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It was crisp autumn day. I stood outside Robarts library on the intersection of Harbord 

and St. George watching the pro-life demonstration unfold. Three university-aged men and one 

woman were holding up large posters that were over four feet long and had very graphic images 

of fetuses aborted at various stages of development during pregnancy. Two of the men appeared 

to be white, the other appeared to be of South Asian descent, and the woman appeared to be of 

East Asian descent. I recognized the two white men immediately, one was David, a very thin man 

with bright teal curls, the pro-life group’s Education Coordinator, and James, a short and meek 

looking student, who is the club’s president. It is my understanding that these images were not 

accurate, as they portrayed various early-stage bloody aborted fetuses with bodies developed 

enough to be identifiably human by lay people. They were spread out all over the pavement so 

that people at the intersection could not avoid passing them as they made their way around 

campus. About twenty feet past the intersection, stood two older white women, dressed in black t-

shirts and pants, with much shorter posters with black backgrounds that read in bold white 

letters “I Regret My Abortion.” They had a megaphone amongst themselves and they took turns 

talking about their experiences with abortion. One of them said “I felt cold and numb as the 

doctor’s instruments penetrated my vagina, violating me, pulling my unborn baby out of my 

body, killing him and killing a part of me too.” There were two other members of their group, 

two younger women, one of whom, a pale woman, was holding up a camera and recording the 

event and the other one, wearing a hijab was circling all the people with the posters talking to 

them and trying to engage people passing by.  

Introduction  

Protests of this kind are the terrain of my ethnographic inquiry. Over the past decade, 

scenes like this have become increasingly common on university campuses across Canada (Kirby 



DATE 3 

2010). The increased presence of the pro-life group has not been popular with a majority of 

students. Indeed, their presence has become a point of contention on campus and students have 

made their displeasure known in various ways: individually, by expressing their displeasure as 

they pass the demonstrations and by creating informal networks on social media warning their 

friends and acquaintances when they spot pro-life demonstrations to stay clear of the area; from 

these informal networks, a group of students decided to form a collective, aimed at counter-

demonstrating the pro-life presence on campus by covering their posters and auditory campaigns 

with pro-choice posters and slogans and ultimately at eliminating the pro-life presence on 

campus; and even at an institutional level with the the University of Toronto Students’ Union 

(UTSU) denying the pro-life group recognition as an official UTSU club and the funding that 

such a recognition entails. 

My research aims to ethnographically examine the politics behind the reactions to the 

pro-life presence on the University of Toronto, St. George Campus. Politics can be defined as “a 

practice of world-making that proceeds through constellations of critique, disagreement, 

difference, and conflict” (Li 2018: 2-3). My project focuses on the “constellations of critique, 

disagreement, difference and conflict” as they arise in people’s reactions to the pro-life presence 

on campus (Li 2018: 2-3). I am particularly interested in how disagreement, difference and 

conflict are themselves manifested in critique. As Gramsci emphasizes, I undertake my project 

with the assumption that everybody has the capacity for critical thought and action as that 

capacity is present in the practices of everyday life (Li 2018: 5). Therefore, throughout this 

project I seek to understand how people’s critiques of the pro-life presence emerge, how they are 

articulated, and what the ramifications for their critiques are. Specifically, how do people voice 

their critiques of the pro-life group: what is the basis of their critique; what are the key elements 



DATE 4 

of the critique; under their critiques how is the pro-life group and their members/supporters 

conceptualized; and what effects does their critique and their response to the pro-life presence on 

campus have for the university as a whole, beyond the bounds of abortion issue. Many scholars 

who study politics are concerned with the point at which critique, the sense of separation or 

difference from the larger world, becomes articulated and turns into a point of mobilization and 

subsequently challenges the existing configurations of power (Li 2018: 5-9). My interest 

however, lies in who critiques the pro-life presence, how the critiques are conceptualized, framed 

and articulated by pro-choice supporters at the individual level and the group level. It also lies in 

understanding what makes the pro-life presence a force or threat worth opposing? What structure 

of power do they represent? As such, the focal point of my ethnographic inquiry is not the 

transformation of critique into mass mobilization or the failure of critique to lead to mass 

mobilizations, rather my interests are imbedded in the content of said critique and its effects in 

the larger context of the university.  

