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Partial Truth

tors went though one of their little rituals of shock,
self-disgust, confession, and atonement. The occasion

was the debate over partial-birth abortion.
The most abject confession came from Washingron Post
columnist Richard Cohen, who admitted he had bccn par-
roting data from “the usual pro-choice groups.” He had

been “led to believe that these late-term abortions were
extremely rare and performed only when the life of the
mother was in danger or the fetus 1rrcparablv deformed,”
he wrote in September 1996. “I was wrong.” The Post itself
edirtorialized the following March about the pro-abortion
groups that “lied about the real reasons women seek this
particular kind of abortion.” The Chicago Tribune noted
that “this was not the first misinformation peddled by pro-
choice organizations.” Jonathan Alter in Newsweek admitted
the incident had “even managed to rouse the consciences of
basically pro-choice types like me.”

This was fine as far as it went. But the indignation
seemed to arise more from the injury to professional pride
than from the lie itself. Thus, a vear later, the matter has
basically been put behind us, the liars still called upon for
information on the very matters they lied
about.

It all began, vou will recall, with Dr.
James McMahon. Unearthed in 1990 by
Los Angeles Times reporter Karen Tumul-

I N late 1996 and early 1997, reporters and commenta-
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ing the method step by step, and also the
reason: “Most surgeons find dismember-
ment at 20 weeks and bevond to be diffi-
cult due to the toughness of fetal tissues
at this stage of development.” Hence the
advantage of “intact abortion” by means
of crushing the baby’s head.

Haskell’s how-to manual was distrib-
uted by the Nartional Abortion Federation
for study by other abortionists, one copy
making its way to the National Right to
Life Committee. Adding medically accu-
rate line drawings of each step, the
NRLC reprinted the monograph as a
brochure. In July 1993 reporter Diane
Gianelli of American Medical News picked
up the story, confirming each point in
interviews with McMahon and Haskell.
The NAF accused her of falsifying quotes,
such as Haskell’s estimate that 80 per cent
of partial-birth abortions are “purely elec-
tive.” American Medical News responded
with a transcript of the taped interviews.
The NAF was forced to concede its
misrepresentations. There the matter
staved until July 1995, when Rep. Charles
Canadv (R., Fla.) introduced the Partial
Birth Abortion Ban Act.

What followed was the greatest disin-
formation campaign in American journai-
ism since the New York Times's Walter
Duranty earned a Pulitzer covering up for

ty, he was the fellow who first figured out
how to deliver all but the head of a baby,
apply scissors and suction tube, and still
enjoy the protection of our abortion laws.
His colleague, Ohio abortionist Martin
Haskell, in 1992 composed an instruc-
tional monograph, Dilation and Extraction
for Late Second Trimester Abortion, explain-

Stalin. For the next several months a series of urgent “fact
sheets” landed in newsrooms across America. Sorting
through the press clips, it isn’t hard to tel! which reporter
was reading from which fact sheet.

Planned Parenthood, Nov. 1: “The procedure, extremely
rare and done only in cases when the woman’s life is in
danger or in cases of extreme fetal abnormality . . .” Fox
News, Nov. 2: “It’s a procedure used only when the moth-
er’s life is at stake or when the fetus has severe abnormali-
ties.” Reporter Edwin Chen of the Los Angeles Times, Nov.
2: “The controversial abortion technique is typically per-
formed when a woman’s life is in danger or to abort a fetus
that is not expected to survive.”

Planned Parenthood, June 15: “The D&X [partial-birth)
abortion procedure is a rare and difficult medical proce-



dure. It is usually performed in the most extreme cases to
save the life of the woman or in cases of severe fetal abnor-
malities.” The New York Times, June 19: “[The Canady bill]
would outlaw one of the rarest types of abortions—a highly
specialized procedure that is used in the latter stages of
pregnancy to abort fetuses with severe abnormalities or no
chance of surviving long after birth.” Reporter Chitra

Another tack was to avoid any mention
at all of the details, as when CBS Evening
News anchor Dan Rather informed us
that the House had voted to ‘make a rarely
used type of late-term abortion a felony.”

Ragavan of National Public Radio’s Morning Edition. Tuly

ther intra-
ted with a
its (which
oring the
o moth-
oking ar

‘three times the 450 to 500 said to occur nationwide—“a

minuscule amount” were done to save the mother’s life. Two
days later the Washington Post did itself credit with a lengthy
piece by medical writer Dr. David Brown and reporter Bar-
bara Vobejda, essentially refuting all its previous reportage:
“It is possible—and mavbe even likely—that the majority of
these abortions are performed on normal fetuses.”

In February 1997 came the most striking confession.
Interviewed the previous November on Nightline, Ron
Fitzsimmons, executive director of the National Coalition
of Abordon Providers, had used the 450-nationwide figure.
He now wished to tell America that he had been “lving
through my teeth.” By far the majority of cases involve a
healthy mother and a healthy fetus, he told American
Mzdu:a_l News. “The abortion- rlghts folks know it, the anti-
abortion folks know it, and so, probably, does evervbody
else.” Abortion in general, he added, “is a form of killing.
You’re ending a life.”
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