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For centuries, people have searched for ways to delay or terminate pregnancy. Today,
safe and efficient means of abortion finally exist, yet women around the world continue
to use ancient, illegal or risky home methods: Every year, 47,000 women around the
world die due to botched abortions. Across countries and religions, millions of women
are blocked from abortion technologies by law and social coercion and are forced to
carry pregnancies to term against their will. Some are minors and rape victims. For
many, the pregnancy is not viable or poses a health risk. But all can be criminalized for
trying to abort.
Laia Abr il’s new long-ter m project, A History of Misogyny, is a visual research
undertaken through historical and contemporary comparisons. In her first chapter,
On Abortion, Abril documents and conceptualizes the dangers and damages caused
by women’s lack of legal, safe and free access to abortion. Continuing with her
painstaking research methodology, Abril draws on the past to highlight the long,
continuous erosion of women’s reproductive rights to present-day.

FISH BLADDER CONDOM
The earliest prophylactics were typically made from catfish and sturgeon bladders and
used until the 19th century. Cleaned, split and dried lamb intestines were also popular.
Since neither material is very elastic, such early condoms had to be secured to the penis
with a ribbon. They were also expensive. After each use, the condoms were washed,
carefully dried, and rubbed with oil and bran to prevent cracking.
SHEEP GUT CONDOM
Another kind of early condom was made from a sheep’s intestinal pouch, or caecum.
Three-month-old sheep were considered best-sized for producing these condoms. There
is only one caecum per sheep; nevertheless, caecum condoms were once produced in
great numbers and widely used. These condoms are still sold in the United States today.
They cannot be sold in Europe, because they do not meet European Union regulations.
ANCIENT ACIDIC CONTRACEPTIVES
Casanova is said to have developed the use of lemons as a contraceptive in the 18th
century: A halved and squeezed lemon was placed inside the vagina to block sperm
during intercourse. It was known in ancient times that sperm dies quickly in acidic
environments, hence the occasional use of vinegar-soaked sponges and tissues. Crocodile
dung was also used for contraception in ancient Egypt. All these methods are ineffective
and unsafe. Such materials cannot be positioned precisely in front of the uterine
entrance, nor are they likely to stay in place during intercourse. They can also be
dangerous, if they come into contact with the cervix or are pushed into the uterus.
VAGINAL DOUCHE
The douche was one of the most common contraceptive methods of the 19th century,
although it actually offered little contraceptive effect. It consisted of a hose and a
cylindrical pump made from metal or porcelain to hold rinsing fluid. A woman seeking
to avoid pregnancy with a douche would insert the tube into her vagina and open the
tap, letting fluid rush in and eventually fall into a bucket on the floor—in theory taking
sperm with it.
GOSSYPOL
This cottonseed oil is an effective male contraceptive. It was discovered by a country
doctor in China, who linked local villagers’ strikingly high rates of infertility to their
cottonseed-heavy diet. In 1972, the Chinese government launched a mass medical trial
of “gossypol” with more than 8,000 men. The results were significant, with nearly half
of the subjects proving infertile. However, gossypol also seemed to produce serious side
effects, and its use as a contraceptive was not pursued.
ILLEGAL INSTRUMENT KIT
Throughout the 20th century, tools such as the assortment pictured here were used
in illegal abortions: Forceps and specula opened the cervix (and continue to be used
for routine gynaecological examination and operations). During latest age abortions,
sharp, pointed instruments like the urinary catheter were used to sweep the uterus, as

were repurposed household tools such as coat hangers. These instruments are extremely
dangerous, due to the high risk of puncturing other organs such as the uterus, bladder
or intestine.
KNITTING NEEDLE PROCEDURE
Above is a three-dimensional cross-section illustrating an attempted knitting needle
abortion. In places where abortion is illegal, unwillingly pregnant women may wait
until the pregnancy becomes visible (15 to 18 weeks) before acting. At that point,
non-professionals may offer a life-threatening abortion procedure: inducing early labour
by pushing a pointed instrument through the cervix and into the embryonic sac.
SOAP AND ENEMA SYRINGES
Thick-walled cylinders with plungers have been in use as intestinal cleaners since the
15th century. Since the 1920s, these have been adapted as abortion instruments, used
to flush the uterus with soapy or astringent liquid. Because they have other uses, such
syringes satisfy the most important requirement for every clandestine abortion tool:
They raise no suspicions. However, this tool’s hygienic and medical inadequacies, as
well as the dangerous substances often used as a flushing liquid, have cost many women
their lives.
WOOD AND PLASTIC RODS
Early termination of pregnancy is forbidden in nearly every African country, often
due to laws introduced under colonial rule. For this reason, abortions are often carried
out illegally either by non-professionals or by the women themselves: Sharp objects
like branches or long thorns are used to pierce the amniotic sac during the fourth or
fifth month of pregnancy. The ensuing discharge of fluid prompts the birth of a dead
embryo within two to three days. This method can lead to complications including
uncontrollable bleeding and life-threatening infections. The artefacts pictured were
surgically removed by Dr. Christian Fiala and his associates in Kampala, Uganda, in 2002.
ABORTION DRONE
On June 27 of 2015, Women on Waves piloted an “abortion drone” on its maiden flight
from Frankfurt an der Oder in Germany, to Słubice, Poland. Its cargo: abortion pills.
Abortion is legal across the European Union, except in Poland and Malta. The official
number of abortions performed in Poland, a country with 38 million inhabitants, is only
about 750 per year. Women on Waves claims that the real number is closer to 240,000
per year.

