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When Abortion Was a Crime
Women, Medicine, and Law in the United States,  
1867-1973, with a New Preface
LESLIE J. REAGAN

The definitive history of abortion in the United States, with a new 
preface that equips readers for what’s to come.
   

“A first-rate exposition of the changing cultural and legal climate regarding 
abortion in America.”
—The Washington Post

“This well-written book is a stellar, complex, and accessible volume that will 
stand as the definitive history for years to come.”
—The San Francisco Chronicle

“Important and original, vigorously written. . . . Rich, thought-provoking, and 
revelatory.”

—The Atlantic

“Essential.”
—The New York Times 

“This book is one of the most important books I have ever read. It has shaped 
my thinking about abortion and many other things in deep ways.”
—Katha Pollitt, contributor, The Nation 

When Abortion Was a Crime is the must-read book on abortion 
history. Originally published ahead of the thirtieth anniversary of Roe v. Wade, 
this award-winning study was the first to examine the entire period during 
which abortion was illegal in the United States, beginning in the mid-nineteenth 
century and ending with that monumental case in 1973. When Abortion Was a 
Crime is filled with intimate stories and nuanced analysis, demonstrating how 
abortion was criminalized and policed—and how millions of women sought 
abortions regardless of the law. With this edition, Leslie J. Reagan provides a 
new preface that addresses the dangerous and ongoing threats to abortion 
access across the country, and the precarity of our current moment.
  
With the right to abortion increasingly under attack, this book remains the 
definitive history of abortion in the United States, offering vital lessons for 
every American concerned with health care, civil liberties, and personal and 

sexual freedom.

Leslie J. Reagan is Professor of History, Law, Gender and Women’s Studies, and Media 

Studies at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
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