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Deeply touched by the tragedies of botched abortions that 
they witnessed as medical students and young physicians 
in Chile in the 1940s and later around the world, the authors 
have attempted in their professional lives and now in this 
book to establish a framework for dialogue to replace the 
polarization that exists today.
 The Human Drama of Abortion rejects the idea that the 
world is made up of only two types of people—those in favor 
of abortion and those against abortion. The authors of this 
ground-breaking work have found that the great majority 
of people believe that a world without abortion would be 
a better place for everybody, but at the same time accept 
that an induced abortion can be a moral decision under 
certain circumstances. Doctors Faúndes and Barzelatto, 
physicians with decades of first-hand experience, hope this 
accessible account of abortion practices and ethical issues 
around the globe will help promote and implement the social 
changes that are known to reduce the incidence and the 
consequences of induced abortions.

“Those who go through the pages of this easy-to-read book, 
will see that, despite existing strong differences of opinion, 
it is possible to agree about some basic principles that 
could allow us to reach an ‘overlapping consensus.’ Putting 
into practice the basic elements of this consensus will 
minimize the suffering that so many women have to endure 
each day in every corner of the world.”—Isabel Allende

"This book should be obligatory reading for any person that 
wants to have an opinion about abortion. And everybody 
should have an opinion, because abortion can affect 
us all, directly or indirectly, whether we want it to or 
not.”—Carmen Barroso, International Planned Parenthood 
Federation Director for the Western Hemisphere.

Vanderbilt University Press
Nashville, Tennessee 37235
www.VanderbiltUniversityPress.com

Faúndes and Barzelatto    The H
um

an D
ram

a of Abortion
 

 
 

 
A

 G
lo

b
A

l SeA
rch

 
fo

r co
n

Sen
SU

S
Vanderbilt

Abortion 101
—an objective, accessible account of abortion 
practices and ethical issues around the globe

CoVer DesigN: gary gore
PriNTeD By Lsi

™xHSKIMGy515254z

abor
tıonThe late José S. barzelatto, 

formerly Vice President of 
the Center for Health and 
social Policy, served from 
1985 to 1989 as Director 
of the UNDP/WHo/World 
Bank special Program for 
research and Training in 
Human reproduction and 
from 1989 to 1997 as Director 
of the reproductive Health 
and Population Program of 
the Ford Foundation.

Aníbal faúndes is Professor 
of obstetrics at the University 
of Campinas, sP, Brazil, 
and senior researcher at 
Cemicamp, an internationally 
renowned center for research 
in reproductive health. He 
is currently Chair of the 
Committee on sexual and 
reproductive rights of the 
international Federation of 
gynecology and obstetrics.

isBN 0-8265-1525-8



The Human Drama of Abortion
A Global Search for Consensus





The Human Drama 
of Abortion

A Global Search 
for Consensus

	 	 Aníbal Faúndes

  José Barzelatto

 

	 	 Vanderbilt	University	Press	
	 	 Nashville



© 2006 Vanderbilt University Press
All rights reserved
First Edition 2006

10 09 08 07 06 1 2 3 4 5

Printed on acid-free paper.
Manufactured in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Faúndes, Aníbal, 1931–
[Drama do Aborto. English]
The human drama of abortion : seeking a global consensus / Aníbal 
Faúndes, José Barzelatto.— 1st ed.
 p. ; cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8265-1525-8 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN 0-8265-1526-6 (pbk. : alk. paper)
 1. Abortion—Cross-cultural studies. 2. Pregnancy, Unwanted—
Cross-cultural studies. [DNLM: 1. Abortion, Induced. 2. Family 
Planning Services. 3. Health Policy. 4. Pregnancy, Unwanted. 5. 
Women’s Rights. HQ 767 F258d 2006a] 
I. Barzelatto, J. (José) II. Title.
 HQ767.F38 2006
 363.46—dc22

2005028168



To Ellen and Juanita, our lifetime companions, 
who helped us understand what it means 

to be a woman in today’s world.