Magdalena, 32, Poland

“It was December 17, 2014. I took a pregnancy test and it came out positive. I am gay;
I don’t want to talk about how I got pregnant. I don’t know for sure if my grief for
the abortion is over. I think about it once in a while, and sometimes I cry. Not much,
though, and not because I regret it. I don’t. I know I made the right choice, and the
only possible one. It was the hardest experience in my life. I am a different person now.
And I’m proud of myself.”

“On a Thursday, I went to see my gynaecologist. She’s a feminist, known for openly
pro-choice views. She directed me to a trusted male gynaecologist who performs
ultrasound examinations. When he confirmed the pregnancy, I knew exactly what I
needed to do. I am a feminist activist, and I’m familiar with the obstacles to abortion in
Poland: Abortion is illegal except in cases of sexual assault, serious foetal deformation, or
threat to the mother’s life. I talked to the ultrasound doctor openly. He hesitated at first.”
“There is a medicine called Arthrotec: a combination of the drugs Diclofenac and
misoprostol, which are used to treat osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis. You can get
it in the pharmacy on prescription and use it to induce miscarriage. Another alternative
is to buy abortion pills on the black market, but I don’t trust them—many vendors sell
fake abortion pills that cost a lot and do nothing. So, I contacted a colleague who’s a
stemmatologist and lied that my mother needed Arthrotec due to back problems. I was
lucky. On Sunday, I had the prescription.”
“On the evening of December 22, 2014, I stayed at my friend Tomo’s. I took my first
pill around 10pm in her kitchen. You take Arthrotec in phases—four pills every three
hours, three times. It’s extremely unpleasant. You can’t simply swallow the pill. You have
to hold it under your tongue until it melts, then spit out the small part of analgesic
Diclofenac. The pills are bitter, and your mouth gets numb. It took almost one hour
for the first four pills. The bleeding really started two and a half hours after the first set.
“I felt weak and freezing. Tomo cooked some potatoes and beets for me. Also,
sauerkraut—I remember I had a great craving for that. I needed someone to take care
of me. It was hard for me to pick a person, but Tomo asked no questions, and gave me
her full support from the beginning to the very end of this experience.”
“After the pills, I took several showers, and changed my towels often. We watched
Stardust with Claire Danes and Robert De Niro. They always soothe me. I mostly slept
through the next day and night. But the bleeding didn’t stop. I became a bit worried,
so I phoned my doctor. It seemed I hadn’t fully purged, he said, and advised that I take
another set of pills. He also prescribed antibiotics. The second time was a horror. I was
literally giving birth.”
“I checked into my doctor’s hospital on December 31. We pretended not to know each
other. He had told me to say: ‘I’m pregnant. Recently some bleeding has begun. I hope
everything is fine, please just check on me.’ The plan was for him to state that the foetus
was dead, which would get me a ‘curettage’ operation for the blood clots stuck inside.
He winked when I was supposed to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the procedure. It was absurd and
humiliating at the same time.”
“The next morning, I had the operation. First anaesthesia in my life. I was numb enough
not to feel much fear. I stayed in the hospital until late evening. Another chat with
my doctor. I thanked him a lot. I don’t know what would have happened to me if he
hadn’t guided me, advised me, answered my phone calls, then worked out a safe and

legal hospital scenario. A lot of things might have happened, but I was lucky. I recovered
quickly.”
“But I was traumatized. I remember lying in bed two days before I took the pills, my
hand on my belly, thinking that it would be nice to be able to keep that pregnancy.
I cried so much the day I took the pills and told Tomo how much I did and did not
want to do it at the same time. How much irrational sadness I felt, even though I didn’t
want to have a child, not then, and probably not ever. It was hormones. But it was also
something more than that; you can’t really talk about it unless you’ve had the experience
yourself. I grieved for some time after.”
“Later, I created a private group on Facebook so that women could help each other,
exchange the addresses and phone numbers of trusted doctors, and give advice.
Sometimes a woman contacts me, and I give her all the info and contacts I have.
I feel like that’s the least I can do. I still have a few mementos related to my abortion,
including an ultrasound photo of the foetus. Sometimes I want to throw it away. But I
never do.”

Justyna, 40, Poland

“It was in 2006. It was my fourth pregnancy; I had three children and was having
problems with my (now ex-) husband. The Dutch abortion boat had come to Poland
and I heard there was a new medicine available. It took me a bit more time to find the
pills. I did it at home in my bathroom, terrified of something happening to me. My
kids were in the house. It took me two weeks to process all the feelings, but then I felt
released. Now I’m a different person—I feel able to make my own decisions.”
“Today, I manage a forum offering information and support to Polish women who
are seeking abortion. We recently had problems with the police, who asked for data
on a forum user who was supposedly 17 weeks pregnant. We shut down the site. I also
manage an anonymous hotline, which women call before taking abortion pills to ensure
they are doing it right. I get around five calls a day, and the busiest days are Monday
and Friday.”

