CHAPTER 8

MARGARET SANGER AND
THE BIRTH CONTROL MOVEMENT

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

As documented in chapter 6, Upton Sinclair aimed his arrows at the “meat trust,’ and his
rhetoric attacking the greed of consolidated capital was very much in the Progressive
tradition. But The Jungle found its moral center in the family, in the need to stop modern
business from destroying families. The concern for home was central to Progressives, and
‘he impetus for reform came especially from women, traditionally seen as defenders of the
family. While the phrase “the personal is political” did not arise until half a century after
the Progressive Era, it might well have described those years. Educated women such as Jane
Addams, Florence Kelly, and Margaret Sanger—who all came of age in an era that still

d women into the home and away from leadership roles in the public sphere—
children’s issues; raised public awareness of matters such as day

shunte
and turned the nation’s attention to topics where public

publicized women’s and
care, playgrounds, and child labor;

policy and home life met.
The use of contraceptive devices for family planning has become so common that it 1s
ecrecy. Yet in 1914, when Margaret

difficult to imagine a time when it was shrouded in s
y in behalf of birth control, she put herself 1n

lled Comstock Law of 1873, which prohibited
“obscene, lewd, or lascivious” nature. Both
ted under the law for distributing birth

Sanger began to speak and write openl
ieopardy of prosecution under the so-ca
mailing, importing, or selling materials of an
she and her husband, William Sanger, were indic

control information.
The irony is that family planning had been practiced in America for a century. (Indeed,
d prescribed a variety of contraceptive methods.)

ancient Greek and Roman doctors ha
imply abstaining from sexual contact and by practicing

important, a variety of contraceptive devices, including forerun-

ners of modern condoms, diaphragms, and douches, had been qvailable since at least the
ch items discretely advertised in popular maga-

hernalia mailed printed circulars advertising
d in the newspapers.

coitus interruptus. Equally

zines, but retailers of contraceptive parap
their wares to couples whose wedding announcements appeare
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One bit of indirect evidel?ce that the
use of such devices was w!despread is
(o be (ound in declining birthrates: [p
1800, American families averaged
slightly over 7 children; under 6 by
1825; 5.4 in 1850; 4.24 by 1880; and
3 54 in 1900. The overall fertility rate

declined by half in a century, with
most urban middle-class familieg
having no more than two children

The declining birthrate was not
simply a matter of new technology
changing peoples’ lives. Couples’
willingness to use contraceptive de-
vices or to otherwise limit the size of

their families had social, economic,
and cultural origins. As Americans
left the countryside for the city, and
as the old artisan system of manufac-
ture declined, large numbers of chil-
dren usually became a hindrance
rather than an aid to a family’s eco-
nomic well-being; in a modern urban

setting, children entered a family
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Image 8.1 Margaret Sanger, 1917 more as mouths to feed than as hands
Margaret Sanger photographed the year she was convicted to labor. A cash-based €conomy (in
of violating the New York state law for opening a birth which p60ple exchanged goods and

control clinic. labor for money) rather than a subsis-

tence one (where work produced

Source: New York: Bain News Service, 1917. Courtesy Library of Congress.
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that placed women in the practical worlds of liti :
say, the average of seven child . politics, business, and reform. Needless t0
' d : ren per family in 1800, had it continued Id have made
education and careers impossible for most women o S TN
Even though contraception had been practiced f - -

ganger began to champion the . or a century in America when Margaret
-nerated great controversy. P cause in the years just before and after World War 1, her crusade
5 “teel Victorian code st']ly1.1 lart of the reason was that she was so open in her advocacy. The
?erred ot to talk about ;n - t()i] sway sufficiently that sex remained a subject most people pre-

; _ all—were silent. Birth public. Even couples who practiced birth control—a criminal act,
a tef o leos moran- }r%d control ac?vocates' open discussion of sex made them harbingers of
e Brut i,t was more};}l;lgl styles of living and speaking that we associate with the 1920s.

lied herself with a.n a matter of style alone. At the beginning of her crusade, Sanger
al ;e. ) ok lf sva“et).’ of radical thinkers—feminists, socialists, and labor militants—
an flt Wag hU % the Crea.tlve, avant-garde ferment of New York City in the prewar era that
she forged her 1deas. E.arl.ler feminists in the late nineteenth century often opposed the use
- contraceptlc.)n, believing that birth control would make women more vulnerable to
sexual aggression. In this way of thinking, abstinence and self-control became a form of

sexual liberation because women rejected male desires.

So birth control was not merely a technique. Its distribution grew out of changing ideas
.bout sex, the family, and the role of women. By the early twentieth century, birth control
was linked to radical political ideologies, and Margaret Sanger believed it could contribute

to the liberation of women, especially working-class women. She did not argue for the open
evices simply to expand the realm of per-

distribution of contraceptive information and d
sonal freedom; she believed that limitation of fami

from the physical dangers of serial childbearing an
become active outside the home. Contraceptive devices and literature were illegal in most
emained a delicate subject until birth

states for years after Sanger began her crusade. They 1
the Catholic Church prohibits their use

control pills became widely available in the 1960s;
today (feminists point out that the burden of contraception still falls on women). Nonethe-

less Sanger succeeded 1n opening the public debate that led to eventual legalization. Although
. 1914 for distributing literature about family limitation,

the National Birth Control League, an organiza-

workers, and other professionals from the mainstream

tion supported by doctors, social
with over 200 offices, it changed its name 10 Planned

of American life. In twenty yeats,

Parenthood.
There were ironies on the road to victory. Those who believed contraception to be
against the laws of God and nature were marginalized and mostly dismissed as prudes or
ign to uplift the downtrodden through family

fanatics. But Sanger’s morally earnest campal
| j ’ t00. The birth control campaign succeeded

for the middle class; family planning grew acceptable

not because of some new passio light of the poor but because it was indispens-

able to middle-class families balancing growing expenses, Careers for both parents, sexual
pleasure within marriage, the allures of consumer life, and the difficulties of raising chil-

dren in urban or suburban nuclear families.
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trol takes us into 2 variety of important issues. These include
us the right of a community to regulate moral behgy.
people, the ability of women to control their owp

and the feeling of many people that opportun;j.
mall families were one way to keep the

