Historical Re-enactments:
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ABSTRACT: Pro-life advocates sometimes say that there is an analogy
between slavery, the Shoah, and abortion. I argue that the word “reenactment” is preferable to “analogy” in such comparisons. I draw on a
theoretical understanding of the roots of violent behavior that I have
developed over the past two decades. This understanding employs key
concepts from the philosophical anthropologies of Søren Kierkegaard,
Eric Voegelin, and René Girard in making the case that the deep-level,
unconscious motives that impel human beings toward violent acts can be
comprehended. These deep motives remain the same while the
expressions of violence vary with time and place as conscious ideologies
shift and change. Forms of violence that occur later in history are thus reenactments of earlier forms. Slavery was a vertical axis pathology; there
are many variations on horizontal plane pathologies. Abortion is a
pathology within the dimension of individual selfhood.

for pro-life advocates to say that there is an analogy
between slavery, the Holocaust, and abortion. Slavery was rooted in
dehumanizing attitudes toward blacks, the Holocaust in
dehumanizing attitudes toward Jews, and abortion in dehumanizing
attitudes toward unborn children.1 Pro-choice advocates, on certain rare
occasions, try to respond to this accusation, but sometimes rather
ineptly. Joyce Arthur, for example, says that the analogy does not work
because fetuses are parasites.2 But that does not refute the analogy; it
merely demonstrates it in action. Cathleen Kaveny says that the analogy
does not work because the Holocaust was a result of governmental
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action, while abortion is the result of the decisions of individuals.3 She
does not seem to realize that she is making the pro-choice position look
even worse than it did before, because she is presenting the
dehumanizing attitude as something spread throughout the population
in general. Gloria Steinem says that Hitler’s thinking has more
similarities with that of pro-lifers than that of pro-choicers.4 She argues
that Hitler was hostile to the rights of women as a class, and to the rights
of autonomous individuals. Her attempt, however, to link him with our
era’s pro-life advocates stretches the meaning of the word
“preposterous” well beyond its breaking point.
I suggest that the pro-life case needs to be re-stated, and that it
would be helpful for this re-statement to use the word “re-enactment”
rather than “analogy.” I will draw on a theoretical understanding of the
roots of violent behavior that I have presented at greater length
elsewhere.5 The key framework that we need is dimensional
anthropology, which is the idea that there are three main dimensions of
reality as it is inhabited by human beings. The first dimension is the
vertical axis, or the Great Chain of Being, which is usually presented as
pointing to God above and to nature below. The second dimension is the
horizontal plane of society, culture, and relationality. The third dimension is that of unique individual selfhood, understood as a journey
through time. The deepest root of violence in human psychology is a
refusal to inhabit these dimensions in a way that holds them together
holistically.
In the depths of the psyche, below the level of consciousness and
in a way that is difficult to bring into articulation, human beings are
inevitably involved in making choices to inhabit reality in a particular
way. The slave-owner is choosing to inhabit the Great Chain of Being
oppressively; the ethnic cleanser is choosing to idolize his group and to
attack another group; the terrorist or mentally ill person is choosing to
3
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make his statement through blood. The word “choosing” here is
problematic, for we are speaking of a level of consciousness that is
below the normal level at which we make choices that can be rationally
articulated. It is not as if violent people have read textbooks about
philosophical anthropology and then have consciously decided to inhabit
the dimensions of reality in an unbalanced way, but again and again they
do choose to act violently. They know not what they do.
On a more surface level of the psyche we find the sphere of
conscious articulation through rhetoric. The Marxist political leader, for
example, may write an article or give a speech explaining why the latest
purge is needed. Hitler writes Mein Kampf. A terrorist releases a
YouTube video. Violent people will attempt to justify their actions
through words, ideas, and arguments. This is the realm of rhetoric,
within which the agent seeks to provide a rationale for violence that will
inspire others to join in the struggle. Dimensional anthropology points
out that this rhetoric will take a particular shape in accord with the
dimension that is being emphasized. Slavery is justified with a rhetoric
of higher and lower; ethnic cleansing is justified with a rhetoric that uses
horizontal cultural labels to designate in-groups and out-groups; the
lynch mob uses rhetoric to describe the scapegoat as an evil-doer who
must be done away with. The dimensions of reality are like canals within
which the water of rhetoric flows. What will remain constant across
various forms of violence, however, is the need to engage in “othering,”
the need to make a distinction between oneself and the one being killed.
