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INTRODUCTION



WHEN THE US SUPREME COURT released its 5-4 decision in Obergefell v. Hodges finding a constitutional right to marriage for same-sex couples, the national reaction was as polarized as the court itself. Most progressives and liberals celebrated the outcome as a long overdue affirmation of equality for gay, lesbian, and bisexual people, while many conservatives condemned the decision. Some Christian traditionalists blamed the ruling on “the emotional terrorism of the left” and identified it as a dire blow to religious liberty and the nation’s welfare. Religious leaders on the right admonished their flocks that, as a Family Research Council official put it, “the truths of Scripture regarding human sexuality are not malleable” and that “neither the rulings of a court nor the pressure of secular culture should sway their allegiance to clear and authoritative biblical instruction on men, women, family, and marriage.” The influential Catholic lawyer Robert P. George, past chair of the National Organization for Marriage, a group opposing same-sex marriage, wrote that Obergefell should be regarded much as Abraham Lincoln viewed the Dred Scott decision in 1857: as an “anti-constitutional and illegitimate ruling in which the judiciary has attempted to usurp the authority of the people.”1


The Obergefell decision, released on June 26, 2015, made same-sex marriage into settled law. But it hardly stemmed the attempts to shun, restrict, and even outlaw such marriages. Within weeks, Kim Davis, a county clerk in Kentucky and a conservative Pentecostal Christian, became a media sensation and a heroine to the grassroots right for going to jail to avoid authorizing same-sex marriage in her jurisdiction. Others sought exemption by refusing such services as wedding cakes to same-sex couples, hoping the judicial system would support their religious freedom to do so; indeed, courts will be hearing cases related to the ruling for years.


Such fiery emotions and legal wrangling have not been restricted to the issue of same-sex marriage. Shortly after the 9/11 attacks on New York and the Pentagon, a prominent fundamentalist Christian leader appeared on national television and blamed the terroristic violence on “the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle… all of them who have tried to secularize America.”2 Another blamed a mass shooting in Aurora, Colorado, on “a sin problem” that he saw embodied in the permissibility of abortion and similar signs of an ungodly nation.3 Still another attributed the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting to the effect of atheism, abortion, and same-sex marriage, saying, “We have killed fifty-four million babies and the institution of marriage is right on the verge of a complete redefinition.… I think we have turned our back on the Scripture and on God Almighty and I think he has allowed judgment to fall upon us.”4 Over and over, America’s “sexual depravity” and embrace of various types of sexual “immorality” have been held liable for horrific acts of violence that God has ostensibly refused to prevent.5


Why do these sexual issues provoke such fervent and enduring debate in the United States? Why have our public debates over sex and sexuality been so numerous, so ferocious, so religiously inflected, and so immune to definitive resolution? The answer is not simple, and many of the common ideas about the origins and nature of our current impasse over sexuality—the virtual civil war that has come to seem such a disheartening and permanent part of our nation’s social and political fabric—are simply incorrect. Some argue that this impasse results from fissures that opened after the sexual revolution of the 1960s, but conflicts like these have a far longer history. Many see the conflict as pitting religious people against sexual freedom, and some religious people similarly see a secular crusade against religious liberty. But neither explanation really illuminates the ferocious controversies over issues ranging from birth control to same-sex marriage.6


To fully comprehend how we got to this divisive and seemingly intractable culture war over sexuality, we have to come to terms with a deeply historical religious preoccupation with sex and understand how it has shaped subsequent American political debates over women’s rights, gender roles, and sexual mores. That preoccupation emerged out of the long history of Christianity and was made all the more powerful by entrenched notions, both overt and unspoken, that Christian morality should provide the basis for our nation’s law and politics. Certainly, religious leaders outside Christianity have also been involved, sometimes deeply, in these huge debates over morality, sexual behavior, and gender roles. But for most of US history, until quite recently, Christians played a dominant role in American life; so too Christians, across the Protestant-Catholic divide and the full range of traditionalist to progressive, have predominated as those most vigorously connecting sex and politics and waging the most passionate battles in this arena. Many citizens have believed that sexual morality consists of a system of values that must be guarded and preserved for the greater social good, but whether those values focus on obedience to traditional family norms or on freedom of sexual expression and relations has grown into a source of profound division, even within American Christianity itself. Indeed, by the time the Obergefell decision came down, the rupture between Christian antagonists in the sex wars felt irremediable: one could plausibly argue that American Christianity had flat out split into two virtually nonoverlapping religions.


Moral Combat tells a story of the steady breakdown, since the early twentieth century, of a onetime Christian consensus about sexual morality and gender roles and of the battles over sex among self-professed Christians—and between some groups of Christians and non-Christians—that resulted. That consensus was both Christian and national, as Christians overwhelmingly dominated the nation numerically and in terms of influence for most of its history. Up through the end of the nineteenth century, whatever else Americans disagreed about—slavery, states’ rights, urbanization, immigration, labor laws—most accepted, and took for granted as natural, a sexual order in which men were heads of households, wives were to submit to husbands’ authority, and monogamous heterosexual marriage was the only sanctioned site for sexual relations. Those who broke the rules were punished or shunned, as when early New England courts prosecuted sodomy, adultery, and divorce; or when communities rejected groups that forswore monogamous wedlock in favor of communal celibacy (Shakers), polygamy (some Mormons), complex marriage (the Oneida community), or free love (various associations others deemed “cults”).


The modern women’s rights movement—above all, the push for women’s right to vote—prompted a crisis for those shared assumptions. Slowly but relentlessly, the old unanimity splintered, with some Christians embracing new ideas regarding women’s rights and roles and others redoubling their efforts to preserve the old sexual order. Women’s increasing presence in the workforce and growing access to contraceptive technologies further sundered this consensus. Again, many Christians staunchly resisted change; others hailed it as a step on the long march to justice. Like the wider populace, American Christians—who remain profoundly influential a century after suffrage, notwithstanding the growth of religious diversity and secularization—are a great deal more divided over sex than a hundred years ago. And with each side claiming God’s blessing in pursuing its moral vision, this division has helped lead to deep, thoroughgoing cleavages in our politics.


Claiming God’s blessing in political debates was not new to twentieth-century America. In fact, one of our nation’s most ingrained impulses, going back to some of the early colonial settlers, has been the presumption of speaking in the name of God, willing as God wills, doing as God would have us do. But as a result of the fracturing Christian consensus, the period covered here did witness a new sort of enthusiasm for such claims by both advocates of the old sexual order and sexual progressives or reformers. Just as God-talk, broadly defined, framed countless political debates over the Revolutionary War, Manifest Destiny, and slavery and abolitionism, so too would it later underlie the political rhetoric on issues of sex and gender. Feminists supporting women’s right to vote and anti-feminists calling on women to stay home and focus on their children, white supremacists fighting for a racially pure America along with traditional gender roles and civil rights workers demanding justice for African Americans and the poor, pro-life activists picketing abortion clinics for the sake of the unborn and pro-choice marchers invoking women’s health and rights: citizens on all sides of these and other bitter political fissures have claimed godly righteousness for their cause.


