion debate
is so heated. In her introductory chapter, Ginsburg explains: “movements organized around abortion provide
arenas for innovation; through them cultural understandings of gender, procreation, sexuality, and dependency
are being transformed” (Ginsburg, 1993: 7). Throughout her ethnography, Ginsburg observes the key values
shared by activists on both the pro-choice and pro-life side of the debate, and the inherently different
understanding these activists have in regards to furthering women’s empowerment in America. Both sides
within the community she studied, she argues, consider themselves feminists. However, the two sides of the
debate differ in their inherent understanding of the advancement of women’s equality. Pro-choice activists
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believe “inequalities between the sexes to be rooted in social, legal, and cultural forms of gender discrimination,
and they seek to remedy that condition by structural change in the economic and political system” (Ginsburg,
1993: 7). Pro-life activists, on the other hand, believe “social changes that could be interpreted as casting
reproduction and childrearing as a liability are anti-woman” (Ginsburg, 1993: 7). Although it is important to
keep the pro-life position in mind when studying the abortion debate as a whole, this thesis focuses specifically
on pro-choice platforms. Anthropologists have documented how women’s movements since the introduction of
wage labor have shaped the more current beliefs held by pro-choice and pro-life activists in regards to the
abortion debate, and why this debate is so important to many people.
***

History of the Abortion Conflict in America
Skepticism regarding abortion began with the professionalization of the medical industry in 1847. Early
feminists and physicians were the primary candidates supporting the ban of abortion. The reasoning behind
their arguments were mainly concerned with women’s safety, or as Ginsburg describes it, “a disruption of
harmonious domestic relations and the social order in general” (Ginsburg, 1993: 29). This movement resulted
in the passing of the Comstock laws in 1873, which effectively criminalized abortion by criminalizing the
“publication, distribution, and possession of information” regarding abortion and contraceptives, for their
“obscenity” (“Comstock Act,” 2016). Between 1873 and 1973, multiple movements took place restricting and
expanding women’s bodily autonomy. In the early 20th century, increasing numbers of minority populations
and decreasing whites lead President Theodore Roosevelt to establish The Cult of Maternity. In essence,
Roosevelt was expressing concern regarding these demographic trends and asked white mothers to “fulfill their
civic duty” by having more children (Ellison, 2003: 325). This movement came about in an era when
“urbanization and industrialization increased the gender stratification of labor” and enforced stricter ideals of
gender roles (Ellison, 2003: 325). As a result, The Cult of Maternity emphasized values of “feminine purity and
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premarital chastity” belonging to mothers (Ellison, 2003: 325). The Cult of Scientific Motherhood was a
movement that came about in the 1920’s in response to The Cult of Maternity. The introduction of the
Sheppard-Towner Act in 1921 increased medical authority by promoting women’s healthcare access in
hospitals. With the practice of eugenics as a rising trend, the belief that biology can define certain
characteristics of a person began to affect the lives of single mothers. These mothers who had little resources to
care for their children came to be viewed as careless, and were therefore “genetically inferior” to women who
have children when they are married (Ellison, 2003: 325). Skipping forward, the introduction of a post-WWII
adoption mandate, a program that encouraged and sometimes forced single mothers to adopt away their
children, increased the numbers of babies put up for adoption dramatically. The abortion debate was sparked
again in the 1950s when the American Legal Institute passed legislation that allowed women to have a
“therapeutic abortion” (Ginsburg, 1993: 35). Tensions continued to grow until the Finkbine case shifted the
movement from reforming abortion laws to repealing them. In 1969, the pro-choice organization, the National
Abortion Rights Action League gained momentum by rejecting current legislation, stating that abortion should
not just be accessible to victims of rape, or fetal deformity, but also for any woman who does not want children.
These questions about the circumstances in which women should access abortion continue to influence
contemporary debates.
The legalization of abortion in 1973 marked the beginning of the current ideological era in the abortion
debate. Roe vs. Wade introduced the most commonly discussed thematic topic in my research sample: the right
to privacy. The case itself rendered abortion legal on the grounds that the “right of privacy…is broad enough to
encompass a woman’s decision whether or not to terminate her pregnancy,” particularly with the aid of her
healthcare provider (Wardle, 1985). This theme continues to be an implicit understanding of Planned
Parenthood and NARAL Pro-Choice America’s discourse, but is much more aggressively used among
millennial Internet users. One other thematic topic still prevalent from this time period on Facebook comment
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sections is derived from J.J. Thomson’s book A Defense of Abortion, which was published in 1976. This book
is particularly famous for coining the violinist argument. This argument effectively makes an argument for lateterm abortion legalization, even operating within the belief that fetuses are alive. The argument takes the form
of a hypothetical situation. In it, a famous violinist is dying of a rare kidney disease. The only cure for this
violinist is to live off the kidneys of another human being, and there is only one human being alive with the
capability of saving the violinist. The fans of the violinist capture this person, and they wake up hooked up to
this violinist. Their kidnappers tell them what is wrong with the violinist, and then state that the treatment only
will last for nine months. After that, the kidnapped subject would be free to go. Thomson then poses the
question: is this subject required to stay hooked up to the violinist, or are they not morally obliged to keep them
alive? Although a smaller portion of my research data contained elements of the violinist argument, its essence
was still surprisingly prevalent (Thomson, 1976: 2).
The passing of Roe vs. Wade in 1973 triggered re-examination on historically systemic gender roles in
America. It allowed more women to enter the work force because they wouldn’t have to suddenly quit their
jobs to raise a child. This shift threatened the societally “instituted Victorian notions of a public and private
split, whereby many women became guardians of home and family and isolated from the formal economy”
(Allen, 2013: 35). It triggered a backlash and the founding of most current pro-life organizations, and in
response to these pro-life organizations, pro-choice organizations. Throughout the 1980s, abortion debates
centered mainly around “moralistic rhetoric” and ethical concerns, particularly in response to the growing
influence of the Catholic church’s definition of life beginning at conception (Allen, 2013: 36). This included
weighing the potential child’s quality of life with the goal of minimizing suffering, and contrasting the use of
the term fetus and baby (Luker, 1984: 189). Webster v. Reproductive Health Services in 1989 brought a change
to the pro-choice platform when it prohibited public funds in Missouri to be used for non-therapeutic abortions.
Pro-choice activists realized the need to broaden their support, and focused the debate on characterizing
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women’s experiences, with the appeal that abortion is an emotional experience that every woman struggles with
morally (Tonn, 1996: 268). This appeal, along with Bill Clinton’s influential quote “Abortion should not only
be safe and legal, it should be rare,” characterizes the mainstream pro-choice ideology of the 90s (Allen, 2013:
38). Through my research, I have found that the 70s, 80s and 90s continues to characterize the current abortion
debate among millennials.