Contents

	 Acknowledgments	 xiii

	 First	Preface	 xv

	 Second	Preface	 xvii

	 Introduction	 xix

Part I: The Human Drama of Abortion

1	 Listening	to	Women:	Why	They	Have	Abortions	 3

The Story of a Peasant 3

A Middle-Class Urban Woman 4

A Young, Idealistic Career Woman 6

A Mature, Well-to-Do Physician 7

A Working-Class Teenager 8

2	 The	Meaning	of	Words	 12

The Need to Define Terms Related to Abortion 13

The Reproductive Process 14

From Embryo to Newborn Baby 16

The Beginning of Pregnancy and of a New Individual 18

Ectopic Pregnancy 20

Defining Induced Abortion 21

Safe and Unsafe Abortion 21



viii	 The	Human	Drama	of	Abortion

Methods of Pregnancy Termination 22

“Partial-Birth” Abortion 24

Menstrual Regulation 26

3	 The	Magnitude	of	Induced	Abortion	 27

Worldwide Estimations 28

Regional Differences in Induced Abortion 28

Regional Differences in Unsafe Abortion 31

4	 Consequences	of	Unsafe	Abortion	 33

Maternal Mortality 35

Physical Complications 36

Psychological Consequences 37

Social Consequences 39

Economic Consequences 39

Factors That Influence the Severity  
of the Consequences of Abortion 40

5	 Why	Women	Get	Pregnant	
	 When	They	Do	Not	Want	To	 45

Lack of Knowledge about Contraceptive Methods 46

Lack of Access to Contraceptive Methods 48

Failure of Contraceptive Methods 51

Lack of Control in Sexual Relationships 51

6	 When	Is	a	Pregnancy	So	Unwanted		
That	It	Ends	in	Abortion?		 54

The Absence of the Father 55

Financial Constraints 55

The Inability to Provide Good Parenting/ 
Interference with Life Prospects 56

Conflict with Prevailing Social Norms 57

Health Concerns 57

Lack of Social Support 57



	 Contents	 ix

Part II: Values

7	 Conflicting	Values	Encountered	
by	Health	Professionals	 63

Health Professionals and the Value of Life 64

Obstetricians and the Fetus 64

Medical Technology and the Presence of the Fetus 65

Technology and the Acceptance of Abortion 66

Obstetricians and Unwanted Pregnancies 67

Cultural Pressures 68

Public Condemnation and Private Acceptance 69

From Accepting the Exception to Understanding the Rule 70

8	 Religious	Values	 72

The Historical Context of Christian Perspectives  73

Christian Values about Abortion 75

The Current Position of the Catholic Church 78

Protestant Perspectives on Abortion  82

Jewish Perspectives on Abortion 84

Muslim Perspectives on Abortion  85

Hindu Perspectives on Abortion 87

Buddhist Perspectives on Abortion  88

Chinese Perspectives on Abortion  90

Is a Religious Consensus Possible? 91

9	 Ethical	Values	 97

Our Understanding of Ethics 97

The Four Principles of Bioethics 99

The Bioethical Principles Applied to Abortion 102

The Ethical Dilemma for Gynecologists/Obstetricians 108

Our Reflections on Ethical Values Concerning Abortion 109

10	 Values	as	Reflected	in	the	Law	 110

Legal Systems 111

Legal Systems and Abortion 112



x	 The	Human	Drama	of	Abortion

The Legality of Abortion Around the World 113

Human Rights Declarations and Conventions 115

Abortion Laws and Human Rights 117

General Conclusion on Abortion and the Law 120

Part III: Improving the Situation

11	 How	to	Decrease	the	Number	of	Abortions	 123

Legal and Moral Prohibition 123

Prevention of Unwanted Pregnancies 125

Contraceptive Services and the Reduction  
of Unwanted Pregnancies 125

Increase Women’s Power  130

Social Support for Motherhood 134

12	 How	to	Reduce	the	Human,	Social,		
