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On June 24, 2022, the Supreme Court issued a decision in the case of Dobbs v. 

Jackson Women’s Health Organization. With the three liberal justices dissenting, the 

majority opinion held that “the constitution does not confer a right to abortion” and that 

the “authority to regulate abortion” rests with the individual states.1 This ruling overturned 
 
Roe v. Wade, the law of the land for nearly a half century, and it set off a new round of 

political warfare over the “freedom of women to control their own bodies.”2 Other 

freedoms are at stake as well. As interpreted by Justice Clarence Thomas and many 

conservative lawmakers, including Senator Ted Cruz, the legal rationale for ending Roe v. 

Wade can be applied also to restrict the use of contraceptives and rollback the legalization 

of same-sex marriage and other LGBTQ rights.3 

The Dobbs ruling and its aftermath raise two issues central to the argument 

presented in Poverty & Power. The first concerns the hardening of class, race, and gender 

inequalities over the past several decades. More restrictive abortion policies will inevitably 

exacerbate these inequalities and cause even greater misery for people already struggling 

to keep their heads above water. The second issue concerns the changing distribution of 

political power in the United States and, more specifically, the rightward drift of American 

politics since the 1970s. The ascendancy of the right since the 2016 election and the 

mobilization of religious conservatives have contributed to the increasing politicization of 

abortion. 
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As the late Ruth Bader Ginsberg explained, women’s ability to “participate as men’s 

full partners in the nation’s social, political, and economic life” is possible only if they are 

guaranteed “reproductive autonomy.”4 Gender equality requires that women have the 

freedom to decide if, when, and with whom to have children. The Dobbs ruling, which gives 

politicians the authority to intervene in the making of these most personal decision, 

negates this freedom. It curtails the rights of women, relegates women to a lesser status 

than that of men, and reinforces gender inequalities. 

The end of Roe v. Wade, as journalist Elizabeth Spiers observes, will make life hard 
 
for “both rich and poor Americans.”5 This is no doubt true. But the adversities resulting 

from the passage of punitive abortion laws will not be distributed equally. Because they are 

short of money, connections, and access to legal assistance and quality medical care, low- 

income Americans, disproportionately people of color, will bear the brunt of the harms 

resulting from the Dobbs decision. 

In the first place, women who are already vulnerable to multiple hardships are more 

likely to need and seek abortion care.6 They are more likely to die or experience negative 

health consequences from a miscarriage.7 They also lack the financial resources and 

network support necessary to get an illegal abortion in their home state or a legal abortion 

in another state. And even if they manage to do either, they are more susceptible to being 

caught up in the criminal justice system. As Liz Theoharis, co-chair of the Poor People’s 

Campaign, observes, restrictions on abortion have already precipitated a public health 

crisis, and in any such crisis, she adds, “it’s the poor who will suffer the most.”8 

In many parts of the country low-income families are doubly disadvantaged. States 

with the most restrictive abortion policies, Mississippi for example, also tend have the 
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stingiest safety nets, with inadequate public assistance especially in the areas of health care 

and childcare. Not only will women be forced to give birth, they will also have to deal with 

the financial and health consequences largely on their own. Those state legislators who 

seem most concerned about the well-being of the fetus appear to be least concerned about 

the well-being of young children. Not coincidentally, this is especially true in states where 

those most in need of government support are disproportionately Black.9 

With the states now having principal authority in the matter, about half at present 

are expected to ban abortion or severely restrict it.10 In just the first month after the Dobbs 

decision, 43 abortion clinics across the South and Midwest ceased offering abortion care. 