***

The Internet As A Space for Public Debate
There is an intimidating amount of anthropological research that has been conducted on the abortion
debate that gathers its data from in-person interviews. However, not much attention has been paid to the
debates that happen on the Internet. The Internet is an important part of the lives of millennials in particular,
and has an incredible amount of information on the abortion debate. Because of the lack of research that
explores online discourse regarding the abortion debate, and the amount of information that is present on social
media sites, I decided to use the Internet as a tool to gather data.
More than half of Facebook’s users in the U.S. are members of the millennial generation
(McCorkindale, 2013: 66). Unlike previous publications that targeted social media sites for breeding
narcissism, recent studies have found that millennials use status updates and “microblogging” as a way to
facilitate communication among friends by sharing openly about themselves (Lenhart, et. al, 2010: 2;
McKinney, 2012:109). Christofide’s study even finds that participants were “more likely to disclose
information on Facebook than they [are] in general.”
In addition to facilitating the exchange of personal information, the increasing popularity of Facebook,
along with other social media sites, has allowed for a “diversification of how citizens take part in political
matters” (Christensen, 2011). This diversification includes the dissemination of activist information, politically
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oriented communication between users, and increased access to petition signing and electronic voting. The
surge in political dialogue on social media websites has been referred to as “microactivism” and, as Christensen
states, it is used by Facebook users to “leverage their network of real friends to effect positive change.” Parigi
and Gong took this concept a step further by asking whether online activism has an impact on activism in the
material world. They found that not only does online activism reinforce public activism, it also provides a
breeding ground for private political actions to be created into public ones (Parigi et al., 2014: 236).
All of this research indicates the influence of social media on individual lives, especially among
millennial populations. In fact, social media users have become the target audience of many different news
websites since the rise in Facebook’s popularity. These news and blogging sites each have pages on Facebook,
and frequently post their material in formats designed to be shared on individuals’ Facebook feeds. These
articles tend to have very little text, and lots of visually stimulating content such as large pictures, GIFs (short
videos that are played in a constantly repeating loop), and tweets. The combination of these visually
stimulating images and bare-bones text not only creates an aesthetically appealing article to observe, it is also
easy to consume in a short period of time. This makes the articles easy to share among mass audiences on
social media platforms. When a news site posts an article to their page on Facebook, individual users have the
ability to “Like” the article, share it on their personal news feed so that their friends can see it, send the article to
a friend in a private message, and comment on the article itself. The amount of shares, likes, and comments
determines the popularity of the article. More popular articles are more likely to show up both on an
individual’s feed, and on Facebook’s search engine. When a Facebook user both shares the article on their
individual feed, and comments on it, their friends can see their comment and reply to it. Users who are not
friends with the individual can also see their comment underneath the original article and can also reply to it.
The way that comment sections are constructed allow for the constant sharing of ideas among users both who
know each other, and others who do not.
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***

Language of NARAL Pro-Choice America and Planned Parenthood Federation of America
In order to contextualize pro-choice ideologies and rhetoric among millennial populations, I have
decided to compare the themes and strategies of these comments with two of the arguably most influential prochoice organizations in America: NARAL Pro-Choice America, and Planned Parenthood Federation of America
(PPFA). Present and past themes from these two organizations permeate the comments pro-choice millennials
post to Facebook.

NARAL Pro-Choice America
Since its founding in 1969, NARAL Pro-Choice America has changed the meaning of its acronym three
times in order to adjust to the changing debate. Before Roe v Wade, NARAL stood for the National
Association to Repeal Abortion Laws. After Roe v Wade, NARAL became the National Abortion Rights
Action League. Finally, in 1993, the organization expanded its mission and became the National Abortion and
Reproductive Rights Action League (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). The final expansion stemmed
from an early 90’s shift in the abortion debate among scholars and activists who pushed for greater birth control
accessibility and research funding, more comprehensive sex education, and increasing the availability of
childcare with the purpose of minimizing the need for abortion. While expanding their goals, NARAL also
attempted to expand their network of supporters by shifting their framework to appeal to more conservative
populations who were more likely opposed to abortion (Allen, 2013: 37). This specific strategy contributed to a
popular shift in favor of keeping abortion legal. Prioritizing prevention was fairly common ideological theme
among my sample, specifically when it came to a desire to increase comprehensive sex education, family
planning, and characterizing abortion as the resulting sad necessity. Privacy, however, was the most commonly
discussed topics within my sample group.
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Currently, the NARAL website promotes the sharing of individual experiences regarding abortion and
political action, with a large portion of the website reserved for women to anonymously post their stories of
abortion, birth control, sex education, and healthy pregnancies. The website has a total of 173 stories about
abortion, 22 stories about birth control, 3 stories about sex ed, and 5 stories about healthy pregnancies. These
stories are only a couple of sentences long each and include the women’s name and age above the passages.
The stories about abortion are highly diverse, just as the comment sections I have been researching on social
media sites. Many of these stories fit the same themes of stories shared on social media as well. Many speak of
medical anomalies, others speak of birth control failing and taking responsibility for their actions. A few share
their stories of rape, and others pit their stories against pro-life forces in their personal lives. Other sections of
their websites are action-oriented. Their media tab offers links to NARAL Pro-Choice America’s press
releases, guidelines for referring to NARAL Pro-Choice America, and fact sheets that contain information
NARAL Pro-Choice America has published. These fact sheets are geared towards pro-choice advocacy, with
many of them describing the impact of legislative acts and movements such as the Federal Abortion Ban (a bill
passed by president Bush that banned certain second-trimester abortions), forced-ultrasound legislation, and
private insurance coverage of abortion. Other fact sheets detail abortion coverage for certain populations such
as women in the military and for women enrolled in The Federal Employees Health Benefits program. One fact
sheet is dedicated to pro-life “violence and intimidation” (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). The “Get
Involved” tab on NARAL Pro-Choice America’s main website includes petitions, pictures that individuals are
encouraged to share on social media sharing sites, rhetorical guidelines for pro-choice dialogue, and
opportunities to become further involved with NARAL including email sign-up, volunteer opportunities, and
special events (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). One tab is devoted entirely to federal and state
legislative, judicial, and executive powers over abortion law. NARAL highlights each branch’s role within the
abortion debate, emphasizing the importance of having more pro-choice congressmen and women, and the
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powerful position president Obama is in when it comes to allowing women access to abortive services.
NARAL specifically highlights president Obama’s power to appoint federal judges, implement executive
orders, approve or veto laws, and propose the federal budget. The state government’s tab features a picture of
the United States with the words “Who Decides?” over the map (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). This
part of the site lists state-wide legislative acts that work to restrict access to abortion services. NARAL ProChoice America’s first tab, “What Is Choice?” includes a description of the services this organization works to
protect, and what is generally being done to compromise these services (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016).
Each subject first lists the measures being taken against access to abortion, birth control, sex education, and
healthy pregnancies. It then briefly describes what NARAL Pro-Choice America is doing to combat these
measures. The abortion tab first briefly describes multiple strategies pro-life advocates use to restrict access to
abortion, including violence, abortion bans, insurance restrictions, restricting access to low-income women,
laws that unnecessarily regulate abortion care providers, crisis pregnancy centers, and “distortions of science”
(“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). NARAL Pro-Choice America’s then poses their solution, which is to
continue to fight state and federal legislative acts to restrict access to abortion. This paragraph is fairly short,
with another paragraph following around the same size emphasizing the need to reduce the number of overall
abortions by promoting birth control and sex education (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016).
I found this particular detail of NARAL Pro-Choice America’s website surprising, especially after
providing a wealth of information about activists who are attempting to take the right to abortion away from
women. One more important thing to note about NARAL Pro-Choice America’s website is their choice to use
of the term “anti-choice” instead of pro-life (“NARAL Pro-Choice America,” 2016). The large majority of the
website is devoted to demonizing the pro-life platform by focusing on acts of violence. This directly contrasts
with PPFA’s website that promotes the abolition of pro-choice and pro-life titles. Although NARAL ProChoice America’s website reflects the polarization the abortion debate has had on America’s community,
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evident in the comment sections I have researched on Facebook, this method interestingly in its own way
discourages grassroots activism by contributing to the polarization of the abortion debate (“NARAL Pro-Choice
America,” 2016).