The debate over birth con
the right of individuals to privacy vers
ior, the ethnic make-up of the Amenczfn
physical destinies by limiting family size,
ties for advancement were shrinking and that s

American dream alive.
As you read these documents,

and social 1ssues. Was birth contro
power, wealth, opportunity, and similar matter

class figure in the debate?

ask yourself about the connections between persong|
| merely a matter of individual choice, or was it aboyt
s? How did gender, ethnicity, and socij]

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENT 1
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Margaret Sanger burst on the scene in 1914 with the publication of the first issue of The Woman
Rebel. The tabloid described itself as “A Monthly Paper of Militant Thought.” Testimony to the

editor’s radical political commitments was the reprinti
. printing of the Preamble to the
Industrial Workers of the World: et te

The vxlforkmg class and the employing class have nothing in common Between these
. Al L L el
two classes a struggle must go on until the workers of the world organize as a class, tak
, take

ossessi .
p Iste.ssul)ln gf the.eart.h fmd the machinery of production, and abolish the wage svst
- - It1s the historic mission of the working class to do away with capitalism -

Prevention of Conception,” Sanger made it clea

——— e~
O ———
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' fThis paper will not be the champion

of sny ‘igm.'”
. All rebel women are invited to c¢on-

tribute to its columuns.

i+ The mnjority c* pnpers venally ad-

sust themselves to the ideas of their
readers bnt the WOMAN REBEL will

obstinately refuse to be adjusted.

The gim of this paper will be to stim-
glate working ywomen to think for them-
gelves and to build up & conscious

fighting character.
" An early featnre will be a series of

grticles written by the editor for girls
from fourteen to eighteen years of age.
In this present chaos of sex at mosphere
it is difficnlt for the girl of this uncer-
tain age to know just what te do or
really what constitutes clean living
without prudishness. All this slushy
talk about white slavery, the man paiut-
ed and described as & hideous valture
pouncing down upon the young, pure
and innocent girl, drugging her through
‘the medium of grape juice and lemon-
gede and then draggiog her off to his
$oul den for other men equally as vi-
eious to feed and fatten on her enforced
slavery — surely this picture is enough
to sicken and disgust every thinking
womsn and man, who has lived even a
few years past the adoloscent age.
Could any more repulsive and foul con-
ception of sex be given to adolescent
girla as a preparation for ]ife than this
picture that is being perpetuated by
‘the stupidly igoorant in the name of
‘‘sex education’’?
~ If it were possible to get the truth
{from girls who work in prostitution
to-day, 1 believe most of them would

-tell you that the first sex experience

was with a sweetheart or throngh the
.desire for a sweetheart or somcthing
impelling within themeselves, the nature
of which they knew not, neither could
thiey contror ~Ruci Ty Ques uve Jusgive
this act when it 1, based upon the
patural impulses and feclings of a
young girl. It prefers the other story
of the grape juice procurer which
makes it casy to shift the blame from
its own shoulders, to cast the stone and
io evade the unplensant facts that it

alone is responsible for. It sheds sym-
pathetic tears over white slavery, holds
the often mythical procurer up 88 a
target, while in reality it is supported
by the misery it engeuders.

Jf, as reported, there are approxi-
mately 35,000 women working as pros-
titutes in New York City alone, is it
not sane to conclude that some force,
some living, powerful, social force is at
play to compel these women to work at
a irade which involves police persecu-
tion, social ostracism and the constant
danger of exposure fto venereal dis-
cases. I'rom my own knowledge of
adolescent girls and from gincere €Xx-
pressions of women working as prosti-
{utes inspired by mutual understanding
and confidence I claim that the first
sexual act of these so-called wayward
girls is partly given, partly desired yet
reluctantly so because of the fear of the
conscquences together with the dread
of lost respect of the man. These fears
interfere with mutuality of expression
—the man becomes cOnscious of the
responsibility of the act and often re-
fuscs to see ber again, gometimes leav-
ing the town and usually denouncing

her as baviog been with ‘‘other fel-:
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slavery, by middle-class morality, by customs, laws

and superstitions.
Because | believe that woman's freedom

upon awakening that spirit of revolt within

against these things which enslave her.
Because | believe that these things which enslave

woman must be fought openly, fearlessly, consciously.
Because 1 believe she must consciously disturb

and destroy and be fearless in its accomplishment.
Because | believe in freedom, created through 1n-

dividual action.
Because | believe in the offspring of the immi-

grant, the great majority of whom make up the unor-

ganized working class to-day. . . .
Because |1 believe that through the efforts of the

‘ndustrial revolution will woman’s freedom emerge.
Because I believe that not until wage slavery 1s

abolished can either woman’s or man's freedom De

fully attained. . . .

depends
her

“THE AIM”
This paper will not be the champion of any “ism.

n

All women are invited to contribute to 1ts

columns.

The majority of papers usually adjust themselves
to the ideas of their readers but the WOMAN REBEL

will obstinately refuse to be adjusted.

The aim of this paper will be to stimulate worK-
ing women to think for themselves and to build up a

conscious fighting character.

It will be the aim of the WOMAN REBEL

to advocate the prevention of contraception and
to impart such knowledge in the columns of this

paper.

Other subjects, including the slavery through
motherhood; through things, the home, public opin-

ion and so forth, will be dealt with.

It is also the aim of this paper to circulate among
those women who work in prostitution; to volce
their wrongs; to expose the police persecution which
hovers over them and to give free expression to their

thoughts, hopes and opinions.
And at all times the WOMAN REBEL will strenu-

ously advocate economic emancipation.’