For those who worked to sustain the old sexual order and resisted models for sexual relationships and behavior outside traditional marriage, a driving force has been fear. That is, fear of certain kinds of changes has aroused passionate defiance, motivated acts of resistance, and galvanized political support for the anti-change side. In the warfare over sex, the fear is typically one of three kinds: fear of increasing women’s freedom, especially freedom over their own bodies as well as the ways that women’s sexuality might call into question their dependence on men; white Protestant fear of encroaching religious or ethnic “others,” a fear that long manifested against Catholicism and Catholic power and would later manifest against African Americans, “Muslims” writ large, and more; and a widespread and easily stoked fear that America is a once great nation now pitched into grave decline, largely because of the evil activities (very often, evil sexual activities) of some of its own citizens. So women, nonwhites, and homosexuals and other “nonnormative” sexual actors (the transgendered, the fluid, the flagrant) have repeatedly represented something like the enemy within, shredding the sacred fabric binding together a God-blessed nation.


In an important way, then, debates around sex can be characterized broadly as a conflict between change and tradition, at least in a very specific sense: those who oppose changes in the norms governing social expectations and legal frameworks for regulating sex and gender versus those who are comfortable with at least some of those changes or who grow comfortable in time. Those who call themselves (and whom I will call) traditionalists or conservatives tend to be of the first mindset. Progressives or liberals, from the moderate middle to the edge of the spectrum, tend to be of the second and value changes perceived to be inclusive, that is, those that expand access to power and influence for persons once excluded, marginalized, or stigmatized for behaving outside the norm. These labels—traditionalist, conservative, progressive, and liberal—are imprecise and imperfect modifiers, to say the least, subject to caricature and lumping people together who do not always wish to be so lumped. But Americans have employed them for a long time, and they work reasonably well to convey particular attitudes toward change and tradition when it comes to sex and gender, as I am using them here. This “two camps” model is not to suggest that there are only two singular and coherent attitudes toward sexuality—there have always been many whose position on some issues might lean conservative and on others liberal, and plenty of people have stood somewhere in the ambivalent middle of the far poles. But our political culture, rightly or wrongly, has made it difficult to break out of these either/or options, not least when it comes to sex and gender. On any given sexual issue at any given time in the history I recount, the overall clash has ultimately crystallized into two sides: those favoring, to varying degrees, change and progress versus those keen to preserve order and tradition.


Over time, these two attitudes toward sex and sexual morality became aligned with two increasingly divergent and oppositional outlooks on modern life itself. One was eager to be open to modern ideas, inclusive of eclecticism and expansive diversity, and relatively accepting of women’s equality and changing roles; the competing outlook longed for traditional order, resisted many changes to the status quo, and remained consistently wary of shifting gender norms and changing attitudes toward sexual morality. Doubtless these divergent attitudes toward change and tradition have been rife in many historical times and places; at least in the US context, however, such attitudes were once less widely aligned with opinions regarding sexual morality. More and more over the course of the twentieth century, attitudes toward sex signaled attitudes toward modernity itself: openness to changing sexual norms bespoke openness to other modern cultural and social changes, whereas resistance to such norms accompanied resistance to—and fear of the effects of—many other forces of modern change. One’s stance on sex, then, has increasingly over time become shorthand for an attitude toward contemporary challenges to tradition.


As the following chapters illustrate, these competing outlooks shaped and fed on each other in a sort of dialectical process over time. Progressive gains in liberalizing or legalizing certain practices—birth control, say, or sex education in public schools—served to confirm their conservative opponents’ sense that modernity was sinful; in turn, conservative efforts to fight back and restore the old values confirmed progressives’ sense that sexual liberation was utterly crucial to progress. In other words, the rival attitudes of the traditionalists and the progressives have been, in crucial and persistent ways, mutually constitutive of one another; and each side has galvanized supporters with narratives of nightmare scenarios sure to occur in the absence of immediate action. Politicking for causes has always worked this way, of course; rousing adherents via doomsday threats is nothing new. But we cannot understand our own debates—over LGBT rights, trans-friendly bathrooms, abortion, marriage, sex education, chastity, sexual harassment, even religious exemptions for health-care coverage of contraception—until we go back to the past and attempt to understand this specific dialectical trajectory concerning sex.7


AT THE HEART OF THE twentieth-century conflict over sexual morality were debates over the very meaning of sex, gender, and sexuality. At the turn of the twentieth century, the prevailing view across the religious and most of the political spectrum was that male and female were fixed categories, the differences in reproductive organs proof that these divisions were part of biological nature and/or God’s created order. Inextricably bound to these natural categories were the social and cultural meanings, expectations, and public as well as domestic roles that defined and separated men’s activities from women’s. Hence, these roles and meanings, too, were presumed fixed and not simply proper but, indeed, normal. If male and female were divinely fixed categories, embodied in men’s authority over women and fulfilled in female chastity followed by marriage and childbearing, then any sexual relationship outside of monogamous, procreative, heterosexual wedlock was—especially for women—beyond the pale.


Over time, these premises—most particularly the relation between biological sex and the social roles ascribed to men and women—were contested and increasingly reconceived. By the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, growing numbers of Americans were comfortable with a relative separation between biology and culture, or a division between “sex” and “gender”; increasingly, many came to see both gender and even sex itself as fluid manifestations across a spectrum of possibilities: open to modification, creativity, and choice rather than binary or complementary classifications of male/female. And this shift inevitably accompanied new ways of thinking about sexuality. Many others, however, resisted these changes and their implications for role norms in the family and workplace, relationships such as marriage, and identities such as transgender or intersex. These critics did not necessarily want to see, for instance, gay, lesbian, or bisexual identities accepted as regular and normal variations on heterosexual ones or public restrooms welcoming transgender persons to freely follow their identity over perceived biology. The history this book recounts is the long story of growing conflict and divergence between these points of view.


Gender, sex, and sexuality have very much been political issues: in countless ways over the decades since the early 1900s, Americans have battled out their views in the ballot box, the lawyer’s office, and the courtroom. How people have thought about the core definitional questions pertaining to sex and gender—natural or constructed, fixed or fluid—has had crucial ramifications for their political reasoning about a range of issues that attach to these categories. Notably, from the beginning of these debates, the concept of women’s rights in elite circles clearly referred chiefly, if not exclusively, to white women. This history, then, is inextricably interwoven with America’s racial history and the realities of intersectional identity that, for years, resulted in women of color creating their own activist organizations with only internittent collaboration with whites.


The politics of sex took on new urgency amid the push for women’s rights that accelerated in the late nineteenth century and begat sweeping new changes in the twentieth, beginning with the right to vote. The suffrage movement arose in 1848, when the first women’s rights convention took place in Seneca Falls, New York. But it only became a major political force decades later, as American women increasingly chafed at their disenfranchisement and correlative lack of political influence. By the 1910s, millions of women and men were active in the movement through its two major organizations: the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), headed by Carrie Chapman Catt, and the National Woman’s Party, led by the more radical Alice Paul. In June 1919, the US Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment, granting women equal voting rights; it was then sent to the states for ratification. In August 1920, after decades of hard work by many thousands of Americans, women in the United States—white women, that is, shored up by racism that refused to grant rights to black women—won the legal right to vote in all state and national elections.