and	Economic	Costs	of	Abortion	 136

Improving Women’s Status in Society 136

Decriminalizing or Extending Legal Grounds for Abortion 138

Improving Access to Legal Abortion 140

A Fairer, More Liberal Interpretation of the Law 142

Access to High Quality Post-Abortion Care 147

A More Positive Attitude Among Health Care Workers 149

13	 The	Paradox:	Rejecting	Abortion	and		
Opposing	the	Prevention	of	Unwanted	Pregnancies	 150

Opposition to “Artificial” Contraceptive Methods 151

Opposition to Contraceptive Methods  
under the Allegation That They Induce Abortions 152

Opposition to Sex Education 155

Abortion-Promoting Effects of “Anti-abortion” Politics 156



	 Contents	 xi

Part IV: Seeking a Consensus

14	 How	to	Reach	a	Consensus	on	Abortion	 161

The Social Need for an “Overlapping Consensus” 162

Is an “Overlapping Consensus” on Abortion Possible? 164

The Basis for an “Overlapping Consensus” on Abortion 166

Some Reflections on the Process for Achieving Consensus 169

	 Bibliography	 173

	 Index	 195
	

	 About	the	Authors	 199





	 xiii

Acknowledgments

We begin by acknowledging the unexpected and profound influence of 
our joint residency at the Rockefeller Foundation’s Bellagio Study and 
Conference Center, where we arrived with only an agreed-upon book 
outline and a very rough draft of some sections. The atmosphere at the 
center and the people we met there helped us in a number of ways. First, 
although we had been friends for decades, the environment permitted us 
to get to know each other even better. This proved to be essential, both 
during and after our stay at Bellagio, because it allowed us to maintain a 
respectful and constructive dialogue during the many instances in which 
we found we had minor but significant differences in perspective. Sec-
ond, the people we met at Bellagio, many of whom were very interested 
in the subject matter of this text and were willing to discuss their per-
sonal views, influenced the way we structured the book. In particular, we 
thank Lou Stein, who took the time to read some of the early drafts and 
made valuable editorial suggestions, and Ruth Macklin, whose profound 
knowledge of bioethics provided many important insights.
 We also thank the friends and colleagues who read initial drafts 
for their invaluable support and suggestions, which reflected not only 
their vast experience but also their great wisdom: Frank Alvarez, Vivian 
Brache, Horacio Croxatto, Elizabeth Dawson, Raul Faúndes, Christine 
Gudorf, Ellen Hardy, and Stephen Isaacs.
 In addition, we are grateful to Susan Godstone and Lesley Hanson 
de Moura for their editorial assistance. Susan began by correcting our 
grammatical errors and improving our English usage. Then Lesley greatly 
enhanced the style and offered excellent suggestions with respect to the 
content. We also acknowledge the dedicated and competent technical 
support of Cecilia Barros, who coordinated the many versions of both 



xiv	 The	Human	Drama	of	Abortion

text and references that traveled back and forth through cyberspace for 
more than two years.
 Finally, we express our appreciation for the contribution of the many 
women who, over the past fifty years of our professional lives, have shared 
their experiences with us, confided their stories to us, and conveyed to 
us in their own words what abortion really means to them. We dedicate 
this book to all of these women, without whom it could not have been 
written.



