
In order to develop student understanding of arguments for and 
against the use of contraceptives and abortion as a struggle that 
has persisted for over a century, we are asking students to draw 
comparisons and synthesize primary source documents from the 
late 1800’s, the 1970’s and 2010’s. We will be comparing three 
types of documents: legislation and court documents, advertise-
ments, and specific group’s arguments against abortion. This 
gives students insight into political, legal, medical, and social per-
spectives on the same argument in three different time periods.

Grade and Course: 11th grade history classroom.

This lesson would be a part of a unit on the long 1960's, meaning 
a study of the movements of the nineteen sixties extending into 
the nineteen seventies. The content and documents being used 
are most appropriate for an 11th grade United States History 
course.

REGULATION THROUGH 
THE YEARS 
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Picture: 
Oral Birth Control Pills.
Bryan Calabro
February 19, 2012

By Chenoa Musillo Olson & Sarah Wieking

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Opened_Oral_Birth_Control.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Opened_Oral_Birth_Control.jpg
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Generative Question: Should people's bodies 
be regulated by external authorities?

Picture: 
epSos .de
October 23, 2012

Critically read the following documents 
keeping in mind the evolving mentality 
and arguments of people regarding 
abortion and birth control. When read-
ing each document think about the 
similarities and differences between 
each generation. 
Also consider key questions:
1. What is the main argument being 

made?
2. Who is the intended audience?
3. How does each piece play into soci-

ety? What is significant about the 
date in which it was published?

4. To what extent is regulation or de-
regulation being argued for? 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/epsos/8116279888
https://www.flickr.com/photos/epsos/8116279888


AN ACT for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Ob-
scene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use.
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Comstock Law (1873)

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of 
the United States of America in Congress assembled, That 
whoever, within the District of Columbia or any of the Territories 
of the United States, or other place within the exclusive juris-
diction of the United States, shall sell, or lend, or give away, or 
in any manner exhibit, or shall offer to sell, or to lend, or to give 
away, or in any manner to exhibit, or shall otherwise publish or 
offer to publish in any manner, or shall have in his possession, 
for any such purpose or purposes, any obscene book, pam-
phlet, paper, writing, advertisement, circular, print, picture, 
drawing or other representation, figure, or image on or of pa-
per or other material, or any cast, instrument, or other article of 
an immoral nature, or any drug or medicine, or any article 
whatever, for the prevention of conception, or for causing un-
lawful abortion, or shall advertize the same for sale, or shall 
write or print, or cause to be written or printed, any card, circu-
lar, book, pamphlet, advertisement, or notice of any kind, stat-
ing when, where, how, or of whom, or by what means, any of 
the articles in this section hereinbefore mentioned, can be pur-
chased or obtained, or shall manufacture, draw, or print, or in 
any wise make any of such articles, shall be deemed guilty of 
a misdemeanor, and, on conviction thereof in any court of the 

Picture: National Police 
Gazette Restell 
February 28, 2006

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_abortion#/media/File:National_Police_Gazette_Restell.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_abortion#/media/File:National_Police_Gazette_Restell.jpg


Tap to enlarge. Then read this excerpt of the court decision on the Supreme Court case: Roe v. 
Wade. Read until the section labeled “Syllabus.”

GALLERY 1.1 Roe v. Wade

Picture: 
Womens Lib1970 WashingtonDC
Library of Congress
August 26, 1970

1973

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leffler_-_WomensLib1970_WashingtonDC.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leffler_-_WomensLib1970_WashingtonDC.jpg


Picture: 
Victorian Postcard
20th century
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vict
orianPostcard.jpg

Please consider these two amendments in 
discerning the former supreme court case, 
Roe v. Wade.

Ninth Amendment: The enumeration in 
the Constitution, of certain rights, shall 
not be construed to deny or disparage 
others retained by the people
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Fourteenth Amendment: Section 1.
All persons born or naturalized in the 
United States, and subject to the juris-
diction thereof, are citizens of the 
United States and of the state wherein 
they reside. No state shall make or en-
force any law which shall abridge the 
privileges or immunities of citizens of 
the United States; nor shall any state 
deprive any person of life, liberty, or 
property, without due process of law; 
nor deny to any person within its juris-
diction the equal protection of the 
laws.