Image 8.2 From The Woman Rebel (1914)

The inaugural issue of Sanger's radical newspaper aimed
squarely at the laws and conditions that subordinated
women and often confined them to poverty. In 1914
Sanger was arrested for promoting contraceptives in the

paper, a violation of the Comstock Law.

Source: National Archives and Records Administration.
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ebel announced that the United States postmaster banned the

. ] Code, whose violation carried a maximum fiy,

hat issue and subsequent ones were confiscateq

$5,000 fine. Copies of t .
for the law and 1ts enforcement. Comstock had ,

he man responsible .
h and early rwentieth centuries as a crusader against vice, He
3, which drew financial backing from some of

newspaper under section
year prison sentence of a

long career during
founded the Society fo

ry Alden Hopkins, wh
5, Comstock

In an interview with Ma

troversy for Harper's Weekly in 191 justified the laws against publicizing contraception
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~——
~— —

i\

2 ANTHONY COMSTOCK'S VIEWS
ON BIRTH CONTROL (1915)

he three great crime-breeders of today are intem-  devil will rin ’

, | g memory's bell and call u
~§ perance, gamblmg,.and evil reading. The devil thing to turn your thoughts away from I();tl:ie hatefuy]
is sowing his seed for his future harvest. There is no dermine all aspirations for holy things Od and up.

foe O ml.Jch to be dreaded as that which perverts the ... My experience leads me to the '

imagin : ¢ ]

m: gd ; Izlsl]non,h sears ;he conscience, hardens the heart, once these matters enter through th OIWI(ch on tha
ns the soul. € €y€ and ear int
the chamber of i : ]
If you allow the devi r of imagery in the heart of the chj
Pk suuiulr evil to d.ecora}te the Chamber ingbut the grace of God can ever e € chl.ld, noth-
y eart with licentious and sensual When a man and w rase orblotitou. ...
oman marry they are res

pon-

things, you will find that he has practically thrown si
2 Noose 2 . sible for their chi ,

himself tci) (;l;;‘f’o)l’l;un:i(a;ngoﬁnt }fOTSVer after exert any of these supl:sz;i?ailY\(:r:yzaI;(:) reffm iy

which taketh away sins of the world "e YoLa}I:l b of Gofi down into their minds and sc.)uls uThave . - o

cally put rope on memory’s bell an(;l | vhavepracti-  conception would work the . preVEI?UO[.l "

placed the other  God has set certain natural bi::fss tI?emOTahZTlO“

. If you turn loose

end of the rope in the devi]’
| evil’s hands, and, th
may will out your mind +and, though you the '
th . passions and b ,
| € memory of some vile disaster than the vfziklctk\):rz)n lt(}jl edfesr - bflcfilg;:’ -
- u ebase sacred things,

break
down the health of women and disseminate a
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his wife's lmlf? bo?k, Family Limitation, to one of Comstock’s undercover agents). Margaret Sanger
returned I? New York, where she knew she would face trial. She was eventually acquitted, butIn
the meantime, she lectured, wrote essays, and opened the nation’s first famile-i)ltanning clinic.
Document 3 comes from the introduction to a book Sanger edited called T}w Case for Birth Con-
irol (1917). In this brief essay, she summarized much of the argument she had been promulgating
since returning to the United States. While her commitment to poor and working women is still
ovident here, her style had changed considerably since The Woman Rebel. Sanger was in the midst
of concentrating all of her efforts on birth control, distancing herself from the radical positions she
had staked out earlier. Perhaps she thought this was the practical way to achieve her most important
r maybe the experience of exile had tempered her ardor. Certainly, Sanger now spent more

g wealthy women who helped finance both her trial defense and the birth control move-
|—radical passion gives

goal. O

time amon
ment. Note how the tone of this essay differs from that of The Woman Rebe

way to fact-laden analysis in the name of practical reform, very much the progressive style.

e

e

l e ‘
e 5 . N

e I

. City, 1916
Image 8.3 The Sanger Clinic, New York ;y . he first of its kind in the LInited States—on October 16, 1916.
ro —

Sanger opened this birth control clinic1n
Ten days later it was shut down.

Source: Courtesy Library of Congress.
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3. FROM THE CASE

FOR BIRTH CONTROL (1917

MARGARET SANGER

efore I attempt to refute the arguments agal.nst
Bbirth control, 1 should like to tell you something
th as a trained nurse and
me of its necessity

y in order to place
ho

of the conditions I met wi
of the experience that convinced

and led me to jeopardize my libert
this information in the hands of the women w

need it.
My first clear impression of life was that large

families and poverty went hand in hand. I was born

and brought up in a glass factory town in the western
part of New York State. ] was one of eleven children—
so I had some personal experience of the struggles

and hardships a large family endures.
When I was seventeen years old my mother died

from overwork and the strain of too frequent child
bearing. I was left to care for the younger children and
share the burdens of all. When I was old enough I en-
tered a hospital to take up the profession of nursing.
In the hospital I found that seventy-five percent
of the diseases of men and women are the result of
ignorance of their sex functions. I found that every
department of life was open to investigation and dis-
cussion except that shaded valley of sex. . . .
| So great was the ignorance of the women and
girls I met concerning their own bodies that I decided
to spe.aalize In woman's diseases and took up gyne-
cological and obstetrical nursing.

midwives and the quack abortionists___umesS "
bear unwanted children—with the consequence lhea};
the deaths from abortions are almost wholly among

the working-class women.
No other country in the world has so large ,

number of abortions nor so large a number of death,
of women resulting therefrom as the United States o

America. Our law makers close their virtuous eyeg A
most conservative estimate is that there are 25¢ 000

abortions performed in this country every year.
How often have I stood at the bedside of a womjy,

in childbirth and seen the tears flowing in gladness
and heard the sigh of “Thank God"” when told that
her child was born dead! What can man know of the

fear and dread of unwanted pregnancy? What cap
man know of the agony of carrying beneath one's
heart a little life which tells the mother every instant
that it cannot survive? Even were it born alive the
chances are that it would perish within a year.

