Early feminists opposed abortion
RN

N THE APRIL 9, 1989, MARCH ON WASH-
ington, many pro-choice par-
ticipants dressed in the white of
the suffragists—a statement of
their solidarity with pioneering
feminists. But they were ex-
pressing a solidarity that did not
exist: Most of the Victorian
feminists firmly opposed abor-
tion.

What were their motives?
From early in the 19th century,
Americans—even lay people—
were exposed to enough infor-
mation about embryology . to
enable them to make a critical
and ethically significant distinc-
tion between contraception and
abortion: The former practice
did not terminate a human life,
but the latter one did. Indeed,
feminist and libertarian Edward
Bond Foote crusaded for public
and legal acceptance of contra-
ception on the grounds that it
not only would promote the
well-being of women, but would
also reduce the destruction of
fetuses, which he termed “a
wastefulness of human life.”

The Revolution, the suf-
(ragist paper published by
prominent feminists Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and Susan B.

Anthony, refused to run ads for
patent medicines because these
were frequently thinly disguised
abortifacients. The same policy
was held to by Woodhull’s and
Claflin’s Weekly, the paper
published by Victoria Woodhull
and Tennessee Claflin, the fa-
mous free love advocates.

In these newspapers, au-
thors protested abortion, with
Susan B. Anthony referring to
abortion as “child murder,” and
Elizabeth Cady Stanton terming
it “infanticide.”

Feminists, however, did not
take the same approach to abor-

tion as other abortion oppo-

nents. These were mostly male
professionals, especially doctors,
who blamed abortion on frivo-
lous, wicked women who were
shirking their maternal duty—
in short, women who corre-
sponded to their caricature of
feminists.

Such invective outraged
feminists, not only because it
misrepresented their position,
but because they sympathized
with unintentionally pregnant
women. As much as they ab-
horred abortion, they declared
that women would not submit

themselves to such a physically
dangerous and psychologically
painful procedure without com-
pelling reason. Victoria Wood-
hull wrote that “Men must no
longer insult all womanhood by
saying that freedom means the
degradation of women. Every
woman knows that if she were
free, she would never bear an
unwished-for child, nor think of
murdering one before its birth.”
Susan B. Anthony believed
that men’s unrestricted sexual
access to their wives played a
part in abortion and that the
solution was cultivating women'’s
independence. She wrote in The
Revolution (Sept. 2, 1869), “As
law and custom give to the hus-
band the absolute contro} of
the wife’s person, she is forced
to . . . outrage the holiest in-
stincts of her being. . . . How
shall we prevent this destruction
of life and health? By the true
education and independence of
woman.” v
—Mary Krune Derr
Sisterlife
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