Planned Parenthood Federation of America (PPFA)
Planned Parenthood Federation of America has two separate branches covering their healthcare services,
and their political involvement. These two sides of the organization have their own distinct websites. When
doing a general search for PPFA, search engines direct the user to their healthcare website. This website has
donation information, educational information about the different services the organization provides,
information on how to access their healthcare centers, birth control, and STD testing, ways to get involved, and
more general information about the organization. The educational information about abortion highlights the
individual’s choice in the matter and also mentions parenting options and adoption services. It also describes
the two kinds of abortion Planned Parenthood offers (in-clinic and the pill), and highlights the parental consent
laws different states have in place. Both kinds of abortion, and the parental consent laws also have their own
FAQ pages (“Planned Parenthood: Care,” 2014).
PPFA also has a website for the C 4 branch of the organization (the activist branch of the organization)
titled Planned Parenthood Action Fund. This website covers PPFA’s political involvement, providing options
for donations, ways to get involved, community organizing, news, information on the 2016 presidential race,
and an informational page about their platform. Their platform regarding abortion begins by stating it is their
goal to reduce the number of overall abortions, similarly to NARAL Pro-choice America’s site. The website
focuses on privacy once again, but instead focuses mostly on privacy from the government, with pages devoted
to news regarding recent legislative acts, and characterizing who would be a good presidential candidate. Their
informational page on abortion also emphasizes the right to privacy from the state, but it also mentions that the
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organization also does grassroots work, such as their tab dedicated to community building (“Planned
Parenthood Action Fund,” 2016).
Family planning was the founding mission of PPFA, and continues to be, along with prioritizing
economic accessibility and preventing pregnancy. Less recent strategies Planned Parenthood employed contrast
with the current movement by directly encouraging conversation and open dialogue about abortion, such as
PPFA’s “I Had An Abortion” T-shirt campaign in response to the passage of the partial birth abortion
legislation passed in 2004, which prohibited certain kinds of late term abortions (Swift, 2007: 58). This T-shirt
was made available for sale directly from PPFA’s website with the intent of de-stigmatizing abortion and
sparking dialogue on the grassroots level about “[removing] all restrictions on abortion rights” (Swift, 2007:
60). This grassroots approach to the debate has been shown by Swift’s research to be an effective strategy to
“discursively strengthen…the pro-choice position” (Swift, 2007: 63).

***

Methods
I gathered my data from the Facebook pages of three of the most popular news and blogging sites for
millennials: Buzzfeed, Upworthy and Huff Post. I specifically searched for the most popular articles on the
subject of abortion. The most popular article I found on abortion, for example, had 4,768 individual comments,
19,003 shares, and 59,000 Likes. For the purposes of this research, the most popular articles were the ones
selected. Interestingly enough, it was never apparent that these comment sections were between users who
know each other in real life. This could either be because users were not responding to other commenters they
knew personally, or they did not feel the need to explicitly point out their relationships with other users.
The background research for this thesis is grounded in an independent study that follows Professor
Rivkin-Fish’s class, “Cultures and Politics of Reproduction,” and outlines foundational anthropological
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literature analyzing the abortion controversy in the U.S. These texts, including Ginsburg, Ellison, and other
authors throughout this thesis, highlight the values disclosed through symbols in the abortion debate throughout
American history, and provides a platform to analyze current language employed in online commentaries by
advocates.
Much of the language implemented in this thesis draws from Ferree’s work Resonance and Radicalism:
Feminist Framing in the Abortion Debates of the United States and Germany. In this article, Ferree
characterizes the hegemonic frameworks of the abortion debate in the United States and Germany, and contrasts
these mainstream frames to more radical frames. She finds that hegemonic frameworks in Germany are
considered radical in the United States, and vice-versa. I have applied Ferree’s definition of radicalism to my
own data set: “The use of nonresonant frames…” or, any framework that is in contrast with hegemonic
frameworks (Ferree, 2003: 305). In addition to Ferree’s use of the term radicalism, this study also draws on her
definition of the word ideology: “socially embedded and complex systems of values, norms and beliefs, usually
with historical roots in on-going power struggles” (Ferree, 2003: 308). This use of the terms ideology and
radicalism is applied specifically in relation to themes within pro-choice comments.
The frameworks of NARAL Pro-Choice America and PPFA was gathered from their websites, paper
pamphlets these organizations distribute, and promotional media and videos.
Phrases used by millennial populations were gathered through external articles shared by Facebook
users. Three of the most popular social media sites among millennials - Buzzfeed, Upworthy, and Huff Post were sampled for comment analysis. To locate abortion-related articles posted to Facebook, I utilized the builtin search engine to sort through relevant publications. The five most recent and popular articles were chosen
for each website. Due to the repetitive nature of these comment sections, only the first 100 comments were
analyzed. This made for a total of 1436 comments analyzed.
***
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Outline
The remainder of this thesis begins by summarizing every article used in this study. It then goes on to
describe the most common rhetorical tactics and thematic topics among pro-choice commenters, and works to
characterize the platform of a smaller movement within the abortion debate: pro-choice adoptees. It concludes
with a final analysis section and statement of the limits of the online abortion debate for understanding prochoice advocates’ broader perspectives and worldviews.
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-Description of ArticlesMy research focuses on the comment sections of articles from different websites posted to Facebook by
those companies. I chose the three very popular websites among millennial populations who have published
articles about abortion: Buzzfeed, Upworthy, and Huff Post. The popularity of these websites refers to the
amount of shares their content receives on social media. From each of these sources, I chose 5 articles with the
largest comment sections, and analyzed the first 100 pro-choice comments on each article. This made a total of
15 articles and 1436 comments. Below, I describe each website’s relationship with social media sharing sites,
and briefly summarize the content of the chosen articles.
Buzzfeed
For the past six years, Buzzfeed has specifically marketed its web content not for major search engines
such as Google, but for social media websites (Shontell, 2012). Buzzfeed achieved this by shortening their
articles and incorporating pictures and multimedia that not only made their articles more visually enticing, but
also allow for rapid consumption (Shontell, 2012). According to Jonah Peretti, the founder of Buzzfeed,
Facebook posts account for more than 50% of the website’s 150 million average monthly viewers (Shontell,
2012). In addition, the content that Buzzfeed publishes is specifically marketed to younger generations who use
the Internet on a regular basis for recreational browsing. Most of the articles on Buzzfeed are based on “viral
posts,” or popular topics on the Internet, featuring famous memes, GIFs (short videos that are played in a
constantly repeating loop), pictures, and videos (Shontell, 2012). The amount and quality of content shared on
social media made Buzzfeed an excellent option for gathering research data.

“Here’s What Happened When Women of All Ages Were Asked to Respond To The Word ‘Abortion’”
Cut Video is a Youtube channel that works to highlight the reactions of the subjects in their videos to
provocative subjects. The creators achieve this by asking the video’s subjects to reply to a single word with
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their own word, and then ask them to explain their chosen association. Often this word is targeted towards a
specific population. The target population of this video was women. The video titled “One Word – Episode 6:
Abortion (Women)” was the subject of one of Buzzfeed’s most popular articles about abortion. The article
itself features the video at the top of the page, and a brief description of the video’s content. After the video, the
article displays pictures of the participants in the video with their responses in text both in the picture and above
it, along with their age below the picture. The youngest subject is 15, and the oldest is 50. As the video and
pictures progress, the women’s ages increase. The video and article feature pro-choice, pro-life, and undecided
stances, none of which correlate with any apparent demographics. Buzzfeed features four participants who
characterized abortion negatively. The youngest, 15, chose the word “killing”. A 35-year-old chose “against
it,” a 41-year-old chose “death,” and a 48-year-old chose “murder” as their words. The women who appeared
ambivalent about abortion chose “controversial” (age 29), and “confusing” (age 43). The second youngest
subject was pro-choice, a 19-year-old, chose the word “necessary.” A 24-year-old chose “scary,” a 21-year-old
chose the word “choice,” a 26-year-old stated “it’s a choice. But needs to be handled carefully and not lightly,”
a 34-year-old chose “none of your business,” a 47-year-old chose “very sad,” and a 50-year-old chose
“unfortunate.” The article has a total of 5.2k likes, 1.7k shares, and 1.4k comments on Facebook (Guillory,
Nick, 2015).

