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INTRODUCTION

I’m standing in a churchyard in South London. It’s a cool, drizzly April day, and the wet, green grass is spangled with tiny daisies. I have come here to mourn a woman who died many years ago. Her name was Eliza Wilson.

The stone church, with its graceful proportions and classical pillars, still stands, but it has fallen on harder times. Like many London churches, it’s locked during the week, and there are empty beer cans on the porch, despite signs forbidding the drinking of alcohol. In front is a slim bit of lawn, what is left of the churchyard where Wilson was buried; the graves were moved to a cemetery many decades ago. In Wilson’s day, it was open country around here. Now the church is squeezed onto a narrow triangle, with busy streets on either side and a railway line behind. The scrap of land looks like a miniature village green; in front of the church stand memorials to parishioners lost in the First and Second World Wars. Eliza Wilson died long before then, in 1848, after an abortion that went wrong. She was only thirty-two.

I had encountered Eliza in a Victorian newspaper, while looking for something else. Her story is known to us because after her death, her midwife was put on trial. Every salacious detail was covered by the newspapers. But before all that, Eliza was an ordinary young woman, working as a seamstress. She lived with her father and sisters in Norwood, a village south of London that was being swallowed up by the metropolis. Like so many others, they were migrants to the capital; they had come from the Lake District, way up north. In truth, I’m not entirely sure why I needed to come here to mourn someone I never knew. But historians bear witness, and I wanted to remember Wilson here where she lived.

This book tells the stories of Eliza Wilson, and other women like her, who sought to end pregnancies in the past. Wilson’s was the first abortion I researched, and I was stunned by the depth of detail hidden in the many column inches dedicated to her case. It was striking in part because it was so ordinary. Dressmaking was one of the most common occupations for working-class women in nineteenth-century England. Her decision to end her pregnancy was ordinary, too. Some women, like Wilson, were unlucky; she lived in a time before antibiotics and died from an infection. Countless others survived. Their success in managing their reproductive lives makes them almost invisible in the historical record, but their decisions can echo in our imaginations. They remind us that abortion has long been an option for women, as far back in the historical record as we can see.

Much of the scholarship on the history of abortion has focused on regulation. But this book is first and foremost about women who sought to end their pregnancies, rather than the laws that restricted them. Their stories reveal how both childbearing and abortion were woven through women’s lives. They remind us of the complexities that an unwanted pregnancy can provoke. They also suggest long continuities in women’s experiences.

I say women because I’m writing about the past. Today, we recognize that many trans and nonbinary people can also become pregnant, and so we talk about people who seek abortions. There have always been those who did not fit into male and female binaries, but it is not easy to map our current understandings of sex, gender, and identity onto people in centuries gone by. We can’t know how these people understood themselves, as male or female, both or neither. However, because the story of abortion is plaited with the history of how societies organized and regulated male and female behavior, it matters that the people who sought abortions in the past—the people whose stories I tell in this book—were labeled as women.

This book takes the long view of abortion, moving from ancient Greece all the way into late-twentieth-century America, stopping in various times and places along the way. The most important things I have learned from this long view are simple. First, women have always ended pregnancies. They had abortions because they were single, because they could not afford to have another child, because they had been raped—all kinds of reasons. Abortion has also long been a lifesaving procedure. Ancient Greek doctors knew that a woman could die when fetal tissue started putrefying inside her body after a pregnancy ceased being viable. Circumstances change, but these basic facts of women’s lives endure; prohibition of abortion did not change them.

Second, while there have been periods of extreme repression, with drastic penalties visited upon women who got caught seeking to end a pregnancy, these gave way to times of quiet toleration. Neighbors, employers, and family looked the other way, ignoring any evidence that a woman might have had an abortion. Such turning away is an active choice, a decision to prioritize an individual woman’s well-being over the letter of the law. It is only by taking the long view that we can see these ebbs and flows, crackdowns followed by acceptance.

Finally, these patterns of restriction and toleration are linked to larger shifts in gender relations, in the ways a society expects men and women to behave. In first-century Rome, for example, men complained that elite married women were getting abortions because they were so vain that they refused to hazard their slim figures or because they were hiding adulterous affairs. Or so the men believed. Those same cultural critics bemoaned the fact that women no longer stayed demurely at home but rode around the city in carriages as they pleased. Abortion became a sign of women’s new freedoms. Similar arguments were made in antebellum America, when first-wave feminists were agitating for women’s suffrage, giving lectures to women about sexual health and pleasure, and advocating for equality in marriage. People got scared about these threats to the status quo and, like the Romans many centuries earlier, imagined that women were being unfaithful to their husbands, concealing adultery by ending pregnancies. Abortion restriction has often been gender backlash.

