
ILLEGAL ABORTION IN THE USA... 

You’ve all heard the argument that goes something 

like this: 

“In the bad old days, thousands of women died 

every year getting abortions in back alleys.  When 

Roe v Wade made abortion legal, women stopped 

dying.  If you want to end abortion, you don’t care 

about women dying!” 

Since we do care about women 

dying, let’s examine these     

assertions carefully.  NARAL   

co-founder Bernard Nathanson 
has admitted that the figures claimed by the early 

abortion movement— five to ten thousand women 

dying from each year from illegal abortions— are 

“totally false.”  So what are the real numbers? 

The above graph from the National Center for 

Health Statistics indicates, not surprisingly, that 

maternal mortality from illegal abortion was high-

est in the years before antibiotics.  With the intro- 

ABORTION BY THE NUMBERS 
-duction of penicillin, the rate declined steadily.  In 

1972, the year before Roe v Wade was decided, 39 women 

died in illegal abortions.  Not reflected in the graph are 

25 women who died that year in states where abortion 

was legal (Dr. & Mrs. J.C. Willke, “Why Can’t We 

Love Them Both?”) 

The most important thing to notice about this graph is 

that after Roe v Wade, the rate of decline did not change.  

A few women each year died from abortions that were 
illegal under the new law, such as self-induced abortion 

and other restricted practices, in a pattern consistent 

with the decline that had already been occurring.  It is 

therefore misleading to claim that Roe v Wade saved 

women’s lives.  It is particularly dishonest given that 

over 300 women have died from legal abortion since its 

passage (Randall K. O’Bannon, Ph.D. & Laura A. 
Hussey, M.P.M. nrlc.org/news/2003/NRL10/

world_abortion_estimates.htm). 

…AND AROUND THE WORLD 

Abortion advocacy groups often point 

to high maternal mortality rates from 

abortion in developing nations where 

abortion is illegal.  The same countries 

show high maternal mortality rates in 

childbirth, which is, of course, legal.  
This suggests that it is a general lack of 

adequate medical care, not the legal status of abortion, 

that is causing women’s deaths. 

To remove this confounding factor, we can look at   

developed countries where abortion is illegal.  In       

Poland, abortion was legal during Russian occupation, 

but was banned with limited exceptions by a politically 

independent Poland in 1993.  The number of abortions 

dropped dramatically, from 59,417 in 1990 to 777 in 

1993.  And contrary to predictions from abortion rights 

groups, abortions were not replaced by faked miscar-

riages, as the number of miscarriages decreased.  Mater-

nal and neonatal deaths also fell  (physiciansforlife.org/

content/view/73/26). 

This pattern is not limited to Europe.  In almost 
every region of the world, when comparing nations 
of similar economic development, the one with the 
lowest maternal mortality rate is one with pro-life 
laws! (Catholic Family and Human Rights report, 
which compiles data from the UN and WHO, 
lifenews.com/int1293.html). 

 

Country 

Abortion  

Policy 

Maternal  

Death Rate  

Mauritius Pro-life Lowest in Africa 

Ethiopia Pro-choice 48 times that of  

Mauritius 

Chile Pro-life Lowest in South 

America 

Guyana Pro-choice Highest in South 

America, 30 times 

that of Chile 

Sri Lanka Pro-life Lowest in East Asia 

Nepal Pro-choice Highest in East Asia, 

14 times that of Sri 

Lanka 
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The claim that abortion legality        
prevents maternal death is popular   
because, like the pro-life movement, it 
appeals to our natural desire to protect 
others.  But despite its wide appeal, 
there is no evidence to back it up— 
and plenty of evidence to suggest that 
abortion harms women. 
 
Share the truth.  You could save a life! 



Abortion 
by the  

Numbers 

A May 2009 Gallup poll found that 51% of Americans 

identify themselves as pro-life, compared to 42% pro-

choice.  Such polls often find sizable minorities who iden-
tify as neither or both (pollingreport.com/abortion.htm). 

 

A useful approach is to ask under what circumstances 

abortion should be permitted.  An NBC News & Wall 

Street Journal poll in September 2008 found that 37% of 

Americans believe abortion should be permitted in “hard 

cases” such as rape and incest, while 10% thought it 

should not be legal at all, for a total of 47% holding a pro-

life view.  Only 25% believed that abortion should always 

be legal, the view held by most abortion rights  
organizations.  The remaining people surveyed held a 

moderate view or were unsure (ibid).  

 

Important to note is that a greater percentage of young 

people are pro-life when compared to older generations 

(New York Times, CBS News and MTV poll; 

lifenews.com/nat3212.html).  In a few years, we are likely 

to see a solid pro-life majority in the United States. 

The Pro-Choice Majority? 

MYTH VERSUS FACT 
It doesn’t seem that way because it isn’t true.  Not even close! 

Abortion and Child Abuse 

Although abortion advocates have proposed otherwise, 

the number of child abuse cases in the United States 

has actually increased since Roe v Wade, from 167,000 

in 1973 to 1.22 million in 1996.  A study of 674 bat-

tered children, conducted by Edward Lenoski of the 

University of California, found that 91% of the children 

were the result of planned pregnancies, compared to 

only 63% of the control group.  In short, there is no 

evidence that aborting unplanned pregnancies reduces 

child abuse (Dr. & Mrs. J.C. Willke, ñWhy Canôt We 

Love Them Both?ò) 

Inside: 

¶ How many abortions are performed each year, 

and for what reasons? 

¶ Do anti-abortion laws increase maternal deaths? 

¶ Did Roe v Wade prevent cases of child abuse? 

¶ Are the majority of Americans pro-choice? 

SECULAR ARGUMENTS SERIES 

Over a million abortions are per-
formed in the United States 
every year. (abortionfacts.com) 

 

Just over 10% of U.S. abortions 
occur in the second or third tri-
mester, for 100,000+ late-term 
abortions per year. (ibid) 

 

Black women are three times 
more likely than white women 
to get an abortion. (ibid) 

 

Pregnancies from rape account 
for less than one percent of 
abortions.  
(Johnston’s Archive:  johnstonsarchive.net/policy/
abortion/abreasons.html#7)   

 
73% of all women getting    
abortions do so for economic 
reasons. (ibid) 

 

One in five abortions is           
performed on a college student. 
(womendeservebetter.com/cop/brochure.htm) 

Quick Facts 