“This is just mifepristone. I had some misoprostol [an abortifacient] at home but I gave
them to a woman who was far along and whose package [of abortion pills ordered
from abroad] got stuck in customs. Having an abortion at home is not like going to the
movies; it can be very dangerous. You’re not supposed to take the pills after 12 weeks;
women who do can end up in the hospital. Then they have to pretend to be miscarrying
at the hospital, for fear that doctors might deny treatment if they knew the truth.”
“At the beginning of my time as a volunteer on the hotline, one woman called saying
she had taken the misoprostol three or four months ago, but that now she was at home
and had recently given birth to a dead baby. She was in shock, so she put the body in a
bowl in her fridge. After the shock wore off, she buried it in her garden. I was the only
person she told. I didn’t know what to do, so I called the abortion-rights organization
Women on Web. They explained that the pills don’t always work—this was just one of
those cases.”
18 KILOGRAMS
“A stone weighing 18 kilograms was the corpus delicti in the [1915] criminal case
against Maria R. For several evenings, the unmarried Catholic servant girl lay with the
stone resting on her abdomen until she felt sick. Immediately after the fourth time she
had done this, she began bleeding and started getting strong abdominal and back cramps,
until the foetus was expelled a few days later. [...] The defendant was found guilty. She
declined to appeal, saying that she accepted her punishment and wished for it to start
immediately.” — Plaque at the Abortion and Contraception Museum in Vienna, Austria.
THE DEADLY GRAPEVINE
“Samita, a 35-year-old mother of two, lives near Calcutta. Since the birth of her first son
10 years ago, she has taken extreme measures to self-induce abortion on three occasions,
including once inserting a small grapevine stalk into her uterus, causing heavy bleeding
and intense pain. She ended up in the hospital, where a doctor told her that delaying
medical help for even one day more could have killed her.” — Ninuk Widyantoro, head
of Indonesia’s Women’s Health Foundation. India has some of Asia’s most progressive
abortion laws. However, that does not guarantee access to safe or sanitary abortion
services. In 2013, a woman died every two hours in India due to unsafe abortions.
POISON, PESTICIDE & DESPERATION
Toxic substances are common and dangerous means of terminating a pregnancy. Women
have been known to vaginally insert cayenne pepper, turpentine and gin; eat gunpowder
and fungi; or drink laundry bluing, lye, bleach, and even hot mercury (according to
one 5000-year-old document from China). Such substances might end a pregnancy, but
can just as well cause gangrene, psychosis and death. Poisonous ingredients can also be
found in black market abortion pills, often labelled as misoprostol, among other names.

FROM BOILING BATHS TO DOG BITES
For generations, a scalding bath has been associated with miscarriage and abortion. An
8th century Sanskrit text recommends squatting over a boiling pot of onions to abort,
while a similar technique was used by Jewish women in Manhattan’s Lower East Side
in the early 1900s. Pain and shock have long been thought to induce miscarriage: As
late as 1870, some abortionists would pull out patients’ teeth without anesthetic. Pliny
the Elder (23-79 AD), Dioscorides (40-90 AD), and Pseudo-Galen (129-216 AD) cite
similarly ineffective “shock” abortion methods, including being bitten by a dog.
COAT HANGER
Desperate pregnant woman has been known to probe themselves with knitting needles,
whalebone, turkey feathers, umbrella rods and the infamous coat hanger. These can cause
infection, haemorrhage, sterility and death. Abortion rights advocates worldwide have
long used the coat hanger to symbolize what the anti-choice movement is trying to
avoid. Ironically, the risky DIY method is seeing a resurgence in the United States, as
access to safe and legal abortion falters.
A NIGHT OUTSIDE
Sleeping in the snow is a desperate tactic often employed by women in colder climates
to stop a pregnancy. Leaving new-borns out in the cold (or throwing them into a
river) was also a common method of neonaticide in the Middle Ages. More than 20
indigenous groups in Brazil commit infanticide as a cultural custom: New-borns that
are twins, physically deformed, or the product of illicit sex may be left in the forest,
buried, or poisoned.
THE ORAL SOLUTION
To abort during the first trimester, some Salvadorian women prepare an infusion of
local plants ruda and chipilin. It’s just another cocktail on an endless list of drugs and
foods thought to induce miscarriage, including clover mixed with white wine, squirting
cucumber, stinking iris, slippery elm, brewer’s yeast, melon, wild carrot, aloe, papaya,
crushed ants, camel hair, lead, belladonna, quinine and pomegranate. Alternatively, selfstarvation.
THROWING YOURSELFDOWN THE STAIRS
Also see: Hitting your stomach with a meat hammer, blood-letting, strenuous exercise,
jumping, riding in a shaky carriage, riding a motorbike across potholes, carrying heavy
weights, hot oil massages, and being shaken by two strong men. “Not sure how to react
to my cousin […] who got pregnant and terminated by punching herself in the stomach
[...] and now continues to be pro-life. She says that it doesn’t count because she didn’t
go to the doctor to have it done.” — Anonymous