Do you know that three hundred thousand babjes
under one year of age die in the United States every year
from poverty and neglect, while six hundred thousand
parents remain in ignorance of how to prevent three
hundred thousand more babies from coming into the
world the next year to die of poverty and neglect?

I found from records concerning women of the
underworld that eighty-five percent of them come
from parents averaging nine living children. And that
fifty percent of these are mentally defective.

We know, too, that among mentally defective par-
ents the birth rate is four times as great as that of the
n.ormal parent. Is this not cause for alarm? Is it not
time for our physicians, social workers and scientists
to face ,this array of facts and stop quibbling about
woman's morality? [ say this because it is these same
people who raise objection to birth control on the
8r011nd. tbat It may cause women to be immoral.

| Solicitude for woman's morals has ever been the
foof:egl::;r;;y.has worn in its age-long conspiracy
In bondage. . . .




s b A :
- -
e AT 4
- b .
-l .
e - e "
—_—

Aovement 165

Margaret Sanger and the Birth Control

ntinue to supply the market

[g womans health not to be considered? Is she to is just as long as they <O

producing machine? Is she to have time to  with cheap labor
| because | ad-

main d
lrhink, to study, to care for herself? Man cannot travel Am 1 to be classed as 1mmora
(o his goal alone. And until woman has knowledge to  vocate small fami\;es for the working class while
contI‘Ol birth she cannot get the time to thinkand de-  Mr. [Theodore] Roosevelt can go up and down
velop- Until she has the time to think, neither thesuf-  the length of the land shouting and urging these
frage question not the social question nor the labor women to have large camilies and is neither ar
| rested nor molested but considered by a1l society as

interest her, and she will remain the

he is and her husband the slave that he highly moral? .. .’

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENT 4

— e —
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miliar to the Catholic Church and

As a Jesuit priest, Michael P. Dowling articulated a position fa
uicide (1915), which couched
fice, religious obligation, and

:ts followers. Document 4 is excerpted from his pamphlet Race-5
arguments against birth control in the language of duty, self-sacri
he poor to make individual
which he as-

family values. Whereas Sanger argued for the right of women and t

decisions about contraception, Dowling appealed to the good of the community,

serted took precedence over personal needs or desires. Note that the phrase u ace-suicide” in this
era was highly charged but not clearly defined. Usually it did not imply the entire human race

but “civilized” people and, by implication, the white race. For Dowling, urace-suicide” was moic
specifically a religious failure to spread the faith with large Christian families.

e

#—

brought him forth out of the tent, saying: “Look up

to the heavens and number the stars, if thou canst;
so shall thy seed be.” The reward of Abraham’s faith

uman history, the
Just as to the first man,

d multiply,” so a thousand years

At three different epochs in h
Creator made known His will.

He said: “Increase an
later to the second father of humanity, to Noe [Noah],

and to his sons, He spoke a pregnant word, and it
bore the same burden, “Increase and multiply and fill prophets, text on text and example after example,
the earth™ for so we read 1n Genesis. Still another confirm the doctrine that children are the blessing
thousand years rolled on and the same blessing was of marriage, no matter what the new gospel of self-
repeated, for the word of the Lord came to Abraham: ishness may proclaim. In the Old Testament curse
“Fear not; | am thy protector and thy reward ex- Jlternates with blessing: “He who is blessed shall be
ceeding great.” The patriarch answered: “What wilt  a father, the cursed shall stand alone.” If it is said to
the just, “Thy wife shall be like a fruitful vine,” to the

Thou give me; behold, I have no child.” Then God

is paternity.
And after that, from Abraham to the last of the

'''''''
- -
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" akes no mistakes, and for every ,
wicked man and the sinner comes the sentence: In rea?ezc:;g infuses into a mortal body, “eyf:;)
. . : : . t.". .. C . : .
ion his name will be blotted ou . _ 1
asnz;glc;genfz;at”l and multiply”; man says: what is needful fofr its we;ll being lfhstory
od Ssaild: ncrease 4 . ; in vain for an instance of an
“Let us fear to increase and multiply; the earth might reviewed |1 y

uj He
nishes
May h,

COnsidel_

' rty and ‘

become too narrow; the fewer there are to share the able countr :’1 w}‘]s(rti:;;sz O\:; t);lennuvr\;?}?et Can be fairly
! ” |

good things of life the more there will be foreach. . .. traceddtoht eower of the accompan ifn of MOouthg

Malthus, in his book entitled “Principles of beyond the p yIng hangs o

Population As It Affects the Future Improvement of fill .them(.j | :lon:l?]?:lscfslz;:he;;agz; ::;):;eproperl
Society,” gave the impetus to the movement. He held a.ttrlbutef o et co;nmerce o nt
that the population of the earth increases more Iap- U\"e.Walr ax ;rice i '
idly than the means of subsistence, because popula- Divine aw, ; o th-a-t- ;Neahh |
tion advances almost in a geometrical proportion, as Can lt. e poss 4 ikt - thf? Natury]
two, four, eight, sixteen, while the fertility of the land er?emy of infancy a.n chi 5 00. ¢ And lS.the b
increases approximately only in an arithmetical pro- stinct of repr.oc.iuctlon wea .er In the Privilegeq
portion, as one, two, three, four, fiveand so on. Hence, ~ classes, the spirit of self-demfil. MOre pPronounceq;
the continually increasing population must eventually  Is it not rather that large fflml.hes are looked upon
exceed the capacity of the earth to supply food. . . . with disdain as a plebeian institution, entailing toq
But the facts are against the theory that the earth much sacrifice, debarring the mother from Many
is inadequate to support the growth of population. pleasures she is unwilling to forgo? Is it not because

