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Social Policy – The history of abortion in Great Britain and the introduction of the Abortion Act 1967.
Alcock (2014) suggests social policy as being the reference used to describe the policies and procedures societies around the world put in place to meet the health and welfare needs of every individual. A policy being a route of action adopted or proposed by an organisation or individual (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). This paper will investigate and discuss the history of abortion in Great Britain and the Abortion Act. The Abortion Act is a social policy introduced by the British Government in 1967. An abortion is the process of terminating a pregnancy, this is achieved either through medical surgery or oral medication depending on the stage of pregnancy (National Health Service, 2020). Abortions are carried out around the world, although the procedure is by no means globally excepted or tolerated (Zhang, 2008). To enable the investigation of the Abortion Act in Great Britain, this paper commences with an insight into the history of abortion, moving forward to review events occurring during the early 1900’s in the second section of the paper, including the formation of organisations campaigning for abortion to be made legal, and the historical case of Dr Alex Bourne. Discussion is given briefly to the introduction of the National Health Service in the third part, before going forward and focussing on the amount of back street abortions being sourced resulting in death, and the further support for abortion law to be changed resulting from the concerns these figures raised.  The fourth segment highlights the introduction of the contraceptive pill and highlights the growing argument during that time for changes to the law. The introduction of the Abortion Act in 1967 is underlined during the fifth part of the paper, with focus given to opposition to the act, and amendments made through parliament during the sixth and seventh sections. The paper will summarise the findings during the eighth segment, drawing a conclusion from the evidence put forward. These conclusions will lead to the paper ending with recommendations of further advancement, if needed to the issues surrounding abortion in the twenty-first century. The next section therefore begins with the history of abortion in Great Britain.
Back in 1803, English statute Law ruled abortion after the experience of quickening as being a crime worthy of punishment by death (De Cruz, 2001). Rose (2008) defines the term quickening as the time when the pregnant mother first feels foetal motion. Abortion before the time of quickening according to McLaren (1993) was still unlawful, although it was considered a less serious crime. Changes to English law in 1837 saw the death penalty for abortion revoked and the importance of quickening disregarded, although abortion itself was still a crime (Kilday, 2013). Between 1861 and 1967 the term illegal operation was the preferred terminology for the word abortion (Brookes, 2013). Woods (2000) informs that the price of birth control during the late 1800’s and early 1900’s made it inaccessible for many in society, leaving abortion as the only means of limiting family size. Hodgson (1981) highlights abortion during the Victorian era as being another example of rich versus poor. Women of middle-class society could afford to buy abortions from professional practitioners, covertly at an expensive rate, and in general the procedure would be overlooked. Women from lower class societies however could only afford low cost, dangerous backstreet practises, with the procedure often being undertaken by unqualified individuals (Brooke, 2011). Due to the nature of the backstreet clinics more frequent incidents occurred, which led to prosecution, whereas many qualified practitioners profiting from the illegal procedure were rarely held accountable (Jenkins, 1960). 
In 1929 modifications were made to the law regarding abortion, making it not a crime, but only if the procedure was undertaken in efforts to preserve the life of the mother (Sheldon, 2015). Data from the Registrar General Report showed deaths due to illegal abortion rose to 15% of maternal deaths between 1923 and 1933 (Chamberlain, 2006). The concerns this raised resulted in the formation of The Abortion Law Reform Association (ALRA) in 1936, the ALRA was the first organisation of its kind and called for abortion to be made legal (Abortion Rights, 2020). In 1938 the laws regarding abortion were scrutinised further by Dr Alex Bourne, after admitting in court to performing the procedure on a fourteen-year-old girl who had been the victim of rape (O’Brien, 2010). Dr Bourne claimed that a woman’s mental and physical health is also paramount regarding saving the woman’s life, declaring that no law had been broken. The court agreed, ruling in Dr Bourne’s favour (McGann, 2016). According to Lee (1998) the case of Dr Bourne led to the ruling that if two professional opinions agreed, an abortion could be carried out if the pregnancy would be detrimental to the woman both mentally and physically. The result of this ruling certainly benefited many women and professionals, although it still presented an obstacle to the working class as they were unable to afford the second opinion needed, therefore still having to rely on backstreet clinics (Smith et al, 2017). 