	 xv

First Preface

As I was working on this book, I realized how much of my life has been 
dedicated to dealing with the human drama of abortion. Neither biogra-
phy nor memoir, this book clearly has its origin in the emotional impact 
of the suffering of women with abortion complications that I experienced 
as a young intern at a public hospital in Santiago de Chile in 1953. Wit-
nessing the physical and psychological pain of both younger and older 
women for weeks on end, listening to their stories, and watching them 
either die or survive in a severely mutilated state was a strong motivation 
for me to dedicate a large part of my professional life to finding a way to 
mitigate their suffering.
 For many years I believed that family planning alone was the answer, 
and I took on the unusual role for an obstetrician (rather than a gyne-
cologist) of working in many different countries in various areas of con-
traception, from the development of new contraceptive methods to the 
planning and implementation of nationwide family planning programs. 
Only after decades of working in the field did it become clear to me that 
family planning alone was not a sufficient response. I learned that other 
social initiatives were of equal importance in reducing the number of 
women who saw abortion as the only way out: the promotion of a fair	
gender power balance, the availability of sex education for both male and 
female adolescents, and protection against family and societal rejection 
for women who choose to keep their babies.
 In addition to my belief in the necessity of helping women avoid 
unwanted pregnancy, I was moved by the social injustice of penalizing 
women who abort.	It is impossible to hear their stories without conclud-
ing that these women, far from being criminals, are victims of the ways 
in which societies are organized. Their biggest sin is being poor, because 
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even in countries where abortion is legally restricted, women of means 
can obtain clean, safe abortions.
 My heartfelt need to help reduce the suffering caused by unwanted 
pregnancy and by the criminalization of abortion awakened my realiza-
tion that the global majority has an incomplete view of the issue and that 
this widespread dearth of information is the main obstacle to achieving 
an understanding of and a solution to the problem.
 This book, therefore, has the rather utopian intention of influencing 
politicians and policymakers to adopt and implement social initiatives 
that have proven effective in reducing abortion and minimizing its con-
sequences on women and on society. Because politicians are moved by 
public opinion, however, this book has also been written with the hope 
of reaching a broader audience who will help influence those who have 
the power to implement social change.

—Aníbal Faúndes
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Second Preface

As a student and then as a young physician at a university hospital in 
Chile from the late 1940s to the 1960s, I witnessed the growing epidemic 
and national tragedy of women who suffered the complications of unsafe 
abortions, and I was emotionally marked by the experience forever. Al-
though at that time my field of work was internal medicine and I did not 
have the obstetrical experience of my coauthor, I cared for many women 
whose late complications following a botched abortion commonly re-
sulted in death. Like most of my colleagues, I was also appalled at the 
number of women who came to our hospitals to give birth, only to be 
hurried home within twenty-four hours of delivery after being forced to 
share a hospital bed with another woman, in order to free beds for the 
increasing number of women who suffered abortion complications.
 At the time, Chile was in the process of becoming industrialized, and 
low-income women had finally begun to gain access to work in the facto-
ries, allowing them to contribute to family income and help increase fam-
ily status. This new status for women demanded a smaller-family norm, 
which was facilitated by a progressive drop in child mortality. Women no 
longer needed to have many children in order to have a few that would 
survive.	In the absence of effective modern contraceptives, the number 
of abortions increased dramatically, despite the fact that they were legally 
restricted. The outrage of the Chilean medical profession brought about 
a government response, which made modern contraceptives freely and 
widely available through the nation’s National Health Service.
 Aware that they had been risking their lives, women who had re-
sorted to abortion began using contraceptives as soon as they became 
available. The results were spectacular. The number of women hospital-
ized for complications from unsafe abortions, which had been growing 



xviii	 The	Human	Drama	of	Abortion

steadily over the previous twenty years, decreased by 50 percent within 
five years and continued to decrease in subsequent years, as deaths from 
abortion dropped to one-sixth of their previous level. Within a few short 
years, the dramatic fall in the number of beds occupied by women with 
abortion complications meant that the days of two women sharing one 
maternity ward bed were over.
 Chilean society at large and the majority of the country’s health 
professionals were satisfied with the good, albeit partial, results brought 
about by the accessibility of modern contraceptives, and they pursued 
the problem of unsafe abortion no further. Abortion was still consid-
ered immoral, a sin; legal restriction therefore continued. The tragic 
consequences for low-income women were ignored. Consequently, un-
necessary suffering and death resulting from illegal abortion, although 
decreased in magnitude, remain a significant social and public health 
problem to this day.
 Since the mid-1960s,	my international professional experience has 
taught me the following: (1) abortion is a global problem, (2) despite 
characteristics peculiar to different societies, some basic issues are 
shared, and (3) the number of abortions can be reduced everywhere 
if we can clarify misunderstandings and thus convert current conflicts 
into a practical political consensus that will allow the implementation of 
effective policies.
 It is the intention of this book to offer, in a single volume for nonspe-
cialists, the lessons of our experience, both national and international, 
including all important factors that we have learned about abortion. 
Our aim is to provide information for public and political discussion, 
in an effort to enlighten a public debate that has been characterized by 
extremism and impassioned argument. Both intellectual integrity and 
mutual respect are needed to fuel a constructive debate.

