
TIMELINE OF REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS 
Selection of legislations and activism from across the world

“Reproductive rights rest on the recognition of the basic right of all couples and individuals to decide freely and 
responsibly the number, spacing and timing of their children and to have the information and means to do so, and 
the right to attain the highest standard of sexual and reproductive health. �ey also include the right of all to make 
decisions concerning reproduction free of discrimination, coercion and violence.” — World Health Organization. 

“Women’s reproductive rights include the right to legal and safe abortion; the right to birth control; freedom from 
coerced sterilization and contraception; the right to access good-quality reproductive healthcare; and the right to 
education and access in order to make free and informed reproductive choices.” — Amnesty International

Formulated the "BORN ALIVE RULE" 
In common law, which holds that 

various criminal laws, such as homicide 
and assault, apply only to a child that is 

"born alive" .  [United Kingdom]

Post-quickening abortion is no 
longer considered homicide.

[United Kingdom]

1765

First INFANTICIDE ACT granted 
mothers the right and the means for 

an anonymous birth. 

[Sweden]

1778

Article 326 of the CODE CIVIL 
legalized both anonymous and 

confidential births.

[French First Republic]

1793 

Lord Ellenborough’s Act, making 
abortion a�er QUICKENING* 

a capital crime.
*the moment in pregnancy when the pregnant individual 
starts to feel or perceive fetal movements in the uterus

[United Kingdom]

180
3

�e 1810 NAPOLEONIC CODE 
punishing any person who procured 

an abortion with imprisonment.

 [First French Empire]

1810
 

�e Tokugawa shogunate in Japan 
BANS INDUCED ABORTION 

in Edo [Tokyo].

 [Japan]

184
2

An amendment to the 1778 
INFANTICIDE ACT restricts the 
right to give birth anonymously to 

a mere confidential birth.
 

[Sweden]
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Most abortions in the U.S. 
were outlawed.

 
[USA]
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1898

Charged under the New York law against 
disseminating contraceptive information. 
On appeal, her conviction was reversed 

on the grounds that contraceptive devices 
could legally be promoted for the cure 

and prevention of disease.

[USA]

1920

Forbade all forms of contraception 
including information about 

contraception. 

Lenin legalized all abortions. 

[France, Soviet Union]

First country in the world to legalize 
abortion in cases of rape.

 [Mexico]

1931

Legalize abortion in cases of rape 
and threat to maternal health.

 [Poland]

1932

Legalize THERAPEUTIC ABOR-
TION under limited circumstances.

 
[Iceland]

1935

Amended its EUGENICS LAW, to 
promote abortion for women who 
have hereditary disorders. �e law 

allowed abortion if a woman gave her 
permission, and if the fetus was not 

yet viable, and for purposes of 
so-called RACIAL HYGIENE.

[Nazi Germany]

1935

Contraception was made il legal 
under the 1935 CRIMINAL LAW 

(Amendment) ACT.

[Ireland]

1935

Joseph Stalin REVERSED most parts 
of Lenin’s LEGALIZATION OF 

ABORTION in the Soviet Union TO 
INCREASE POPULATION GROWTH. 

[Soviet Union]

Appeals court ruled in United States 
v. One Package of Japanese Pessaries 
that the FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 

COULD 
NOT INTERFERE with doctors 
providing contraception to their 

patients.
 

[USA]

19361936

Legalised FREE ABORTION 
during the FIRST 12 WEEKS 

OF PREGNANCY.

[�e Government of Catalonia]

1936

Dr. Aleck Bourne aborted the pregnancy 
of a girl raped by British soldiers. Bourne 

was acquitted a�er turning himself in. 
�e legal precedent of allowing abortion 

in order to avoid mental or physical 
damage was picked up by other coun-

tries in the Commonwealth of Nations.
[Commonwealth of Nations]

Abortion LEGALIZED on a limited 
basis.