“Two Women Started A Hashtag Others to #ShoutYourAbortion”
This article was one of the most popular articles on Facebook with 49k likes, 10k shares, and 4.6k
comments. The content of the article describes a trending hashtag called #ShoutYourAbortion, which was
created by Amelia Bonow, and Lindy West, both prominent feminist writers, in response to the House of
Representatives’ vote to suspend federal funding for Planned Parenthood. The article features several tweets of
women participating in the hashtag, tweets of support, tweets that are against the hashtag, and the original social
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media posts the two founders made. The article features Amelia Bonow shouting her own abortion with a
picture of her holding a birthday cake with icing decorations spelling the word “sorry” on it. This particular
image received multiple comments criticizing it for being insensitive, however the original intent of the cake is
unknown. Amelia’s message content relayed her positive experience with Planned Parenthood, and the
importance of speaking about abortion experience in order to de-stigmatize the procedure. Bonow argues that
“continuing pervasive silence indicates the stigma has won” (Blackmon, 2015). Other tweets of women
shouting their own abortion include themes such as family planning, criticizing the demand to justify an
abortion, valuing one’s own life over a fetus’, the danger of childbirth, characterizing abortion as a medical
procedure, partners forcing women into abortions, and not regretting the procedure. The article also features
critics of the hashtag and supporters of it. Chosen critics characterized the hashtag as barbaric, shameful, and
disgusting, specifically characterizing abortion as something that shouldn’t be bragged about. Supporting
tweets of the hashtag were mostly thanking the tweeters for sharing and emphasizing the hashtag’s importance.
Other supporting comments presented responses to the hashtag’s critics, pointing out that its original intent was
not “glorifying” abortion but rather “dismissing the stigma attached to a medical procedure” (Blackmon, 2015).
The last paragraph of the article features Bonow’s response to the hashtag’s critics with the quote “There is
nothing about #ShoutYourAbortion which glorifies abortion, although I do not think there is anything remotely
immoral or murderous about the procedure” (Blackmon, 2015).

“The Real Story Behind That Video Of An Abortion Doctor Discussing Harvesting Organs”
This article, in contrast with the one previously discussed, had fewer responses on Facebook, with only
1.1k likes, 241 shares, and 230 comments. The article presents a video that had recently gone viral featuring a
Planned Parenthood doctor discussing the cost of human fetal stem cells. It contains much more text than most
of the articles which are presented in Buzzfeed’s characteristic list-form. The content of the article sides with
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Planned Parenthood, arguing that the video is misleading, while also highlighting other doctors’ responses who
characterize the tone of the video’s subject as “callous” (Vergano et al., 2015). The article then goes on to
describe the benefits that fetal stem cells research has brought to the medical community, and describes the
federal law stating that women may donate the stem cells of their aborted fetuses as long as no payment was
involved. The article then quotes several scientists who discuss the relevance of fetal stem cell research. A few
argue that fetal stem cell research is still important to the scientific community while others argue it is no longer
relevant due to scientific advancements providing other options such as gene therapy. It concludes by
emphasizing that women are required to give their consent to donate their fetal tissue. Although this last issue
was presented in only a short sentence at the end, the comment section contained a great many statements about
consent (Vergano et al., 2015).

“We Asked 17 People Why They Visited A Planned Parenthood And These Are Their Answers”
Buzzfeed presents this article in a style more typical of this website, i.e. in list form. It features pictures
of 17 Buzzfeed staff members holding up pieces of paper listing the reasons why they visited a Planned
Parenthood. The point of the article, the author explained in a short paragraph in the beginning, is to highlight
the large variety of services Planned Parenthood offers. The author of this article explains her decision to
publish it as an explicit response to the House of Representative’s vote to defund Planned Parenthood. Reasons
staff members visited Planned Parenthood involved getting breast examinations, getting answers to their
questions about birth control, sex, and abortion, accompanying friends who were having abortions, obtaining
affordable birth control, testicular cancer screenings, general wellness examinations, pap smears, and STD
screenings. Of the 17 staff members included in the article, only one said she went to Planned Parenthood for
an abortion. The article received 17k likes, 4.3k shares, and 671 comments from Facebook (Parker et al., 2015).
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“This Woman Created a Comic Book About What It’s Like To Get An Abortion”
This article received 8k likes, 788 shares, and 600 comments from Facebook. It followed Buzzfeed’s
conventional article format with short bold comments in a list-style, and pictures of the featured graphic novel’s
pages. Its main source of text comes from directly quoting the author who wrangles with her own feelings on
abortion and shows how she decided to characterize it in her book. She specifically communicates a desire to
“convey a feeling of comfort and openness” in light of what she says is a heavy topic (Kee, 2015). The article
focuses specifically on her desire not to “lighten the subject of abortion, define ‘right or wrong,’ or make it
trivial in any way” (Kee, 2015). The article ends by emphasizing the subjective experience of abortion, and
characterizing the objective of the book as a guide for a diverse population on how to handle a “complicated”
situation (Kee, 2015).

Upworthy
Much like Buzzfeed, Upworthy is a website focused on featuring viral web content. Unlike Buzzfeed,
Upworthy’s articles are more overtly left-leaning. The articles themselves are generally fairly short. The goal
of the website is to promote the sharing of content. Although Upworthy is not as popular as Buzzfeed, the
website still receives on average 10-12 million views every month, according to Forbes magazine (Bercovici,
2014).

“Some Anti-Abortion Protestors Learn Some Abortion Facts From A Justifiably Angry Pregnant Woman”
This article features a recently viral video of a pro-choice advocate chastising pro-life protestors outside
of an abortion clinic. Upworthy’s article begins by pointing out that there are no laws protecting the patients
receiving abortion services from protestors in the U.K. It specifically characterizes some of the “intimidation
tactics” pro-life protestors often use which include filming patients as they enter the clinic and posting large
signs outside of the clinics (Mordecai, 2015). This paragraph and a GIF of the video itself are featured above
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the embedded video. After the video, the article makes a smaller point about free speech, comparing it to
“active intimidation” and forcing one’s beliefs on another. The article ends by asking its viewers to share the
article, and providing a link for donations to Crowdfunder, a charity that the woman in the video worked for.
This article received 13.9k likes, 2k shares, and 1.8k comments on Facebook (Mordecai, 2015).

“Pregnant Woman Blasts Anti-abortion Protesters Outside a Clinic in London”
This article received 18k likes, 2k shares, and 1k comments. This article covers the same story as a
previous article, however since it received such a large amount of attention from Facebook and included
different information in the description, I felt it necessary to include in my thesis. The post is actually a link to
a short article from Women’s Rights News’ website, and features a two-sentence description accompanying the
same video that is discussed above. Upworthy’s post content followed a minimalist style, with “*slow clap*”
as the only commentary (“Pregnant Woman Blasts,” 2015). The asterisks around the words “slow clap” in this
circumstance indicate that the author of the post is participating in the action of a slow clap. A slow clap,
usually used in movies, is an applause from an audience that starts with one person clapping and ends with the
entire audience in an enthusiastic standing ovation. This technique is often used in movies to convey
amazement and overwhelming support of the subject the audience is clapping for (“Pregnant Woman Blasts,”
2015).

“A mom’s moving story perfectly illustrates why a 20-week abortion ban is a bad idea”
This article first provides a brief introduction before embedding the featured video below. The video,
produced by Planned Parenthood, is a woman describing her late-term abortion experience. After struggling
with pregnancy, April Salzaar (the video’s subject) says she became pregnant with the help of a fertility
specialist. However, the fetus developed a medical deformity and would not have lived more than a few
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minutes after delivery. For this reason, she opted to get a late-term abortion. About halfway through the video,
she reveals that she now has a beloved daughter who would have never been born if April did not previously opt
for an abortion. She specifically states that when she was younger, she was pro-choice but believed there were
good and bad reasons to get an abortion. She says now that her experience with abortion made her realize the
necessity for late-term abortions to be an option for women. She also advocates for individuals to speak up
about their experiences of having abortions to increase awareness about the necessity of these services. The
core of Upworthy’s article comes after the video, in which the article describes April’s story with commentary
and captioned GIFs. The article argues that had she not terminated her first pregnancy, April would not have
been able to carry out a future pregnancy in which she gave birth to a healthy baby girl. After summarizing the
video, the article widens its perspective by characterizing the majority of abortions: 60% of people seeking
abortions already have children, and 90% of abortions happen within the first 12 weeks. The article finishes by
pointing out that some politicians are advocating for a 20-week abortion ban which would have forced April to
deliver her child only to have it suffer and die a few hours later. It ends with a quote from April stressing the
importance of reproductive freedom because it allows women to “control [their] destiny” (Molloy, 2015). This
article received 6k likes, 1k shares, and 600 comments on Facebook (Molloy, 2015).
“I Stand With Wendy”
This was not an article. It was a picture created by Planned Parenthood that Upworthy shared to its site
on Facebook in support of Wendy Davis’ filibuster in Texas. Above the picture, Upworthy included a brief
paragraph describing the nature of the filibuster. The end of the paragraph provides a link to watch a live
streaming of the filibuster, and thanks Planned Parenthood for the picture. This post had 19,000 shares, 59,000
likes, and 4,700 comments (“I Stand With Wendy,” 2013).