The United States, even with the wasteful methods every new birth requires the €Xpense account to e
of farming now in vogue, could feed hundreds of

millions. Under different conditions even little Ire-
land would be capable of supporting three times its

rega rd of th;

overhauled, several chapters of travel to be blotted
out, transfers to be made to the side of the nurse and
the governess, balls and parties and receptions to be

nse of the arguments
In favor of contraception to
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5. PHYSICIANS' STATEMENTS ABOUT
BIRTH CONTROL (1915)

ALETTA JACOBS N
R 2. That in times of great decadence we are not to try

D
Very often the mothers in this hospital did not want the to accommodate ourselves to decadent conditions
babies that were born to them. They were actually glad by temporizing expedients, but by the highest
when the babies were born dead. No, they were not bad moral remedies and by righteousness—at whatever
women._-just ordinary, every-day women. Sometimes it cost. Practically I find that the people who came
vas because they already had enough babies, sometimes to me having used various mechanical means of
hecause the previous baby was still so little, sometimes preventing conception, have lost something in
because they were so very poor, sometimes for other rea- their married life which ought to have been more
| sons. But whether .the reason was a good one or a bad precious to them th.an life itself. All meddling
h # one, the fact remained that the baby was not desired. vx.n.th the sexual relation to secure faculiative ste-
| Now it s emed to me that a baby should not be a punish- rility degrades the wife to the level of a prostitute.
¥ ment. If a woman does not want a child it is better both Therefore there is no right or decent way o
controlling births but by total abstinence. . . .°

for her and for the child that she should not have one.

0
y | moreover, I noticed that many of the sickly chil-

¢ dren born in the hospital were children that had been pRr. JOHN W. WILLIAMS
e

1

i

|
| born against their mothers” wishes. The mothers’ state , . , ,
[ make it a rule to refuse to discuss the question with

| of mind during pregnancy had affected the baby.
Besides this there were many children with very bad perfect.ly healthy, nor‘ma.l persons C.’“ the Grue
, | . . . . hand, if I find that a wife is steadily losing ground as
' heredity—mental sickness and physical sickness in the , , ,
the result of rapidly recurring pregnancies, | send for

' Id babl ' -
pa{ems:l‘;lvhledclh‘:l(c)ltrlen :ﬁl;)yull)éoneireryhaeizzes;rr: ::)isff the husband and say that in my opinion as a medi-
SpUng. LS | cal man it is highly advisable that his wife should

metimes a mother would say to me. “No . . :
=0 . . 4 © ot have another child for a specified length of time.
. wonder the baby is puny and sick. Why, when this , , ,
| | , In that event I advise him as to the most efficacious
; child was conceived my husband was as drunk as , , , ,
| d be.” F lile these I decided that moth method of preventing conception; as I consider it
" For reasons like these 1 decl - . :
could be. IO more intelligent to prevent a breakdown than to treat

ow to prevent conception. . .
o S(l;}(l) l;(lid o tﬁugll]ctll; . P ¢ oft I: han once it after it has occurred.
orn not oftener tha , , . _
gpell ot € | give the same advice after certain serious obstet-

| . r the mother should . L . ,
;n threi yea;; v t‘he ?rstgeah.l 1 Th 1 vear rical complications, and in women who are suffering
ild. The second yea . . .
;vo}tle T(ris}el L carmgb orkthe ¢ ol d st Yth from tuberculosis, certain forms of heart disease and
g and strength. . . g . .
e should have to get back her vitaiity 2 other serious chronic disease, in which I know by expe-

The thi ' egnant.’ . . . .
ird year she may again become preg rience that another pregnancy will subject the patient to
serious danger. In such cases | consider it more conser-

S INEENRAIELE e SRS vative to give such advice than to be obliged to perform
a therapeutic abortion after pregnancy has occurred.

let me enunciate these fundamental principles

which must control my judgment: Finally, in the presence of certain chronic dis-
eases, which to my mind will always complicate the

occurrence of pregnancy, and in which therapeutic

Jbortion is necessary to relieve immediate danger to

the patient’s life, I hold that it is justifiable to render

) N T ¥ ——

1. That the medical profession must continually
deal with the moral aspects of a case, and today

our great loss is the unwillingness of some doc-
tors to have anything to do with morals, because  the patient sterile by operative means. .. .
In other words, I do not believe that the physician

they have had no moral training and have done
is justified in giving advice as to the prevention of

no moral thinking. . ..
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diabetes and cancer, and I am willing to submig ¢}
e

iti the judgment of three of t
hould limit it entirely to those cases which pres- PTOPOS‘I“O.nt;Oin thtla Ui itod Brazes. 1 have l;te Breates,
bmsdm;l +e medical indication for the temporary or  gyneco Opt> epped i
ent a definite

’ ' ients,
conception solely for the convenience of his patie

d used my influence to curtail h
. 4 any the breach an . _ the p
regnancy. To my min y practice of limiting the size of the family, as my EXp;?

laces the .ph?’SIC?laﬂ in the ence as a physician of twenty years’ practise has prq,

| abortionist. to my mind that it 1s the most hurtful, and wicked :n

that was ever indulged in since the world was Createl:;

DR. R.C. BRANNON It is a swift and sure road to the.grave. |
ake issue with you, In regard to your pIo- Man was put. Eleere ht:S Fftl)l;let:lpltyh:nd replenish the
aganda for the control of births, as being subver- earth. H?w terri e plimlshrnem of
Zve to religion, morals, and health of both men and many a. I'lC.h ma? i wlhes sl gehr 4Ps poor apgq
women. This, when you come to sift the matter down struggling lfl G.EEI.T s 4 lf €, W. O eil ed he v.{ould escape
to its final analysis, is what is shortening the lives of the responmbll.lty O rear. 1n’g d .arge f.amx.ly, With the 3
the human race, making weaklings in mind and body result when a little Past life’s Prlrr?e his wife died of 3 |
the children of strong men, and wrecking the nerves  cancer, and what enjoyment did elth?r of them derive ,
2nd bodies of women who ought to be the proud and  from his fortune of more than a half million dollars:
happy mothers of a dozen healthy children. filthy lucre begotten by miserly habits, that rightly
should have been expended unselfishly in bringing

