
Fact Sheet: citations and context for Abortion and Women’s Rights 1970  
 
0:19   “…when abortion was still illegal in many states…” 

.  
● In 1967 Colorado became the first state to allow abortions in cases where a woman's 

physical or mental health was in jeopardy, or in cases of rape or incest up until 16 weeks 
of a pregnancy. Many states soon followed suit, utilizing similar conditional restrictions.  

1

● Hawaii was actually the first state to legalize abortion upon request, just before New 
York State in 1970.  

2

● The legal position prior to Roe v. Wade was that abortion was illegal in 30 states and 
legal, typically restricted to certain circumstances, in 20 states.  

3

● Today abortion access continues to be negotiated on a state by state basis. “More than 
900 anti-choice measures have been passed in the states in the last two decades.”   

4

 
4:10 “I asked the doctor if he could give me an abortion and he said that he could, but it would be 
$1000 dollars.” 

● Although each of the two vignettes is presented as a single narrative, the first is a 
synthesis of the stories of several women who mailed in tapes. Although abortion was 
legal in some states by the making of the film, many women still needed to travel to 
receive the procedure, or their pregnancies didn’t meet the legal conditions for abortions. 
Some doctors performed illegal abortions, but for a steep fee. Additionally, even in states 
where abortion was legal, cost and insurance coverage varied widely.  

56

 
9:18 “At least one million women seek abortions every year. Only one percent get legal  

abortions. 300,000 of those who have illegal abortions suffer complications. Three to  
eight thousand women die from illegal abortions every year. 80-90% of those who die are  
nonwhite, poor women.” 
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● “In the U.S. before Roe v. Wade, American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists 
(ACOG) says an estimated 1.2 million U.S. women got illegal abortions every year, and 
says unsafe abortions killed as many as 5,000 of them per year.”  

7

● Race and class disparities have always shaped abortion access. According to the 
Guttmacher Institute, in the 1960s in New York city, one in four child-birth related deaths 
among white women was abortion related, compared to one in two child-birth related 
deaths among nonwhite women and Puerto Rican women.  From 1972 to 1974, the 
Institute reports that "the mortality rate due to illegal abortion for non-white women was 
12 times that for white women."   

8

● “Maternal deaths declined sharply over the past 50 years, falling from 376 deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1940 to 37 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1960, and 9 deaths per 
100,000 live births in 1980.”  

9

● “At 2014 abortion rates, one in 20 women (5%) will have an abortion by age 20, about 
one in five (19%) by age 30 and about one in four (24%) by age 45.”  

10

● In 2019, lack of Medicaid coverage blocked 29 percent of abortion seekers from getting 
the procedure.  

11

 
18:08   “Four out of five babies delivered in the public facility are unwanted” 

● Degrees of wanted or unwanted-ness is a difficult metric to track and measure. However, 
the “number of adoptions rose from 91,000 in 1957 to 175,000 in 1970, then fell to 
130,000 by 1975; the decline of the early 1970s coincided with the legalization of 
abortion.”  

1213

 
19:08     “Abortion for a poor woman would cost $500.” 

● “When abortion was illegal in the U.S., desperate women often paid high fees to obtain 
abortions, even from unlicensed, untrained practitioners working in frightening, 
non-sterile conditions.”  
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● A 2001 study conducted by the Guttmacher Institute found that the average overall cost 
of an abortion in the United States was $468.  
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19:57 “Infant mortality rate in DC general hospital is much higher than any other hospital” 

● DC ranked second only to the state of Mississippi in infant mortality in 1970.   
16

● In 2018, D.C. topped the national charts in hepatitis, gonorrhea, syphilis, TB, infant 
mortality, and the spread of HIV, according to the Center for Disease Control, and 
ranked well above the national averages for deaths by cancer, heart disease, and liver 
ailments.  
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20:46 “At Lincoln Hospital, the first sister to die of an abortion after that law was passed was a sister 
named Carmen Rodriguez because the room they used to do abortions in was a supply room.” 