While anti-abortion laws might encode concerns about women’s social roles, what was “wrong” about abortion has varied over time. Today’s anti-abortion activists focus on what they call “innocent unborn life” or “the child.” But for most of the past two millennia, the fetus was not at the center of concern about abortion. In sixteenth-century Italy, outlawing abortion was supposed to combat illicit sexual relations. While relatively few abortion cases were prosecuted in colonial New England, the issue there was about single women. Town fathers worried that abortion was a sign of extramarital sexual relations, which might lead to the births of babies whom the town would have to support. In seventeenth-century Caribbean colonies, the concern was not too many children but too few. Enslavers wanted a larger labor force and imagined that women were terminating pregnancies as a form of resistance against their enslavement. Such women were punished harshly for refusing to reproduce.

When we look for abortions in the past, often we uncover tragic stories like Eliza Wilson’s. Death tends to leave records, and deaths followed by prosecutions leave even more records. But many of the women in this book ended pregnancies successfully and moved on with their lives. Beatrice J., for example, the mother of four children, lived in mid-twentieth-century Baltimore, when reliable contraception was difficult to obtain. She ended pregnancies at least twice, using over-the-counter medication and cervical probes. Elsbetha Eggenmann, a servant in seventeenth-century Germany, also performed what we now call a self-managed abortion, using herbal remedies. I suggest that we remember these women’s experiences, even as we mourn those of women like Wilson.

Many, many women who ended pregnancies remain invisible because their abortions were unproblematic, and so their stories were never recorded. We can hardly even guess at a multiplier. A thousand? Ten thousand? Fifty thousand? Because things associated with sex were often shameful and abortions were sometimes illegal, the successful ones were rarely written down. A woman survived and moved on.

Language about abortion has also changed over time. Today, it is politically charged. Activists shelter behind the “pro-life” designation, but I prefer plain speech and call them anti-abortion. For centuries, the English word abortion, as with its cognates in several European languages, has encompassed a range of endings to a pregnancy, including what we now distinguish as miscarriage, abortion, and stillbirth.

Nor does the word abortion encompass the full range of the ways that women ended pregnancies in the past. Women knew that taking an herbal preparation early in pregnancy could provoke an early abortion that was indistinguishable from a late period. Indeed, I argue that women were often intent upon restoring menstrual regularity because humoral medicine, the dominant medical theory for centuries, insisted that it was crucial to female health. It may be that what we would see as an early abortion was understood by a woman in the past as a return to her regular cycle—or it may be that she preferred not to think too much about the possibility that she might have been pregnant.

Taking the long view also reveals that attempts at abortion control have been less about the Church than readers might expect. Religious authorities in the past, especially Christian ones, have rarely spoken with a single voice. Nor has the Catholic Church been categorically opposed to all abortion at all times. The fathers of the early church had a range of opinions about the practice. Individual writers, like Augustine (354–430), even made different arguments about abortion over the course of their lives. It was only in 1869 that the Catholic Church declared that abortion at any stage of pregnancy merited excommunication, and various Protestant Churches have come to oppose abortion more recently yet. When churchmen and Supreme Court justices claim that abortion has always been unacceptable, they imply an unchanging set of moral imperatives. Such is simply not the case. Abortion has meant many different things in the past and has often been accepted, even if only tacitly.

Abortion-provoking plants feature in every chapter of the book but the last. For most of recorded time, what we call medication abortion was the norm, rather than procedures involving tools. Such mechanical interventions were dangerous before antiseptics and anesthesia—that is why Eliza Wilson died—and doctors and women alike usually opted for herbal remedies. Women could harvest abortifacient herbs from gardens or fields, or buy them in a market, with no one the wiser about their ultimate purpose. Women told other women how to identify and use such plants. In 1655, for instance, a German servant and her employer were walking home through the fields, and the older woman pointed out some red pennyroyal to the younger, explaining its purpose. When the servant became pregnant, she knew what to do. But most of these conversations, like most abortions, went unrecorded.

Plants, however, can be unsafe. Some were hard to identify correctly, in part because they often had a wide range of local names. It is also difficult to assess pharmacologic potency in leaves, stems, and roots. At least some of the plants used for abortion, often over many centuries, provoke uterine contractions that can cause a pregnancy to pass or have other effects upon the female reproductive system. However, the difference between effective and fatal doses can be slim. So often in the historical record we read of a woman trying two or three abortion medicines in turn, as each failed to bring about the desired result. We also read of women who died, having taken just that bit too much of a plant or medicine. So do not try any of these plants yourself. They can be deadly.