. The prevention of large families has caused an
increase in insanity, tuberculosis, Bright’s disease, up a large family that would have blessed the earth ¢

permanent avoidance of p
other course practically p

[ beg to t

INTRODUCTION TO DOCUMENT 6

T ——— i -
— ———
S — ———— o ——————— ——
et
‘—“

By the end of the decade, Sanger’s arguments had fully taken on the Progressive Era style—fact
laden, scientific, and analytical. The following debate occurred in New York City in 1920. Note
that there is no apparent fear of arrest here; the issue of birth control had become part of open
publicdiscourse. Sanger shared the stage with Winter Russell, a prominent New York City attorney
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pealed. There is no power in this whoe universe that cap e lbaWs. Now we recognize it in physics. Energy
NOt be annihilated. B; "\
. Birth control says “yes.” You

shall pay the price. You can annihilate that energy and
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Margaret Sanger and the Birth Control Movement

We have here 400,000 feeble-
his subject wou

but you don't take the
Linited States, that any authorityont

from the cup of pleasure,

ink
ir;:Onsgbi]ity-——the duty and the care. ... It is along
he lines of the people who are .alchemists, who think say to you, “Not one of them should hav
n the base metals into gOld It 1s an age- They never should have been born and sometimes
normal, and yet this taint

these parents are perfectly
d and has left this perfectly

hey can tur |
It is a belief that has been held from the

has gone through the bloo
. es at the adult age

10ng dream. 1t .
begin“ing of.tlme. That thing cannot be done. That

i the 1aW of life—of God—that you have to pay. . .. normal, physical person. who arrive

GARET SANGER Wlt.h all its p}.\ysic.al functions, and yet it has the .men

MAR tality of a child eight years of age. The feeble-minded

. The only weapon that women have and the most man or woman is of no use to t1self or society, and 1t
;JnCiViliZed weapon that they have to use if they will would be better if we were living in a real civilization
qot submit tO having children every year or every year that they should not have been born. Only 40,000 of
and 2 half, the weapon they use is abortion. We know  this 400,000 are entered In institutions, and the others
how detrimental ,bortion is to the physical side as are living among us, producing and reproducing their
well as 10 the psychic side of the woman’s life, and yet  progeny and providing abundant material and oppor-

ion, because of these generalities tunity for the continuance of charities and other insti-
more to come.

in this nat

there are
: ons that are here before us, that are stopping  tutions for ages and generations
institution—2a so-called

we found also 1n one€ NS
irls of the

and opIn
the tide of progress, we have more than one million
women with abortions performed on them each year. reformatory where they take the g1
.. We speak of the rights of the unborn. I say that it 1s underworld-——prostitutes—-—in Geneva, 1l they find
time tO speak of those who are already born. ... that 50% of these girls coming into the underworld—
nd in the South that where children come ac- the prostitutes—was of this cause, that she belonged
d again we 6nd that 89% of

every year and one-half, thatassoon to the feeble-minded, an

y are shuffled and hustled on into  these came from large families. . . .

iake the place and compete with their father in the fac Also our child labor—we make laws in Washing-

ories. That is the place that society has for the children  ton against child labor, hoping we will wipe that out of
existence. For fifty years they have been trying to wipe

of the poor. . . . In some of the factories of Lowell and
child labor off the books in the United States, but they

Fall River, Mass., 1t was found that of the children who
have not succeeded and they will never succeed until

work and toil there, under ten years of age, that 85% of
in those districts

them come from families of eight—their mothers have they establish birth control clinics 1
th where these women are, where they put in birth control

clinics, like they have in Holland—1n every industrial

C
.5 they are able, the

given birth to eight children—an
very much the same thing, excepting a higher percent-
age of 90 to 93% of the children there. section in the United States where women can come 1o
We have a condition trained nurses and physicians and get from them scien-
tific information whereby they may control birth. . ..

That is not the only thing.
as these that I have related, but we have a

condition again that is more disastrous to the race
than child labor or infant mortality, and that is the

transmission of venereal disease 1O the race that 1s
to come. . .. We know, too, that out of this terrible

scourge of venereal disease that we have 9
the insanity in this country, due to syphilis. Anyone

who is dealing with fundamentals would know that
these people should use means t0 protect themselves

against having children. They should absolutely in
due regard to themselves, to their children and to the
WINTER RUSSELL

face, not allow a child to be born while that disease
s TR
running riot in the system, and then we have that May I say at the outset that I did not say we could not
have pleasure without pain. I said we could not have

lerri L e :
ible consequence which is insanity. . ..

Now, Mr. Russell has said some things that are
me, He tells us that we cannot have

0 It is a man who is speaking.

(Laughter and applause.) It 1s very peculiar that Nature
ks on the one side of the human family

when it comes to that law. She applies all the pain
‘o the woman. It is absurd—a perfectly absurd argu-
ment in the face of rational intelligence (applause) to

talk about marriage being for one purpose. . ..

not only
very interesting to

pleasure without pal
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pleasure without paying for it and the manhha:ete(;
pay. (Laughter.) . .. Mrs. Sanger see§ povert}l, :, eesure
misery and she sees unwanted children. 1o Where,
there are many thousands of these homels;e have’
sad to say, the children are unwanted, but they

i hil-
made this devout prayer to God, ] believe, for C

(or 30 years. Thirty years ago | began to warch the
block. There were 17 families, 34 peo;?le atthe stary; 34
people who were successful, they believe, in (hjs lityle
«own of 3,500 people. It had a fine high school, 3 State
Normal School—one of the foremost in the State, |y
had a Boys’ School known nationally, if not intern;.
tionally, and they were 34 people in 17 homes, |

/’
'Q
\‘\Q‘“ L

dren, and they have gotten them. They hzv;g;);:lerr;

what 1 believe to be the greatest weal.th an e of

of the Kingdom of Heaven that there 1s or;lt z S

the earth, and when they get that, they z?;lit |

for it. They have to pay and take.the responsl bllocyl; .O.n
] am going to give you a picture of the

d
which I was born and brought up, that I have watche

Out of . . . 17 families, 9 are extinct. Nine are deag
and gone. They have passed away. Is that race syjc; dei
Out of the 8 who remain, out of the 34 peqple, i
of these 8 families, there are 26 grandchildren, yy,
father’'s family produced 12 of the 26. Out of 33 of
the families, there are 14 grandchildren if yoy except

Edited by Margaret Sanger
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Image 8.4 American
Birth Control League,

Birth Control Review (1923)

Founded in 1921, the
American Birth Control
League promoted the right
of women to control their
own fertility.