Following the Beveridge Report 1942 the introduction of the National Health Service offered welcome assistance to those in poorer societies seeking abortion, although there was insufficient funding allocated to family planning and abortion (Lowe, 1999). Even with the equalisation of medical assistance regardless of wealth or poverty, the law regarding abortion remained the same, and many doctors rightly refused to deliver the procedure fearing prosecution (Horobin, 1973). During the 1950s support for the legalisation of abortion grew, The ALRA campaigned vigorously between 1952 and 1961 for changes to the law (Gleeson, 2007). According to Hilton et al (2012) the ALRA started to gain more following and received backing from influential professionals, this offered validity to their cause and although the campaigns were unsuccessful the organisation had the opportunity to provide information for investigation, this alongside the groups connections with the labour party led to a number of members ‘Bills’. According to Leston-Bandeira and Thompson (2018) private members ‘bills’ also referred to as backbench bills, are submitted by an MP or member of parliament, they are not presented by the government. The objective of the bill is to change laws applicable to the general population. Rarely are members’ bills made law, although the attention brought to that specific issue does have the ability to influence legislation (Russel and Gover, 2017). 
The introduction of the contraceptive pill in 1961 was championed as a progressive step to tackling the high number of abortions taking place. The contraceptive pill though was not available to single women and continued to be unavailable to them until 1968 (Scott, 2019). The laws at that time effectually restrained the lives and welfare of many women. The use of backstreet clinics or unsafe remedies, advertised in the press as corrective measures for ‘menstrual blockage’ continued to result in either permanent damage or death (Bartley, 2019). Knill, Adam and Hurka (2015) inform the controversial argument of the policies regarding abortion in the United Kingdom to have climaxed in parliament in 1966, with advocates and opposition of proposed new laws offering strong arguments in relation to abortion. After seven unsuccessful proceedings David Steel’s ‘Medical Termination of Pregnancy Bill’ was ultimately approved in parliament, leading to the introduction of the Abortion Act 1967 (Hall, 2013).  
The fundamental regulations of the Abortion Act 1967 are prominently surrounding the medical termination of pregnancy before it’s twenty-eighth week (Samuels, 1969). Terms under the law of the Abortion Act 1967 state, an individual would not be breaking any laws if an abortion is conducted by a qualified doctor, who in agreement with a second professional decide that continuing the pregnancy would risk the health and well-being of the pregnant woman or any existing children (Legislation.Gov.UK, 2020). The Abortion Act also allows for legal termination of pregnancy if there is high probability of the child being born with physical or mental abnormalities (Department of Health, 2020). Orr (2017) promotes the Abortion Act 1967 as being a monumental accomplishment which impacted hugely on the lives of women in the United Kingdom. Furedi (2016) however, argues the 1967 act did not actually decriminalise abortion and continues to leave women and medical practitioners open to prosecution. The Abortion Act 1967 came into legal effect in England, Wales and Scotland in April 1968 (House of Commons, 2007). Northern Ireland continued to criminalise abortion following the Offences Against the Persons Act 1861, prohibiting endeavours to cause miscarriage (Melville, 2015). The only exemption from the 1861 Act falls under the 1945 Criminal Justice Act, which states the termination of pregnancy is only legal for the objective of saving the life of the expectant mother (Kennedy and Ollerenshaw, 2013).