—José Barzelatto
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Introduction

Many excellent works on abortion have been published in recent years. 
Why go to the trouble and effort of writing another book on the subject? 
We felt an urgent need to do so because we believe that the thousands of 
pages published in books, in scientific journals, and in the lay press on 
the subject of abortion do not provide an easily readable, comprehensive 
view of the issue. We are convinced that providing more factual infor-
mation is crucial to a better understanding of this personal and social 
problem, which affects most people directly or indirectly sometime in 
their lives. Even more important, it is clear to us that without this under-
standing it will be almost impossible to find a solution to this problem 
that has such profound physical and emotional implications for so many 
people in the world today.
 Most books published on the subject of abortion concentrate on one 
aspect of the problem and address an audience already involved in the 
philosophical, religious, social, or health aspects of the debate. Because 
these books are not geared toward the general public, most people do 
not read them and consequently, do not take an active role in the public 
discussion. This book was written to be accessible to anyone interested 
in abortion, because we believe this is a subject that affects virtually 
everyone. There is a need for current and comprehensive information 
that can help dissipate the prevailing misunderstandings surrounding 
abortion. We believe that once the “silent” majority is better informed, 
the cultural changes required in order to reach a political consensus will 
become possible.
 In addition, an accessible and comprehensive review of the abortion 
issue is essential for nonspecialized opinion leaders and policymakers, 
who receive most of their information from the opposing views of an 
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excessively polarized public debate dominated by ideological emotions. 
It is our view that this situation could be greatly improved if both poli-
cymakers and the general public would recognize the false dilemma of 
having to be either for or against abortion.
 Why do we even attempt to take on the enormous task at hand? As 
our prefaces indicate, we are two physicians from a developing country, 
both with broad international experience, who have been involved in 
the problem of abortion since we attended medical school. We have 
both lived for decades outside our country of birth but remain deeply 
involved in the human drama of abortion in many different ways and in 
many different countries around the world. This book reflects what we 
have learned by personal experience throughout our lives.
 Abortion is a word that elicits profound emotions in all of us, irre-
spective of our level of involvement with the issue or the degree of con-
cern shown by the societies in which we live. The twentieth century wit-
nessed a heated rhetorical confrontation between two extreme positions, 
each of which appeared incapable of taking the other into account or of 
maintaining a civilized and rational discussion. We postulate that those 
who adopt such extreme positions, although they claim to represent a 
large group, actually constitute a relatively small minority. In reality, most 
people’s position with respect to abortion, far from being radical, falls 
somewhere within a broad range of opinions. Because this less radical 
majority does not broach the issue with the passion of the extremists, it 
is less vocal in public. As a result, past and (to an even greater degree) 
recent public discussions on abortion have been dominated by the two 
radical extremes.
 At one extreme are those who believe that the embryo or fetus must 
take absolute priority over women’s personal decisions and who seem to 
completely ignore the rights of women. At the other extreme are those 
who give absolute priority to women’s right to decide for themselves 
whether to continue or terminate a pregnancy and seem to ignore any 
possible value of the embryo or fetus. These two extremes are repre-
sented in the pro-life and pro-choice movements, respectively. Radical 
pro-life activists consider only the fetus’s right to life, disregarding not 
only the circumstances and quality of the woman’s life and the lives of 
her other children but also the baby’s own future. Pro-choice radicals, 
in turn, negate all value of the embryo or fetus. Neither extreme is open 
to respectful consideration of the arguments of the other. Any indica-
tion that one is willing to pay attention to the arguments of the other 
is seen as a sign of weakness of conviction, an inroad for the “enemy’s” 
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argument. The controversy is so heated and the emotions are so strong 
that polarization of public opinion has become very difficult to avoid. It 
is our argument that this is a false dilemma—that the great majority of 
people in the world are not indifferent to the suffering of the millions of 
women who confront the decision to abort every year. The same majority 
is also not indifferent to the fate of the fetus and sees every abortion as 
a loss.
 The idea that people are divided between those for and those against 
abortion is simply incorrect. It is, in fact, a great misunderstanding of the 
real issue. In our experience, the vast majority of both factions is against 
abortion per se. In other words, most people believe that a world without 
abortion would be a better place for all—but at the same time the vast 
majority accepts the idea that, under certain circumstances, an induced 
abortion can be an acceptable moral choice.
 If the opposing sides realized the lesser degree of their differences, 
we believe it would open the door to a constructive dialogue that could 
lead to a consensus on at least some vital points. It is our contention that 
once a rational, civilized dialogue is begun, almost everyone— including 
the less radical of the two extremes —will agree to the promotion and 
implementation of the social changes that have proven to reduce the 
incidence and the consequences of induced abortion. We believe that 
this is a difficult but not an impossible task.	The aim of this book is to 
help initiate such a dialogue.
 In addition, this book is of interest not only to students, teachers, 
and activists involved in human rights issues in general and sexual and 
reproductive rights in particular but also to those who deal with sex 
education, family life and religion, and public health problems. This 
includes societies the world over, because the controversy of abortion is 
universal.
 Throughout this book, we illustrate our points using real-life stories 
that we have witnessed in various countries. Each situation evolved 
as described; however, except where we were authorized to relate the 
stories intact, we have changed names and extraneous details to respect 
the privacy of those involved. We thank everyone whose story gave us 
and will, we hope, give our readers, a better understanding of the human 
drama of abortion.
 This book is divided into four parts:

