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Abortion is frequently defined as the termination of an established pregnancy, in which the embryo or fetus is expelled from the body before it is viable, or capable of independent life. In some cases of late-term abortion, however, the fetus may be viable at the time of abortion. Induced abortion, or the deliberate termination of pregnancy (as opposed to spontaneous abortion, also known as miscarriage) has been practiced in every era of history and in every culture of the world. 

The earliest known evidence of the practice of abortion is a recipe for abortifacients, agents or drugs that induce abortion, recorded on an ancient Egyptian papyrus that dates back to 1550 BCE. Both Greek and Roman philosophers took great interest in the theory of “ensoulment,” the point in a pregnancy at which the fetus becomes a person, or an entity with a soul. The concept greatly influenced future perspectives on abortion. 

In the West, the early Christian church opposed abortion on the grounds of the sanctity of human life, but usually distinguished between abortions involving inanimate or “unformed” fetuses, which theologians accepted, and abortions involving animate, or “formed,” fetuses, which they considered murder. Roman Catholic theologians did not all agree, however, as to when animation, or ensoulment, took place. Only in the nineteenth century did the Catholic church universally adopt its current position, declaring that all abortion, at any stage of fetal development, should be treated as homicide. The Catholic Church also forbids the use of contraception, on the grounds that preventing pregnancy runs counter to the laws of God and nature. 

During the nineteenth century, laws restricting abortion were established throughout Europe and the United States. Most governments and Christian churches dropped the concept of ensoulment, deeming the fetus to be life, or potential life, from conception forward. Europeans spread their moral objection to abortion throughout colonies in Africa, Asia, and South America. 

By the twentieth century, laws restricting abortion were widespread throughout the world, but legal restrictions did not stop the practice. Abortions were performed in secret at the cost of many women's lives. The high numbers of deaths and severe injuries due to unsafe abortion caused a general rethinking of abortion laws in the second half of the twentieth century in the Europe, Asia, and the United States. 

By the twenty-first century, abortion was legal for about two thirds of the world's population, but abortion laws varied widely. In some countries abortion was available on demand (for any reason) throughout some part or all of a pregnancy. In some countries abortion was illegal under all circumstances. Other countries took a middle path. Some of the special circumstances for permitting abortion where it was otherwise illegal included maternal life and health, pregnancy resulting from rape, economic circumstances, and defects in the fetus. 

In most Western societies, the core of the abortion controversy was the result of differing views of rights. At one extreme, opponents viewed abortion as murder, and defended the fetus's right to life. People who upheld the right to abortion usually defended a woman's right to access a safe abortion in the privacy of a doctor's office. International organizations that advocated legal abortion were concerned with the grave health risks and high mortality rate of women who sought illegal abortions. The issue became highly politicized in the United States in the 1970s after the landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling in the case of Roe v. Wade (1973). The justices determined that the constitutional right to privacy extended to a woman's right to have an abortion, although the ruling allowed for states to impose some limits on that right. Abortion rights have remained a contentious political issue in American politics ever since. 

Most religions of the world have historically held a nuanced approach to abortion. For centuries, Muslims differed in their beliefs as to when—or if—abortion was allowed. Some Muslims believed it was permissible to have an abortion before ensoulment, while others argued that God forbade the killing of both the born and the unborn. Most followers of Islam agreed that abortion was acceptable to save the mother's life, even after the first three months of pregnancy. Many Muslim groups have become more restrictive about abortion in modern times. Orthodox Jews, on the whole, object to abortion on moral grounds, while Reform and Conservative Jews generally hold that abortion is the choice of the woman. Buddhists and Hindus view abortion as an impediment to the progress of the aborted fetus's soul, but hold varying positions about its acceptability. 

Advances in science and medicine have altered some of the ethical and legal debates regarding abortion in the twenty-first century. In China and India, modern technology allowed pregnant women to determine the gender of their unborn children. The practice of sex determination during pregnancy led to an increase in the abortion of girl fetuses. In an effort to curb this problem, India outlawed sex determination tests except in rare medical cases. World Health Organization (WHO) studies showed, however, that many women continued to abort female fetuses at higher levels than male fetuses. In most cases the reasons for this were economic, as a means to avoid paying for expensive dowries for daughters, or in order to provide a male child who could provide economic security for the family. 

The debate surrounding medical abortions was also changed by the advent of the RU486 pill, or Mifepristone, more commonly known as the "morning after pill." RU486 is a pharmaceutical abortifacient developed in France in the late 1980s. By the 1990s the pill was available in many parts of the world for termination of pregnancies within two months of conception. 

In July 2009, China's official state-run newspaper, the China Daily, reported that thirteen million surgical abortions were performed each year in China and that ten million abortion pills were sold each year. These statistics show that more abortions are performed annually in China than in any other country in the world. Medical experts suspect that the real abortion figure may be even higher, since some abortions are performed in unregistered rural clinics. The last available statistics on abortion in China, released by the World Health Organization in 2003, showed that 9 million surgical abortions were performed annually, so the latest statistics reveal a sharp surge in the number of abortions. 

While the United States has largely focused on economic issues since the global economic downturn of 2008 and 2009, abortion became a prominent political issue once again due to months-long debate in Congress over health care reform legislation. While the provision or denial of abortion was not a central feature of proposed health care legislation, many senators and representatives nevertheless expressed opposition to any measure that would provide direct or indirect funding for abortions. Eventually, President Barack Obama (1961–) signed an executive order to the effect that no federal funding provided under the planned health care law would be used to provide abortions. The Affordable Health Care Act was signed into law by Obama in March 2010. 