The suffrage victory stimulated further determination among those who, for various reasons, resisted women’s equality. There had always been antagonism to women voting from some factions.8 Many argued that granting women full citizenship would damage their reproductive organs and hence threaten the sacred role of mother to which women were born. In 1905, former US president Grover Cleveland himself had argued against women’s suffrage in Ladies’ Home Journal, insisting the vote would destroy “a natural equilibrium, so nicely adjusted to the attributes and limitations of both [men and women] that it cannot be disturbed without social confusion and peril.” Cleveland here repeated and expanded upon a sentiment he had already expressed in that same periodical, that good citizens need not fear suffrage’s impact upon the country but rather “its dangerous undermining effect on the characters of the wives and mothers of our land.” In other words, “Women change politics less than politics change women.”9 The specter of changing women—hardening their soft edges, coarsening their character—was a frightening one, indeed.


The suffrage opposition included a great number of women too, women who believed truly terrible changes would result from female suffrage. The National Association Opposed to Women’s Suffrage, formed in New York in 1911 and led by fervently traditionalist women, published a journal originally called The Woman’s Protest that in 1918 became The Woman Patriot, subtitled “A National Newspaper for Home and National Defense Against Woman Suffrage, Feminism and Socialism.” The group claimed a membership of 350,000 people across the United States and sought to paint suffragists as mannish sensualists who put an unfeminine love of self above love of country. They and other anti-suffragists argued that granting women the vote would not increase but in fact reduce women’s influence in the political sphere, destroy home life by producing women greedy for commercial employment and aloof to family, diminish women’s interest in charitable and civic activities, and, by ending many of the protections enjoyed by women, encourage men to divorce and leave penniless their wives—thus forcing women to work outside the home. Even when the suffrage amendment succeeded, a considerable number of Americans held some version of this view.10


The greatest hostility to suffrage came from the Jim Crow South, where conservative ideas about gender roles blended with an old states’ rights suspicion of any federal political action, most especially action that might expand the franchise to black women as well as white. It had only been a few years since Kentucky-born filmmaker D. W. Griffith had adapted a novel by the Southern Baptist minister Thomas Dixon into a blockbuster film, The Birth of a Nation, which thundered against the concept of racial equality by conjoining it with black men’s purported lust for white women (the fearsome specter of black-on-white rape permeates the film). Many white Southerners invoked similar themes as the suffrage battle raged: Virginia legislator Hugh White, for instance, argued that female suffrage and black suffrage were essentially the same issue and that both threatened white supremacy, a basic Confederate value that remained defiantly alive. Mildred Rutherford, president of the Georgia United Daughters of the Confederacy, warned her state legislature that women’s suffrage “comes from the North and West and from women who do not believe in state’s rights and who wish to see negro women using the ballot.” South Carolina senator Benjamin “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman repeatedly argued that female suffrage would have a major impact on the nation’s rate of births, deaths, infidelity, and divorce: just as women’s rights had led to the downfall of the Roman Empire, so too would the affliction of suffrage “usher in another thousand years of moral blight, sexual depravity and degradation,” annihilating America. The equation was clear: women’s rights would trigger both rights for black people and sexual degradation, resulting in not the birth but the effective murder of a nation.


Opponents of women’s political equality—defenders of the status quo in politics, religion, and society—had more to worry about than suffrage alone, both before and after the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. In 1920, Americans still shook in the aftermath of World War I and the vast societal shifts of recent decades, when the United States had rapidly transformed from a predominantly agricultural and rural economy to one more industrial and powered by cities. Reverberations from this change were still felt in labor strikes and battles over working conditions in mills and factories, as well as through elevated poverty and unemployment statistics. High rates of immigration frightened many urban residents, and worries grew about the spread of Communism, anarchism, and other radical philosophies in America. The so-called Red Scare of 1919–1920 witnessed the deportation of thousands of foreigners believed to be importing these seemingly corrupt beliefs into the United States, and the resultant phobia encouraged legislators to craft the Quota Act limiting immigrants to 350,000, passed in 1921, and the far stricter National Origins Act, passed in 1924. Alcohol use had been greatly curbed by the Eighteenth Amendment, which took effect in January 1920, but the illegal activities spawned by Prohibition inflated organized crime, another menace to dread. For Americans trying to make their way in the early twentieth century, these were tumultuous times.


The achievement of national suffrage for women also took place amid larger challenges to old ideals and hierarchies of race and gender. An ethos of freer sexual expression burgeoned in this era, particularly in urban areas, as an underground gay culture flourished and more women donned short “flapper” dresses, bobbed their hair, and in other ways flaunted their disdain for the Victorian morality embedded in social norms and the law. For critics, the menace of the “New Woman” now coming into her own could wreak havoc on the nation’s morals, despite the obscenity statutes sustained by threats of imprisonment. Meanwhile, if an African American man was imagined, rightly or wrongly, to have had so much as a fleeting lustful thought about a white woman, prison was the least of his worries; instead, he could be lynched: publicly hanged (and often mutilated) while jeered by raucous mobs ostensibly protective of white women’s honor. Conservative forces retrenched through mechanisms such as fundamentalist churches and the reorganized Ku Klux Klan, an organization for native-born white Protestants that agitated against people of color, immigrant Catholics and Jews, and others deemed threatening to white supremacy. Progressives were likelier to partake in the popular eugenics movement, which promoted many of the same race-based theories under a different guise but with the same hope of bettering a pure white race while containing the proliferation of black and brown bodies.


Efforts to buttress the old order took place on many fronts, but none were more vigorous or enduring than the endeavors that focused explicitly on reproduction, motherhood, and sex. The arguments fueling these efforts echoed the suffrage crusade, with one side demanding women’s rights and their opponents casting such demands as the product of selfish ambition, debauchery, and anti–family values. The more that traditionalists fought against women’s rights on these terms, the more liberal supporters worked to expand their base of support and fortify those rights, deepening the fault line that divided two increasingly antagonistic frameworks for construing women’s roles and gender more broadly. As we will see, debates on social concerns ranging from birth control to same-sex marriage spring from these same seeds.


In short, the intermixing of religion, sex, and politics took on a specific sort of urgency after the failure of anti-suffrage efforts in 1920, and, for progressives no less than traditionalists, the urgency of these issues has only escalated through the decades. As the fissures deepened, the stakes seemed ever higher: by the late 1960s, a fight over sex education had become, at least for the most ardent participants, an urgent struggle for the fate and future of America. When issues like abortion and gay rights moved to the center of the nation’s politics, conservatives and progressives alike increasingly viewed the stakes in terms of national destiny: whether, for conservatives, the nation would embody traditional Christian values and whether, for liberals, the traditional privilege accorded to white hetero-male authority would be dismantled or sustained. If sex and gender alone have not encompassed all the issues dividing us—and they emphatically have not—they have nonetheless been key points of conflict in our public life from the time when women got the vote. Moral Combat begins at that crucial historical moment and narrates what has transpired since.