 

The lower courts based their 
decision off of the ninth 
amendment, and the su-
preme court based its deci-
sion off of the fourteenth 
amendment. 



Advertisement: Mrs. Bird, Female Physician To the Ladies- Madame Costello (1842)
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Two advertisements 
from the New York 
sun newspaper. Mrs. 
Bird is selling pills 
that treat menstrual 
irregularity. Madame 
Costello is offering to 
help women who are 
wanting to be 
treated for “obstruc-
tion of their monthly 
periods”

Ad: New York sun. [New York, 
New York], Feb. 24, 1842. , 
“Mrs. Bird, female physician 
To the Ladies--Madame Cos-
tello,” Sovereign Body History 
Project , accessed November 
23, 2015,

Mid 18th 
Century 

http://sovereignbodyhistoryproject.omeka.net/items/show/1
http://sovereignbodyhistoryproject.omeka.net/items/show/1


• Ad: Boston Daily Times. [Bos-
ton, Mass.] : George Roberts, 
1845 January 6, p. 4, column 6. 
(bound volume no. 8256)., 
“French periodical pills - War-
ranted to have the desired ef-
fect in all cases,” Sovereign 
Body History Project , ac-
cessed November 23, 2015,

Advertisement: French Periodical Pills- Warranted to have the 
desired effect in all cases (1845) 

Dr. L. Monroe’s advertisement for “French periodical pills” in 
the Boston daily times newspaper. For regulating “the monthly 
turns of females.” The advertisement suggests that “ladies mar-
ried should not take them if they have reason to believe they 
are enciente, as they are sure to produce a miscarriage.”

Enciente: pregnant, with child.

http://sovereignbodyhistoryproject.omeka.net/items/show/2
http://sovereignbodyhistoryproject.omeka.net/items/show/2


20th Century ads:
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Picture 

Picture

http://www.motherjones.com/slideshows/2012/09/vintage-contraception-ads/6jpg
http://www.motherjones.com/slideshows/2012/09/vintage-contraception-ads/6jpg
http://www.theholykale.com/2013/03/getting-off-birth-control-pills-now-what/
http://www.theholykale.com/2013/03/getting-off-birth-control-pills-now-what/


AMA Report on Criminal Abortion (1859)
Although no draft of the Report on Criminal Abortion has been located, the unanimous approval of Horatio's 
March effort probably indicates slight changes at most from the following final version read at the convention 
in Louisville in May, 1859 and published later that year in the Transactions of the American Medical Associa-
tion.

The committee appointed in May, 1857, to investigate the 
subject of Criminal Abortion, with a view to its general sup-
pression, have attended to the duty assigned them, and 
would present the following report:
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   The heinous guilt of criminal abortion, how-
ever viewed by the community, is everywhere 
acknowledged by medical men.
           Its frequency - among all classes of soci-
ety, rich and poor, single and married - most 
physicians have been led to suspect; very 
many, from their own experience of its deplor-
able results, have known. Were any doubt, 
however, entertained upon this point, it is at 
once removed by comparisons of the present 
with our past rates of increase in population, 
the size of our families, the statistics of our foe-
tal deaths, by themselves considered, and rela-
tively to the births and to the general mortality. 
The evidence from these sources is too constant 
and too overwhelming to be explained on the 
ground that pregnancies are merely prevented; 
or on any other supposition than that of fear-
fully extended crime.
           The causes of this general demoraliza-
tion are manifold. There are three of them, how-
ever, and they are the most important, with 

Acquired from: 
www.abortionessay.com 

http://www.abortionessay.com/files/1859ama.html
http://www.abortionessay.com/files/1859ama.html