Marta, 29, Poland

“On January 2, 2015, I travelled to Slovakia to have an abortion. I was too scared to take
DIY abortion pills alone. What if something went wrong? So I decided to get a surgical
abortion in a clinic abroad. I felt upset about borrowing money for the procedure, and
lonely and frustrated because I couldn’t tell anyone what was happening. The hardest
part was facing my boyfriend, who opposes abortion. All the same, I felt stronger and
more mature afterwards.”
“I got pregnant during Christmas, then had to wait a few weeks before I could make
the trip. I was so anxious to avoid the process and save the money that I first tried to
end the pregnancy myself. The night before departing, I took a bath in very hot water
and swallowed aspirin to induce a miscarriage. I wanted to feel stronger than the law.
But I didn’t succeed because I was afraid of hurting myself. When I packed for the
15-hour trip, I took only underwear, this nightdress that I hate and €445 to pay for the
procedure.”
“I was seven weeks pregnant when I finally made the trip. I waited at a gas station in
Krakow, and then jumped into a van with two other pregnant girls. We drove about
three hours into Sliač, where there’s an abortion clinic that welcomes Polish women.
I called my (now ex-) boyfriend from the road, and he begged me not to do it. When I
mentioned the stuffiness and how packed it was with people, he answered, ‘That seems
right, murderers should be treated like cattle’.”
ZIKA
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes transmit the feared Zika virus to pregnant women, who can
pass it on to unborn children. Recent Zika outbreaks have been linked to microcephaly
in babies, often referred to as Congenital Zika Syndrome. As of mid-2017, 2,385 cases
of CZS had been confirmed in Brazil. A further 7,246 cases are suspected to be linked
to the virus. The World Health Organization has urged increased access to abortion for
pregnant women infected with Zika in Latin America, but the procedure remains limited
in Brazil, Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Haiti, Paraguay and El
Salvador. Health authorities in several countries, including El Salvador, recommend that
local women simply avoid pregnancy for up to two years.

Lucía, 37, Chile

“It happened when I was 24. I had been sexually assaulted, and I found out I was
pregnant after just four or five weeks. At that time, abortion in Chile was illegal under any
circumstance. Getting it done was a hell of a process; I was afraid the so-called doctors who
did it would botch the job or kill me and cut me into pieces. But in the end, everything
went well, and I threw a party to celebrate with the people who helped me.”
“I was lucky my mother is a feminist and I have a good network. But the only doctor
we knew was in prison, so I did not know the people who actually performed my
abortion. The whole procedure turned out to be not very medical: You have to go
alone and bring €500 in cash. You end up in someone’s house, where the nurse doesn’t
dress like a nurse and her nails are painted. You never meet the ‘doctor’ beforehand. I
remember huge statues of saints, and posters of Jim Morrison and Homer Simpson. They
gave me tea with tons of sugar and contraception pills from the 1960s.”
“I remember thinking that my foetus was the size of a plum stone and wanting to cover
my vagina with my hand for a couple of days after the surgery. Despite being stunned
by sleeping pills and knowing that a stranger had reached into my body and taken
something, I felt relieved and satisfied. But in an illegal situation, you never stop being
vulnerable. Two months after my procedure, I recognized that same clinic on television;
it was being dismantled by police. I prayed they wouldn’t find any information about
me. I hadn’t just risked my life, but also my freedom.”

FROG TEST
From the 1930s to the 1950s, thousands of African clawed frogs were exported across
the world for use as pregnancy testers: Human urine samples would be injected into the
female frogs’ hind legs. If the frog ovulated by the next day, the woman who provided
the urine was likely to be pregnant.
QUINOA, OREGANO, CLOVE, LEMON ROOT
The infusion of these plants, obtained in San Salvador, produces an unpleasant-tasting
beverage that Salvadorian women use for first-trimester abortions. According with
Dr. O—, one of few doctors who provide honest consultation to unwillingly pregnant
women, the recipe has a 60% success rate. El Salvador is one of the most restrictive
countries in the world regarding abortion: The procedure is illegal under any circumstance,
and women who do it can face up to eight years of imprisonment. There have been at
least 17 cases of Salvadorian women charged with 40 years of prison, accused of homicide
after suffering miscarriages.

KL, 32, Peru

“I became pregnant at 17. After a medical check in my first trimester, hospital staff told
me to speak with the doctor. I knew something was wrong; I had seen them writing
the word ‘anencephalic’. In my fourth month, my doctor confirmed the pregnancy
wasn’t viable and had to be terminated. But when I showed up for the appointment, I
was told that the hospital’s directors had denied my procedure. Giving birth was very
hard. I had to breastfeed the baby, who died three days later. In 2015, an international
trial concluded that I should have received the abortion.

HUMAN INCUBATOR
On November 27, 2014, an Irish woman in her twenties was admitted to hospital with
headaches and nausea. Two days later, the mother of two suffered a fall and was later
found unresponsive. On December 3, she was declared clinically brain dead. She was 15
weeks pregnant at the time and was placed on life support against her family’s wishes.
On December 26, after hearing that the foetus had little chance of survival, the Irish
high court finally ruled that her life support machine could be turned off. Under the
1983 8th amendment of the Irish constitution, an unborn child has the same rights as
its mother.
WINDOW OF LIFE
This little window in the wall of a Polish convent can be opened from the outside by
mothers depositing unwanted infants. Once reclosed, it sounds an alarm to alert the nuns
that an orphan has arrived. The “baby hatch”, known as okno zycia in Polish or ruota dei
trovatelli in Italian, has existed for centuries in one form or another, all over the world. The
United Nations has expressed concern about a recent spread of baby hatches in Europe:
Between 2002 and 2012, 200 new baby hatches were installed in European countries
including Germany, Austria, Switze land, Poland, the Czech Republic and Latvia. Between
2000 to 2012, more than 400 European children were abandoned this way.