TELLING SUCH A COMPLEX AND far-reaching story over a century’s historical trajectory is a challenge. Some nuance is inevitably lost when a broad narrative attempts to explain critical events over a long duration, and any historian must select what to include and what to omit, hoping for coherence without oversimplification. The pages that follow highlight a series of episodes over a full century that I believe are key to understanding the conflicts and transformations in this profoundly consequential history. The saga opens amid the victory of women’s suffrage in the United States, a moment that presaged the breakdown of the old Christian and national consensus on sex. The first chapter surveys the acceleration during the 1920s of the powerful movement for birth control, a cause that prompted fierce conflicts during the feverish decade of the 1920s. Subsequent chapters turn to other controversies that raged with particular heat during subsequent decades: over censorship and obscenity in the 1930s, over interracial sex and race-mixing in the 1940s, over new findings about women’s extramarital activity in the 1950s, over sex education sponsored by schools in the 1960s, over abortion in the 1970s and 1980s, over sexual harassment in the 1990s, and over same-sex marriage and citizenship rights for sexual minorities in the early 2000s.


All of these battles had important protagonists who played a crucial public role, and so my discussions of the controversies highlight the central roles of particular individuals: Margaret Sanger, the feminist and birth control crusader; D. H. Lawrence, censored writer and painter; the anthropologist Ruth Benedict, whose late work ignited a congressional firestorm over interracial intimacy; the biologist and best-selling sexologist Alfred Kinsey; the physician and sex education crusader Mary Steichen Calderone and her longtime antagonist, the fundamentalist preacher-publisher Billy James Hargis; the Baptist minister Howard Moody and the Catholic feminist Frances Kissling, both activists for legal abortion; Anita Hill and Paula Jones, two former government employees whose allegations of sexual harassment made them the center of national controversy; and Gene Robinson, the first openly gay bishop in the Episcopal Church. All of these pivotal individuals and their public work enduringly shaped social attitudes toward sex, gender, and sexuality that continued to develop long after their time in the spotlight. Moving through central portions of these characters’ stories—snapshots in the longer arc of their lives that reveal their impact on changing gender norms—the following chapters entwine their struggles in a protracted moral combat.


Whether self-avowed Christians or proponents of another creed, these figures fought on behalf of what they believed was good for America and its people. All gathered fervent supporters and also faced fierce opposition from those religious believers who saw both their personal moral values and their country under threat. Dire warnings against the destruction these revolutionaries would reap echoed unremittingly over time; indeed, even when the forecasts seemed to fail, the condemnations and warnings never ceased but rather remained robust in every historical moment, a ceaseless sexual Cold War overhanging the mood of the nation. Indeed, it should go without saying that all of the specific issues animating these conflicts continued to be contested long after the decades in which I examine them: none—not one—has been settled to all citizens’ satisfaction, and all persist as targets in both American religion and our fraught politics.


The persistence of stalwart activists on all sides confirms the high stakes for those wanting to conserve a particular model of the status quo that maintains an older notion of traditional order, gender hierarchy, and obedience to strict sexual limits—as high as they have been for the revolutionaries seeking something new. Those fearing change have instilled that dread in others through warnings of moral ruin and the wholesale failure of American civilization if sexual rules are relaxed, while those welcoming it have offered visions of a healthier society freed from archaic constraints. That’s a charged conflict, indeed—closer in many minds, perhaps, to a mortal combat. This book shows how sex has been both a source of profound fear and an effective tool for fueling the most basic political clashes and power struggles of recent American history. Ultimately it reveals how the old consensus shattered and why.















CHAPTER 1



THE BATTLE OVER BIRTH CONTROL IN THE ROARING TWENTIES


THE BIRTH CONTROL MOVEMENT, WHICH first arose in the mid-1910s among free-thinking radicals and social reformers in New York, generated fierce controversy and debate stretching over decades. The achievement of women’s equal voting rights boosted the movement’s momentum, and it gradually attained some measure of respectability in the 1920s. But even as support for contraceptive access spread widely during that decade, opposition increasingly mobilized to try to halt the movement. Two key developments resulted: the growth of deep, consequential divisions among Christians regarding sex—more specifically, the morality of nonprocreative sex within marriage—and the far-reaching politicization of those divisions, involving a ferocious contest over political power and the law. By the early 1930s, the Christian consensus on sex that framed the nation’s morals prior to this time had cracked, and advocacy for contraception within marriage was increasingly viewed as morally acceptable and, crucially, as perfectly consonant with American liberty.


No person played a greater role initiating these developments than Margaret Sanger, the signature leader of the birth control movement. Sanger dedicated most of her adult life to the fight for women’s contraceptive access and reproductive rights. Her frankness about the importance of women achieving the ability to control their childbearing, and her tireless labors to that end, earned her keen admiration as well as fervid loathing among Americans, including many notable American Christian leaders and the wider Christian citizenry, both Catholic and Protestant. During the 1920s, Roman Catholic leaders consolidated their resistance to birth control, growing more vocal and organized in their opposition to it. Meanwhile, many influential Protestant leaders, persuaded by Sanger’s lobbying, relaxed the opposition that had marked the nineteenth-century Protestant stance on contraception, moderating their positions within the framework of marriage and family norms. Both sides mobilized supporters by building up doomsday scenarios, arguing that the failure of their cause would mean victory for an enemy whose ultimate goal was the wholesale degradation of womanhood. On that much—that those were the stakes, dire indeed—the rivals agreed.
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Birth control activist Margaret Sanger. KEYSTONE-FRANCE/GAMMA-KEYSTONE VIA GETTY IMAGES.








PROTESTANT CHRISTIANS CAMPAIGNING AGAINST PERCEIVED vice and immorality had, for decades, worked to restrict access to contraception, none more successfully than Anthony Comstock (1844–1915). In 1873, Comstock, a Civil War veteran for the Union side and a pious Protestant with strong ties to the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), founded the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, a group chartered by the New York legislature. Comstock’s fellow incorporators—seventeen men, many of whom had served on the YMCA’s own anti-vice committee before creating this new organization—elected him secretary and chief special agent, and he remained in that role for more than forty years, until his death. Comstock’s organization was soon joined by the New England Society for the Suppression of Vice (later renamed the New England Watch and Ward Society), as well as like-minded associations of crusading Protestants in cities such as St. Louis, Chicago, and San Francisco. All worked to eradicate publications deemed obscene, but Comstock led the way in his dedication to the cause.1


Since the early nineteenth century, information about both pregnancy prevention and termination had been available through midwives and print publications; by the 1850s, advertisements for contraceptive products appeared in newspapers, magazines, and other popular literature. The growing visibility of contraceptive devices and information made them an obvious target for Christian outrage and obscenity charges, and their prohibition became authorized in the Comstock Law passed by Congress on March 3, 1873. Officially called the Act for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use, the federal law stipulated imprisonment and steep fines for anyone who possessed, published, sold, or mailed any printed object, image, or instrument deemed obscene, including “any article whatever, for the prevention of conception, or for causing abortion.”2 Search-and-seizure warrants could be issued by a judge to an appropriate authority, who would take possession of such materials and destroy them. This far-reaching law raised almost no controversy at the time, and many states subsequently passed their own anti-obscenity laws, so that offenders could be prosecuted in state as well as federal courts.