[Sweden]

1938

Permit abortion to save the 
pregnant woman’s l ife.

 [France]

1939

 �e EUGENIC PROTECTION ACT 
expanded the circumstances in which 

abortion is allowed.

 [Japan]

1948

CRIMINALIZED ABORTION in the 
1953 Criminal Code in all circumstances.

 
[South Korea]

1955

Abortion LEGALIZED again 
under De-Stalinization

[Soviet Union]

1955

�e American Law Institute (ALI) 
dra�s a model state abortion law to 

make legal abortions accessible.

[USA]

1959

�e People’s Republic of China enacted 
a ONE-CHILD POLICY, to alleviate social, 
economic, and environmental problems in 

China, encouraging many couples to have at 
most one child, and in some cases imposing 

penalties for violating the policy.

[China]

Health (Family Planning) Act, 1979 
ALLOWED SALE OF CONTRA-
CEPTIVES, upon presentation of a 

prescription. 

[Ireland]

1979
1979

�e Abortion Bill passed.

 

[�e Netherlands]

1981

Much of the COSTS OF 
ABORTIONS in France are taken in 
charge by the French social security 

system.

[France]

1982

�e Eighth Amendment of the 
Constitution of Ireland, which 

recognized “THE UNBORN” as 
having a right TO LIFE EQUAL TO 
THAT OF “THE MOTHER”, was 

passed.

[Ireland]

1983

An estimated 160 FEMINIST 
GROUPS WERE ACTIVE IN THE 

NETHERLANDS, COVERING 25% 
OF DUTCH TOWNS.

 [�e Netherlands]

1982

�e ABORTION BILL came into 
force. Married women obtained full 

legal equality in family law.

 [�e Netherlands]

1984

Health (Family Planning) (Amendment) 
Act, 1985 allowed SALE OF CON-
DOMS AND SPERMICIDES TO 

PEOPLE OVER 18 without having to 
present a prescription.

[Ireland]

1985

 Ireland, Health (Family Planning) 
(Amendment) Act, 1985 allowed 

SALE OF CONDOMS AND SPER-
MICIDES TO PEOPLE OVER 18 

without having to present a prescrip-
tion.

[United Kingdom]

1985

Legalized the “ABORTION PILL” MIFE-
PRISTONE. 

[France]

1988

1918/M
argaret Sanger

 �e first law to LEGALIZE ABOR-
TION.  Allowed abortion in cases of 

danger to the mother, and the abortion 
decision was taken by two doctors. 

[Norway]

1964
1966

�e Ceausescu regime’s attempt to boost  
population growth, enacted DECREE 

770 which BANNED ALL ABORTION 
and contraception, except in very limited 

cases.

[Romania]

Mississippi reformed its abortion law 
and became the first U.S. state to 
ALLOW ABORTION IN CASES 

OF RAPE.

[USA]

1966
1967

 Neuwirth Law LIFTED 
THE BAN ON BIRTH CONTROL 

methods on December 28, 1967, 
including oral contraception.

[France]

 �e Abortion Act 
(e�ective 1968) LEGALIZED ABOR-

TION under certain grounds.

 [United Kingdom]

1967

 Colorado DECRIMINALIZES 
ABORTION IN CASES OF RAPE, 

INCEST, or in which pregnancy 
would lead to permanent physical 
DISABILITY of the woman, and 

similar laws were passed in California, 
Oregon, and North Carolina.

 [USA]

1967

1968/UN

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
COMMITTEE ON THE STATUS OF 
WOMEN releases a report call ing for 

a REPEAL OF ALL ABORTION 
LAWS.

 
[USA]

1938/Dr. Aleck Bourne

Hawaii, New York, Alaska and 
Washington REPEALED THEIR 

ABORTION LAWS. South Carolina 
and Virginia reformed their abortion 

laws based 
on the American Law Institute 

Model Penal Code.