Source: Sophia Smith Collection,
Smith College.




o] hink 1 am an exception. There is race suicide
.« tell me that that 1s one exceptional block. 1 can.
that block on every street in that town .excc t
e blessed community, Little Canada. They were nzt
ymer cans. T}?e.y were vulgar. They were poor. They
ant big families, but from these poor families i;l

t]le Cand

From +hem come
hey are inheriting the town. There is race suicide.

I can du

Amerl

America is d

GARET SANGER

ying today—the America that we know.

lam S
Jre crushe

da, there have come the French Canadians
doctors, lawy .
, lawvyers, and teachers, and who are just as good to them. Men

plicate that block in practically every pregnancy

can city in this country. I can duplicate that
ry apartment house on the west side. . .

peaking for the millions of women who
d with over child-bearing, whose lives are

Margaret Sanger and the Birth Control Movement 171

broken and who have become drudges in the family
today. | am speaking for the mothers and the individual
here and there does not concern me in the least. They
may be an exception, but I know there are millions and
millions of women who are married, who are just as
self-controlled as anyone Mr. Russell can show us, who

are living in a terror of pregnancy, and they have men
are not all beasts. ...

from the trap of

Birth control will free the mother
10N

it will save the child from that process
rom the toil of mill and factory.

Birth control will make parenthood a voluntary
function instead of an accident as it is today. When

motherhood and childhood is free, we then can go
hand in hand with man, 10 remake the world, for
the glorification as well as the emancipation of 1ne

human race. (Applause.) . .

of coffins, as well as f
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In 1922, Sanger publis
from her debate with winter Russell,

classes” was responsible for pover
cile” had the imprimatur of scienc

from clear. Sanger also

weight” 1O describe the poor an
d that the state admini

While eugenicists In t
jally immigrants, African Am

used phrases like

breeding; she advocate
them from breeding uncontrollably.

.. There is but one practical a

band]ing the great problem of
is, as the best authorities are agreet,

birth of those who would tr
descendants. Feeble-minded

hed The Pivot of Civilization. Here she e
especially the idea tha

e Words like “feeb

e in the early twentieth century,
“human waste,” “human wee

d the disabled; she argued that charity

ty and crim

nd feasible program Iin
the feeble-minded. T hat

ansmit imbecility tO their
ness as investigations an

-

laborated on some of the arguments
¢ “overfecundity” of the ” degenerate
le-minded” “moron,” and “imbe-
though their meanings were far
ds.” the “unfit,” and dead

only encouraged over-

ster 1Q tests to identify “degenerates’ and prevent
he 1920s called for stopping particular
ericans, and the poor, Sanger

statistics from every country indicat
ciated with an abnormally high rate
conditions of civilization, as We
reminded, furnish the most favo
d for the mental defective, the m

e is invariably asso-
of fertility. Modern
are continually being
rable breeding-ground

oron, the imbecile. . ..
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criminality, prostitution, ) 2
defect. are all organically bound up togethet a
¢ and the thoroughly degener-

that the least intelligen

ate classes in every community are the most »
Feeble-mindedness in one generation becomés 5) "
l -

r insanity in the next. There is every 1 .
otean forms 18

on the increase, that it has leaped the barriers, and

that there is truly, as some of the scientlf.ic eug
have pointed out, a feeble-minded peril to future

generations—unless the feeble-minded are prevented
from reproducing their kind. To meet this emergency
< the immediate and peremptory duty of every State

and of all communities. . . .
Here is a case showing the astonishing ability to

“increase and multiply,” organically bound up with
delinquency and defect of various types:

prolific.

The parents of a feeble-minded girl, twenty years of
age, who was committed to the Kansas State Indus-

trial Farm on a vagrancy charge, lived in a thickly
populated Negro district which was reported by the
police to be headquarters for the criminal element of
the surrounding state. . . . The mother married at four-
teen, and her first child was born at fifteen. In rapid
succession she gave birth to sixteen live-born children
and had one miscarriage. The first child, a girl, mar-
ried but separated from her husband. . . . The fourth,
hfth and sixth, all girls, died in infancy or early child-
hood. The seventh, a girl, remarried after the death of
her husband, from whom she had been separated. The
eighth, a boy, who early in life began to exhibit crimi-
nal tendencies, was in prison for highway robbery and
burglar).r. The ninth, 3 girl, normal mentally, was in
quarantine at the Kansas State Industrial Farm at the

tm]l]e. this study was made: she had lived with a man
45 s common-law wife, and had a]so been arrested

was sentenced to the penitent;

ary for t
a charge of first-degree robbe ty Ior twenty years on

he had stolen; at eighteen he was shot and Killeg
» woman. The thirteenth child, feeble-minded’ ) t:Y
e

girl of the study. The fourteenth, a boy, was Considen,
by the police to be the best member of the family. h'd
mother reported him to be much slower mentally t’h IS
his sister just mentioned; he had been arresteq sevejn
times. Once he was held in the detention h — anal
once sent to the State Industrial school; at othe; timed .
he was placed on probation. The fifteenth, 3 it $ixtees, if, j.
years old, has foralongtime had a bad reputation, Subn E
sequent to the commitment of her sister to the KanSa..
State Industrial Farm, she was arrested onp 3 charge osf ‘
vagrancy, found to be syphilitic, and quarantineq i . ;
state other than Kansas. At the time of her arrest, she
stated that prostitution was her occupation. . [quote ]
from the U.S. Public Health Service: Psychiatric Stud.