1. The problem of procured abortion and of its possible legal liberalization has become more 
or less everywhere the subject of impassioned discussions. These debates would be less 
grave were it not a question of human life, a primordial value, which must be protected and 
promoted. Everyone understands this, although many look for reasons, even against all evi-
dence, to promote the use of abortion. One cannot but be astonished to see a simultaneous 
increase of unqualified protests against the death penalty and every form of war and the vindi-
cation of the liberalization of abortion, either in its entirety or in ever broader indications. The 
Church is too conscious of the fact that it belongs to her vocation to defend man against every-
thing that could disintegrate or lessen his dignity to remain silent on such a topic. Because the 
Son of God became man, there is no man who is not His brother in humanity and who is not 
called to become a Christian in order to receive salvation from Him.

4. Charged with the promotion and the defense of faith and morals in the universal Church,[2] 
the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith proposes to recall this teaching in its es-
sential aspects to all the faithful. Thus in showing the unity of the Church, it will confirm by the 
authority proper to the Holy See what the bishops have opportunely undertaken. It hopes that 
all the faithful, including those who might have been unsettled by the controversies and new 
opinions, will understand that it is not a question of opposing one opinion to another, but of 
transmitting to the faithful a constant teaching of the supreme Magisterium, which teaches 
moral norms in the light of faith.[3] It is therefore clear that this declaration necessarily entails a 
grave obligation for Christian consciences.[4] May God deign to enlighten also all men who 
strive with their whole heart to "act in truth" (Jn. 3:21).

11. The first right of the human person is his life. He has other goods and some are more pre-
cious, but this one is fundamental -  the condition of all the others. Hence it must be protected 
above all others. It does not belong to society, nor does it belong to public authority in any 
form to recognize this right for some and not for others: all discrimination is evil, whether it be 
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SACRED CONGREGA-
TION FOR THE DOC-
TRINE OF THE FAITH
DECLARATION ON 
PROCURED ABORTION
(1974)

The Supreme Pontiff Pope Paul VI rati-
fied on June 28, 1974



founded on race, sex, color or religion. It is not recognition by another that constitutes this right. This right is antecedent to its recognition; it 
demands recognition and it is strictly unjust to refuse it.

12. Any discrimination based on the various stages of life is no more justified than any other discrimination. The right to life remains complete 
in an old person, even one greatly weakened; it is not lost by one who is incurably sick. The right to life is no less to be respected in the small 
infant just born than in the mature person. In reality, respect for human life is called for from the time that the process of generation begins. 
From the time that the ovum is fertilized, a life is begun which is neither that of the father nor of the mother, it is rather the life of a new human 
being with his own growth. It would never be made human if it were not human already.

20. These arguments and others in addition that are heard from varying quarters are not conclusive. It is true that civil law cannot expect to 
cover the whole field of morality or to punish all faults. No one expects it to do so. It must often tolerate what is in fact a lesser evil, in order to 
avoid a greater one. One must, however, be attentive to what a change in legislation can represent. Many will take as authorization what is 
perhaps only the abstention from punishment. Even more, in the present case, this very renunciation seems at the very least to admit that the 
legislator no longer considers abortion a crime against human life, since murder is still always severely punished. It is true that it is not the 
task of the law to choose between points of view or to impose one rather than another. But the life of the child takes precedence over all opin-
ions. One cannot invoke freedom of thought to destroy this life.

27. There will be no effective action on the level of morality unless at the same time an effort is made on the level of ideas. A point of view - or 
even more, perhaps a way of thinking - which considers fertility as an evil cannot be allowed to spread without contradiction. It is true that 
not all forms of culture are equally in favor of large families. Such families come up against much greater difficulties in an industrial and ur-
ban civilization. Thus in recent times the Church has insisted on the idea of responsible parenthood, the exercise of true human and Chris-
tian prudence.