Through my research I found that: 1) in forming their critiques of the pro-life group, the 

pro-choice group and their supporters construct the pro-life group and its supporters in totalizing 

and othering way using a classificatory grid; 2) that the grid is used to create and maintain 

boundaries between the self and the other; and finally, 3) that the pro-choice critiques and 

responses to the pro-life group are viewed, by observers within the university and society more 

broadly, to be emblematic of the threat to freedom of speech on university campuses, an issue 

which is deeply contested in popular discourse. As such, the first section of my paper examines 

the classificatory grid that forms; the second section discusses how the boundaries formed in the 

classificatory grid are maintained; and the final section concludes the paper by elucidating the 
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various ramifications of the construction and maintenance of the boundary for the members of 

the pro-choice group and for the university as whole.   

The Classificatory Grid 

First and foremost, critiques of the pro-life presence on campus and the pro-life 

movement more generally are not simply located in the movement itself, rather they are framed 

and articulated on a personal level, aimed at the individuals who are part of the pro-life 

movement, rather than the movement itself. For example, when I told my friends and 

acquaintances that I was studying how individuals and the pro-choice group responds to the pro-

life presence on campus, I was met the following responses: “They’re disgusting,” “They’re such 

terrible people,” “They make me so angry and so sick.” These statements are personal 

statements, focusing the critique on the people who are pro-life, not the pro-life movement itself. 

In these instances, people become inextricably linked to their beliefs and views to such an extent 

that the two are indistinguishable. Here, an othering takes places in which it becomes possible to 

view pro-life supporters as disgusting and worthy of contempt because of their position on the 

issue of abortion. Their position is interpreted at a very basic level to be illustrative of their 

personal character. This is evident in the surprised responses I got when I told many of my pro-

choice friends and acquaintances that the pro-life supporters I met were extremely warm, 

approachable and friendly.  

Critiques of the pro-life movement (i.e the supporters of the pro-life movement) more 

often than not also incorporate other labels and classifications, so that pro-life supporters/group 

members become not only “disgusting” individuals because of their pro-life beliefs but they also 

become misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic and xenophobic. Emma, a self described thirty-

something mother, and an active member of the pro-choice group, told me in an interview that 
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she came to this conclusion after looking through pro-life literature online (literature which I 

have not been able to find), which she found misogynistic because it seeks to control women’s 

bodies and values fetuses over women; homophobic because their literature assumes that the 

only purpose of sex is procreative; transphobic because it only recognizes women as those who 

get pregnant, excluding the transgender and non-binary individuals who are also able to get 

pregnant and also transphobic because it does not acknowledge that transgender women are 

unable to get pregnant; and finally, xenophobic because it cites increasing abortions by Canadian 

women as the reason for the population decline and subsequent high intake of immigrants. Here 

again, in formulating her critique of the pro-life group, Emma assigns the negative qualities she 

sees in the pro-life movement to the individual group members, labelling the individuals in the 

pro-life movement as misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic and xenophobic. Emma’s 

statement illustrates how once a person is identified as a supporter of the pro-life movement, they 

become incorporated into a classificatory grid that constructs them as “disgusting” individuals 

not only because of their pro-life views but also assigns them a whole host of other negative 

qualities. It also illustrates how totalizing this grid is: according to Emma and a great deal of 

others who I spoke to during the course of my project, a person cannot simply support or be part 

of the pro-life movement without embodying all of the other labels mentioned above.  

