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The History of Abortion in America
The United States is one of four nations where a woman can get an abortion through 
all 9 months of pregnancy for any reason, including sex-selection (i.e. a couple wants 
a child of a specific sex and may abort a child of the opposite sex).1 Only Canada, 
China, and North Korea share this distinction.2 Each year since 1973, over one 
million legal abortions have been performed in the United States.3,4,5

During most of our nation’s history, abortion was prohibited as the wrongful taking 
of innocent life. As the number of abortions increased with the growth of large cities 
in the mid-1800s, state legislatures began passing bans and other restrictions on 
abortion. By the end of the 19th century, nearly every state had laws prohibiting 
abortion.6,7

As recently as a century ago, many early feminist groups, medical associations, and 
media outlets stood against the practice of abortion. In the late 1800s, mainstream 
newspapers like the New York Times waged campaigns to expose the horrors of 
abortion.8,9,10 Early feminists, such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
condemned abortion as a social evil that victimized women. The professional medical 
community actively lobbied for the strong anti-abortion legislation of the 1800s.

Fast forward to the middle of the 20th century when several national developments 
contributed to legalized abortion.11 The sexual revolution of the 1960s had a significant 
impact on American society and on the Justices of the U.S. Supreme Court. Several of 
the Justices were personally affected by the sexual revolution—with instances of unwed 
pregnancies or abortion in their family or personal experience, including Justices 
Blackmun, Powell, and Marshall.12

The sexual revolution also fed the drive for “population control,” which was a major 
political issue of the late 1960s. Population control was exemplified in President 
Nixon’s address to the nation in July 1969 and in his creation of a presidential 
commission on Population and the American Future. This commission released a report 
endorsing abortion for population control in March 1972, just as the Justices were drafting 
their opinions. The Justices endorsed a right to contraception in 1965 and expanded that 
right in 1972. Some of the Justices saw abortion as a logical next step and a reasonable 
solution to the “population crisis.”

Other national developments that contributed to legalized abortion included “The 
Pill” (oral hormonal contraception), which came on the market in 1961, and the 
endorsement of abortion rights by various elites in American society (including the 
media, the American Law Institute, the American Medical Association, and state 
legalization between 1967 and 1970.) By 1972, several Justices thought that they were 
leading a cultural wave and that their decision was supported by public opinion.
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At the state level, abortion rights also began to gain a foothold in the late 1960s. Until 
1967, almost all states prohibited abortion except to save the life of the mother. States 
first began to openly legalize abortion through legislation in 1967. Between 1967 and 
1970, some 13 or 14 states legalized abortion in certain circumstances, though none 
defined access to abortion as broadly as the Supreme Court did in its eventual 
decision. 

The Supreme Court’s decision in Griswold v. Connecticut in 1965 created a right to 
contraception. Abortion-rights advocates saw Griswold as the judicial means by which 
to argue for a constitutional right to abortion. After 1968, cases to strike down the 
abortion laws were filed in more than 20 states; Roe v. Wade (Texas) and Doe v. Bolton 
(Georgia) were two that eventually got to the Supreme Court. However, the Justices 
did not initially decide to hear those two cases in 1971 to address the abortion issue, 
per se. Instead, they decided to hear them to address a rather mundane procedural 
issue. 

Then, in September 1971, a crisis erupted in the Supreme Court when two justices, 
Hugo Black and John Harlan, abruptly retired because of ill health. That change 
reduced the number of Justices to seven, flipped the balance of the Court, and 
empowered a temporary majority of four Justices who supported abortion rights. 
Then the Court decided to use the two cases to focus on whether abortion was a 
constitutional right, thus affecting abortion laws across the country.

Norma’s Case 13

In 1970, while living in Dallas, Texas, a young, unmarried mother named Norma 
McCorvey found herself pregnant. She already had two children who she surrendered 
to the care of others. She did not want a third child. She wanted an abortion.14

Norma was referred to two young attorneys named Sarah Weddington and Linda 
Coffee. Norma eventually became Jane Roe in the infamous case of Roe v. Wade.

Although a few states had legalized abortion, most still imposed restrictions on 
abortion. Texas law permitted abortion only in cases when necessary to save the life of 
the mother. When Norma arrived at their office, Weddington and Coffee were already 
working on a case to have the Texas abortion law declared unconstitutional.15 
Weddington and Coffee knew that a Supreme Court decision striking down Texas’ 
abortion ban would open the door to striking down similar laws in all other states.