Such prudence would not be authentic if it did not include generosity. It must preserve awareness of the grandeur of the task of cooperating 
with the Creator in the transmission of life, which gives new members to society and new children to the Church. Christ's Church has the fun-
damental solicitude of protecting and favoring life. She certainly thinks before all else of the life which Christ came to bring: "I have come so 
that they may have life and have it to the full" (Jn. 10:10). But life at all its levels comes from God, and bodily life is for man the indispensable 
beginning.
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Acquired from: www.vatican.va 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19741118_declaration-abortion_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19741118_declaration-abortion_en.html
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Watch the following 
video and analyze at 
the following picture: 

Acquired from: http://studentsforlife.org/texas-capitol-activism/ 

INTERACTIVE 1.1 Merinda Advertisement (2008)

http://studentsforlife.org/texas-capitol-activism/
http://studentsforlife.org/texas-capitol-activism/
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Abortion Laws in the U.S. before 
Roe v. Wade

Key:

Illegal (30)

Legal in case of rape (1)

Legal in case of danger to woman’s 
health (2)

Legal in case of danger to woman’s 
health, rape or incest, or likely dam-
aged fetus (13)

Legal on request (4)

Map: 
Map of US abortion laws pre-1973
Lokal_Profil
March 12, 2007

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_US_abortion_laws_pre-1973.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_US_abortion_laws_pre-1973.svg
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Procedure:
1.Students read and annotate the five documents

2.While reading you should consider the following questions:
ii. How have the arguments against abortion and birth 

control changed? How have they stayed the same?
iii.How do the advertisements evolve to match the needs 

of women and society in the different time periods?
iv.In what ways has the legislation regarding women’s 

bodies changed over time?

3.Predict what the next phase of advertisements, legislation, 
and movements about birth control and abortion will be. 
Use evidence from the documents to support your answer.

 
4.Students will write an argument for or against the use of 

abortion and birth control using the arguments utilized in 
the documents and their knowledge of the late 1800’s, 
1970’s, and present day. 

iii.Students are asked to consider different restrictions 
and limitations of their argument.         

 



Reflection - Chenoa Musillo Olson
Writing my chapter for the book has been an interest-
ing exercise in finding sources and being selective in 
choosing sources accessible to my students. Collect-
ing resources is every historians’ favorite pass time. 
Exposing students to primary documents is an excit-
ing way to allow students to be historians. I also found 
that it is a skill that will need to be developed in stu-
dents: to be able to read a document and discern the 
important parts. I would hope to use document based 
lessons as often as possible. I would also like to use 
primary documents as a means to learn how to ana-
lyze literature.
As far as turning it into a book, I found it to be a long, 
tedious process that ultimately produced a lesson that 
will be exciting to look back on.  The process of turn-
ing something into a book is a long process that re-
quires a lot of time and tech savvy. I hope to use this 
as an assignment for my students in the future.

Reflection - Sarah Wieking 
Designing a DBL was an intricate process. It spanned over sev-
eral weeks and involved many steps. There were many struggles 
but also many rewarding moments that accompanied the proc-
ess.
The first dilemma was in deciding on a topic. I cannot even re-
member the first topic that I selected because it was hardly in-
triguing. Then it was a working progress once my partner and I 
decided to create a lesson on abortion and birth control regula-
tion throughout history.
The next issue was finding the documents. It was really a strug-
gle to select the documents, advertisements, and laws that were 
appropriate for the topic and that would accomplish our goals. 
After that, sometimes we discovered the perfect document but 
then it was difficult to find the full document from a reliable 
source.
And finally there was the technological struggle. Once we found 
the documents and advertisements, deciding what we wanted 
students to accomplish was easy. However, ibooks author and 
tying it all together in a project was another story entirely. Adding 
a new page in the middle of my chapter was a huge hassle be-
cause it shifted all of the text out of order. It took a few hours to 
honestly even figure out how to work with the program and how 
to simply add documents, pictures, and texts.
However, in the end it looked really great and we were able to 
successfully get it done. It was a fun experience diving into one 
topic and asking potential students to find connections, make 
comparisons, and form arguments based on our selections. I 
mostly just hope that once I am a teacher it will be easier to find 
the primary documents I need.



Available free at iTunes

FROM EXPLORING 
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