The national prohibition on mailing obscene materials meant that postal workers too were now censors, and President Ulysses Grant promptly appointed Comstock to serve as a special postal agent to oversee and implement mail confiscation procedures. As early as January 1, 1874, Comstock claimed to have seized 194,000 obscene images; 134,000 pounds of obscene books; and hundreds of thousands of printing plates, contraceptive writings and devices, sex-related drugs, and more. This decades-long fight against obscenity resulted in scores of high-profile trials, book burnings, and the arrests of bookstore workers, writers, activists, actresses, and art gallery owners.


The Comstock Law, and the proliferation of similar state laws that followed, made the distribution of contraceptive information illegal and sharply curtailed the practices of midwives. After 1873, many states punished people who received information about contraception as strenuously as those who disseminated it. Fourteen states—Colorado, Indiana, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Washington, and Wyoming—proscribed oral instruction about birth control. Others criminalized the possession of written guidelines, some authorizing search-and-seizure procedures for suspected offenders. One state—Colorado—thought it possible to ban the transport of mere knowledge pertaining to pregnancy prevention into its borders, while another state—Connecticut—prohibited the very act of preventing conception.3 Methods that had been well known, accessible, and increasingly reliable in the nineteenth century—condoms, vaginal sponges, and pessaries or “womb veils” (early versions of what would come to be called the diaphragm)—were now banned for large sectors of the population. While some states exempted doctors or druggists from the laws, seventeen states along with the District of Columbia barred doctors from contraceptive instruction even in their own medical offices. The success of Comstock and his allied Protestant reformers in outlawing contraception was truly vast in scope, illustrating the broad Christian consensus that existed regarding concepts of sexual vice, immorality, and the need for legal constraint.


Efforts to legalize contraceptive access gained momentum in the early twentieth century, largely through the work of radicals such as Margaret Sanger, who eventually became the movement’s major leader. Born Margaret Higgins, she was the sixth of eleven children born to an atheistic father and a pious Catholic mother of Irish descent. The family lived in Corning, New York, amid a largely Catholic community of laborers who mixed little with the affluent class. Her mother took the responsibility of seeing to it that young Margaret was baptized and confirmed in the Roman Catholic Church.4 Her father, however, was a staunch critic of the church who valued freedom of thought—“freedom of the mind from dogma and cant,” as she later put it; it was he, she wrote, who “taught me to think.” After her father brought the famous freethinker Robert Ingersoll to Corning for a speech, the family was shunned and her father’s livelihood greatly reduced in spite of her mother’s well-known piety. In her mother’s life, Margaret wrote, she saw the brutal costs that childbearing could impose on women. After bearing eleven children over twenty-two years, her mother died at fifty; her father lived into his eighties.5


Margaret married William Sanger in 1902, and they had three children together, living first in Westchester and then New York City. Margaret’s real passion for contraceptive access emerged when, a few years after her marriage, she worked as a nurse and midwife among poor families in lower Manhattan. She later described how the cruel conditions facing women and girls horrified her. Women were forever pregnant or nursing, children were always hungry, babies died from neglect and hunger (sometimes to the relief of their haggard parents), and the cramped quarters facilitated men raping their own daughters. “The menace of another pregnancy hung like a sword over the head of every poor woman I came in contact with,” she wrote. As a result of these conditions, improvised abortions were rampant, and full of perils that women were lucky to survive.6 According to Sanger’s autobiography, the destitute women spoke bitterly of how “the rich” knew tricks for preventing pregnancy, while poor women resorted frantically to remedies ranging from drinking turpentine and rolling down stairs to shoving shoe hooks or knitting needles high up into their cervices. Catholic women spoke of “Yankee tricks” among the wealthier classes and asked “what the Protestants did to keep their families down”—a sign that well-to-do women outside Catholic circles seemed to have some knowledge of controlling conception, legal or not. Sickened by this “heartbreaking” situation, in which impoverished women lived terrified lives as “beasts of burden,” Margaret recalled, “my own happy love life became a reproach.”7 The death of one of her patients after a second attempted abortion was the last straw. Haunted by her own ignorance and failure to ease poor women’s suffering, she had found her cause.


In New York she participated actively in the Socialist Party and the labor activism of the Industrial Workers of the World, among comrades who included radicals such as Emma Goldman, ten years her senior and a strong proponent of legalizing contraception. Sanger’s labor activism amplified her concern about the suffering of destitute women and children, further confirming her sense that women needed access to contraception. Not only were working women unable to control their childbearing, but the starving, shivering mothers who attempted to join strikes against their employers risked further poverty for their children. All of this suffering—so needless, in Margaret Sanger’s view, if Americans could only bring themselves to act on their humanitarian ideals—was her professed motivation for launching a movement to give women access to contraceptives and to making reproductive rights her life’s work.


Sanger clashed almost immediately with Comstock. In early 1913, he banned her weekly sex education column, “What Every Girl Should Know,” printed in the Socialist paper the New York Call. (The following week, the indignant editor ran an empty box under the heading, “What Every Girl Should Know—Nothing! By Order of the Post Office Department.”) In 1914, after launching her own magazine (The Woman Rebel) to challenge Comstock’s restrictions on sexual information, Sanger was indicted for indecency and the first issue seized by the post office; she was soon arrested and charged on criminal counts that carried a possible sentence of forty-five years in prison, impelling her to flee for Europe. She remained there in exile until late 1915, when Comstock was safely in the grave. His death that September at age seventy-one had come shortly after his final trial: a dogged and ultimately successful endeavor to convict her husband William Sanger under the Criminal Code for distributing a birth control pamphlet she wrote. His New York Times obituary reported that up to his final year, Comstock “caused the arraignment in State and Federal courts of 3,697 persons, of which 2,740 either pleaded guilty or were convicted.”8 Despite his death, Comstock’s impact would long be felt as what Sanger termed “the dead hand” that still imprisoned contraceptive information; for although Comstock’s “body has been entombed,” Sanger wrote five years after his death, “the evil that he did lives after him,” forcing ignorance on the people and oppressing them with his “witch hunting” crusade.9


Sanger refused to let that “dead hand” control her. After his death, this nurse-midwife who had been galvanized by her early public health work in the immigrant ghettoes of New York worked steadily to promote a movement for birth control, which she profoundly believed to be a just, noble, and humane cause. Over the next few years, as she recognized the need to appeal to broad factions of people in order to build strength for the movement, she grew more pragmatic in her tactics. The New York papers and national magazines like Harper’s Weekly and Current Opinion published sympathetic pieces that treated contraception as a scientific issue, examining questions of eugenic improvement, public health, and women’s rights.