Neil, 33, Ireland

“In 2010, my wife Michelle and I found out we were pregnant. She was over the moon,
although I was worried and realistic—she had been fighting cancer since 2001 and was
terminal. Unfortunately, her chemotherapy treatment probably damaged the foetus,
before we even knew there was one. Michelle was unlikely to survive a pregnancy, so
her oncologist prescribed an abortion. Michelle did not want to, but we had no other
option. To our surprise, Cork University Hospital refused to do it.”
“The hospital told us that Michelle’s life was not at immediate risk due to the pregnancy.
Her doctor helped us to coordinate a trip to England, where the law is more flexible.
Michelle was English, but she had no passport—with her health, she had not planned to
travel! Waiting for the paperwork took two months, during which she was also denied
treatment for her cancer [due to the pregnancy]. The trip itself was a nightmare; she
was so sick and heartbroken. Pills didn’t work. In the end, she underwent a surgical
procedure, which took a big toll on her health
“Michelle became quite active in the media, speaking out against the state. The [Irish
government] ended up paying her compensation for the injustice. Before her pregnancy,
Michelle had been responding very well to her treatment, and doctors said she could
end up living for five more years. She was a very spiritual and optimistic person. But
after we came back from England, she had another scan. Her cancer had become more
aggressive and spread to the brain. She died in November 2011.”
CAUSE OF DEATH: ILLEGAL ABORTION, POLAND
In March 2005, a 21-year-old Polish woman named Karina died from massive blood loss
after receiving an illegal abortion in the private apartment of a gynaecologist. Abortion
in Poland is illegal except in cases of rape, severe foetal deformation or when the life
of the mother is at risk.
CAUSE OF DEATH: ILLEGAL ABORTION, BRAZIL
In September 2014, 32-year-old Elizângela died after an illegal abortion clinic
left a plastic tube in her uterus. Affecting nearly 200,000 women a year in Brazil,
post-abortion complications have become the country’s third-highest cause of maternal

death. Abortion can only be legally performed in Brazil if the foetus has anencephaly,
endangers the mother’s life, or is the result of rape.
CAUSE OF DEATH: PARENTAL CONSENT NEEDED, USA
Becky died in Indiana in September 1988, due to complications from an illegal abortion.
She was 17. Her parents say Becky was forced into the unsafe operation by state law,
which requires parental consent for abortion. Thirty-seven US states require parental
involvement for abortion by a minor, and 21 require parental consent. In Spain, Portugal,
Greece, Denmark, Turkey, India, Saudi Arabia, and Uruguay, parental notification or
authorization is required.
CAUSE OF DEATH: DENIED ABORTION, DOMINICAN REPUBLIC
In August 2012, Esperancita died of leukaemia in the Dominican Republic at age 16.
She had been refused chemotherapy for nearly a month because she was pregnant.
In the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, abortion is illegal under all
circumstances.
CAUSE OF DEATH: ILLEGAL ABORTION, UGANDA
In December 2015, 19-year-old Irene died in Kampala, Uganda, during a botched illegal
abortion. Her body was found in a swamp. According to the Guttmacher Institute, a
US-based advocacy centre, Ugandan law permits abortion under certain circumstances,
but is inconsistently interpreted and enforced, creating ambiguity as to which patients
the abortion providers may accept. In 2014, local police investigated 2,578 cases of
illegal abortion. [...]
CAUSE OF DEATH: ILLEGAL ABORTION, BRAZIL
In August 2014, 27-year-old Jandyra died from a botched clandestine abortion in Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil. Her body was later found burned and dismembered, probably by the
abortion providers to avoid identification. Jandyra’s sister told the media: “Many people
had been criticizing her and saying she deserved to die. I’m against abortion too, but
she paid the price.”
CAUSE OF DEATH: DENIED ABORTION, ARGENTINA
In November 2006, Ana Maria was denied chemotherapy in Argentina because she was
pregnant. After months with her hospital’s ethics committee, the 19-year-old’s request
for an abortion was also denied. Ana Maria gave birth the next year. Her baby survived
only 24 hours. She died of cancer a few weeks later. In October 2015, the Argentinian
government apologized to her family and paid compensation.
CAUSE OF DEATH: DENIED ABORTION, IRELAND
In October 2012, 31-year-old Savita was denied an abortion by Ireland’s University
Hospital Galway. Her 17-week pregnancy had developed a deadly infection, but doctors
refused to remove the foetus until it no longer had a heartbeat—a three-day wait. She
died a few days after that. By law, an unborn child in Ireland has the same rights as its
mother.

IN LABOR X-RAY
From 1920 to the 70's x-rays were performed on pregnant women to check pelvic
and foetal size, as baby position. Alice Stewart, a Br itish physician, published an
epidemiological study in 1956 connecting x-ray practices to childhood leukaemia. Her
work that was first discredited by other colleagues and nuclear industry got eventually
confirmed with additional reports showing an increased rate of serious abnormalities
in new-borns who had been exposed to radiation.
Kurt Warnekros: Atlas Roentgenographic Diagnosis of Pregnancy and Childbirth, 1921.
Medical History Museum of Catalonia.