ies of Delinquents. Reprint no. 598, pp. 64-65))
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We do not object to feeble-mindedness simply
because it leads to immorality and criminality, |
We object because both are burdens and dangers 14
the intelligence of the community. As a matter of fact,
there is sufficient evidence to lead us to believe that
the so-called “borderline cases” are 3 greater menace
than the out-and-out “defective delinquents” who cap
be supervised, controlled and prevented from procre-
ating their kind. The advent of the Binet-Simon and

similar psychological tests indicates that the mental

intelligence in a school or in a soclety, but may be en-
cou.raged by church and state to increase and multiply
until he dominates and gives the prevailing “color’—

culturally speaking—to an entire community.
The advocate of Birth Control realizes as well as

all intelligent thinkers the dangers of interfering with
personal liberty. Our whole philosophy is, in fact,
Pased upon the fundamental assumption that man
Is a self-conscious, self-governing creature, that he
should not be treated as a domestic animal; that he

to - | |
in — h}s Own wishes in the matter of mating and
CO Pfocre?tmn of children. N or do we believe that the

rimunity could or should send to the lethal cham-

ber . .
bl e defecnve progeny resulting from irresponst:
€ and unintelligent breeding,
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gut modern society, which has respected the

conal liberty of the individual only in regard tOpte}:r.
unrestricted and irresponsible bringing into the worlde
of filth and poverty an overcrowding procession of in-
fants fore-doomed to death or hereditable disease. is
QoW confronted with the problem of protecting its:elf
and its future generations against the inevitable con-

cequences of this long-practised policy of laisser-faire
The emergency problem of segregation and sterii-
;. ation must be faced immediately. Every feeble-minded

girl Or woman of the hereditary type, especially of the
moron class, should be segregated during the reproduc
ive period- Otherwise, she is almost certain to bear im-

becile children, who in turn are just as certain to breed
other defectives. The male defectives are no less dan-

gerous. Segregation carried out for one or two genera-
tjions would give us only partial control of the problem.
moreover, when we realize that each feeble-minded
person 1s a potential source of an endless progeny of
defect, we prefer the policy of immediate sterilization,
of making sure that parenthood is absolutely prohib-
itod to the feeble-minded. . . .

This degeneration has already begun. Eugenists
demonstrate that two-thirds of our manhood of
military age are physically too unfit to shoulder a
rifle: that the feeble-minded and syphilitic, the irre-
sponsible and the defective breed unhindered; that

POSTSCRIPT
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women are driven into factories and shops on day-
shift and night-shift; that children, frail carriers of
the torch of life, are put to work at an early age; that
society at large is breeding an ever increasing army
of under-sized, stunted and dehumanized slaves; that
the vicious circle of mental and physical defect delin-
quency and beggary is encouraged, by the unseeing
and unthinking sentimentality of our age, to populate
asylum, hospital and prison. . ..

The great principle of Birth Control offers the
means whereby the individual may adapt himself io
and even control the forces of environment and he-
redity. Entirely apart from its Malthusian aspect of
that of the population question, Birth Conirol must
be recognized, as the Neo-Malthusians pointed out
long ago, not “merely as the key of the social poesi-
tion,” and the only possible and practical method of
human generation, but the very pivot of civilization.
Birth Control which has been criticized as negative
and destructive, is really the greatest and most truly
eugenic method, and its adoption as part of the pro-
gram of Eugenics would immediately give a concrete
and realistic power to that science. As a matier of fact,

Birth Control has been accepted by the most clear

thinking and far seeing of the Eugenists themselves

as the most constructive and necessary of the means
to racial health. . . .*°

Laws against transmitting contraceptive information and devices were gradually repealed, over-
turned, or ignored. But the general acceptance of birth control was accompanied by a shift away
from its radical beginnings. Slowly, the movement became professionalized. Clinics proliferated,
run by middle-class professionals, including doctors, nurses, social workers, and public health
administrators. With bureaucratization and professionalization from the 1920s onward came a

distinctly elitist shift in direction. When the early opponents of contraception spoke their fears
of “race-suicide,” they usually meant that “inferior” peoples—immigrants, the poor, and blacks—

would out-reproduce old-stock, respectable white
engineering. Legalized contraceptives could limit the “breed-

eugenics, the “science” of human

people. The solution, many now suggested, was

ing” of “racially inferior” peoples. Looking back, Sanger wrote in her Autobiography, “The eugenists
wanted to shift the birth-control emphasis from less children for the poor to more children for the

rich. We went back of that and sought first to stop the multiplication of the unfit.”*! Sanger had
become less concerned with empowering the poor to resist their oppression, more with stopping

them from producing so many “unfit

sumptions of many eugenicists,
with social engineering-—-with the “scientific

" habies. She never adopted the nativist and xenophobic as-
and she never threw her lot with the racists. Yet Sanger's fascination
" improvement of the race—in an era rising ethnic
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ed by Adolph Hitler. “Men,

the 1
hatred worldwide was, .s the Nazis, |

was of keen interes

ime?
' ent change over t
birth control mover .
dvance birth control and the reforms of (p,

s between the .+ chapter? would you deem birth contro] ,
1910s and 1920s?

QUESTIONS

1. How and why did the
2. Do you se€e€ similaritie

gue that their position will best Pro-
id they come to such differing conclusigpg

about public policy?
5 Summarize Sanger’s position 1n The Pivot of Civilization How had her arguments changeq
by 19227 | . |
Jte resonate with contemporary discussions on abortion?

6. How does the birth control deb
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For the birth control movement, the best genera
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Chesler, Woman of Valor: Margaret Sanger and the Bir
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hood, see Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare (1994). On
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