It is important to note here that these labels are not just used to construct an image of pro-

life supporters. In fact, they are also used to construct the self. In the context of the pro-life/pro-

choice debate, the polarized nature of the debate provides the grounds for the construction of an 

oppositional identity: due to the binary conception of the issue, to be pro-life is to be the polar 

opposite of pro-choice (illustrated by the pro-choice group’s insistence that I use the term anti-

choice instead of pro-life when referring to the pro-life student group). Therefore, by casting the 
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pro-life supporters as “terrible,” “disgusting,” misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic and 

xenophobic, pro-choice supporters construct themselves as the polar opposite: good people who 

support women’s rights, the LGBTQ+ community and immigrant-rights. Where the pro-life 

group members are considered to be visually assaulting and victimizing those who have 

traumatic and distressing histories with abortion or miscarriages, and more broadly all of the 

people who are forced to see the graphic pro-life posters as they pass the pro-life demonstrations, 

the pro-choice group is considered to be the opposite: they consider themselves to be the 

protectors of those who are forced to encounter the graphic pro-life posters as they go about their 

day (because their group covers the posters), preventing people from having to see them. 

Maintaining Boundaries: Explaining Away, Policing and the Non-Encounter 

Not only does the classificatory grid become the lens through which the critique of the 

pro-life group is conceptualized, framed and articulated, crucially, it also becomes the basis 

through which a boundary is created and maintained between the pro-life group and its 

supporters and the pro-choice group and its supporters. As explained above, once a person is 

classed as a pro-life supporter they come to be constructed as the other whose values are in 

binary opposition to the self, thereby creating a boundary between the self (pro-choice 

supporting, women’s, LGBTQ+ and immigrants’ rights supporting) and the other (pro-life 

supporting, sexist, anti-LGBTQ+ and immigrants’ rights). This boundary is maintained in 

several ways: namely through practices of explaining away those who do not fit into the 

classificatory grid, policing members of the “self” category, and engaging in non-encounters.  

When I attended a lecture given by the pro-choice group, I witnessed how those who do 

not fit neatly into the classificatory grid and therefore threaten the boundary between the self and 

the other are massaged into the grid in order to maintain the boundary. At this lecture Lucy, a 
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prominent member of the pro-choice group, explained that capitalism and neoliberalism were the 

cause of the resurgence of the pro-life group in the past decade. According to Lucy, in order to 

maintain the status quo and the inequality inherent in capitalism and neoliberalism, minorities are 

turned against one another and are taught to believe in systems and practices that run contrary to 

their own and other minorities’ interests, so that mass mobilization does not occur. Therefore, 

according to Lucy, marginalized people, including women, support or are members of the pro-

life movement. To the pro-choice group, this explains why women, members of the LGBTQ+ 

community and immigrants/racialized people are part of the pro-life movement without 

threatening the boundary between the self and the other. For example, this explains how a 

transgender man can be part of the pro-life movement, when members of the pro-life group have 

come to be constructed as transphobic by supporters and members of the pro-choice group, 

thereby maintaining the distinction between the two groups. This view, in effect, also strips away 

the agency of the marginalized people in the pro-life group, as it implies they cannot support or 

be members of the pro-life group of their own volition, rather they must be the victims of 

capitalist/neoliberal coercive regimes.  

The boundary is also maintained by policing the supporters and members of the pro-

choice movement. Policing occurs to two levels: first, the binary nature of the issue is enforced 

through the policing of the language used when discussing/addressing the pro-life group and; 

second, by policing the values and the beliefs of pro-choice supporters and group members to 

ensure that they adhere to the classificatory grid. When I had my preliminary meeting with a 

representative of the pro-choice group, Anita, she insisted that I call the pro-life group the “anti-

choice” group. When I asked her why this distinction was important she said that the pro-life 

group liked to position themselves as caring about human life when in fact their focus is on 
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curtailing the freedom of women and others who can get pregnant. Therefore, they ought to be 

referred to as “anti-choice.” Calling the pro-life group “anti-choice” brings the binary nature of 

the classificatory grid to the forefront. All of my other interlocutors in the pro-choice insisted 

that I call the pro-life group the “anti-choice” group, further maintaining the binary. 