“An Abortion Video So Personal It Might Be Hard To Believe She Shared It With You”
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This article introduces its featured video by first characterizing abortion as a private experience and
emphasizing a respect for women to make decisions about their own lives. It also includes a short trigger
warning just above the embedded video. The video itself documents a clinician who ended up needing an
abortion herself. The video is shot as a short documentary explaining her thoughts before, during, and after the
procedure. She specifically states in the video that her goal is to promote the idea that not every abortion story
is sad. The body of the article following the video is very minimalist, with a quote from the video itself
stressing that her story does not speak for other women’s experiences. The only text following the quote is a
single sentence by the article’s author stating “I think that is nicely put, and I hope it’s something we can all
respect, too” (Shoaff, 2014). This article received 2k likes, 295 shares, and 668 comments on Facebook
(Shoaff, 2014).
Huff Post
As with Upworthy, Huff Post is overtly liberal (Calderone, 2009). Although it has a large social media
presence, Huff post has not made public plans that strictly market towards social media sharing (unlike
Buzzfeed and Upworthy). Even though its articles are not publicly geared towards social media sharing, the site
claims to receive 207 million unique visitors monthly, and its writing is similar to the trendy style of Buzzfeed
and Upworthy with articles that are often in list-form that are built for consumption that is more rapid than
ordinary news articles.

“Why Women Are Shouting Out Their Abortion Stories On Twitter”
This article covers the same hashtag that Buzzfeed covered in its article. Although it admittedly was
less popular than the Buzzfeed article with only 13.9k likes, 1.2k shared, and 1.1k comments, it still has a
substantial data pool. In addition, both of the articles contained different information about one of the most
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recent substantial pro-choice trends on the Internet. The article consists mainly of hashtags with a brief
introductory paragraph at the beginning. According to Huff Post, the hashtag has three founders: Lindy West,
Amelia Bonow, and Kimberly Morrison. Although one of Morrison’s tweets was featured in the Buzzfeed
article, that article did not give credence to her as a founder. In addition, unlike Buzzfeed’s article, Huff Post’s
article did not provide much information around the pro-life response to the hashtag other than framing the
movement as “anti-abortion” and characterizing the response as an attempt to “shame” women into silence
(Bahadur, 2015). The article characterizes the hashtag’s creation in response to the House voting to defund
Planned Parenthood, and features 12 tweets and a video at the end of the article. Only two of the tweets were
the same ones shared as Buzzfeed’s article and featured a much more diverse platform of arguments. Themes
included family planning, privacy, simply not wanting children, taking responsibility for one’s actions, the
quality of life for the future child, partners forcing abortion, and even features an adopted woman who provides
abortion services. The video’s subject is Amelia Bonow interviewed by a Huff Post reporter, who speaks of the
sudden virality of the hashtag, and the blacklash she received from the pro-life community (Bahadur, 2015).

“Wendy Davis Nails The Hypocrisy Of Some Anti-Abortion Rhetoric”
Unlike any other article in my research pool, this one did not feature any viral content, or any gathered
content from other social media sites. For an article that did not feature any viral content, it had a surprisingly
large response, with 20.6k likes, 3.2k shares, and 634 comments on Facebook. The article features Wendy
Davis’ response to the pro-life movement to defund Planned Parenthood after being defeated in the run for
Governor of Texas. The article highlights her characterization the pro-life movement as turning women’s
bodies into “’childbearing vessels’” (Gray, 2015). She then goes on to point out the “hypocrisy” in certain prolife perspectives, specifically those that oppose both abortion and social programs with the aim of helping
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children “thrive” (Gray, 2015). The article ends by stating that the House voted to defund Planned Parenthood
(Gray, 2015).

“Supreme Court Refuses To Review Mandatory Ultrasounds”
This article features a short video at the beginning briefly discussing the Supreme Court’s decision not
to review a case for mandatory ultrasounds, and then spends most of the video discussing the platforms
republican presidential candidates are taking on the subject of abortion. It specifically mentions the effort to
ban abortions after 20 weeks, and talks about republican candidates not caring about the women’s vote. The
article’s text only discusses the court decision, highlighting the fact that the law would also apply to victims of
“rape and incest, or who discovered severe fetal anomalies” (Bassett, 2015). It also features a quote from the
panel of judges saying that the law would intertwine doctors with the state’s agenda, therefore infringing on
patients’ privacy. It ends with a quote from Jennifer Dalven, director of the ACLU, saying the intent of the law
was clearly to shame and humiliate women. This article received 4.3k likes, 1k shares, and 595 comments
(Bassett, 2015).

“Women Read Mean Tweets They Received For Supporting Abortion”
TV Talk Show Host Jimmy Kimmel has a section of his show where guest celebrities read “mean”
tweets directed at them (Abc, 2016). The celebrities usually make fun of these tweets by pretending to cry,
pointing out inconsistencies in the message, or by saying something funny to the original tweeter. After the
hashtag #ShoutYourAbortion became wildly popular, a non-profit organization dedicated to protecting
women’s reproductive freedom called A is for decided to create a spin-off of Jimmy Kimmel’s videos by asking
women who had submitted tweets to #ShoutYourAbortion to read some of the “mean” pro-life tweets they had
received (Pittman, 2015). This article features the video at the beginning of the article of women reacting to
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“mean” tweets they’d received (Pittman, 2015). The general purpose of the video was to belittle the pro-life
platform. Most of the tweets women read had incorrect grammar, misspelled words, or generally incorrect
facts. Many comments that women chose to read also involved race. The article briefly summarizes the video,
and then explains the origin of the video’s inspiration. The article ends with two quotes from the video, and
applauds the subjects of the video for “laughing off the trolls” (Pittman, 2015). This article had a smaller
response with only 1.7k likes, 380 shares, and 134 comments on Facebook (Pittman, 2015).

“If It Was As Hard To Get A As It Is To Get An Abortion”
This final article also had a small response with only 9.2k likes, 1.6k shares, and 122 comments. It was
in response to a pro-choice thematic trend on the Internet that went viral after comedian Amy Schumer
compared the ease of buying a gun to buying birth control. This article in particular focuses on a Facebook post
that went viral on the same subject fairly recently after the Oregon shooting. The post itself imagines someone
trying to buy a gun with 48-hour waiting periods, mandatory videos, parental consent forms, doctor’s notes,
protestors, and only having one gun store in the state. According to Huff Post, the original post received 82,000
shares and 44,000 likes (Vagianos, 2015). The article then goes on to quote William Hamby, the author of one
of the first viral articles comparing gun laws and abortion laws (Hamby, 2013). The article ends by pointing out
that most mass shootings happen with legally purchased guns, and targets Wal-Mart as a supplier (Vagianos,
2015).
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-Themes Among Millennial CommentersTo analyze the comments responding to these articles, I created a table of common themes. I divided
these themes into two larger categories. The first category focuses on the rhetorical strategies and tones these
commenters use, such as pointing out perceived inadequacies within the pro-life platform, sharing relevant
personal experiences as a legitimization strategy, and the use of ambivalent rhetoric versus aggressive rhetoric.
The second category focuses on ideological themes within the abortion debate, including the right to privacy,
the use of the term fetus instead of baby, concern for the quality of the fetus’ potential life, rape and incest,
discussing who has the right to an opinion on abortion, bodily autonomy, and finally pro-choice adoptees. All
of these themes appear to be dominant among pro-choice commenters, however I also discuss several themes
that are not hegemonic. This section highlights the most common rhetorical tactics used by pro-choice
advocates, and the most common ideological themes. I used an Excel spreadsheet to organize these comments
by their themes. In order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the popular rhetorical tactics and
ideological themes, I usually included a single comment that contained multiple different themes. In total, I
organized 1436 comments. These comments were selected from the first 100 comments on each article. Three
articles had fewer than 100 pro-choice comments on them, which kept the total amount of comments under
1500 exactly. Below, I expand on the most common rhetorical strategies and ideological themes in this sample,
and then go on to explore the arguments of pro-choice adoptees, a smaller but important group of people among
the pro-choice population.