Not all attention was sympathetic, though; her growing influence prompted the formidable Catholic leader and Catholic University of America social ethicist John A. Ryan to urge his fellow clergy to be clear, forceful, and persistent in articulating the moral law against contraception, as well as staunchly enforcing that law.10 Ryan’s ethics included support for social justice and labor rights as well as opposition to “race suicide,” a term popularized some years earlier by President Theodore Roosevelt in warning Americans that the fertility rate of immigrants and ethnic minorities outpaced that of white Anglo-Saxons and that for the latter to use birth control was to risk the extinction of the white race. Ryan and other Catholic leaders, while less direct about whiteness, clearly meant to call attention to the greater hazard of reducing the population of what Ryan’s fellow Jesuit M. P. Dowling called “those who are in a position to rear sturdy sons and daughters, who are best fitted to be the bulwark of the nation… the privileged classes.”11 In the eyes of these Catholics, Sanger was steering the nation to race suicide; indeed, she was becoming what one historian calls “a particular bête noire” to clerics because, to their minds, she encouraged women to be selfish and materialistic in refusing to bear as many children as God would send.12 Sanger herself increasingly sensed that Catholic leaders could be a potent enemy to her cause.


Her fame growing, Sanger traveled widely to deliver lectures, and she lobbied for reform of obscenity laws. In October 1916, she opened in Brooklyn the first American clinic explicitly focused on birth control (Planned Parenthood dates its origins back to this very facility). She was again charged with distributing birth control information and devices, and although she and her lawyers made sure that court witnesses heard testimony from Brownsville mothers about the horrific conditions in which they lived and the assistance they and their infants received from Sanger’s clinic, she was jailed for thirty days anyway. She worked with, though did not belong to, both of the competing birth control associations in New York, and she began publishing pamphlets (including her collected columns “What Every Girl Should Know”) and the Birth Control Review.13


In 1920, the same year that women’s suffrage triumphed, Sanger earned still more recognition from the publicity surrounding her latest book, a feminist manifesto titled Woman and the New Race. An argument for contraception as an essential instrument for women’s freedom (and, incidentally, for men’s full freedom and happiness as well), the book spoke directly of the need for a “new sex morality,” in contrast to that of conservative religion: a morality crafted by women themselves and one that differed substantially from current values, in that “the new standard will be based upon knowledge and freedom while the old is founded upon ignorance and submission.” Sanger knew that this morality threatened church doctrine, and she proclaimed it proudly: “Let it be realized that this creation of new sex ideals is a challenge to the church.”14 The book was an immediate success, selling out in hardcover and undergoing several printings before being reissued in softcover by Truth Publishing, a radical press whose list prominently featured other titles in sexology and birth control.


In 1921, Sanger worked to bring together a wide range of American and English birth control advocates for the First American Birth Control Conference, held that November in New York. Convening such a conference was an audacious act, teetering toward the gray areas of the laws still forbidding obscenity. The conference would become the starting point for the American Birth Control League—the predecessor organization of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America—and it would enduringly transform the way Americans thought and talked about contraception. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the furor unleashed by the events of the conference, which pitted Protestants against Catholics while also dividing Protestants into opposing camps, marked the start of the culture wars over sex that would divide Americans for decades to come.


Sanger’s ambitions for the conference were exceedingly high, and she privately predicted it would be a “turning point” for American attitudes toward contraception. She also knew that many would come out especially to hear her.15 Her supporters—a number having cut their teeth in the movement for female suffrage—held equally high aspirations, convinced that birth control was the next vital step in women’s emancipation from patriarchal control and the tyranny of unplanned pregnancies. Physicians, economists, ministers, and at least one rabbi would attend and speak at the conference, while Dr. Karl Reiland, Episcopal rector of the famed St. George’s Church (on whose vestry the senior J. Pierpont Morgan served), was slated to preside over the final public session on birth control’s morality, featuring a culminating speech by Sanger at a newly built venue in Manhattan, the Town Hall.


Sanger had amassed more than ninety women and men to serve as conference officers and committee members. It was a motley group of true believers, social climbers, and calculating hangers-on who had their own reasons for associating with Sanger’s cause: a strategically assembled federation of radical feminists and wealthy socialites, prominent physicians and New York financiers, theatrical celebrities and high-powered literati, economists and clergy. Bertha Rembaugh, the formidable lawyer for the Women’s Trade Union League of New York who passionately defended factory workers, young immigrant women, and prostitutes, was there alongside Louisa (Mrs. Pierre) Jay, better known for frequent attendance at high society debutante balls than for gritty political activism. Affluent members of the Whitney clan, such as Dorothy Whitney (Mrs. Willard) Straight and Mabel Whitney (the second Mrs. Dexter) Blagden, had social profiles resembling that of Mrs. Simeon Ford, wife of the owner of the Grand Union Hotel and also a committee member. But here, rather than being mere ladies of leisure, wealthy women could unite in common cause with the brilliant Dr. Alice Hamilton, the socially conscious physician and first woman appointed to the Harvard Medical School faculty, and the outspoken Mary Halton, a well-known gynecologist and feminist in Greenwich Village. Such mingling was hardly unusual: many elite women of the period had been goaded into political work by the suffrage movement, which perhaps reduced the shock of seeing society dames support this outwardly radical and seemingly illicit venture.16 At once interested in women’s rights, “racial improvement,” and their own wealth and social prestige, they proved an ideal fit for Sanger’s activism.
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Many men stood alongside the women on the conference committee. They were liberals, at least on social issues, and willing members of an organization headed by a famously feminist woman. Their numbers included husbands of suffragists as well as Kendall Banning, an author and the managing editor of Hearst’s Magazine and Cosmopolitan; Lowell Brentano, the author, playwright, and heir to the Brentano’s book firm, which had published Woman and the New Race in hardcover; Rabbi Rudolph I. Coffee; Herbert Croly, the editor of the New Republic; the noted writer Theodore Dreiser; the Harvard biologist E. M. East; the Yale economist Irving Fisher; the inventor John Hays Hammond Jr.; and the physician Dr. S. Adolphus Knopf. Like the women, they supported Sanger’s cause for a variety of reasons: to reduce poverty and overpopulation, improve public health, diminish psychiatric disturbances and infant mortality, and create better conditions for fair labor laws, among others. Diverse ideals united this motley group of men, no less than their female counterparts.


Sanger also made sure to include Protestant clergy, underscoring the fact that Protestants no longer spoke with one voice regarding contraception. Clerics affiliated with the conference committee were well known for their social activism: the Episcopal priest Arthur E. Whatham, for instance, had much earlier decried racial discrimination in the South and in the Episcopal Church, promoting the cause of hiring black bishops and corresponding with Booker T. Washington; Karl Reiland was “one of the Episcopal Church’s most outspoken liberals,” of whom it was said that he preached a gospel “burned with social zeal and a love for his fellow men.”17 Reiland would roundly call on the church to change its attitude toward birth control and “support this method of raising the level of existence,” lambasting religious objections as “irrelevant.”18 As their sermons and writings then and later made clear, these clergymen believed Christian leaders should champion birth control for the health of mothers and children and for the good of marriage and the family, themes that would be treated expansively in the conference.


