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Portrait of Magdalena, 32, Poland 
“It was December 1, 201. I took a pregnancy test and it came out positive. I am gay—I don’t want to talk about 
how I got pregnant. I don’t know for sure if my grief for the abortion is over, if I left it all behind. I think about it 
once in a while, and sometimes I cry. Not much, though, and not because I regret it. I don’t. I know I made the 
right choice, and the only possible one. It was the hardest experience in my life. I am a different person now. 
And I’m proud of myself.” —Magdalena

Abortion is legal in nearly all EU countries, except Poland, Ireland, and Malta. In Poland abortion is illegal except 
in cases of sexual assault, serious fetal deformation, or threat to the mother’s life. The official number of abortions 
performed in this country with  million inhabitants is only about 0 per year. According to Dutch pro-choice 
organization Women on Waves, the real number is closer to 20,000.

Talking openly and publicly about abortion is one of Western 
society’s most enduring taboos. Even in the few countries 
where access to abortion is not restricted, attempts to raise 
consciousness about abortion invariably are met with clenched 
fists and racing pulses, with most people presenting fully 
developed, strong views that render any civil discussion 
futile, if not impossible. The subject’s volatility increases 
exponentially in regions in which Catholicism is entangled 
with government policy, dramatically limiting abortion on 
religious grounds.
 On Abortion (2016), a research-based project by Spanish-
born, Barcelona-based artist Laia Abril, provides a harrowing 
record of the repercussions of governmental and societal 
restrictions on abortion. With approximately ninety photographs 
and accompanying expository texts, On Abortion traces the 
long history of women’s struggles for access to family planning 
methods, including contraception and pregnancy termination. 
Abril’s photographs take the form of portraits, documentary 
shots, and restaged scenes, with archival images added into 
the fold. She highlights objects that played a role in this struggle: 
early versions of condoms made out of fish bladders and sheep 
gut; gossypol, a compound found in cottonseed that drastically 
reduces a man’s sperm count; rudimentary surgical tools. 
Haunting stories of women and girls who have been denied 
access to abortion—whether impregnated by consensual sex, 
rape, or incest; whether with or without life-threatening pregnancy 
complications—contextualize the images, driving home the 
trauma that surrounds abortion both as a personal experience 
and a societal taboo. Abril masterfully editorializes her visual 
research, respectfully conveying the women’s poignant 
experiences without the work coming across as propaganda. 
 On Abortion represents one chapter of a larger work in 
progress titled A History of Misogyny, in which Abril compares 
the present with the past. “I focused on the repercussions of 
lack of access to abortion, since these are so extreme and urgent 
that people can’t look away,” she said in a recent studio visit.
“I always try to enter a story through a narrative of intimacy, 
to break down prejudices and show facts in order to help people 
understand that free and open access to abortion is an essential 
human right.”
 While Abril is first and foremost an artist, she has a 
background in journalism and her practice is intensely research-
based. Abortion was not originally intended as the first subject 
for A History of Misogyny, but extensive research led the 
artist to realize how dire repercussions of abortion restrictions 
really are: worldwide each year, approximately 47,000 women 
die from botched abortions and millions unwillingly carry 
pregnancies to term. Abortion availability and contraceptive 
access, which are most often decided by men, are largely 
sidelined as women’s issues, rather than human rights and 
political issues, as On Abortion attests. Abril delves into the past 
to comment on the present state of abortion and family planning 
rights, illustrating the significant impacts that result when these 
rights are denied.

Karen Archey
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Zika
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes transmit the feared Zika virus to pregnant women, who can pass it to their unborn 
children. Recent Zika outbreaks in Brazil have been linked to microcephaly in babies. In early 2016, the Brazilian 
government recorded ,9 new cases of the fetal anomaly.

The World Health Organization has urged increased access to abortion for pregnant women infected with Zika in 
Latin America, but the procedure remains limited in Brazil, Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Haiti, Paraguay, and El Salvador. Several health authorities have recommended that local women avoid pregnancy 
for up to two years.

Human Incubator
On November 2, 201, an Irish woman in her twenties was admitted to a hospital with headaches and nausea. 
Two days later, the mother of two suffered a fall and was later found unresponsive. On December 9, she was 
declared clinically brain dead. She was fifteen weeks pregnant at the time, and was placed on life support 
against her family’s wishes.

On December 26, the High Court of Ireland ruled that the life-support machine could be turned off after hearing 
that her fetus had little chance of surviving. Under the 19 eighth amendment of the Irish constitution, an unborn 
child has the same rights as its mother.

Portrait of Neil, 33, Ireland
“In 2010, my wife Michelle and I found out we were pregnant. She was over the moon, although I was worried and 
realistic—she had been fighting cancer since 2001 and was terminal. Unfortunately, her chemotherapy treatment 
had probably damaged the fetus, before we even knew there was one. Michelle was also unlikely to survive a 
pregnancy. Her oncologist prescribed an abortion. Michelle did not want to, but we had no other option. To our 
surprise, Cork University Hospital refused to do it.” —Neil

In Ireland abortion is illegal unless it occurs as the result of a medical intervention performed to save the life 
of the mother.
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Sentenced to Thirty Years
Court files of seventeen women in El Salvador accused of homicide after miscarrying. They are serving sentences of up to 
thirty years. Two were recently pardoned (after being in jail for nine and twelve years, respectively), but many new cases are 
being added to the list. Since 199, abortion has been illegal in El Salvador under any circumstance, even if a woman’s life is at 
risk. Social stigma can provoke witch hunts for women who suffer miscarriages or obstetric complications outside the hospital.

According to the Salvadoran Citizens’ Group for the Decriminalization of Abortion, more than 20 women were reported 
to the police between 2000 and 201 for abortion. Of them, 1 were prosecuted and 9 convicted: 26 for murder and 
2 for abortion.

10,000 Women Exposed on Television
In 200, Dr. Neide Mota Machado’s family-planning clinic in Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil, was revealed as an 
abortion provider by a hidden camera television news exposé. Throughout twenty years of practice, the clinic 
had kept files from 10,000 illegal abortions, and in 200, public prosecutors decided to find and punish past patients. 
The director of the clinic herself faced twenty-five to seventy-nine years in prison. In the weeks before her trial, 
she was found dead inside her car with a syringe.

Abortion in Brazil is only legal if the woman’s life is in danger or the pregnancy is the result of a rape.

Portrait of Guadalupe, 26, El Salvador
“At seventeen I was raped, and I got pregnant. A few months later I was sentenced to thirty years for homicide. 
I had had an obstetric emergency at twenty-eight weeks of pregnancy, while I was working at my employer’s
house; she did not allow me to go home and I passed out in the bedroom. I wanted my baby, I don’t know 
what happened to her; they never returned her body to my family. I spent seven years and seven months in 
prison until I was pardoned. The day I was released was a very joyful moment. It had been a long fight, and 
the lawyers had kept visiting me and updating me about the process. Now I have a newborn baby daughter 
and I’m thrilled to be a mom.” —Guadalupe

All works from A History 
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