The Abortion Act has been met with much opposition since its inception in 1967. The Society for the Protection of Unborn Children (SPUC) is alleged to be the longest running anti-abortion association, establishing itself in 1967 (Parliament. UK, 2020). The SPUC is a non-religious organisation, although this has been argued, as the views of the group are in line with church teachings and the organisation is supported by the Catholic Church (Wright, 2000). The Catholic church has had a significant influence both socially and politically through history (Kubicek, 2017). Rengel (2000) does offer the opinion that views are progressively changing in Northern Ireland, much of the population now support the legalisation of abortion, calling for safeguarding of the mental health and well-being of women. The legalisation is also called to be offered to victims of rape or incest. The Abortion Act was petitioned in 1974 by a private members bill brought forward by Scottish MP James White (Davidson and Davis, 2012). Labour MP James White unsuccessfully argued for an amendment to the 1967 act, appealing for further stipulations to the law, suggesting amendments to include medical practitioners having to provide evidence of the decision to terminate the pregnancy, stricter legislation and authorisation for prospective clinics, and a restriction to the time-frame putting forward a twenty week limitation on the termination of pregnancy (Dee, 2020). The opposition produced by James White led to the formation of the National Abortion Campaign (NAC) whose objective was to protect the 1967 act, lobbying for its improvement (Halfmann, 2011). As part of the Women’s Movement, the NAC presented itself as a feminist society (Griffin, 1995). In 1988 the NAC Organisation successfully fought against the proposal to reduce the term of pregnancy stated in the Abortion Act down to 18 weeks, a bill brought forward by David Alton, a Catholic MP for the Liberal Democrats (Smidt and Penning, 1997).
There has only been one successful campaign passed through by government to bring changes to the 1967 Abortion Act (Saurette and Gordon, 2015). This came after the formation of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act in 1990 (Horsey, 2015). The Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act succeeded in the proposal for the term of pregnancy eligible for termination to be reduced to twenty-four weeks, unless there is proven risk of life to the mother after this point of gestation (Bloomer and Pierson, 2019). The Abortion Act 1967 is still the legislation governing abortion in Great Britain to date. Residents of Northern Ireland however still face restrictions regarding the laws on abortion, although it is perfectly within the law for Irish women to travel to England to receive abortion treatment (Marie Stopes UK, 2020). Maracek, Macleod and Hoggart (2017) declare abortions to be one of the most frequent medical practises performed on women around the globe, adding that although common place, abortion continues to be one of the most debated procedures socially, politically and ethically.
The aim of this paper was to investigate the history of abortion in Great Britain and the introduction of the Abortion Act in 1967. The paper began by providing the history regarding abortion in Britain, moving forward to discuss modifications to laws in 1929 and the formation of the first association calling for the legalisation of abortion. The paper highlighted concerns raised due to the rise in numbers of women resorting to backstreet clinics, this brought further support from MP’s and professionals, pushing forward ‘bills’ in parliament, which after many attempts were successful, achieving the introduction of the Abortion Act in 1967. The paper carried further the investigation, viewing opposing arguments from organisations, also taking note of the religious obstacles surrounding abortion, thus preventing the Abortion Act extending to Northern Ireland. Evidence has been provided which indicates there is high demand for abortions with support continuously growing for abortion to be completely decriminalised. This paper has also highlighted the fact that although progress is being made, abortion worldwide remains a highly taboo matter with emotionally charged judgements both for and against abortion progressing to being completely legal.
Using conclusions drawn from this paper it will finish with recommendations for further advancement into modern day society.
In terms of the Abortion Act 1967 -
· An up to date version is needed to categorise the schedule of the act relevant to current times.
· A regular review of the Act to correspond with up dated views regarding sexual equality and women’s rights.
· The decriminalisation of abortion in all geographical areas for victims of abuse and rape regardless of culture or religion.
In terms of Education - 
· Greater resources offered to schools regarding family planning and contraception to offer not just education about the risks of sexually transmitted diseases but also for the prevention of unwanted pregnancies.
In terms of Health and Social care - 
· The provision of further confidential support services for individuals facing cultural, peer or religious pressure from spouses, family or their surrounding community.
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