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Health Care Organizing in the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union 

By Christine R. Riddiough  

One central area of CWLU work was organizing around women’s health and in particular sex, sexuality, 

and reproduction, reaching out to women across class and race lines through education, service, and 

direct action.  The battles about women’s right to control their bodies – that is, the right to abortion – 

that rage today decades after Roe v. Wade demonstrate the critical nature of this and related issues to 

the status and role of women continuing to the present.  

 

Like many women of their generation, early CWLU activists had in general been raised with little real 

knowledge about women’s health, sex, sexuality, or reproduction. For example 

 As I recall (as does my friend Alice) any discussions of sex among friends was tinged with morality - 

what "good girls" do and don't do. And I think that was all related to the absence of effective birth 

control - we'd certainly all been taught about the perils of the "rhythm system" - and the horrors of 

teenage pregnancy, pregnancy outside of marriage, etc. Alice recalls the captain of the cheerleading 

team coming into her sex ed class in high school and telling the class to "save themselves for 

marriage." A very practical piece of advice, in many ways, when birth control was uncertain and 

middle class morals very unforgiving indeed. The Pill changed all that, that is for sure! 

And: 

The pill did change some of the dynamics - although there were I think still limitations - Judy 

remembers having to tell her doctor she was married in order to get a prescription for birth control. I 

do remember that 'good girls' did not let boys get to first base. And one of my more vivid memories 

of college is early freshman year, the assistant dean of women coming around to the dorms and 

giving us a talk about how we were now out on our own in the real world and should 'hold high the 

flame of our virginity.' I doubt they give those talks any more.1 

 

As CWLU activists applied a feminist analysis to their experience, it became apparent to them that 

health care in general was largely controlled by what was then a male-dominated medical profession. 

                                                           
1 Personal communications between M. Schmid and C. Riddiough, February 2015. 
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Note the demands: REPEAL Illinois abortion law; 

stop butcher abortionists; abortion on demand; 

no forced sterilization. 

Women’s health in particular was generally ignored and women were advised to simply trust the doctor. 

Information about pregnancy, sex and childbirth was limited, and communicated almost exclusively by 

men. Discussion of lesbianism was taboo. All that needed to change. 

 

Evidence of the importance of women’s health, sex, and sexuality to the work of the CWLU can be seen 

in the emphasis on these issues in both the CWLU Liberation School for Women and the CWLU outreach 

newspaper WOMANKIND. Most important, however, were the impressive health care projects carried 

out by CWLU work groups, some of which continued on even after the disbanding of the CWLU itself in 

1977. 

 

Activism on Abortion 

Central to work on health care – then and still now 

- was the fight to legalize abortion, the right to 

ultimate control of one’s own body.  Many activists 

in the early Women’s Liberation Movement have 

powerful stories to tell about abortion: finding out 

that a friend (or you yourself!) was pregnant, 

searching for an illegal abortionist, watching as 

your friend is led off blindfolded to some motel, or 

rushing them to the hospital, hemorrhaging after a 

botched abortion. Everyone can remember that 

day when we asked ourselves what kind of society 

is this that makes us risk our lives and become 

criminals for wanting to control our bodies.  

One of the first things CWLU did was to participate 

in national demonstrations to demand the 

legalization of abortion.   CWLU helped spearhead 

the formation of Total Repeal of Illinois Abortion 

Laws, TRIAL, a coalition rallied support for repealing Illinois laws restricting abortion.     
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Desperate women too often used hangers in 

attempts to induce abortions. 

The demands of TRIAL were broadened to include “No 

Forced Sterilization” as activists began to understand 

what reproductive health rights meant to different 

racial and socioeconomic groups. 

 

Besides demonstrations, TRIAL held Speak Outs on 

abortion so that abortion come out of the closet as 

women spoke about their own illegal abortions. From 

these speak-outs came the Abortion Resource 

Committee. 