Self and other need to be separated, cut apart, interpreted as
ontologically different. I am this; the other is that. The blanks are filled
in differently in various contexts, but the need to make the distinctions
is permanent.6
There is a deep level on which people are choosing to inhabit
reality in a certain way. There we find the starting point of violent
impulses. Secondly, there is a conscious level on which people are
becoming rhetorically articulate. The third step is actual physical
violence. But it is the second step that is crucially important. The
6
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language that is used to justify violence is a crucial component of the
overall phenomenon of violence. Ideas have consequences.7 Words pave
the way for killing.
In the depths of the psyche, human beings are alienated from God
and thus also from self and neighbor. That alienation is the engine
powering violence. When violence arises from the depths of the psyche
and comes closer to actually being expressed, it becomes a shapeshifting phenomenon that is guided by the particular dimension of reality
that a person is rhetorically overemphasizing. Overemphasis of the
vertical axis leads to slavery and other caste systems; overemphasis of
the horizontal plane leads to ethnic cleansing or programs of social
engineering such as Marxism. Our age’s chief form of overemphasis is
hyper-individualism, which enacts itself through abortion.8 The
inhabitant of the womb is labeled as a “potential person, not an actual
person” – an example of othering within the temporal trajectory of
individual selfhood. The pro-choice worldview, as seen through its own
argumentation, is an attempt to control nature,9 to fend off other human
beings as “imposers,” to construct a world without God, and to exalt the
SELF as the new sovereign power, the controller of life and death.
What are the implications of this way of inhabiting the dimensions
of reality? Consider the following passage:
[E]ven if the fetus is a person and thus does have a moral right to bodily
integrity, the fetus is beyond the protection of the law. The fetus can be
compared to a citizen of a totalitarian state whose freedom is taken away by the
government. As a free society we would like the inhabitants of foreign countries
to experience freedom. However, because we do not want to destroy our own
society by imposing democracy on another government, we tolerate systems of
government which are different than our own, and even governments we abhor.
7
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Similarly, a woman’s body is like the borders of a foreign country.10

The author of this passage is looking for a way to triangulate the
relationship between the pregnant woman, the inhabitant of her womb,
and the broader society. She casts her glance around the modern world
and finds what she thinks is the appropriate model to use: Nazi
Germany.
The phrase “totalitarian womb” here comes from an essay written
by a pro-choice advocate, Marjorie Reiley Maguire. Note that this is not
a case of pro-life advocates hurling accusations at the other side by
calling them “Nazis.” This is a pro-choice advocate candidly outlining
the implications of the pro-choice worldview. Earlier in the essay,
Maguire had said that if a woman wants to be pregnant, then there is a
person in her womb; if she does not want to be, then there isn’t a person
there. The passage just quoted unpacks the implications of unadulterated
nominalism. Just as a totalitarian government such as Nazi Germany
might decide to deprive some of its citizens of a right to life that is
properly theirs and kill them, so also should the every woman’s womb
today be viewed as a totalitarian state where the gestating inhabitant is
denied a right to life that is properly hers. Just as Jews were killed by the
Nazis, so also should women today be able to kill the children
developing in their wombs. Even if we may feel compassion for the
children and want to protect them, we should refrain from “invading”
the foreign country that is a woman’s body. We should acquiesce to the
situation and simply allow the killing of defenseless human beings to
continue unabated. We ought to be passive bystanders while the
holocaust is going on. Maguire considers this argument to be a positive
contribution to the pro-choice cause. She seems oblivious to the idea that
she is actually tearing the mask off of the cascades of euphemistic
rhetoric that are usually employed to advance the pro-choice cause
(liberty, autonomy, equality, progress, etc.). She is admitting the truth
of the pro-life accusation that there is a substantive analogy between the
Holocaust and abortion. The word “analogy” is actually too weak; this
is a re-enactment within a different anthropological dimension.
We have arrived here at the key thesis that I seek to bring into
10
Marjorie Reiley Maguire, “Symbiosis, Biology, and Personalization” in
Abortion Rights and Fetal “Personhood,” edited by Edd Doerr and James W.
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articulation. The source of violence is like the tap root of a tree; the
various forms of violence are like the branches of the tree. This accounts
for the unity of violence at its deep starting point in the human psyche,
and also for the shape-shifting diversity of the many forms of violence
in human history. This means that violent practices that take place later
in history cannot fail to be re-enactments of practices from earlier in
history, for the nature of human psychology remains unchanged. My
thesis holds that we can see this clearly in the abortion debate.