Alicja, 36, Poland

“It was 17 years ago. I was pregnant with my third child, and I suffered severe myopia.
According to three ophthalmologists, continuing with the pregnancy would have
jeopardized my sight forever. But it’s very difficult to get an abortion in Poland, and
my hospital refused to provide one. My eyesight worsened terribly as a result. My case
was eventually reviewed by the European Court of Human Rights, which ordered the
Polish government to pay me 25,000 euros in compensation.”
“A year after giving birth, I suffered a retinal hemorrhage. Now I can’t see objects
more than a meter and a half away. I will probably lose my sight completely. I have the
highest level of officially-recognized disability and am raising three children by myself
on a pension of slightly more than €100 a month. I’m very upset because Polish law is
supposed to permit abortions when the mother’s health is endangered, but I was denied.”
“The worst part is that, after my trial, I am constantly being recognized by people, even
when I enter shops. The church has made many public condemnations of my plea for
an abortion. I sometimes find that my children have been assigned homework about my
case. I used to get hate mail and my story was continually in the media—once, a news
organization even published my home address. For safety, my children have different
surnames to mine. My youngest daughter has become an activist.”

SENTENCED TO DECADES
Court files of 17 Salvadorian women, known as “Las 17” who were charged with
homicide after miscarrying. Three were recently pardoned after spending 4 years, 9
years and 12 years in prison. Since 1998, abortion has been illegal in El Salvador
under all circumstances. Stigma around abortion has led to witch hunts for women
who miscarry or suffer obstetric complications outside the hospital. According to the
Salvadorian Citizens’ Group for the Decriminalization of Abortion, more than 250
women were reported to the police for abortion between 2000 and 2014. Of these, 147
were prosecuted. Twenty-six were convicted of murder and 23 of abortion.
MANUELA VS EL SALVADOR
In 2008, Manuela, a mother of two, miscarried while giving birth in her outdoor toilet
in a rural area of El Salvador. In shock, she managed to enter the house and ask for
help. Once hospitalized, she was handcuffed to her bed for a week under suspicion of
aborting to hide infidelity—her husband had abandoned the family seven years earlier.
Manuela was ultimately condemned to 30 years in prison for homicide. Since 2006,
Manuela had complained of a sore throat, caused by undiagnosed lymphatic cancer. This
was later found to be the cause of her miscarriage and would kill her in prison in 2010.

Guadalupe, 26, El Salvador

“At 17, I was raped and became pregnant. A few months later, I had an obstetric emergency
while working at my employer’s house. She did not allow me to go home and I passed
out in my bedroom. I wanted my baby. I don’t know what happened to her. They never
returned her body to my family. I was sentenced to 30 years for homicide and spent 7
years and 7 months in prison until my pardon. The day I got released was a very joyful
moment. It had been a long fight, and the lawyers kept visiting me and updating me about
the process. Now I have a newborn baby daughter and I’m thrilled to be a mum.”
HIPPOCRATIC BETRAYAL
In February 2015, a 19-year-old woman took abortion pills in São Bernardo do Campo,
Brazil, then went to the hospital with abdominal pain. After treatment, her doctor called the
police, who handcuffed her to the bed and forced her to confess. In Brazil, abortion is illegal
under most circumstances and doctors are known to break their confidentiality code in order
to denounce women who try it. Patients accused of attempting abortion have been detained
in hospitals for weeks and even months.

JESUS CRYING OVER ABORTED BABY
The Eastern Orthodox Church believes that life begins at conception, and that abortion
is murder. If a woman whose life is at risk terminates her pregnancy, she won’t be
excommunicated for the sin. However, she must confess and fulfil a penance. In Islam,
a foetus is believed to become a living soul only after four months. Abortion after then
is impermissible.
MIZUKO JIZŌ
These tiny monuments to aborted foetuses are called mizuko jizō or “water babies”.
Dressed in red bibs, caps and baby clothes, they appear in Buddhist and Taoist temples
in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. At the Japanese ceremony for women who have
had an abortion, miscarriage or stillbirth, parents make offerings to Jizō, a deity who
protects children, especially those who die earlier than their parents. In Japan, abortion
is legal during the first 24 weeks of pregnancy in very limited circumstances. Most of
the 200,000 women who have abortions each year claim the exception for economic
hardship. Japan was the last UN member state to legalize the birth control pill, in 1999.

FORCED ABORTION, THEN EXILE
G.Y.L and her husband were forced into exile after violating China’s “one-child” policy.
According to her 2012 testimony before the US House Committee on Foreign Affairs,
GYL was eight months pregnant with a third child when she was accosted in the street
by a woman asking for a “birth permit” in May 1995. GYL admitted that she had none
and was forced into a van. There, someone in a surgical mask felt her belly for the
baby’s position, then killed it with a long needle through the abdomen. GYL identified
the woman and the people in the van as members of the country’s Family Planning
Commission.
FORCED ABORTION, THEN STERILIZATION
In May 2008, ZWF was abducted from her home by Chinese officials. She was nine
months pregnant. According to her account to US advocacy organization All Girls
Allowed, she was taken to a local hospital and forced into early labour with an injection.
The next day, her baby was gone. The same hospital removed ZWF’s uterus, cervix,
fallopian tubes and right ovary. The 39-year-old is now confined to a wheelchair with
severe kidney malfunction due to complications from the surgery.
FORCED ABORTION AND A VIRAL PHOTO
In June 2012, FJ’s family posted a graphic picture of her in a hospital with a stillborn
child. The image went viral, drawing international attention to the phenomenon of
state-ordered abortions in China. By getting pregnant, FJ and her husband had violated
the country’s one child policy, incurring a 40,000 yuan fine. Unable to pay the fine, FJ
was abducted and injected with an abortifacient drug against her will. She was seven
months pregnant. In October 2015, China revised its 36-year policy in order to allow
two children per married couple.