 

In a 1970 statement, CWLU endorsed the position that 

‘Free Abortion is Every Woman’s Right.’ CWLU’s 

statement asserted: 

Abortion is every woman’s right, may she be rich or poor, married or unmarried; and it is a decision 

which she alone can make, especially in this society where the responsibility for childrearing in the 

vast majority of cases falls directly upon the individual mother…. We must fight the medical 

profession, embodied in the male controlled American Medical Association, on the issue of free and 

safe abortion, keeping in mind that even this is only a small step toward satisfying our total medical 

needs, and is by no means a satisfactory alternative to free child care, safe and sure birth control and 

a guarantee that our lives and our children’s lives are healthy, happy, and fulfilling. 2 

 

CWLU and Jane 

Work on abortion predated the formation of CWLU.  Jane, the Abortion Counselling Service3, was 

started in the mid 1960’s to provide safe, affordable abortions under reasonable and reasonably 

reassuring circumstances.  

                                                           
2 Statement of CWLU, unpublished, ca 1970. 

3 CWLU Herstory, http://cwluherstory,org; Kaplan, Laura, The Story of Jane, University of Chicago Press, 1995. 

http://cwluherstory,org/
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The phone number for Jane at the CWLU office. 

Before abortion was legalized, Jane provided safe, low cost abortions to women who needed them. 

Women involved in the ACS were known as ‘Janes’.  When the “Janes” realized that many abortionists 

they worked with were not doctors, they learned to do the abortions themselves.  The women in Jane 

wanted each woman to understand that the decision to have an abortion was an active choice about her 

life and to feel in control of her abortion.  

CWLU became a clearinghouse for calls to Jane soon after the CWLU’s formation in 1969.  Albeit illegal, 

Jane was an open secret. The phone number to contact Jane was printed on the back of leaflets such as 

that above.  

Despite the quasi-open nature of Jane’s operations, and even though policemen brought their girlfriends 

for abortions on occasion, performing abortions was still illegal in Illinois.  The women in Jane were 

arrested in May 1972. In a letter to members and supporters, CWLU described the arrests this way: 

Now this progress [on behalf of women’s rights], unable to be ridiculed away, is under the strongest 

attack we have faced. On May 3 [1972], seven women, active in different women’s liberation 

organizations, were arrested in a two-house raid, held for twenty hours, and then each charged with 

three counts of conspiracy to commit an abortion and three counts of committing an abortion. This 

attack on the seven women can be seen as an attempted attack on the women’s liberation 

movement as a whole and especially on women’ right to control their own bodies.4 

A campaign was mounted by CWLU to have the charges dropped and the women freed. Defense 

committees were launched, petitions circulated and speaking engagements initiated. The women were 

ultimately acquitted when abortion was legalized by the Supreme Court in January of 1973 with the 

ground-breaking decision in the case of Roe v. Wade.  

 

                                                           
4 Letter to CWLU members and friends, May 30, 1972. 
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Abortion activism post Roe v. Wade 

After legalization, the struggle around abortion was not over.  In fact the CWLU did more work around 

the issue of abortion after legalization.  Anti-abortion forces began their counter-attack immediately 

after the Roe v. Wade decision, and there was work to be done.  Two CWLU groups developed: the 

Health Evaluation and Referral Service investigated the abortion clinics that were opening, many of 

which were abortion mills that provided sub-standard care; and the Abortion Task Force used direct 

action to fight for ensure affordable access to abortion facilities for all women.  

 

The Health Evaluation and Referral Service, or HERS, was one of the longest lasting legacies of the 

CWLU. It began in August 1973 and continued operations until November 1989. The women of HERS 

evaluated and monitored abortion clinics and referred women to those that were reputable. HERS was 

responsible for shutting down a North Michigan Avenue Clinic when two HERS women, pretending they 

were pregnant, were told to pay $150 and come back the next day for their abortions. HERS also 

participated in a case with the ACLU against Cook County Hospital to increase the number of second 

trimester abortions. 

 

The main work of the Abortion Task Force was the fight against the Hyde Amendment. Named for Henry 

Hyde, a member of Congress from Illinois, this amendment cut off all federal funding for abortions; thus, 

women on Medicaid would no longer have this part of their health care paid for. The Task Force held 

demonstrations and public forums against the Hyde Amendment, which unfortunately was passed in 

August 1977 and is still in effect. 

 

CWLU members also joined others in testifying at Chicago City Council meetings in support of 

reproductive rights.  Just after abortion was made legal by the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision in 

1973, the all male City Council considered passing an ordinance requiring that any woman seeking an 

abortion first have a tissue sample taken and analyzed.  When pressed for a medical reason, Council 

members said that a woman might have a “hydatidiform mole”, a non cancerous tumor of the uterus.  