In many of the times and places discussed in this book, women lived in deeply patriarchal societies, places where few people, male or female, had anything that we might recognize as rights. Advocates for reproductive justice, often women of color charting the legacies of chattel slavery in the United States, have argued that abortion is not a choice isolated from other life circumstances. What kinds of choice does a working woman have when childcare would consume most of her hourly wage? Nor is choice a helpful way to think about abortion in the past. In early modern German towns, an unwed mother faced a brutal public flogging, the executioner whipping her out of town into the countryside, where she had nothing, no home or support. However risky—if convicted, she faced execution—abortion often looked like survival. So, too, intimate relationships have often been sites of domination. In colonial Maryland, William Mitchell pinched his lover’s nose to force her to swallow a poached egg with abortion medication inside. Abortion is woven into the larger fabric of social relations, structured by the same inequalities as the rest of life. Women sought abortions because they had been raped, because they could not countenance bearing a child into a life of servitude, because they would lose their jobs. None of these circumstances can be described as moments of choice.

It is not only legal controls that limit women’s abilities to manage their own reproductive lives. Abortion is often about inequality, both between the sexes and between those who command more resources and those with fewer. There are countries where abortion is technically legal, but women in some places cannot access it, because there are few if any local physicians who will end a pregnancy. In these circumstances, a woman with money and time can travel elsewhere. Her poorer sisters cannot. In the United States, inequalities are often structured by racism, past and present. Black and brown women get lower-quality maternity care than do white women, a disparity reflected in maternal death rates three times higher for women of color. Abortion is health care, and health care carries the racial and class inequalities at work in wider society.

I wrote this book in the shadow of increased limits on abortion in the United States. Almost fifty years after Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court struck down the right to abortion in the summer of 2022. Even before then, while abortion was legal nationwide, provision was already scarce in some states, where decades of pushback had closed clinic after clinic. But now we are in a different time. Abortion is regulated state by state, not federally. Some states have banned the procedure completely, and others limit it to the first few weeks of a pregnancy. Some states have criminalized traveling to another state to get an abortion, and some have created laws that make it every citizen’s responsibility to report such travel. For some legal scholars, such laws are a chilling echo of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, in which every American was “commanded” to capture enslaved people who fled captivity. Medication abortions are similarly under threat, with pending lawsuits attacking the use and distribution of abortion pills.

Tales of women in the 1950s being blindfolded and packed into the back of a car in order to obtain an abortion now feel all too real, like something that might easily happen again in America. The internet has largely replaced the hushed conversations that conveyed knowledge from woman to woman in times past, but people are once again asking how they can end a pregnancy themselves, with no one the wiser. History doesn’t repeat itself, but sometimes it seems to echo.

When I talk with American women over seventy about this book, their stories of abortions before Roe v. Wade follow. Some of those illegal procedures were very safe, safer than childbirth, performed in modern medical offices by physicians with high standards of medical care. One such New York City physician was known as the go-to doctor for the city’s ballerinas. But other providers were dangerous, using substandard techniques or even forcing women into sex before the procedure. Another story told to me was about the college student who bled to death on the steps of her university library after an abortion.

Living in such a deeply polarized moment means that we often leave little room for complexity. It is either/or, not but/and. The possibility that a woman might feel relief, grief, and confusion about an abortion, all at the same time, is hard to discuss. That’s why we need stories of actual women who decided to end their pregnancies. While the records that document their experiences are often terse, they offer details that can prompt us to think.

There are so many silences in stories about abortions. For most of the eras I write about, literacy was a very scarce resource, and women were much less likely than men to be able to read, let alone to write. Often, we can only hear a woman’s story refracted through the words of a man, and likely a hostile one at that. Records from courtrooms are essential sources for the history of abortion, from the Middle Ages onward. However, women on trial, fighting for their lives, crafted their narratives in ways that they thought would serve them best. And male scribes may have altered their words, recording them in standard prose that bore little resemblance to what a woman might have actually said. Often, we can only ask, “What might she have felt?” instead of offering answers. But such questions can help us imagine worlds very different from our own.

It was an act of imagining that brought me to that South London churchyard to mourn Eliza Wilson. It matters what she thought and felt, however elusive those thoughts and feelings might be in the historical record. But while it is historians’ duty to bear witness, it is arrogant to think that I might speak for any such woman in the past. Rather, I do my best to convey what I have pieced together of her story, creating a space where we can picture what the world might have looked like from her perspective. It is an exercise to be performed with humility, an attempt to remove myself from the picture even as I paint it.

Some of the stories in this book are sad ones. Often, we only know about an individual woman because something bad happened to her and her story got written down. Grief shapes our responses, and perhaps relief that we live today. The long view, however, is more optimistic than it may seem. Even in this time of increased repression, history suggests that such limits will not last. They never do. There have been, and will be, untold miseries caused by these restrictions. But in time, people will start looking the other way again.

This book is dedicated to my students. I have learned so very much from them, more than they will ever believe. And it is my hope that their generation will be able to do what mine was ultimately unable to: stop the long cycles of repression and toleration by creating laws protecting abortion rights, laws that will endure.
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