Many women, mostly low-income, have been left with no assistance, limited options, and a 

likelihood of facing potentially hazardous health and welfare consequences.11 Along with 

surgical abortions, legislators in some states are also proposing limitations on access to 

medical abortions (the use of abortion pills to terminate a pregnancy).12 

As of the first week of August, 2022, anti-abortion lawmakers around the country 

have advocated or already implemented some harsh policies, including the prohibition of 

abortion even in cases of rape and incest.13 In Idaho, the Republican Party has called for the 

criminalization of abortion, with both abortion patients and abortion providers potentially 

subject to prosecution for murder.14 In more lenient states abortion is prohibited only after 

the first few weeks of pregnancy, though this policy will be of little consolation to women 

who become aware of their pregnancy only after the cutoff date. In Missouri and other 

states where abortion is now outlawed, conservative lawmakers have introduced bills 

barring women from traveling to another state for the purpose of obtaining a legal 



Ways to Order: 
• 

• 

• 

Online at rowman.com 
Call 800-462-6420 ext. 3024 

Email orders@rowman.com 

 

abortion.15 And even if a woman manages to get a legal out-of-state abortion, she may still 

be subject to punishment when she returns to her home state.16 

In Texas, Wisconsin, and other states where abortion is now banned or available 

only under exceptional circumstances, women who miscarry, even when their lives are at 

risk and even when carrying a fetus that is no longer viable, are in danger of being denied 

needed medical treatment. “In this post-Roe world,” one emergency medicine physician 

warns, “women with miscarriages may die.”17 Black women, partly because they 

experience higher levels of chronic stress, are especially vulnerable to pregnancy 

complications and are more likely to suffer severe and even life-threatening health 

problems if required to undergo a forced birth.18 

Medical professionals in the post-Roe environment are at risk too, with many 

reluctant to treat pregnant women who are critically ill. In Texas, according to law 

professor Elizabeth Stepper, “doctors have to worry that they will face homicide charges or 

be labeled as ‘murderers’ for acting to save a pregnant person’s life in severe 

emergencies.”19 Some doctors, targeted by abortion foes, are concerned about their own 

physical safety as well. “It’s terrifying to be a doctor in post-Roe America,” one Indiana OB- 

GYN confides.20 This is, of course, is not just a problem for medical professionals 

themselves. It is also a problem, in some cases a life or death problem, for women with 

unwanted pregnancies or fetal abnormalities who, despite being desperate for medical 

attention, will end up going untreated. 21 

At this early point, there is no reliable data on precisely how the well-being of 

American families will be affected by the reversal of Roe v. Wade. But a study carried out 

prior to the Supreme Court Decision, “The Turnaway Study,” offers some significant clues 
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about what the future may bring. Beginning in 2008 and ending in 2016, this study 

followed a sample of approximately 1000 women who sought an abortion for an unwanted 

pregnancy. The study compared the life outcomes of those who were denied an abortion to 

those who received an abortion. Those forced to give birth, the researchers found, 

experienced significantly worse outcomes than those allowed to terminate their 

pregnancies. Among other adversities, the “turnaways,” researchers found, faced lasting 

financial insecurity, difficulties raising their children, negative psychological and health 

outcomes for themselves, and lower aspirations for their own lives and for the lives of their 

children.22 

As the data from this study suggests, along with the anecdotal evidence available 

subsequent to the Dobbs decision, it appears likely that low-income women in the years to 

come, especially those residing in red states, will encounter an assortment of perils. 

Included among these are limited options for terminating an unexpected or undesired 

pregnancy, life-threatening health risks, a chance of facing criminal prosecution if they seek 

or are able to get an abortion, lasting financial distress if they undergo a forced birth, poor 

outcomes for themselves and their children, and a heightened prospect of getting stuck in 

poverty. The combination of these and other problems as they accumulate over the longer 

run will likely give rise to a circumstance where problems of poverty and inequality in the 

United States worsen, the class and race divides become increasingly rigid, and many 

women will be deprived of opportunities for upward social mobility.23 

The Distribution of Political Power 
 

I argue in Poverty and Power that the right turn in American politics over the past 

several decades has resulted primarily from the political mobilization of big business and 



Ways to Order: 
• 

• 

• 

Online at rowman.com 
Call 800-462-6420 ext. 3024 

Email orders@rowman.com 

 

the political activism of wealthy individuals. The power of business conservatives is still an 

essential part of the story. But what I should have emphasized more is the power of 

religious conservatives. And just as big business groups exercise inordinate power in the 

American political system, so too do rightwing religious groups, in part because they are 

effective at making themselves heard and because their vote is essential to the electoral 

success of the Republican Party. 