CWLU members pointed out the absurdity of that requirement, emphasizing the delay and cost it would 

have imposed, and explaining to the Council that the treatment for this condition when it did exist was a 
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D&C – in effect the abortion the woman was seeking.  Thus, knowing of the condition made no 

difference in the treatment requested. In the end, the proposal was withdrawn. 

 

While abortion rights remained a key issue throughout CWLU’s existence as it is still today, early on 

CWLU members realized that other health issues were critical to women controlling our bodies and that 

control over our bodies was just part of our fight to control our lives.  

 

Rape Crisis line 

In an era when rape victims were often afraid to report the crime because of well-founded fears of 

mistreatment by police, CWLU founded a Rape Crisis hot line.  Rape victims could expect a sympathetic 

ear, support, sound advice, referrals, and assistance going forward.  The Rape Crisis line was advertised 

in CWLU’s publications and programs, and served as a model for later, similar efforts. 

 

Women volunteering to answer the phone went through a brief training and then signed up to be “on 

call” for evening through morning shifts.  The central rape crisis number would automatically transfer to 

the woman “on-call” that night.  The challenge was often to help the rape victim recognize that she 

should not blame herself for what had happened.  The Crisis Line had no set protocol: although 

reporting rapes was encouraged, it was not pushed on anyone.  However, some CWLU members were 

available to accompany a rape victim to court or provide other support. 

 

In addition to staffing the phones, CWLU members in the Rape Crisis group gave speeches through the 

Speakers Bureau and met with high schoolers, church groups, and women’s groups of all kinds to talk 

about both the best procedures to follow after a rape and that ever-present “blame herself” issue.  It 

was important, too, to talk about why no woman “deserved” to be raped – no matter how short her 

skirt or where she was walking – and that it was typically an act of male power and control and not just 

sexual lust.  Women of all ages had been conditioned to believe what some Federal congressmen 

maintained:  that “if rape is inevitable, just relax and enjoy it” 
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Chicago Maternity Center 

Another important organizing effort around women’s health was the fight to save the Chicago Maternity 

Center (CMC). The Chicago Maternity Center was located a 

few blocks from Hull House on Maxwell Street on the near 

West Side of Chicago. It opened in 1895 when most babies 

were delivered at home. Its purpose was to provide free home 

deliveries for Chicago’s poor and to train doctors in good 

obstetrical care. It was a great example of good, low cost 

community based health care. Many of the calls were 

emergency calls for women who had not had prenatal care 

and were in labor. 

 

In the 1970s Northwestern University Hospitals, which ran the 

Maternity Center, built a new Prentice Women’s Hospital.  It 

used the good reputation of the Chicago Maternity Center to 

as a fund-raising device, even though Northwestern planned 

to close the Maternity Center when its new hospital opened. 

Jenny Knauss, a health educator and CWLU activist, described the fight to save the Chicago Maternity 

Center: 

The fight to save CMC was carried on by WATCH (Women Act to Control Health Care) a group made 

up of members of the staff of the Center, activist students from the medical school and patients of 

the Center, several of whom were also CWLU members. … In December 1972, and again in November 

1973 major confrontations occurred between WATCH and the controlling CMC Board of Trustees. 

Picketing of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists brought needed publicity to the 

issues of vital home oriented health services being removed from the community, but in the short run 

WATCH was defeated.5 

 

                                                           
5 Knauss, Jenny, “The Women’s Health Movement in the Windy City”, unpublished, ca 1973. 

Chicago Maternity Center Poster by the 

Chicago Women’s Graphics Collective. 
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Leaflet on the demonstration against the 

AMA. 

A movie about the fight for the Chicago Maternity Center was made by CWLU members, working with 

Kartemquin films. The Chicago Maternity Center Story6 details the efforts of health care workers, 

community activists and feminists to maintain this important health care institution. 

 

Committee on Sterilization Abuse 

The CWLU took on the issue of sterilization abuse as part of the Committee to End Sterilization Abuse 

(CESA). Sterilization abuse is forced sterilization or sterilization without informed consent. Sterilization 

abuse became a national issue in 1973 when two black sisters were sterilized after being deemed 

mentally incompetent by an Alabama physician.  