To succeed in striking down Texas’ abortion law, Weddington and Coffee needed a 
client they could claim was harmed by the law. In a sworn affidavit, Norma falsely 
claimed that her pregnancy had resulted from a gang rape.16 This claim was vital to the 
case because Texas, like most other states, did not allow abortions when pregnancies 
resulted from rape. Norma also claimed that she had unsuccessfully sought the help of 
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several physicians to perform an abortion when she had, in fact, gone only to one clinic 
that was closed at the time of her visit.17 Nevertheless, the fabrication placed Norma’s 
case in an extreme context, thus making it more likely to invoke sympathy for her 
situation.

In January 1973, the United States Supreme Court issued its 7-2 ruling in favor of Jane 
Roe Norma McCorvey, thus declaring Texas’ law unconstitutional. The court ruled that 
a woman had a fundamental and constitutionally protected right to privacy under the 
due process clause of the 14th Amendment, which extended to decisions related to 
abortion. The ruling affected state laws banning abortion in over 40 states and legalized 
abortion in the U.S.18

This decision included two basic rulings:

1. A woman’s constitutional right to privacy includes the right to determine the
outcome of her pregnancy.

2. An unborn child is not a “person” within the meaning of the Constitution.

The Casey Case

In 1992, the Supreme Court ruled 5 to 4 in Planned Parenthood v. Casey to uphold 
Roe. This decision was a great disappointment for the pro-life movement. With the 
appointment of new and more conservative Supreme Court justices in the 1980s and 
early 1990s, many people in the pro-life movement hoped that there would be 
enough votes in the Court to reverse Roe. Instead, the Court in Casey cited the need 
to follow established precedents and upheld its earlier decision. 

Justice Sandra Day O’Connor offered the following rationale for continuing to 
uphold Roe:

“[F]or two decades of economic and social developments, people have organized 
intimate relationships and made choices that define their views of themselves and 
their places in society, in reliance on the availability of abortion in the event that 
contraception should fail. The ability of women to participate equally in the 
economic and social life of the nation has been facilitated by the ability to control 
their reproductive lives.”19

Nonetheless, Casey opened a small window of opportunity by affirming a state’s 
legitimate interest in protecting women’s health and unborn life so long as the law in 
question does not impose an “undue burden” on a woman’s right to seek an abortion. 
As a result, the pro-life movement implemented a strategic plan, originating with 
groups like Americans United for Life, to place restrictions on abortion through state-
based legislation. In recent years, this strategy has seen success with some 300 pro-life 
laws enacted across the United States from 2011 through 2014.
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The Gonzales v. Carhart Case

In 2007, in Gonzales v. Carhart, the U.S. Supreme Court gave the pro-life movement 
a victory when it upheld the federal ban on partial-birth abortion. The Court found 
that the State has a legitimate interest in protecting unborn life as well as the health of 
the woman. The Court did not, however, reverse Roe because of a concern expressed 
by Justice Anthony Kennedy that women have come to rely on abortion as an 
alternative to failed contraception, a legal principle called the “reliance interest.” The 
“reliance interest” is a legal doctrine that the Supreme Court wrote prohibiting the 
Supreme Court from reversing Roe v. Wade because women had come to rely on 
abortion to maintain their place in society. 

Cultivating a Compassionate Response 

More than four decades have passed since Roe v. Wade was decided. Today, in the 
United States, we observe the following consequences: each year, about one million 
abortions are performed.20 

How, as Christians, should we confront this tragedy of abortion? As Jesus carried out 
His public ministry, He focused on the needs of hurting people. It is notable that even 
though the Jewish people faced great hardships under the Roman occupation, Jesus 
never exerted political influence to usher in the Kingdom of God. From the Gospel 
accounts, it appears that Jesus never lobbied for political reform, nor did He endorse 
rival candidates to the corrupt Roman occupiers. Instead, He consistently ministered 
on a one -to -one basis to the needs of broken people. This compassionate love has 
changed countless hearts and minds over the ages. 

This does not mean that political solutions are inappropriate in confronting abortion. 
Scripture clearly teaches that God desires men and women to rule with just laws that 
protect the innocent. Therefore, Christians must continue to pray and act to change 
the morally bankrupt laws that leave our unborn children without protection. Until 
Roe v. Wade is overturned, a great injustice will continue to be perpetrated upon our 
society. But a Making Life Disciples ministry transcends these political solutions. The 
Making Life Disciples ministry is rooted in the compassion and love of Jesus Christ. It 
is not about changing laws, nor is it even ultimately about saving babies. Making Life 
Disciples addresses the needs of individual women and men. It is about sharing the 
Gospel and empowering people to make positive, life -affirming choices. When 
hurting women and men encounter Jesus Christ in the midst of their crises, their lives 
are forever changed.
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