On the morning of November 11, the conference began, and for two long days, professionals delivered prepared lectures promoting contraception as a vital panacea for women, especially poor women whose high birth rates brought about poverty and frequently led to life-threatening abortions and even infanticide. Freedom for women was a vital plank in the conference’s platform for traditional family life, linked to concerns about children’s well-being: women who were free to make choices about how many children to bear would ostensibly be better, more loving mothers. Monogamous marriage was “the most important institution in any community” and the home the “backbone of the state”—the very foundation upon which the nation must be built. Happy marriages required purposeful rather than unplanned reproduction.19 This traditionalist child- and home-centered message—a focus on the family and most especially poor families, for the sake of America’s future—was an ever-present theme of the conference and the activism that surged in its wake.20


Yet concern for the family often mixed with other social and nationalistic aspirations, caught up in the eugenic ideas then common among the white middle and upper classes. Controlling reproduction could ensure happy marriages for all, and for many, it was also a way to reshape the population. Birth control supporters frequently articulated a hope that the movement would aid in reducing the birth rates of “foreign,” “defective,” and “unfit” groups so that they would not come to outnumber healthy Anglo-Saxons. Birth control was not only about female emancipation, then; it was also about controlling the racial makeup of the nation, often quite overtly. Both ideals—women’s freedom and racial improvement—seemed to many American-born whites in this period to share a common basis in science, and countless numbers believed that eugenics held the key to a better future for the nation.21


Sanger invoked eugenics in her own first formal address to the gathering, noting that the “healthy and fit elements of the nation” carried the burden of the unfit, who were increasing at a dangerous rate. Both nationally and globally, “the masses of the unfit” had propagated to such an extent that they had to be warehoused in “palatial residences for the unfit, for the insane, for the feeble-minded—for those who should never have been born.” Poverty, imbecility, delinquency, crime, and even war were some of the troubles resulting from a “weakened and deteriorated race”; the solution was to stop such misery at its source.22 Sanger tapped into common fears, then prevalent among the white upper class, that immigrants, African Americans, and other “others” would soon subsume the entire white race in America. The future of civilization itself, then, appeared to rest on the success of birth control programs, in the United States and abroad.


But this negative eugenics program was far from the only driver of the movement; in fact, advocates were deeply conflicted about questions of coercion that surrounded birth control. Most participants at the First American Birth Control Conference were concerned that global overpopulation was “a menace to the peace of the world” and were enthusiastic about birth control to alleviate this problem.23 But there was an active debate about choice and coercion. While clearly advocating methods of controlling the unfit, most participants expressed the general view that, as one put it, “we are advocating Birth Control only for those who want it.” Birth control should be “an individual matter,” a “choice,” many professed. Sanger herself spoke fervently of motherhood being “the function of dignity and choice, rather than one of ignorance and chance.” Physicians, sociologists, psychologists, and more spoke explicitly about birth control as a matter of personal preference that must be guided by sound morals as well as scientific principles.24


Like Sanger, many speakers expressed a deep concern for women, those who were poor no less than those who were well-to-do, who had been destroyed by the demand that they serve as baby machines; indeed, several argued strenuously that women’s subjugation was a causal factor in the “unfitness” of many children who had been born unloved and were poorly cared for in infancy and childhood. Virginia C. Young, an Episcopal deaconess long committed to practical mission work among women and the poor, detailed this view in her own address, “Problem of the Delinquent Woman.” She insisted she was there “to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves,” for she lived and worked among streetwalkers, incarcerated prisoners, and other women treated as “flotsam and jetsam,” above all “the City Negro and the City Prostitute”: “all of them potential mothers, many of them already mothers, and most of them so badly-born themselves that they might often be said to have been ‘damned into the world.’” Young promoted the “distinctly spiritual values underlying this movement” for birth control: devotion to a world in which all children were wanted, every citizen was loved, and each person felt equally called to “a fostering of all that is beautiful and worthy and precious for the strengthening and enriching and glorifying of human life.” Until women were freed from subjugation, children who were unwanted, unloved, and unfit would continue to be born and suffer lives of misery.25


At last, on November 13, it was Sanger’s turn to deliver her long-awaited culminating lecture at the conference. Arriving at the Town Hall that evening, the famous woman thrust her way through a boisterous crowd to the entrance door. But instead of entering triumphantly, Sanger found the doors locked against her—an attempt by Manhattan police to halt the meeting. When the doors opened to let out the crowds already gathered inside, she was whisked up by adoring and indignant fans and propelled to the stage, where she made repeated attempts to convene the meeting and address the promised lecture subject, “Birth Control: Is It Moral?” to no avail. Within minutes, Captain Thomas Donahue had physically seized her, escorted her offstage, and arrested her along with fellow activist Mary Winsor. Officers paraded the women to police headquarters while hundreds of Sanger supporters defiantly sang “My Country ’Tis of Thee” in their wake. Sanger could not have staged a more dramatic episode to publicize her cause—or, as it soon turned out, to highlight what she now perceived to be the gravest threat to American liberty and women’s freedom: the Roman Catholic hierarchy.


Sanger and Winsor spent the night in jail before a court magistrate released them without charges the next morning for lack of evidence, and the police disruption of the meeting made front-page news for days.26 The most explosive story appeared on November 15 in the New York Times, “Birth Control Raid Made by Police on Archbishop’s Order.” The first sentence put it bluntly: “The police suppression of the birth control meeting at the Town Hall Sunday night, which culminated in the arrest of two of the speakers after they had refused to leave the stage, was brought about at the instance of Archbishop Patrick J. Hayes of this Roman Catholic Archdiocese.” Hayes’s secretary, Monsignor Joseph P. Dineen, had been present at the meeting, and reporters put the pieces together from there: Sanger had invited the archbishop to the meeting, the archbishop’s office had sent a complaint to police headquarters, and the monsignor met up with Donohue at the meeting to induce him to shut it down.27 The legal reasoning for halting it was shaky—hence the police acted extralegally—but church leaders believed it was morally justified. The conference conveners rescheduled the meeting on birth control’s morality for November 18, as Sanger worked tirelessly to stir public indignation toward the Catholic leaders’ bullying tactics.


At stake in the ensuing skirmish over public discussion of sexual morality were the limits of liberty as well as religion’s role as a help or hindrance to democracy. Rivals debated what sort of religion was compatible with American freedom, an issue that had long percolated in American culture. But unlike the period in which Comstock’s directives loomed large, in the wake of women’s suffrage many were concerned with how religion would or could accommodate women’s newly gained rights. Sanger’s allies and a broad swath of birth control supporters believed that such rights included the freedom to speak publicly about contraception; religion could not rightfully restrict that privilege. Sanger’s ouster and arrest at the hands of those who apparently felt otherwise bestowed these issues with new urgency.


In a public statement printed in the Times, Sanger informed readers that Catholic leaders, including the renowned John Ryan, had spurned an invitation to debate her publicly at the conference’s closing session (travel expenses defrayed), in favor of surreptitious sabotage. Sanger made sure to note that the offer still stood. She continued, “I am inviting Archbishop Hayes, or any representative he wishes to send, to the meeting next Friday night. We hope the Archbishop will attend or be represented to present the Catholic Church’s side of Birth Control.”28 In advertising these invitations to conservative religious figures, Sanger suggested that she extended the privilege of public debate even to those unwilling to extend the same courtesy to her; the birth control cause, she proposed, had nothing to fear from open examination of all sides of the issue. Catholic leaders’ refusal to debate Sanger publicly, while pressuring police behind the scenes to silence her, cast them as both timid and undemocratic.