Additionally, members of the pro-choice group are also policed to ensure that they embody the 

labels assigned to the “self” within the classificatory grid. Both Anita and Tessa, stated that in 

order to be members of the pro-choice group individuals must identify as allies (or members) of 

the LGBTQ+ and immigrant communities in addition to being supporters of women’s rights. If 

they do not identify as allies, individuals are either not allowed to join the pro-choice group, or if 

they are discovered not to consider themselves allies after having joined the group they will be 

asked to leave the group. In fact, they both stressed that intersectionality was a key component of 

membership in the pro-choice group. This focus on intersectionality within the members of the 

group maintains the image of self as intersectional and it also maintains the boundary between 

the self and other by rejecting or ejecting individuals who threaten the classification of the group 

as both LGBTQ+ and immigrant community allies.  

The third boundary maintenance practice occurs at the scene of pro-life demonstrations 

when the pro-choice group counter demonstrates, in what I call the non-encounter. During the 

first pro-life demonstration/pro-choice counter-demonstration I observed (which I also described 

in my opening vignette) Anita, engaged in a non-encounter with James. She took a poster that 

said “Reproductive Justice Is A Right” and stood in front of James, trying to cover his poster. 

She was partially successful as the pro-life poster was much bigger than hers. James tried to 

engage in her in conversation on seven separate occasions. He asked her if she cared about 

human rights, if she supported women’s rights and if she cared about babies’ rights. However, 
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she refused to engage with him and enter into a discussion: she stood stone-faced in front of him 

and did not respond, engaging in conversations with people as they passed by or simply looking 

at her phone. She refused to acknowledge that he was talking to her. In “Remembering the Other: 

Knowledge and Recognition in the Exploration of Central Africa” Johannes Fabian (1999) 

outlines three types of recognition, borrowing three German words all denoting different types of 

recognition, of which the third, Anerkennen, is relevant here (53). Fabian (1999) defines 

Anerkennen as an act of acknowledgment, “giving objects or people the recognition that is asked 

for and deserved by them” (53). In this instance, Anita refused to engage in Anerkennen, that is, 

she refused to acknowledge James, she refused to give him the recognition that he asked for by 

trying to engage in conversation with her, and that an equal interlocutor in an encounter 

deserves. In doing so, Anita refused to encounter James and his thoughts and beliefs on the issue 

of abortion, resulting in a non-encounter, where Anita physically encountered James due to her 

proximity to him but refused to enter into an encounter him as an intellectual interlocutor. By 

refusing to acknowledge James and his position Anita not only dismissed him and his position 

but she also maintained the boundary between the two groups. This is s because it prevented any 

commonalities between the two  groups to be revealed in the course of discussion and it also 

prevented any of the pro-choice group’s assumptions and constructions about the pro-life 

movement and its supporters from being questioned, as assumptions and constructs of others are 

challenged in the course of any open discussion between members of opposing groups regardless 

of the issue at hand.  

Conclusion: The Ramifications (Obfuscating the Overlap/Commonalities and Perceptions 

of the University) 
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 In this paper I aimed to show how the members of the pro-choice group and their 

supporters critique and respond to the pro-life presence on campus. One of the most crucial 

aspects of this critique as I discovered was the placement of pro-life group members and 

supporters into a classificatory grid in which pro-life group members and supporters become 

viewed as misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic and xenophobic. Not only is this grid 

totalizing but it is also othering: due to the polarized nature of the pro-choice/pro-life debate 

once pro-life group members and supporters are classed as as misogynistic, homophobic, 

transphobic and xenophobic the pro-choice members and supporters are constructed as the 

opposite. These boundaries also actively policed and strictly maintained and those who threaten 

them explained away. As I discuss below, the construction and strict enforcement of these 

boundaries has two distinct consequences. 

The first consequence of constructing a self and an other that are in binary position with 

one another is that the areas of possible overlap between the two categories get completely 

erased. Since the grid does not allow for nuance or account for the contradictions, and 

idiosyncrasies in people’s beliefs it is ironically not intersectional the way it constructs people, 

despite the pro-choice group’s attempted focus on intersectionality. In reality, people’s beliefs do 

not all align neatly and cannot be packaged or massaged into a clear grid. Indeed, some of the 

pro-life group members and supporters are women and part of the LGBTQ+ or immigrant 

communities. While, the pro-choice group works out this contradiction by blaming the coercive 

tentacles of capitalism and neoliberalism, there are number of reasons women or other 