Part	I: The Human Drama of Abortion describes the main aspects of the 
complex personal and social problem of abortion. We start by listening 
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to women explain why they decided to have an abortion and then clarify 
the meanings of the terms used in relation to the issue. A worldwide 
review of the problem—its alarming magnitude and its tragic conse-
quences—follows. The section ends with an analysis of why women get 
pregnant when they do not want to	and when pregnancy becomes so 
unwanted that women decide to abort.

Part	II:	The	Values	Involved starts by describing the conflicting values 
faced by health professionals who deal with abortions. It goes on to 
review the religious and ethical values that influence the behavior of all 
those involved and ends with an overview of the reflection of these values 
in the legislation of countries around the world.

Part	III:	Improving	the	Situation, while taking into account the facts 
stated in Part I and the values discussed in Part II, reviews the interven-
tions that have proven effective in decreasing the number of abortions 
and in reducing the human, social, and economic costs. The section ends 
by describing the paradoxical position of groups that perceive their role 
as staunch campaigners in the fight against abortion but that remain 
opposed to many of the interventions which have proven to be effective 
means of abortion reduction.

Part	IV:	Seeking	a	Consensus closes the book by analyzing the need for 
societies to reach a political agreement about abortion. It is our belief 
that this is an achievable task because it is possible for reasonable people 
with very different overall views to identify and expand common ideas 
and shared values that can become the basis for a political consensus. To 
this end, and based on the evidence described in the first three parts of 
the book, Part IV identifies nine such significant points and consequent 
actions that might provide the basis	for a social consensus that would al-
low societies to deal more effectively with the human drama of abortion. 
The book ends with a commentary on the process required to reach this 
goal, which is the final aim of this book.