● Carmen Rodriguez was the first person to die from the “the effects of an abortion” at 
Lincoln Hospital after a New York state law was passed in 1970 allowing a woman to 
undergo an abortion with the consent of her physician. The autopsy revealed that a prior 
heart condition caused a negative reaction to a salt solution used during the procedure. 
The Young Lords protested that the death was a result of neglect.  
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21:09     “Black maternal mortality is 4 times that of whites” 

● “The risk of maternal mortality remained 3 to 4 times higher among black women than 
white women during the past 6 decades (1935-2007)”  

19

● According to a report from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, in 1970 
there were 50 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births for black women and 10 maternal 
deaths per 100,000 live births for white women. In 2007, there were 25 maternal deaths 
per 100,000 live births for black women and under 10 maternal deaths per 100,000 live 
births for white women.  

20
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● “Black women are more than three times more likely to die of pregnancy-related causes 
than white women, the Center for Disease Control said, based on data from 2011 to 
2013.”  

2122

 
21:09 “Black life expectancy is 7 years less than whites” 

                                                
23

 
21:34 “Over one third of women in Puerto Rico are sterilized, pushed as population control” 

● A 1965 survey of Puerto Rican residents found that about one-third of all Puerto Rican 
mothers, ages 20-49, were sterilized. “Women of childbearing age in Puerto Rico in the 
1960s were more than 10 times more likely to be sterilized than women from the United 
States.” The sterilization program was designed by the Eugenics Board and 
institutionalized by the passage of Law 116 in 1937.  

24

● “In 1976, the U.S Department of Health, Education, and Welfare reported that over 37% 
of women of childbearing age in Puerto Rico had been sterilized. The vast majority were 
in their twenties.”  

25
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21:57 “The IUD was first tested in Puerto Rico. It was then tested on black women in Harlem Hospital 
in New York, and on poor women in Sunflower County Mississippi, and Atlanta, Georgia.” 

● In the late 1950s and early 1960s, IUD research trials were performed in Puerto Rico 
alongside oral contraceptive testing. The research was facilitated by Clarence Gamble 
and pharmaceutical companies. One of the primary IUD researchers was Dr. Penny 
Satterthwaite. Various “population control” methods were tested in Puerto Rico by U.S. 
doctors throughout much of the 20th century.  

26

● A 1970s methodical survey found that 60% of the Black women in Sunflower County, 
Mississippi unknowingly suffered postpartum hysterectomies. A Eugenics Board 
targeted Sunflower County for “population control.”   

27

● Before the passage and enforcement of more extensive guidelines for medical testing, 
black populations like those in Harlem Hospital, Sunflower County, and Atlanta were 
often used by researchers and drug companies as test subjects.  

28

 
22:10 “That pill is being pushed on welfare mothers” 

● Over the course of 1971 and 1972, Congress debated large-scale welfare reform. During 
the debates over H.R. 1, mandatory birth control for welfare recipients was seriously 
discussed and entertained. However, they decided rather to “encourage” its use and to, 
specifically, empower clinics to suggest and prescribe birth control to minors from 
families who received welfare without parental consent or knowledge. Poor women of 
color also sometimes experienced pressure to have abortions from welfare workers. For 
more recent examples of women on welfare being pressured to use birth control, see 
“Welfare Queens and Other Fairy Tales: Welfare Reform and Unconstitutional 
Reproductive Controls,” 38 Howard L.J. 473 (1994).  
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22:54 “The pill was first tested in Puerto Rico, then in clinics in Chicano neighborhoods of San  

Antonio, TX and Los Angeles, CA” 
● In the 1950s Doctors Gregory Pincus and John Rock began testing progesterone on 

women in Puerto Rico, later known (in smaller doses) as “the pill.” Clarence Gamble 
expanded this distribution by selling off access to women in his clinics in Puerto Rico to 
pharmaceutical companies who were unable to conduct trials in the U.S.  

30
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● “In the late 1950s, Dr. Joseph Goldzieher at the Southwest Foundation for Research and 
Education (now Texas Biomedical Research Institute) tested the drug on 200 women 
with the cooperation of the Planned Parenthood Center of San Antonio.”   31
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