[USA]

Family Planning Services and Population 
Research Act of 1970 Pub.L. 91–572, 
establishing the PUBLIC HEALTH 

SERVICE TITLE X program to provide 
family planning services for those

in need. U.S. Congress removed refer-
ences to contraception from federal 

anti-obscenity laws.
 

[USA]

1970
1970

 �e Indian Parliament under the 
Prime Ministership of Indira Gandhi, 
passes MEDICAL TERMINATION 

OF PREGNANCY ACT 1971.

[India]

1971

Florida REFORMED its abortion law. 
�e U.S. Supreme Court, in Eisenstadt 

v. Baird extends Griswold v. Connecticut 
BIRTH CONTROL RIGHTS to unmar-

ried couples.

[USA]

1972
MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH 

LAW permitted a physician to 
perform an abortion if the pregnant 
woman or her spouse su�ered from 
certain hereditary or communicable 

diseases, if the pregnancy resulted from 
rape or incest, or if continuing the 

pregnancy would jeopardize the wom-
an’s health. Self-induced abortions were 

illegal, and punishable by a fine or 
imprisonment.

 [South Korea]
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France (1975), West Germany (1976), 
New Zealand (1977), Italy (1978), and 

THE NETHERLANDS (1980) LEGAL-
IZED ABORTION IN LIMITED CIR-

CUMSTANCES. 

[France, New Zealand, Italy,
�e Netherlands]

1975–1
980

THE LAW ON FREE ACCESS TO 
ABORTION in Norway was passed.

[Norway]

 �e U.S. Supreme Court, in 
Roe v. Wade, declared ALL THE 

INDIVIDUAL STATE BANS ON 
ABORTION DURING THE FIRST 
TRIMESTER TO BE UNCONSTI-
TUTIONAL. Also, abortion in all 
trimesters when a woman’s doctor 

believes is necessary for her physical 
or mental health and held that only a 

“compelling state interest” justified 
regulations limiting the individual 

right to privacy.

[USA]

1973

�e Abortion Act was amended so that 
ABORTION IS LEGAL ONLY UP TO 
24 WEEKS, rather than 28, except in 

unusual cases.

[United Kingdom]

REMOVED THE MARITAL EX-
EMPTION FORM ITS RAPE LAW.

[�e Netherlands]

1991
1990 �e �irteenth Amendment of the 

Constitution of Ireland was passed, 
specifying that the PROTECTION OF 

THE RIGHT TO LIFE OF THE 
UNBORN DOES NOT LIMIT FREE-
DOM OF TRAVEL IN AND OUT 

OF THE STATE. �e Fourteenth 
Amendment of the Constitution of 

Ireland was passed, specifying that the 
protection of the right to life of the 

unborn does not l imit the right to 
distribute information about services in 

foreign countries.

[Ireland]

1992

Health (Family Planning) (Amendment) 
Act, 1992 ALLOWED SALE OF 

CONTRACEPTIVES WITHOUT 
PRESCRIPTION.

[Ireland]

1993

BANNED ABORTION, except in 
cases of rape, incest, severe 

congenital disorders, or threat to the 
life of the pregnant woman.

[Poland]

1993
1994

 �e Choice on Termination of 
Pregnancy Act, 1996 comes into e�ect, 

ALLOWING ABORTION ON 
DEMAND. �e Abortion and Steril-
ization Act, 1975, which only allowed 

abortions 
in very limited circumstances, 

is repealed.

 [South Africa]

1997

LEGALIZATION OF ABORTION 
UNTIL 10 WEEKS of pregnancy is 

rejected by voters in a referendum. A 
second referendum was eventually 

held nine years later, in which voters 
approved legalization of abortion 
with the same time restrictions.

[Portugal]

1998

Congress passed A BAN ON 
INTACT DILATION AND 

EXTRACTION, which 
President Bil l Clinton vetoed.