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved a new form of emergency contraception on 13 August 2010. Emergency contraception is designed to prevent pregnancy after a contraception failure or after unprotected intercourse. The new drug, marketed under the name ellaOne, has been available in some European countries since mid-2009. EllaOne offers an advantage over the Plan B One Step emergency contraceptive pill in that it can be taken up to five days after intercourse, whereas Plan B One Step must be taken within three days. However, ellaOne is available only by prescription, whereas Plan B One Step is available over the counter to people over the age of seventeen. Plan B One Step was approved by the FDA in 2009. Anti-abortion groups have labeled both Plan B One Step and ellaOne as "abortion drugs." The drugs' manufacturers stress that neither drug harms an established pregnancy, and therefore the drugs do not cause abortions. Anti-abortion groups define pregnancy as occurring at the moment of conception, when sperm and egg meet. However, though opinions vary, doctors generally define pregnancy as beginning when the fertilized egg implants in a woman's uterus, which generally occurs about a week after conception. EllaOne and Plan B One Step work by preventing implantation, preventing conception, or preventing ovulation. 

The European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, France, ruled on 16 December 2010 that Ireland had not properly implemented a constitutional right to abortion in cases where a mother's life is at risk. In effect, the court's ruling compels Ireland to ensure that abortions are available under limited circumstances. Health Minister Mary Harney said the government would seek legal advice on the ruling. Legislators said that a new, specific law setting out practical guidelines on the circumstances under which abortion would be legal in Ireland would be necessary. 

In January 2011, Republican lawmaker Chris Smith introduced a bill in the United States Congress titled the "No Taxpayer Funding for Abortion Act." The bill had 173 co-sponsors in the House of Representatives. Language in the bill designed to redefine or establish certain categories of rape and the circumstances under which victims of rape or incest might seek abortion drew widespread condemnation. Specifically, the bill allowed taxpayer funding for pregnancies resulting from "forcible" rape, but not for rape in which the victim was coerced, drugged, or mentally handicapped. Cases of statutory rape resulting in pregnancy were also excluded, as were pregnancies resulting from incest if the victim was over the age of eighteen. On 3 February, House Republicans dropped the word "forcible" from the bill and broadened coverage of public funding for abortions to include cases of rape and incest generally; Rep. Smith said the wording of the bill had been "misconstrued." 

South Dakota's legislature passed a bill on 2 March 2011 that would require women seeking abortion to undergo anti-abortion counseling and wait seventy-two hours before having the procedure. The state's governor signed the bill into law on 22 March. Although several states have abortion waiting periods, South Dakota's is the longest. On 31 March, Arizona governor Jan Brewer signed a new law making it illegal in that state to perform an abortion based on the sex or race of the fetus. Critics claimed that the law was unnecessary and that no evidence had been presented that any abortions in Arizona have been carried out because of gender or racial discrimination. On 14 April, Idaho's governor Butch Otter said he had signed a law banning abortions after the twentieth week of pregnancy. The passage of Idaho's law came one day after Kansas governor Sam Brownback signed a similar law in his state banning abortion after the twenty-first week of pregnancy. 

Texas passed a new abortion law in May 2011 that required a woman seeking an abortion to have a sonogram and for the doctor performing the sonogram to describe the results of the sonogram to the woman. On 30 August, federal judge Sam Sparks blocked the latter portion of the new law from taking effect, ruling it an unconstitutional breach of the first amendment right to free speech. The law was due to take effect 1 September. On 29 September, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Texas could not enforce the law while the measure is under appeal. 

Anti-abortion advocates in Mexico scored a victory on 29 September when Mexico's Supreme Court upheld a provision of a law in the state of Baja California that proclaimed that life begins at conception. About half of the states in Mexico strictly limit abortion. 

A new strategy among anti-abortion activists led to the development of so-called "personhood" initiatives and amendments in several states in 2011. These proposed laws would define a fertilized human egg as a legal person. Such laws would make birth control methods illegal that function by preventing implantation of a fertilized egg in a woman's uterus. IUDs (intrauterine devices) and morning-after pills function this way. It would also make illegal the destruction of embryos by fertility clinics. Mississippi voters rejected, by 57 percent to 43 percent, a personhood ballot initiative on 8 November. 

Reproductive rights groups expressed concern in late November 2011 that a new telecommunications tool—a voice-activated "assistant" called Siri available on Apple's latest iPhones—was unable to give users information on rape counseling, contraception, or abortion. Siri has been widely lauded in the consumer electronics press for its ability to respond to a wide range of verbal questions and requests from users. Groups such as the National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League (NARAL) issued statements complaining that queries to Siri about the location of abortion clinics resulted in references to anti-abortion groups. Apple has called the abortion-related Siri results an unintentional omission. 

The Obama administration overruled the FDA in December 2011 by maintaining the existing age restriction on Plan B emergency contraception. The FDA recommended expanding over-the-counter access to the drug to people under the age of seventeen, but Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius overruled the decision. Obama backed Sebelius, saying that restricting access to the drug was "common sense." 

While legal abortion in the United States remains a contentious political issue, in much of Africa and Latin America, where abortions are highly restricted, it has become a major health concern. A WHO report published in The Lancet in January 2012 indicates that the overall rate of women seeking abortion worldwide remained steady between 1995 and 2008 at 28 in 1,000; however, the number of abortions carried out by untrained practitioners increased. In 1995, 44 percent of abortions were carried out by untrained practitioners, whereas in 2008, 49 percent of abortions were carried out by untrained practitioners. These "unsafe" abortions are a leading cause of maternal death worldwide. The WHO report indicated that 97 percent of abortions in Africa are unsafe. In Latin America, 95 percent of abortions were also described as unsafe.
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