An article by Soran Reader, for example, argues that a pregnant
woman should be viewed as in a position of sole authority over her
child, so that she can legitimately decide to kill the child, not just in the
womb, but even after birth.11 This acceptance of infanticide is seen in
other pro-choice advocates, and it is clearly based on the assumption that
the child is a piece of property owned by another human being. This
assumption is clearly a re-enactment of the core of the worldview that
made slavery possible. We ought to have learned a crucial moral lesson
from history, that it is illegitimate to think of human beings as the
property of other human beings, but we have not.12
We see another example of historical re-enactment in the famous
speech that Governor Mario Cuomo gave at the University of Notre
Dame in 1984, in which he was re-enacting the role of Senator Stephen
Douglas, by basing his case on the notion that process is more important
than moral principle.13 Douglas said that while he was personally
opposed to slavery, each state should have the right to decide for itself
whether it will be a slave state or not. Cuomo says that while he is
personally opposed to abortion, each woman should be able to decide for
herself how she is going to treat this piece of property that she owns.14
11
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Mark 14:56 relates that after Jesus was arrested “many gave false
testimony” against him, and “their testimony did not agree.” This verse
points to another re-enactment, namely, the need for violent acts to be
facilitated by mendacious words. A prime example here is the “Webster
Historians’ Brief,” which is a train-wreck of scholarly malpractice.15 The
brief says that opposition to abortion in the nineteenth century was not
based on a belief that abortion was a form of immoral killing, but rather
on a cluster of other motives that are now passé. The drafters of the brief
have admitted publicly that they were not speaking truthfully on that
point.16 Further, certain key signatories of the brief had published books
that had demonstrated that opposition to abortion in the nineteenth
century was rooted in a moral rejection of abortion as a form of early
infanticide. Just as abortion has seduced and corrupted the medical
profession to abandon its role as the protector of life, so it has also
corrupted academia, leading scholars to commit perjury and betray basic
standards of academic integrity.17
This reference to the trial of Jesus leads inevitably to the last form
of re-enactment that I will discuss here. Justice Blackmun said in the text
of Roe, “We need not resolve the difficult question of when life
begins.”18 He was taking a stance not unlike that of Pontius Pilate’s
question: “What is truth?” (John 18:38). Theywere both hiding behind
a convenient agnosticism. Blackmun then contradicted himself by
saying “the unborn have never been recognized in the law as persons in
the whole sense.” This is a clear example of lying, for it is laws that
recognized the unborn as persons that were being nullified by
Blackmun. It was also a re-enactment of Pilate’s phrase: “I have the
power to crucify you” (John 19:10). In Roe, the justices were exercising
Today More Than Ever (New York NY: Harcourt, 2004).
15
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their raw judicial power by handing over unborn children into the
control of those who want to kill them. The “sovereignty” at work here
has been described very insightfully by Giorgio Agamben.19 Just as
Pilate washed his hands while knowing that Jesus was innocent, so also
did the justices wash their hands by claiming that they were not
mandating abortion but only allowing it to happen. Both Pilate and
Blackmun lacked the moral backbone needed to defend innocent human
beings from death. Both buckled under massive social pressure that was
being placed on them, pressure that was arising out of the deep roots of
the human impulse to direct violence against scapegoats who are unable
to defend themselves. Justice Taney, in Dred Scott, also buckled under
the pressure placed upon him to refuse to recognize that all human
beings have the same rights simply because of who they are: human
beings.
Both Pilate and Justice Blackmun seem to have believed that if they
allowed the pressure building toward violence to be released, then things
would quiet down. The killing of the scapegoat usually has a cathartic
effect; it is supposed to create a new sense of social peace and
camaraderie. Pilate did not know any better; he was raised in the system
of Roman power in which only the powerful have rights and violence is
a useful tool of social control. Justice Blackmun should have known
better, for he was born and raised in a world that has been slowly but
surely influenced by the story of Pilate and Jesus for two thousand years.
Jesus prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they know
not what they do” (Luke 23:34). As the centuries have passed, the
Bible’s revelation of the deep roots of human violence has made
unconscious scapegoating more and more difficult to engage in. We can
no longer claim that we know not what we do, precisely because we live
in a world that has been shaped by that prayer.20
On the night before he was betrayed, Jesus took bread, broke it, and
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said “Do this in anamnesis of me” (1 Cor. 11:24). Anamnesis can be
translated as remembrance, recollection, or re-enactment. In the final
analysis, the choice that faces all human beings is this: Are we going to
re-enact variations on the forms of violence that we see in human
history, or are we going to re-enact the way of speaking and acting that
Jesus modeled and to which he called us: love of God, self, and
neighbor, understood as inhabiting the dimensions of reality holistically?
There is no third alternative.