Rhetorical Strategies

Hypocrisy, Misinformation, and Ignorance
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“It’s a fetus, not a child. Sorry Christofascists, Besides, you [sic ] crowd is cheering torture and murder of
illegal immigrants while in custody” –Anonymous
Pointing out the hypocrisy, false information, and ignorance within the pro-life platform were the three
most common rhetorical strategies that directly attacked the pro-life platform, and pro-life advocates’
comments. I initially sorted the comments into these themes separately, however I have decided to discuss
them together because they all had the same goal: to critique the logical inconsistencies in the pro-life platform.
In total, pointing out hypocrisy characterized the goals of most comments (166), then false information (104),
and finally ignorance (74), with many comments achieving all three.
A large portion of the comments with the goal of highlighting hypocrisy involved double-standards
between different genders, and often involved pointing out that men can refuse parental custody of a child while
women wouldn’t have a choice whether or not to be a parent if abortion were illegal.
Example: “Your [ sic ] saying the man has the right to choose whether he wants to terminate ‘his responsibility
of having a child. Yet a woman Cannot have a choice.” - Anonymous
Other themes that came up often were the death penalty and war. Many comments pointed out the
hypocrisy in what was believed to be a common set of conservative ideals supporting both the death penalty and
making abortion illegal. This came with an assumption that the majority of pro-lifers subscribe to a
traditionally conservative platform.
Example: “It’s very hard for me to respect their view about abortion being murder when these same people are
all for war and the death penalty. Sounds very hypocritical to me.” - Anonymous
Finally, many targeted what is traditionally thought of as a conservative stance towards taxes and
welfare services. Many pro-choice advocates assumed pro-life advocates supported both a ban on abortion and
reducing government services that could help women in poverty and help children to have a higher quality of
life. The example below was a picture posted in the comment section by an anonymous user in response to
another commenter. The user did not accompany this picture with any words of their own. This particular kind
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of posting which involves responding to a comment with a meme (an image that is replicated with different
descriptive captions, usually humorous) lends an air of ubiquity inasmuch as the user is sharing an argument
that has apparently been shared by many users in the past.
Example:

The ignorance and false information pro-choice advocates tended to point out were largely directed
towards distinguishing a fetus from a baby. Many argued that a fetus is not technically human until 24-26
weeks gestation. These comments directly attack the pro-life notion that a fetus at any point in development is a
human being, and therefore performing an abortion is murder.
Example: “[@Anonymous:] a fetus, until it is viable, which occurs in the 24th week of gestation, according the
AMA [ sic ], is not an individual. It is tissue connected to a woman’s body & is unsustainable w/out that
connection. Regardless of the specious rhetoric you & your dishonest ilk spew, until the fetus is viable, which is
the dominion [ sic ] of the individual carrying it to determine whether or not to bring it to term & no 1 else’s, it
is neither an individual nor does it have any rights.” - Anonymous
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***

Sharing Experiences
This topic included every comment that shared a personal story, often with the goal of emphasizing the
importance of abortion accessibility. It characterized a total of 106 comments. The large amount of personal
stories shared is likely due to the nature of social media in general, which allows for a relatively safer space for
stories to be shared in a pseudo-anonymous space (Lenhart et. al, 2010: 2; McKinney, 2012:109). The majority
of the shared experiences included women’s justifications for their decision to abort, stories about the
importance of family planning in light of raising children, or women’s experiences as medical professionals
(some of these professionals specifically worked in women’s health, while others did not). These stories are
mainly used as a legitimization tactic when debating with pro-life advocates because the comments operate
under the assumption that going through an experience gives wisdom that lends credence to the commenter’s
opinion. This particular rhetorical strategy, that is also promoted on the section NARAL Pro-Choice
American’s website dedicated to sharing individual stories, prioritizes the power of personal experience over
abstract opinion. Many of these stories are emotionally gut-wrenching. Women who shared their stories of
having an abortion most often had to choose abortion due to medical anomalies, mental health, or rape.

Example: “I went to planned parenthood to abort the twins that I didn’t want, that were making me suicidal,
that I couldn’t support psychologically or financially” – Anonymous
Many of the comments that shared experiences regarding abortion were found in the comment section of
the articles covering the hashtag #shoutyourabortion, as a way of supporting the movement by contributing their
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own experiences. Of the 106 comments describing personal experiences with abortion, 5 commenters shared
stories of their own experiences with rape, and one social worker personally witnessed multiple women under
the age of 14 going through the aftermath of rape. Of the other 5 women who shared their experiences with
rape, 3 specifically mentioned that they were 16 or younger when the event occurred.
Women talking about raising children mostly focused their discussion on the importance of family
planning. Many believed their experience raising children provided them knowledge that lent their beliefs more
credence than women who had not previously had children. Medical professionals also used their experience in
women’s health centers as a legitimization strategy, with the assumption that their opinion is more valid than
the pro-life advocates’.
Example: “I agree, I have 4 children and am more prochoice after my kids than before. Once I became a nurse
and saw the procedure myself it just further cemented my view” -Anonymous
Example: “When you grow up and have a child you can have an opinion about this. I’m sick of your bullshit
response to this issue. My daughter would have died without the available drugs to abort her dead baby. The
laws your stupid conservative congressman [ sic ] are trying to get passed will make it impossible for women to
get the healthcare needed to have a healthy pregnancy. You people are so stupid.” – Anonymous
***
Ambivalence and Aggression Among Pro-Choice Advocates
Among my friends, Internet comment sections are often regarded in a sarcastic, joking manner. They
are not characterized as places of valuable discussion, rather places to go and learn new insults to call people.
Hostility among pro-choice advocates on these comment sections was definitely not lacking, however I also
found a surprising amount of moderate Internet users that appeared to be genuinely interested in participating in
a valuable discussion. I speculate that this is likely the result of the space in which these comments are shared.
Different comment sections on the Internet have different vibes to them. Facebook in particular is noted for its
encouragement for the individual user to share his or her experiences (Lenhart et. al, 2010: 2; McKinney,
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2012:109). Pro-choice advocates with politically moderate ideals were much more likely to post comments that
peacefully promoted dialogue with other users than more radical pro-choice advocates were.
Example: “I support a woman’s right to make a difficult choice should such a situation arise, with the guidance
of her doctor, friends and family. I’m not sure I am comfortable with late-term abortion, but neither have I seen
or experienced the life-threatening situations that may call for it. Legal abortion is safer than the backstreet
option. To reduce abortions, increase access to birth control, and fight rape and incest [ sic ].” - Anonymous
Example: “[@ Anonymous]: shut the fuck up. If you think not sharing your body is murder, then you’re
committing murder by not donating your blood and organs Women are the gatekeepers of like. Deal with it. Be
all pro life you want. But if you wana [ sic ] force me to share my body, I’m coming for yours. Stay out, go pop
some more crotch fruits for your male master. Nobody gives a shit. Be a milking cow and breeding sow. Just
don’t force us to be one, we have better things to do. Go lactate until your breast [ sic ] drop to your knee.
Keep popping out kids I tile [ sic ] your vagina is the size of China. Have fun. I don’t want that, sex is more
fun to me.” - Anonymous
Allen, in her thesis The Social Construction of Deviance, Activism, and Identity in Women’s Accounts of
Abortion, works to characterize current abortion ideological themes by comparing it to past ideological
movements. Although I have found many consistencies between my study and her in-person study, radicalism
is one inconsistency between our two studies that I have found. She argues that the current pro-choice
movement lacks a fringe movement, and instead holds a more “mainstream presence, and with it, a more
moderate message” (Allen, 2013: 36). The second quote I posted above lends evidence to a more radical fringe
movement among pro-choice advocates that has a presence on the Internet that characterizes unwanted
pregnancies as body-hijacking.
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Ideological Themes
The Right to Privacy

The picture above was pasted into the comment sections of Huff Post’s article, “Supreme Court Refuses
to Review Mandatory Ultrasounds..” Privacy in general was the most common thematic topic by far. I
recorded 230 comments utilizing this theme. Although few explicitly spoke of the right to privacy, many of
these comments are characterized by aggressive and defensive language.