[USA]

1999

�e Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission ruled that COMPANIES 

that provided INSURANCE for 
prescription drugs to their employees 
but excluded birth control were violat-

ing the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

[USA]

2000

On 11 June 2001 the WoW Abortion 
ship sailed from the Netherlands to 
the Republic of Ireland, a country 

with the most restrictive abortion law 
in Europe with several Irish abortion 

rights organisations.

[NL–Ireland]

 �e Parliament of Portugal voted to 
LEGALIZE ABORTION during the 

first TEN WEEKS of pregnancy. 

[Portugal]

2007

THE TEN-WEEK LIMIT ON 
ABORTION 

was extended to the twel�h week.

[France]

2001 

�e government of Mexico City 
LEGALIZES ABORTION DURING 

THE FIRST 12 WEEKS of pregnancy, 
and o�ers free abortions. On August 

28, 2008, the Mexican Supreme 
Court upholds the law.

[Mexico]

2008

�e Australian state of Victoria 
passes a bil l which DECRIMINALIZ-

ES ABORTION, making it legally 
accessible to women in the first 24 

weeks of the pregnancy.

[Australia]

2008

A bill DECRIMINALIZES ABOR-
TION, making it legally accessible to 
women in the first 14 weeks of the 

pregnancy

[Spain]

2009

THE MORNING AFTER PILL LAW 
came into force, which set the rules 
on information, advice and services 

relating to fertil ity regulation, allow-
ing the free distribution of the pill in 

all country public clinics.

 [Chile]

2010

�e Congress of the Philippines passed 
the Responsible Parenthood and 

Reproductive Health Act of 2012 
which GUARANTEES UNIVERSAL 
ACCESS TO CONTRACEPTION, 
FERTILITY CONTROL AND MA-

TERNAL CARE. �e bill also mandates 
the teaching of sexual education in 

schools.

 [Philippines]

2012

LEGALIZES ABORTION IN THE 
FIRST TRIMESTER, making it legally 

accessible to women.

[Uruguay]

2012

In June the Women’s Rights Foundation 
in Malta filed a JUDICIAL PROTEST 

requesting access to EMERGENCY 
CONTRACEPTION. In December 2016 

emergency contraception was available 
for sale in pharmacies across the Maltese 

islands.

[Malta]

2016

On 2 June 2016, Women on Waves 
(WoW) and the Proefprocessenfonds 

Clara Wichmann sued the Dutch 
State for unlawfully obstructing the 
delivery of medicines for overtime 

treatment by pharmacies on the pre-
scription of general practitioners and 

other authorized care providers.

[�e Netherlands]

2016

A new law RESTRICTED EMER-
GENCY CONTRACEPTION by 

changing its  availabil ity, from being 
an over-the-counter drug to a pre-
scription drug, requiring a visit to a 

doctor.

[Poland]

2017

�e Trump administration of the 
United States issued a ruling LET-

TING INSURERS AND EMPLOY-
ERS REFUSE TO PROVIDE BIRTH 

CONTROL if doing so 
went against their “religious beliefs” 

or “moral convictions”.

[USA]

�e Trump administration repealed 
guidance issued in 2016 by the 

Obama administration, which had 
informed states that ENDING Med-

icaid FUNDING FOR PLANNED 
PARENTHOOD OR OTHER 
HEALTH-CARE PROVIDERS 

THAT PERFORMED ABORTIONS 
might be against federal law.

[USA]
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2017

�e Eighth Amendment of the Con-
stitution of Ireland, which RECOG-

NIZED “THE UNBORN” as having a 
RIGHT TO LIFE equal to that of “the 
mother” was repealed by referendum.

[Ireland]

2018

�e government of South Korea 
CRIMINALIZED ABORTION in the 
1953 Criminal Code in all circumstanc-

es. �is law was later AMENDED 
but not repealed. �e Constitutional 

Court on 11 April 2019 ruled the 
abortion law unconstitutional and 

ordered the law’s revision by the end 
of 2020.