 

CESA held forums and demonstrated against sterilization abuse. Members spoke at hearings in support 

of the stiffer Federal regulations-- regulations requiring 

adequate informed consent, a 72 hour waiting period, 

and prohibiting the practice of asking women in labor 

for consent, a common practice. These new regulations 

also required that the authorization forms were in a 

language understood by the women. 

 

CWLU worked with Mujeres Latinas en Accion. Mujeres, 

a women’s group in the Mexican-American community 

of Pilsen, to present workshops on sterilization abuse.  

CWLU also worked with Rising Up Angry, an 

organization that worked with white working class 

youth on the north side of Chicago, to provide 

information abortion, birth control and sterilization 

abuse. 

 

                                                           
6 Rohrer, Jenny and Suzanne Davenport. “The Chicago Maternity Center Story.” Kartemquin Films, 1972. 
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Other Health Care Organizing 

While abortion, rape and sterilization abuse were critical focuses for CWLU health organizing, other 

issues from pregnancy testing to birth control to single payer health care were part of CWLU’s effort. An 

early CWLU’s multi-issue demonstration targeted the American Medical Association (AMA) in 1970, 

which had national headquarters in Chicago. The AMA was an extremely powerful organization, as most 

doctors were members at the time. The AMA’s wealthy lobby exercised a tremendous influence over 

legislation. It refused to come out in favor of the repeal of abortion laws. 

 

One of the main demands at this demonstration was for safe birth control pills. Birth control pills had 

been liberating for many women but many women complained about side effects. The drug companies 

and medical establishment ignored the complaints. The pills had been tested in Puerto Rico where three 

women had died. Searle, a suburban Chicago company made huge profits on the pills. Activists began to 

understand just how profitable medicine was. There were demonstrations against the tremendous 

profit made off women’s bodies. Demands included free clinics for women. 

 

The WITCHES (Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell) appeared at the rally and 

plastered “This Exploits Women” stickers all over the AMA building. WITCH was a women’s guerrilla 

action group that burst into many establishment events which exploited women. The witches had 

costumes designed to strike terror (tongue in cheek) in the tradition of ancient women’s cults. CWLU 

knew that women who did not follow the cultural rules were often called witches (even burned at the 

stake). We also knew there were women centered practices (like midwifery) that valued women as wise 

women (WICCA). The witches made up hexes like this, “Knowledge is power through which you control, 

our mind, our spirit, our body, our soul. HEX”. 

 

Early on, CWLU health care activists began to offer pregnancy testing in a variety of local setting, 

including the CWLU office and neighborhood women’s centers.  At the time, women could not go to a 

drugstore to get a pregnancy test, but had to make an appointment with a doctor at which time 

potentially uncomfortable and intrusive questions were likely to be asked. The CWLU’s affordable, no-
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Liberation School for Women – the focus of much of the 

education on women’s health in Chicago. 

 

questions-asked tests offered women – often alarmed and frightened – a confidential setting for 

determining their status, as well as support and counselling on birth control and/or abortion, as desired. 

 

The experiences with pregnancy testing lead CWLU health activists to begin developing women’s clinics 

in neighbourhood settings.  These clinics, which offered affordable basic services in a humane, non-

judgemental, community setting, were less dominated by professionals than standard clinics and 

offered information, support, and a feminist perspective along with affordable services.   

 

The first of these clinics was the Alice 

Hamilton Women’s Health Center, named 

after a pioneering woman physician who in 

1897 taught at the Women’s Medical College 

at Northwestern University. Classes on 

women’s health and sexuality were taught at 

Alice Hamilton, beginning in August 1970. 

Among the resources used in many of the 

classes was Ouor Bodies, Ourselves a 

pioneering work by the Boston Women’s 

Health Collective.  

 

CWLU health activists also worked to open 

two more women’s clinics. The Emma 

Goldman Clinic, opened in January 1974, was 

a place for discussion, VD testing, pregnancy 

testing, diaphragm fitting, self-breast exams, 

lesbian health care, and self-help exams.  

In 1975 CWLU helped found The Chicago Women’s Health Center. It provided not only health 

counselling and education but over the years added affordable obstetrics and gynecological care and 

mental health services in a supportive setting. 