“THE WICKEDEST WOMAN IN NEW YORK”
Ann Lohman, also known as Madame Restell, had a 40- year career as a “female
physician” for desperate women in New York. In 1847, she was convicted of performing
abortions and spent a year in jail. Restell was arrested again for performing abortions
in early 1878. Her chambermaid later found her in the bathtub, where she had slit her
own throat.
PURVI PATEL
In February 2015, Purvi Patel was sentenced to 20 years in prison in Indiana, USA, after
she confessed to leaving her stillborn foetus in a dumpster two years earlier. Patel had
used abortion pills illegally ordered online from a pharmacy in Hong Kong. “My fam
would kill me n him [sic],” she texted a friend when she discovered her pregnancy. “I’m
just not ready for it.” Patel was released two years later, after an appeals court overturned
her foeticide conviction.

ANNA YOCCA
In September 2015, Anna Yocca attempted to give herself an abortion with a coat
hanger in Tennessee, USA. The 31-yearold was 24 weeks pregnant. Worried about her
heavy bleeding, Yocca and her boyfriend went to the hospital, where she gave birth to
a 1.5-pound new-born. The baby survived and was placed in foster care. In December
2015, Yocca was charged with attempted murder. The charge was eventually dismissed,
but she was charged instead with three counts of felony: aggravated assault with a
weapon (the coat hanger), attempted procurement of a miscarriage, and attempted
criminal abortion. She pleaded guilty to the second charge in exchange for immediate
release from jail
BEI BEI SHUAI
In March 2011, Bei Bei Shuai attempted to commit suicide by eating rat poison in
Indiana, USA. She was 33 weeks pregnant. The 36-year-old survived and gave birth via
emergency caesarean section, but her baby died two days later. Shuai spent 435 days
in jail, charged with foetal murder and attempted foeticide. After public outcry, state
prosecutors eventually offered to drop her charges in exchange for a guilty plea to the
misdemeanour (us at end) of criminal recklessness.

THE ABORTION SAINT
Saint Gianna Beretta Molla (October 4, 1922 to Apr il 28, 1962) was an Italian
paediatr ician who refused abortion dur ing her fourth pregnancy, even though
continuing the pregnancy would kill her. She was canonized by Pope John Paul II in
2004 and is a patron saint for mothers, physicians, and unborn children.
365 DAYS OF FORGIVENESS
On December 8, 2015, the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy began. It was a one-year holy
period in which Pope Francis allowed every Catholic priest in the world to forgive the
sin of abortion. In November 2016, the pope authorized priests to forgive indefinitely
the sin of abortion, although it is still considered “a grave sin, since it puts an end to
an innocent life.” According to paragraph 58 of John Paul II’s 1995 Evangelium Vitae,
abortion is “murder” and women who undergo abortion should be excommunicated.
AUDIOVISUAL SPACE
In November 2016, at the request of the author, M. confessed her abortion to a catholic
priest in Bologna, Italy. This is a transcript of their conversation.

GYNECOLOGICAL MEDICAL INSTRUMENT FROM THE MEDICAL
HISTORY MUSEUM OF CATALONIA
Since the 17th century, surgeon men began a process of dispute over the medical control
of childbirth: books, along with their texts and illustrations, and the dissecting rooms,
providing access to instruments and naked and dead bodies of women, became the
means of creating the new obstetrical knowledge. In Catalonia, the Royal College
of Surgeons of Barcelona, since 1764, and the Medical School of the University of
Barcelona, since 1843, played a fundamental role in this process.
Embryotomies, osteotomes, tweezers, syringes, the speculums, pessaries, curettes, forceps
or suction cups shown in these vitrines may well have been used both in childbirth and
in possible abortions carried out by doctors and midwives.
Medical History Museum of Catalonia, 2019.

ANTI-ABORTION TERRORISM
Since the US legalized abortion in 1973, anti-abortion extremists have committed
more than 300 acts of terrorism, including arson, bombings, and murders. US family
planning clinics have been picketed more than 252,470 times since 1977, and 34,000
arrests have been made of anti-abortion protestors blocking clinic entrances. Abortion
providers have reported more than 16,000 cases of hate mail or harassing phone calls,
and 545 death threats. There have been at least 11 murders and 26 attempted murders
related to anti-abortion extremism in the US. Among US anti-abortion extremists,
“Wanted” posters reveal the personal information of suspected abortion providers and
their families. In 2009, a doctor named George Tiller was accused of providing abortions
in one such poster, then shot and killed while attending church in Wichita, Kansas. His
killer Scott Roeder eventually confessed. He was convicted of first-degree murder and
aggravated assault.
ARMY OF GOD
The US Federal Bureau of Investigation’s “Wanted” poster for Clayton Waagner, a
member of the anti-abortion extremist group Army of God. “It doesn’t matter to me
if you’re a nurse, receptionist, book-keeper or janitor; if you work for the murderous
abortionist, I’m going to kill you,” Waagner wrote in one message on the group’s
website. After sending 554 letters containing fake anthrax, Waagner was convicted in
2003 of threatening use of a weapon of mass destruction, amongst other charges.

