
The Pro-Life Movement Before Roe v. Wade: A
History of Social Activism
The pro-life movement has been a significant force in American society for
decades, but its origins can be traced back long before the landmark
Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade in 1973. This article delves into the
rich history of the pro-life movement prior to Roe v. Wade, exploring its
roots, evolution, and the key individuals and organizations that shaped its
course.
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By understanding the movement's beginnings, we gain a deeper
appreciation for its motivations, strategies, and the challenges it faced. This
historical account sheds light on the complexities of the abortion debate
and provides valuable insights into the ongoing struggle for reproductive
rights.
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Antecedents of the Pro-Life Movement

The roots of the pro-life movement can be traced back to the 19th century,
when concerns about declining birth rates and the perceived threat of
abortion fueled a backlash against reproductive freedom. In the early 20th
century, the movement gained momentum with the rise of the Catholic
Church's influence in American politics and the growing popularity of
evangelical Christianity.

Catholic teachings condemned abortion as a sin, and the Church played a
significant role in mobilizing its members against abortion rights.
Evangelical Christians also increasingly embraced anti-abortion views,
seeing it as a moral imperative to protect the unborn.

The Formation of Pro-Life Organizations

In the 1960s, several key pro-life organizations were founded, including the
National Right to Life Committee (NRLC) and Operation Rescue. These
organizations became instrumental in organizing and mobilizing the pro-life
base, advocating for legislation to restrict abortion and raising public
awareness of the issue.

The NRLC, founded in 1968, played a pivotal role in coordinating pro-life
efforts across the country, providing resources and support to local groups.
Operation Rescue, established in 1984, adopted more confrontational
tactics, organizing protests and blockades outside abortion clinics.

Pre-Roe Legislation and Legal Battles

Prior to Roe v. Wade, the legal landscape surrounding abortion was highly
fragmented, with states enacting varying laws on the issue. Some states



had passed laws criminalizing abortion, while others allowed it under
certain circumstances.

The pro-life movement actively pursued legal battles in an attempt to
restrict abortion access. In 1971, the Supreme Court ruled in the case of
Eisenstadt v. Baird that unmarried women had the right to access
contraception, but this ruling did not extend to abortion rights.
The Impact of Roe v. Wade

The Roe v. Wade decision in 1973 was a watershed moment in the history
of the pro-life movement. The Supreme Court ruled that the right to privacy
guaranteed by the Constitution extended to a woman's right to choose
whether or not to have an abortion.

The Roe v. Wade decision galvanized the pro-life movement, which saw it
as a grave threat to the rights of the unborn. The movement intensified its
efforts to overturn the ruling and restrict abortion access through legislation
and other means.

The pro-life movement before Roe v. Wade was a complex and
multifaceted social movement, driven by religious beliefs, moral
convictions, and concerns about population decline. Through the formation
of influential organizations, legal battles, and political activism, the
movement played a significant role in shaping the debate over abortion
rights.

Understanding the history of the pro-life movement prior to Roe v. Wade
provides a deeper context for the ongoing struggle over reproductive rights.
It is a reminder of the deep-rooted beliefs and passions that have fueled
this movement and the profound impact it has had on American society.
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