
ABORTION
In Medieval Europe

A brief overview of abortion in medieval western Europe with an 
emphasis on the 11th – 13th centuries that examines the leading 

medical manuscripts and ecclesiastical writings of that era on the 
subject of controlling reproduction.  

By THL Esa inghean Donnchaidh



Disclaimer*
◦ Esa is known mundanely as Rachel Scott, and is not a medical doctor.  The information 

presented in this class is for educational purposes only. The methods and herbs used in 
the middle ages may have caused abortions, but primarily, they caused pain and 
sickness to the mother with the side effect of terminating a pregnancy.  

◦ At the time of this presentation, abortion is still legal in the United States. Plan B is still 
legal, and birth control is still legal.  The self administered medical abortion pill is still 
legal. Please do not attempt homemade herbal abortives in place of medical attention.

◦ If you or a person you know needs access to abortion services, the morning after pill, or 
any other form of emergency contraceptive, please visit: abortionfunds.org to find 
assistance near you.



Medieval Medical Understanding
“If a cat ejaculated on some sage, and a man ate some of this sage, then cats would be 
generated in his stomach and would have to be expelled by vomiting.” 

Medieval medicine did not conceptualize pregnancy (and therefore, terminations of 
pregnancy) as we do today.  
◦ The Four Digestions: In short, people digest their food four times. First in the mouth, followed by the stomach, followed by the liver, 

and finally, in the members (genitalia).  There was, however, gender disparity in how these digestions functioned. The overarching 
concept there is that men are better at defecating.  You see, the male liver is much hotter and more efficient than women’s livers; 
therefore, they do not have the volume of left over undigested food after their third digestion to require digestion in the members.  
Women, on the other hand, are terrible at digesting their food and have large volumes of left over after the third digestion. This 
brings us to…  

◦ Pure vs. Impure menses: The undigested food of the fourth digestion takes the form of menses.  This is why women require a 
monthly purse.  There are two forms of menses- pure and impure.  Pure menses is referred to most commonly as seed, which 
generates a fetus when mixed with the male seed during intercourse.  Impure menses is undigested food, and if conception were
to take place during her menstruation, the resulting pregnancy would be unsuccessful, or if carried to term, would be unhealthy or 
malformed.  

◦ Excess cold and humidity: It is women’s cold and wet nature (vs. men’s traditionally dry and hot nature) that is the underlying 
cause of much of the disfunction and lack of efficiency in women’s bodies.  This is extended to pregnancy, and contraceptives, as 
the focus was often less on emmenagogues and more on balancing of the humors (or imbalancing, as the case may be, to 
produce a desired outcome, such as the termination of a pregnancy). 



Socioeconomic Context

Average Norman Village post-Black Death

◦ 45% infant mortality rate

◦ Average life expectancy: 25-30 years

◦ Over half the population under age 25

◦ 75% of the population were women 
and children

Average Fourteenth Century Woman

◦ Married at age 13

◦ 50/50 chance of surviving child bearing 
years

◦ Approx. half had no children at all. 

Unlike the commonly portrayed medieval agro-peasant family with lots of children for free 
labor, the reality was small families with limitations on pregnancy. 

Further, a high ratio of childless women, indicates methods and agency for limiting 
reproduction. 



Abortive Methods
◦ Arte Muleibri: secret contraceptive arts (Galen, Hipppocrates, Magnus, etc.) 

◦ Herbal abortives, both oral and pessaries

◦ Magick potions and spells

◦ Blood letting

◦ Jumping Backwards

◦ Dancing

◦ Having sex

◦ Blows (to the abdomen?) 



Abortive Methods
◦ Abortifacient pessary of iris, savin, white wine, ivy, and honey. (Trotula, ca. 1100) 

◦ “Root if iris put into the womb or fumigated underneath makes a woman lose her 
child.” (Trotula, ca. 1100) 

◦ “Sometimes they produce an abortion by boiling down certain herbs which they know 
well.” (Magnus, ca. 1300) 

◦ “Thus Hippocrates said that a pregnant woman ought not to have her blood let or be 
purged before the fourth month lest the fetus be destroyed.” (Magnus, ca. 1300)

◦ “Evil women instructed in this art draw blood as soon as they are impregnated, or take 
certain herbal decoctions in an attempt to corrupt the fetus.” (Magnus, referencing 
Hippocrates, ca. 1300)

◦ “Then the man of God, prompted by zeal for justice, not wishing that the seed vipers 
should quicken, making the sign of the cross on the womb, caused it to empty.” 
(Salamanca Codex, performed by St. Kiernan, ca. 516-546) 



Moral Discourse on Abortion
◦ Medieval writers on medicine (spanning doctors, philosophers, and clergy) 

overwhelmingly embraced abortion at any point in pregnancy for the safety and 
health of the mother. 

◦ Opposition to abortion was in the context of crimes against men (sperm donors) rather 
than against the fetus. 

◦ A reformation within the catholic church between the 11th and 13th centuries created a 
paradigm shift around sexual “deviance” and reproduction:
◦ Popes Leo IX (1048-1084)

◦ Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085)

◦ First mention of limiting reproduction (not abortion, specifically) as “murder”
◦ “If someone… does something to a man or woman so that no children be born of him or her, or gives 

them to drink, so that he cannot generate or she conceive, let it be held as homicide.” (Si Aliquis, Regino
of Prum) *Note- this text was a faked Augustine text dating to 1230.  Fake Augustine texts are a fun rabbit 
hole for the interested researcher. 



Moral Discourse on Abortion
◦ continued…..

◦ 13th century Papal Decrees: 
◦ 1230, Raymond de Penafort condemned abortion

◦ 1272, Richard de Middleton equates birth control with murder

◦ 1227-1234, Pope Gregory IX’s decretal Si Conditiones declared all marriages not intending to 
have children were declared null and void. 

◦ (Later,) 1444, St. Bernadino proclaimed that “You…are more evil than murderers… Do you not 
see that you, like the Sodomite, are cause for shrinking of the world; between you and him 
there is no difference.” 