LAMBS OF CHRIST
The US Federal Bureau of Investigation’s “Wanted” poster for James Kopp, a member
of anti-abortion extremist group Lambs of Christ. In 2003, Kopp was convicted of
murdering Dr. Barnett Slepian at home in Amherst, New York. He was later convicted
at the federal level for violating the 1994 Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act.
Kopp received the maximum prison sentence: penal servitude for life with a period of
25 years of exclusion from the conditional freedom application.
VOICE MAIL, FLORIDA
ABORTION CLINIC
“Protesters verbally harass me and all staff whenever they are present, which is about
three times a week in Orlando. This was one of the most personal methods of harassment
that I have experienced; I felt incredibly uncomfortable when I first heard the message
and still do every time I hear it again.”
Clinic staffer, August 28, 2015
PRISONER #5603: DR. WILLIAM H. JOHNSON
In May 1910, Nebraska doctor William H. Johnson was found guilty of having
performed an illegal abortion resulting in the death of 16-year-old Amanda Mueller.
He was sentenced to two years of hard labour. Johnson was paroled on April 14, 1911,
pardoned by the governor, and discharged on April 25, 1911.
PRISONER #14681: DR. FENNER
In 1941, Dr. Fenner was charged with foeticide and sentenced to 16 months of hard
labour in Nebraska, USA. The doctor denied that he had performed the alleged abortion
but admitted that he had performed “curettage” on a female patient. He claimed that
his patient would have died due to inflammation otherwise.
MIDWIFE’S MUGSHOT
Brazilian midwife Maria Berlimont practised medicine without a license and was
accused of providing abortions illegally. “Despite [current] public condemnation of both
women and providers, law enforcement more often goes after the abortion provider.
Police action and media reports focus on illegal clinics while remaining silent on the
women who seek out illegal abortion services.”

FRANÇOISE
Françoise, 76, is known as the grandmother of modern abortion in Europe. When
abortion was illegal in most of Europe, Françoise built clandestine abortion networks,
performed abortions herself, and taught her techniques across France, Spain and Italy.
She describes her lifelong activism as a calling, with the personal motto, “When you
have a power, you also have a responsibility.” Her daughter Julie consults on late term
abortion cases all over the world. Abortion was legalized in France in 1975, in Italy in
1980 and in Spain in 1985.

“I probably performed 5,000 abortions from 1973 to 1992;
I don’t remember exactly how many. It began by chance, when I was 32.
I was having lunch with a friend and she asked:
‘Do you want to come along?’
‘Yes, where?’ I said.
‘To perform some abortions.’
“When we arrived, there were three women waiting. When the second woman’s turn
came, my friend asked if I wanted to do the dilation. I said I did. I learned how, right
then and there. My friend had learned from a book, a little pamphlet in English that
she was translating. Abortion was still illegal in France at the time.
“In Marseille, meetings of the Movement for the Liberalization of Abortion
and Contraception (MLAC) were announced in the newspaper: Tuesday at 9am,
at such and such an address. We would get together, and women would explain their
problems. Then one woman would lend her home to the others, where they could
perform the abortions.
“In France, Italy and Spain, women came to us with different situations and problems,
with or without children, with or without money. Who was I to choose? We decided
to take them all, as long as their pregnancies had not passed 12 weeks.
“I remember one girl who came all alone and sad. A friend of the host saw her and
they began to talk. All of a sudden, he left and came back with a rose for the girl.
When it was her turn for the abortion, he began to play the piano. The quality
of the people who accompanied me was much more important than the technique.
“Some women would come for help and say: ‘I’m against abortion’. We would ask
why they had come, and they always had their reasons. Just like everyone else.
In Italy, there was a girl whose father led the fascist party ‘Italian Social Movement’.
He wanted to pay for her to get an abortion in London, to make sure no one found
out. A façade. She ended up having her abortion with us.
“After France legalized abortion in 1975, the lawyer Gisèle Halimi asked us to teach
others how to perform abortions: First in Genoa, then in Mestre, Florence and Turin.

Then I came to Valencia and continued my practice here. It was always the same:
A woman would lend her home to four or five or ten women to perform the
abortions on the kitchen table. Everything was nicely prepared, with sheets and
towels. First coffee with milk was served and the women got to know each other,
and we got to know the women.
“In itself, the abortion technique [vacuum aspiration] was very simple. But when
the woman is nervous, it’s impossible because her muscles contract and complicate
everything. So, the first thing was to let everyone relax: Once they were relaxed,
it was much easier. It was a communion. Afterwards we would drink cava and make
it a party. Why not?
“I think the hardest thing is the decision. A woman gets pregnant and thinks:
‘What am I going to do?’ Once her decision is made, the rest must be
very gentle — as easy as possible.”

PRE-ABORTION LETTER
In 1928, a 22-year-old Brazilian schoolteacher named Philomena wrote a letter to her
boyfriend Romeu, warning that she was about to have an illegal abortion performed in
the Rio de Janeiro clinic pictured on the facing page. As Philomena predicted, she did not
survive the procedure. Philomena wrote: “I did what you advised me to do and what I
should do, not only because I could not let the traces of an illicit love appear but also for
the great love that we have consecrated. I feel horrible and may not survive... and if [this
is] so, I ask you to forgive [my] numerous mistakes; of love alone, I committed them.”