marginalized people support the pro-life movement that exist beyond the realm of capitalism and 

neoliberalism. Religion is one of the most prominent examples of such realms, and it has existed 

long before the rise of capitalism and neoliberalism. Furthermore, under this grid it becomes 
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impossible to see the commonalities between the people on the opposite side of this debate. For 

example, there are women within the pro-life movement who do not like the use of graphic 

images and find them “triggering,” however, the all encompassing construction of the other by 

the pro-choice group and its supporters prevents such commonalities from coming to light. In 

fact, I believe that this construction does not even leave room for the possibility of this overlap. 

Furthermore, by constructing the pro-life supporters and group members as total others, the 

possibility for solidarity on other issues is erased. For example, under this grid it would be 

impossible for pro-choice supporters and group members to put aside their differences on the 

issue of abortion and form solidarity or organize collectively with the supporters and members of 

the pro-life group on other issues that affect members of the both groups, like the increase of 

tuition fees for example. This is particularly ironic to me, because just as Lucy blames capitalism 

and neoliberalism for minorities and marginalized people not being able to come together to 

organize on issues such as the right to access safe abortions, it could also be argued that this grid 

is a capitalist/neoliberal invention that prevents these two groups from coming together to 

mobilize against other facets of capitalist/neoliberal regimes. 

 Second, the practices used to cover pro-life demonstrations and maintain the boundaries 

between the pro-life and pro-choice groups and their supporters, have significant consequences 

for how the university is perceived by the media and society as a whole. In recent years, after 

students across North American campuses have protested the presence of very conservative and 

alt-right professors and speakers on campuses there has been as perception that political 

correctness has run rampant on campuses and freedom of speech/expression is at risk across 

university campuses (Heller 2016; Blackwell 2018). The argument has been made that university 

students are increasing isolating themselves in self-confirming ideological progressive/liberal 
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bubbles and are unable to enter into debates with those of opposing (i.e. conservative or even alt-

right) views (Blackwell 2018). In this context, many take the pro-choice response to the pro-life 

presence on campus as illustrative of the university as an “intolerant liberal/progressive” space 

where those with conservative opinions are victimized. In fact, to many members of the 

university outside the pro-choice movement, the pro-choice movement represents the “intolerant 

liberal/progressive” university. Some of the people I spoke to during my project who believed in 

and supported the legal right to safe abortions, viewed the pro-choice group as “militant” and 

“denying the freedom of expression of the pro-life group.” In fact, one of my interlocutors, Rosie, 

saw the covering of posters and speaking over members of the pro-life movement (a common 

occurrence at pro-choice counter-demonstrations) as censorship. Although many of my pro-

choice interlocutors would refute this claim stating that if the pro-life demonstrators have a right 

to show graphic images then they have the right to cover them.  

Specifically, Anita and James’ non-encounter would likely be taken as evidence of 

freedom of speech/expression—conservative speech/expression that is—being under threat at the 

university. However, I do not believe that their non-encounter is proof of the university as a 

liberal/progressive intolerant and oppressive landscape. This is because while Anita refused to 

encounter James or acknowledge him as an equal interlocutor in a discussion or debate by 

refusing to engage him verbally, James’ and other members of the pro-life group refuse to 

intellectually encounter the supporters and members of the pro-choice group. The aim of the pro-

life group is to change the minds of the members the university on the issue of abortion. Indeed, 

when I met David, he misquoted Arthur Schopenhauer saying “All truth passes through three 

stages: First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as self-evident.” 

This illustrates the pro-life group is not open to encountering the pro-choice supporters and 
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group members, in the true sense of the word: they are not open to having their minds changed, 

therefore they are not open to entering into true discussions or debates either. They are only 

perceived as being open because they try to verbally engage with those who disagree with them 

whereas members of the pro-choice group are not willing to engage verbally. I think this 

illustrates that people in the university across the political and ideological divide are unwilling to 

truly acknowledge, in the sense of Anerkennen, those on the opposite side of issues, as equal 

interlocutors in an encounter and therefore engage in non-encounters.  
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