For many religious people, perhaps even most, their religious practices, 

observances, and beliefs are not closely bound up with their political identities. For those 

aligned with the religious right, on the other hand, their religious commitments and their 

political commitments are inseparable. They are, to cite the case at hand, fiercely opposed 

to women’s right to choose and they are fiercely determined to repeal this right. They are 

also a well-organized, well-funded, and highly motivated constituency, and they have 

multiple connections to lawmakers and other people in positions of authority.24 

The political voice of the religious right in the United States has become louder and 

more effective in part because of its tacit alliance and overlapping membership with an 

increasingly extremist GOP—an extremism so contrary to public opinion that even some 

Republicans have become concerned.25 The political clout of the religious right was evident 

in the runup to the Dobbs decision and it is now even more visible in current state-level 

battles surrounding the abortion issue. The opposition to abortion, as well as same-sex 

marriage and other LGBTQ rights, is, in sum, fueled by the inordinate influence wielded by 

a minority group consisting of Christian conservatives in consort with the far rightwing of 

the Republican Party. Robert Jones of The Public Religion Research Institute recently stated 
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that the power of the Christian Right today “is the most disproportionate” he has seen in 

his lifetime.26 

The highest court in the nation has played a major role in energizing and 

empowering the religious right. The confirmation of Amy Coney Barret in 2020, preceded 

by the confirmation of two other Trump appointees, Brett Cavanaugh and Neil Gorsuch, 

gave the conservative bloc on the Supreme Court a 6-3 supermajority. For the foreseeable 

future, several decades conceivably, conservatives on the Court—and they are very 

conservative—will be in a commanding position, with no need to compromise with their 

liberal counterparts and with minimal checks on their power.27 The current make-up of the 

Supreme Court—dubbed the “extreme court” by American journalist Elie Mystal—is also 

“the most pro-religion” it’s been for at least 70 years.28 Legal scholar, Linda Greenhouse, 

maintains, indeed, that the Court’s ruling in the case of Dobbs was more a byproduct of 

religious doctrine than judicious legal reasoning.29 

What the Court’s ruling wasn’t however was a decision intended to respect a prior 

ruling that has been settled doctrine for almost 50 year. Nor was it intended to respect the 

preferences of the American public. According to a recent survey, most Americans (62 

percent) say that abortion should be legal in all or most cases. This includes the vast 

majority of those leaning Democrat (84 percent) and a significant minority of those leaning 

Republican (38 percent). 30 This is not to say that the Supreme Court should make its 

decisions based on public opinion polls. But, as Justice Elana Kagan notes, “neither can the 

court become entirely unmoored from public sentiment.”31 Given the current composition 

of the Supreme Court, unfortunately, we are likely to see more legal decisions in the years 

to come that run contrary to the wishes of most Americans. 
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On the issue of abortion however, and on other issues as well, thanks to what 

remains of American democracy, the Supreme Court does not necessarily have the final say. 

Nor is success guaranteed for the coalition of religious conservatives and far-right 

Republicans. Those favoring the legalization of abortion and women’s right to choose, as 

the citizens of Kansas demonstrated in their August 2022 vote, can prevail. But they can do 

so only if they make themselves heard through rallies and protests, speak out against the 

extremist policies of Republican lawmakers, draw attention to the harms already caused by 

those policies, energize and mobilize their fellow citizens, and come out to vote. To restore 

abortion rights, and to protect other rights as well, will require a determined collective 

effort to reinvigorate the democratic principle of majority rule.32 
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