Example: “Not your body, not your business, [sic ]. It really is that simple.” – Anonymous
Example: “A woman, her doctors and her God. No one else.” – Anonymous
Example: “[Anonymous] why does it matter to you at all? Are you the father? Back off. You don’t know her
situation and its [ sic ] not relevant to you in any way.” – Anonymous
Roe vs. Wade itself justified the right to abortion by stating that the “right to privacy…is broad enough
to encompass a woman’s decision whether or not to terminate her pregnancy,” particularly with the aid of her
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healthcare provider (Wardle, 1985). Although the right to privacy approach has been criticized by mane
feminist scholars, it continues to be very popular among millennial populations (Wardle, 1985). This right to
privacy approach particularly fuels comments that characterize abortion as an emotionally difficult decision that
is highly personal in which outside interference only hurts the woman involved further. This ideology, shown
in the third example listed above, has roots in the discourse of the 1990s, particularly NARAL Pro-Choice
America’s movement to characterize abortion as a decision “’wrapped in questions of morality, religion, and
ethics,’ which ‘nobody [woman] wants to face’” (Tonn, 2009). Rather than outwardly characterizing the
decision to abort as a painful one, millennial commenters largely trend towards hypothetical situations that
justify the decision to abort. At the same time they protect the right to privacy by stating that these individuals
should not be required to disclose their reasoning behind their decision to abort. Currently, the right to privacy
is an inherent part of NARAL Pro-Choice America and PPFA’s platform. However, there have not been any
clear movements from either of these organizations that specifically focus on the individual’s right to privacy,
this ideal is more assumed to be a part of the pro-choice platform. In addition, NARAL and PPFA focus their
websites on the right to privacy from the state, with significantly smaller portions of their websites dedicated to
the right to privacy from other individuals. On the other hand, millennial commenters focus on the right to
privacy from other individuals, with only 24 comments total focusing on the right to privacy from the state.
***
Prioritizing the Word “Fetus” Over “Baby”
This theme contained all of the comments that characterized what constitutes a fetus versus a baby. It
received in total 140 comments, making it one of the most popular thematic topics within this sample. These
comments were largely attacking the pro-life notion that a fetus should be considered a human.
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Example: “Brain activity is how life is determined – both at the beginning of life and at the end. Foetuses [ sic
] don’t register brain activity until around 24 weeks. Most abortions post-16 weeks are because the foetus [ sic
] is not viable or to save the life of the mother.” - Anonymous
Example: “[@ Anonymous] it’s not a child. It’s not a baby. It’s not. Deal with the reality of that, before you
say anything else. Children are born. Babies are born. A zygote or fetus are not babies, anymore than an
acorn is an oak tree!” - Anonymous
Many argued that life begins during the pregnancy when the fetus is viable. Other pro-choice advocates
argued that life does not begin until brain activity is registered, and believe abortion should therefore be legal
until the 24-week period when brain activity is said to begin. As Allen argues, this argument indirectly
promotes the viability of the fetus over the wellbeing of the mother, and stems from the morality-focused
arguments popular in the 1980s in response to the growing influence of the Catholic church (Allen, 2013: 34).
During this time period, pro-life activism began to draw more influence from the Catholic church, specifically
the belief that life begins at conception (Allen, 2013: 36). This particular argument received much attention
after the passing of Webster vs. Reproductive Health Services in 1989, which allowed Missouri to define fetal
life as beginning at conception (Allen, 2013: 37). The second example above is especially interesting because it
includes almost a direct quote from J.J. Thomson’s book A Defense of Abortion, where she coined the tree and
acorn metaphor (Thomson, 1976: 1). Although it cannot be said whether the author of this comment used this
metaphor knowing that it stems from the violinist argument, it is a strong indication that the violinist argument
remains in the minds of millennial pro-choice activists more than 40 years after its publication. Only a minority
of comments implemented themes from the violinist argument, characterizing a total of 38, however the amount
of references to it were still surprising seeing as it is not a topic of discussion that has been historically popular.
This argument was most commonly linked to the theme of bodily autonomy discussed below.
***
Concern for the Quality of the Fetus’ Potential Life
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This theme represents comments that advocate for a woman’s reproductive choice by arguing it is better
for a child to be aborted than to have a low-quality life. It received a total of 129 comments. Many comments
focused on the potentially bad outcomes of deciding not to have an abortion when one cannot financially or
emotionally care for the potential child.
Example: “a ‘good decision’ is not bringing a child into the world when you cant afford or if you don’t know
and arnt ready to take care of a child [ sic ].” - Anonymous
This argument stems from the ethically-based dialogue of the 1980s in which forcing women to bring
unwanted children into the world would likely increase suffering. Luker in her book Abortion and the Politics
of Motherhood characterizes the worldviews of pro-choice advocates in the 1980s that view suffering as a
“waste…particularly when technology exists to eliminate it” (Luker, 1984: 189). This worldview is still present
among current millennials.
***
Rape or Incest
This topic came up frequently among pro-choice advocates when defending the right to abortion,
informing 116 comments out of the total 1436 comments I examined. This argument was categorized under a
more general argument that characterizes abortion as a personal decision that should not be dictated by others.
This theme was the most common of the larger theme regarding the subjective experience of the individual,
followed closely by the fallibility of birth control (88 comments). Sadly, several of these comments involved
women’s personal accounts of rape, however most comments were simply defending the right to abortion in
case a rape occurred.
Example: “And what if the choice is because the woman was raped/molested? We don’t know the reasons
behind a choice, it is their choice and no-one has the right to take that away.” – Anonymous
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This comment, along with many others, uses rape as means to highlight the importance of the right to privacy.
Others do not necessarily mention privacy, but use rape to legitimize a woman’s decision to abort without
invoking right-based language. The underlying goal of these comments is to communicate that individuals
cannot understand why women get abortions, and that many have legitimate reasons. However, by listing
reasons that are legitimate, these advocates implicitly construct circumstances in which it is maybe a bad
decision to opt for abortion. Rape or incest and faulty birth control seem to be the most popular “good” reasons
to have an abortion among millennial populations. No commenters specifically stated a belief that there isn’t a
good or bad decision regarding abortion.
***
Bodily Autonomy
Any comment directly mentioning bodily autonomy or a woman’s right to decide what happens to her
body was included in this theme, which received 115 comments.
Example: “Not crazy. How do you think you would react if someone else tried to force you to hook yourself up
to another organism for 40 weeks against your will? Knowing all the while that it could kill you? Do you know
that even in this day and age 800 American women die from complications of pregnancy and childbirth? Do
you think you’d be okay with that, Anonymous or would you fight like hell to hang on to your bodily
autonomy?” - Anonymous
This particular comment brings in an interesting ideological theme that was introduced pre-Roe v. Wade
called the violinist argument. The violinist argument was coined by J.J. Thomson, in her book A Defense of
Abortion. Current violinist interpretations argue for the legality of abortion disregarding term limits. In her
book, Thomson constructs a scenario in which the participant is forced to make an ethical decision analogous to
the decision of whether to abort. It builds on the assumption that the fetus is a human being, and in this case is
imagined as a fully-grown human. This human is a famous violinist, who has a rare kidney disease, and you are
the only person who can heal him. His fans find this out, and capture you. You wake up strapped to the
violinist, who is using your kidneys to keep himself alive. If you stay strapped to him for nine months, the
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treatment will be over and he will continue living. Thomson poses the question: are you morally required to
save his life and remain strapped to him for nine months, or are you free to leave? Thomson makes the
argument that you are free to go. Violinist arguments are popular among millennial populations specifically
when comparing pregnancy to organ donation and body hijacking (Thomson, 1976: 2).
***
The Right To Opinion
Comments sorted into this theme included arguments as to whether or not other commenters had a right
to an opinion on the subject of abortion. Most of the comments were directed at men, while a minority of the
comments were directed at minors. The comments directed at men also often had themes regarding bodily
autonomy, and privacy.
Example: “[Anonymous Male] You’re a man you have no say in this it’s not your body. So go somewhere else.
And yes, I fully believe you have no say. Just b/c it’s your sperm. It’s not YOUR body.” - Anonymous
***
Pro-Choice Adoptees
Adopted pro-choice advocates made up a small minority of the posts, with only 23 comments, even after
searching through the entire comment sections of these articles versus only the first 100. However, I felt this an
interesting and compelling perspective to include in the study inasmuch as I myself was adopted and am prochoice. The majority of adopted children voicing their reasons for being pro-choice characterize their opinions
on the matter based in retrospective apathy, that they were not sentient beings when in the womb, and therefore
would not have cared if they had been aborted. Other pro-choice adopted people say they would have rather
been aborted than to have lived the life they did. This perspective is often overlooked but is an important one to
include in the abortion debate.
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Example: “I’m adopted too but I’m still pro choice. I just believe that my biological mother made her choice to
keep my and offer my [ sic ] a better life by having me sent in the direction of an affluent life was a fantastic
stroke of chance. If she had decided to abort me, well, I wouldn’t know any different. People should have the
right to choose.” – Anonymous
This dialogue ignores the struggle to characterize the difference between a fetus and a baby, and when life
begins. It rather places complete priority on the autonomy of the pregnant woman’s body, and her right to a
decision. Adopted children are often brought into these dialogues having already being incorporated into the
debate with a pro-life set of agendas. This group of people are often exemplified by pro-life advocates as being
the good that can come from not choosing abortion. These adoptee commenters are refusing that agenda but in
the process of it are led into a position in which they are required to justify their own existence. This could be
the reason why this particular response, either of apathy, or wishing they were dead, is so characteristic of prochoice adoptees. These are only speculations, however, and require further research and in-person interviews in
order to fully grasp the worldviews of this pertinent group of people.