[South Korea]

ABORTION ROBOT on Stage in Poland, 
2018. Abortion robot successfully deliv-
ered abortion pills in Northern Ireland.

[NL — Poland and Northern Ireland]

ABORTION PILL PROTEST in Seoul.

[NL — South Korea]

2019

�e Trump administration was 
allowed by a federal court of appeals 

to implement a policy restricting 
taxpayer dollars given to family 

planning facil it ies through TITLE X. 
�is policy requires that companies 
receiving Title X funding must not 

mention abortion to patients, provide 
abortion referrals, or share space 

with abortion providers.

[USA]

2019

A law was enacted in Mississippi 
BANNING ABORTIONS BASED ON 

THE SEX, RACE, OR GENETIC 
ABNORMALITY OF THE FETUS. A 

bill was signed into law in 
Ohio requiring all aborted fetal tissue 

to be cremated or buried.

 [USA]

2020

Poland’s constitutional court ruled 
that ABORTION DUE TO FETAL 

DEFECTS WAS 
UNCONSTITUTIONAL.

[Poland]

2020

ABORTION was LEGALIZED UP 
TO FOURTEEN WEEKS of 

pregnancy on 30 December 2020.

[Argentina]

2020

A law went into e�ect in Indiana 
MANDATING AN ULTRASOUND 
18 HOURS OR MORE BEFORE AN 

ABORTION is performed.

[USA]

2021

Polish government has imposed a 
NEAR-TOTAL BAN ON 

ABORTIONS, including the termina-
tion of pregnancies with fetal defects, 
delivering a major blow to pro-choice 

advocates in one of Europe's most 
devout Catholic 

countries.

[Poland]

2021
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7,000,000

WOMEN AND GIRLS
are injured or disabled due to unsafe 

abortions every year*

22,000
WOMEN AND GIRLS
die as a result of unsafe 

abortions every year*

97
PERCENT

of all unsafe abortions occur in 
developing countries*

*Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF)

DR REBECCA GOMPERTS FILED 
A LAWSUIT IN FEDERAL 

COURT IN IDAHO ON 
MONDAY.

�e lawsuit asked a judge to stop the 
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

from taking any steps that would 
prevent her patients from accessing 

abortion-inducing drugs.

[NL — USA]

2019
USA

WoW

�e Parliament of Canada unifies 
criminal law in all provinces
BANNING ABORTION.

�e passage of the COMSTOCK 
ACT in the United States makes it 
i l legal to send any “obscene, lewd, 

and/or lascivious” materials through 
the mail, including contraceptive 

devices and information on 
contraception or abortion and how 

to obtain them.

[Canada, USA]
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Aletta Jacobs,  1854 – 1929
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Newly elected Argentine government 
issued a protocol EXPANDING 

ACCESS TO ABORTION IN CASE 
OF RAPE.

 [Argentina]

2019

 ca .  1630/Sir Edward Coke
REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS began to develop as a 
SUBSET OF HUMAN RIGHTS at the UNITED 
NATION’S International Conference on Human 

Rights. Resulting with the PROCLAMATION 
OF TEHRAN,first international document to 

state that: “PARENTS HAVE A BASIC HUMAN 
RIGHT TO DETERMINE FREELY AND 

RESPONSIBLY THE NUMBER AND THE 
SPACING OF THEIR CHILDREN.” 

WAT ER GEBURT ALS EEN BAARMOEDER ZICH VAN 
EEN EN ANDER BEWUST WORDT

Wilhelmina Dr ucker,  De Vrij e Vrouwenvereeniging
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1911/NL
Abortion prohibited.

 Advertising for
 contraception criminalized.

1955/NL
Women could no longer 

be forced from civil 
service jobs a�er marrying.

1956/NL
Married women became 

legally competent.

1957/NL
�e marriage bar 

(restricting the employ-
ment of married women) 

was removed.
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1968/NL
Joke Smit en 

Hedy d’Ancona
vrouwenemancipatie