Analysis
The fact that the most common theme among these comments, Privacy, only made up 16% of the
comments speaks to the diversity of the current abortion debate. Rhetorical strategies varied greatly, many with
the attempt to delegitimize the pro-life platform, and a minority to simply engage in a peaceful debate. This
study originally asked the question: do these comment sections provide a platform for generating original
ideologies? Drawing from this sample of comments, my conclusion is: no. These comment sections are not
providing spaces for original thought, however the ideological themes of these Internet users are often an
amalgam of past hegemonic ideologies that stem back to the passing of Roe vs. Wade. The most common time
period from which these ideological themes originate is the 1970s and 1980s, with the right to privacy as the
most prevalent theme, and dialogue centering around the ethics of abortion. It is also important to call to
attention the past ideological themes and frameworks that are largely absent in these comment sections. The
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presence of the once popular phrase “my body, my choice,” is almost negligible, with only 37 comments
explicitly stating this phrase, or .02%. Similar phrases that were also popular at that time such as “keep your
rosaries off my ovaries” were nonexistent, and older phrases that embodied the feminist movement’s slogan
such as “the personal is political” were also nonexistent.
The current movement among feminist scholars to move out of the “choice” framework is largely
absent. Feminists are currently arguing that operating on the assumption that an individual has the resources to
choose whether or not to have an abortion ignores populations that do not necessarily have the resources to do
so (Ferree, 2003). In total, there were 60 comments that discussed this sort of structural vulnerability, however
when broken down into further analysis, these comments referred to many different circumstances in which
populations are structurally vulnerable but only four comments total specifically referred to choice frameworks
being problematic. These comments express a similar concern as current feminist scholars, where they believe
that large groups of people do not necessarily have the same resources as others and therefore their choices
regarding family planning are more restricted. However, instead of taking a linguistic approach, these
commenters are taking a more functionalist approach by characterizing the struggle of certain populations such
as people living in poverty, single mothers, LGBTQIA populations, and minority populations. Others focused
more on structural barriers to family planning such as the difficult job market and the difficulties some women
face attempting to obtain healthcare services like birth control and abortion. Although commenters are not
attacking “choice” frameworks, many are still pointing out that access to abortion is not a given for many
populations, and call for change by characterizing systemic experiences.
This study also asked whether there are differences between the current framework of NARAL ProChoice America and PPFA, and millennial Internet users. All three promoted the right to privacy as essential
for every woman to have when it comes to abortion services. Within the right to privacy, there were subtle
differences between the organizations and millennial Internet users. Within this study, 230 comments
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encouraged the right to privacy from other Internet users, or other individuals in general regarding an
individual’s decision whether or not to abort. Only 24 comments specifically encouraged privacy from the
government in the decision making process regarding abortion. In contrast, NARAL Pro-Choice America and
PPFA focus on the individual’s right to privacy from the state. This finding potentially points to millennial
disillusionment with the American political system. Sandfort and Haworth in their study that worked to
characterize the general mindset of millennial populations, found that few millennials felt they could change the
American political system, however believed they could “’make a difference’” in other ways that do not involve
politics (Sandfort & Haworth, 2002: 16). It may be strategic if NARAL Pro-Choice America and PPFA are
interested in continually connecting to millennial populations, to focus on grassroots tactics, such at PPFA’s “I
had an abortion” T-Shirt.
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-ConclusionI decided to examine the Internet as a social arena for debate in this study because there are vast
amounts of unexplored dialogues regarding the abortion debate. Since I am specifically examining the language
that pro-choice advocates use, having thousands of data samples at my fingertips is an ideal scenario.
Unfortunately, the Internet is not a completely reliable source of information. To begin, it is impossible to
understand a person’s background simply from a few sentences they posted online, or from a Facebook profile.
In addition, many people who go on comment sections in general simply make fun of other users. This happens
so often that these people have a nickname: Internet Trolls. At the same time, calling another commenter a
“Troll” is a method of delegitimizing their argument. Many pro-choice advocates on these comment threads
referred to pro-life advocates as Trolls. That being said, it is definitely impossible to tell fully whether a user
within a comment thread is actually expressing their opinions, simply there to insult other users, or a little bit of
both.
It is apparent that these comment sections are not experimental sites for new and original thought, but
instead are collages of past pro-choice ideological themes and rhetorical tactics. Privacy, the most commonly
discussed thematic topic, stems from the founding of Roe vs. Wade, and is fueled by ideological framework of
the 90s that characterize the decision to abort as difficult and emotional. NARAL Pro-Choice America and
Planned Parenthood both include the right to privacy in their platforms. However, their rhetorical tactics are
much less aggressive than millennials’, and focuse on the right to privacy from the state while millennials focus
on the right to privacy from other individuals. Ethically-centered frameworks of the 1980s continues in
popularity among millennials, but is largely absent from NARAL Pro-Choice America and Planned
Parenthood’s platforms. More recent academic dialogue that criticizes “choice” frameworks in light of the fact
that many women do not have a choice is largely absent among these comment sections, with only 60
comments referring to poverty, race, or general structural vulnerability (Ferree, 2003). PPFA has recently
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begun to include this theme in their ideology, however has ceased to deploy tactics that interact with grassroots
pro-life campaigning and instead focuses on the state’s legislative acts. This movement on the organization’s
part, along with movement away from ethically-based arguments characterized by the 80s and little direct focus
on the right to privacy, creates discourse that does not apply to comment threads on social media where
thousands of pro-choice advocates are constantly interacting with pro-life advocates.
In the future, it would be useful to do several follow-up studies regarding the current abortion debate.
Since the Internet does not allow for a full picture of one’s perspectives regarding abortion, it would be useful to
also conduct a study interviewing individuals in person. Additionally, it would also be useful to characterize
the pro-life side of the debate, both using Internet comment sections, and in-person interviews. Finally, a more
in-depth study on pro-choice adoptees may lead to more insight regarding pro-choice discourse.
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