The press saw it her way, and the affair quickly became a story of Catholic cowardice and patriarchal bullying, transforming Sanger’s cause by adding and amplifying an anti-Catholic component to it. Subsequent reporting highlighted statements by birth control supporters that the “utter absurdity” of police attacking the meeting was “the very best that could have happened,” for the harassment motivated apathetic bystanders to awaken and fight the Catholic despots.29 Members of the conference committee stoked such sentiments by adopting a resolution that protested “the outrageous action of the police in closing the mass meeting, especially in view of the statements that the action was taken on the direction of the Roman Catholic hierarchy.”30 Many of the social elites making such charges were of the sort who, until very recently, surely would not have dreamed of discussing contraception in polite society, whatever they thought of the Comstock laws. A dramatic shift in conventional wisdom was underway regarding the importance of Sanger’s cause and her right to promote it.


The venue of the police interference surely helped frame the debate. Finished only ten months before, the Town Hall had been built by the League for Political Education, an affluent group of suffragists and socialites intent to create a civic space devoted to open inquiry and discussion of assorted topics. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish leaders had publicly united at the laying of the cornerstone in praise of free speech, democratic education, and what Rabbi Stephen S. Wise called “the religion of America,” all embodied in the new edifice and its activities.31 When the Town Hall opened in January 1921, the festivities lasted a full week. “YE SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH, AND THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE,” declared the plaque on the building’s façade, quoting John 8:32. Indeed, the building’s patrons, religious and secular, were confident that open inquiry would lead, inevitably, to the heights of emancipated civilization. Standing at the heart of Times Square—123 West Forty-Third Street, between Sixth Avenue and Broadway—the structure loomed tall, a monument to free speech more majestic than the glittering temples of consumer capitalism surrounding it. With its suffragist provenance, the building also stood as a proud symbol of women’s freedom, at least the freedom of those who were white, native-born, and well-situated. For those still skeptical of Catholicism’s compatibility with American ideals, wresting Margaret Sanger off that particular stage was nothing less than a strategy to muzzle democratic principles and stifle an emancipated woman.


When Sanger finally delivered her lecture on November 18 at the Park Theatre, twenty policemen and an additional twenty private guards stood watch over a setting where, according to the New York Times, “fully 8,000 persons, men and women, struggled to get into a place that holds only 1,500.”32 The subject of Sanger’s address remained, “Is Birth Control Moral?,” but the event now supplied an opportunity to denounce the tactics of suppression used by church and police and to link these tightly with Catholic opposition to birth control writ large. The Episcopal priest of St. George’s Church, Karl Reiland, chaired the meeting as originally planned, and he publicly announced his “emphatic protest against the outrageous and unwarranted interference” that stopped the earlier meeting. Others spoke too—notably Harold Cox, an English journalist and former member of Parliament—and highlighted the moral values behind the birth control crusade while castigating Catholic pretensions to serving as arbiters of Nature and natural law.33


Sanger’s speech was the main event. She addressed head-on the question of morality, contrasting her approach to that of her Catholic opponents and contending that the discussion of morality belongs not merely to theologians and scientists but to “the people,” and most especially those oppressed for centuries: women.34




The church has ever opposed the progress of woman on the ground that her freedom would lead to immorality. We ask the church to have more confidence in women. We ask the opponents of this movement to reverse the methods of the church, which aims to keep women moral by keeping them in fear and in ignorance, and to inculcate into them a higher and truer morality based upon knowledge. And ours is the morality of knowledge. If we cannot trust woman with the knowledge of her own body, then I claim that two thousand years of Christian teaching has proved to be a failure.35





In this, the speech of her life, Sanger threw the Catholic hierarchy’s accusations of women’s selfishness back against church leaders themselves. What was truly selfish and immoral, she argued, was to keep women down by force, rather than encourage their flourishing through knowledge. Church leaders gave few signs of being anything but power-hungry and cruel, in her rendering. Their disruption of the Town Hall meeting—“a disgrace to liberty-loving people, and to all traditions we hold dear in the United States”—was thoroughly in line with their suppression of women.36


Sanger plainly believed that the Catholic Church embodied a patriarchal hierarchy that used fear and intimidation to demean and degrade women. She thus condemned Catholicism on the two grounds that mattered most to her promotion of birth control: the church’s treatment of women as slavish procreators and the threat of increasing race degeneracy if Catholics and nonwhites bore too many children. The right of a child “to be desired” was also crucial; indeed, controlling conception dignified the mother-child relationship and expressed a more civilized moral code of “greater forethought for others” and ultimately “a higher sanction for the value of life itself.”37 Female emancipation, the rights of children, and racial uplift were once again stitched together into a seamless whole, this one a protest against the Catholic hierarchy and a reassessment of what it meant to value life.


Following Sanger’s performance, opponents rose to air their views. Archbishop Hayes had not responded to her invitation to speak that evening, but other critics were on hand, most notably Canon William Sheafe Chase of the Garden City Episcopal Cathedral. Chase issued a fiery condemnation of the reformers’ ostensible atheism, calling them “deficient in moral and psychological insight” and preoccupied with “outward and material progress.” Their “vague humanitarianism without God” caused them to resort to “mechanical means” for race betterment, when they ought instead to be “educating souls in self-control.”38 For the birth control advocates on hand, Canon Chase, known for his activism on behalf of Prohibition and censorship, was an heir to the reviled Anthony Comstock. Indeed, Chase represented an extension of Comstock’s model of anti-obscenity activism: he went on to fight obscenity in the movies through his Federal Motion Picture Council, and he also worked assiduously to oppose the sex education materials distributed by reformers, objecting vociferously to any mention of female sexual pleasure. Chase exemplified the continuing skepticism among some Protestants toward the sorts of moral arguments made by Sanger, even as the tides began to shift around them.39


After the critics concluded, Sanger got the final word. She responded to their advocacy of sexual self-control over birth control by noting that the nation’s laws robbed married women of the very right and possibility of sexual self-control, placing the decision for sex entirely within the realm of men. Those laws plainly had to change, Sanger declared, and the American woman “must have control over her own body.” Men too needed the right to control procreation; this was a freedom not solely intended for women. Above all, Sanger advocated a freedom that was to be in service to marriage, not debauchery—to love and fidelity against the painful circumstances that led to adultery and marital breakdown.40


Sanger’s final comments aimed specifically at the notion she took to be central to the Catholic position: that the sole purpose of sex was for the procreation of children. Calling that argument “perfectly absurd” because it reduced humans to the level of animals, she pled for sex as the “sacred” and “beautiful” expression of love between two people, even when they did not intend to have children. “I contend that they can go into that relationship with the same beauty and the same holiness with which they go into music or to prayer.”41 Calling sexual power that which “gives us spiritual illumination,” Sanger echoed sex mystics from Alice Stockham and Ida Craddock to Edward Carpenter and D. H. Lawrence, who sought to raise sex from the gutter in which they felt Comstock and Catholics had thrown it.


In the immediate wake of the Town Hall raid, church leaders—well acquainted with Sanger’s notoriety and radicalism—hardly leapt to her defense. The Christian Century, the weekly organ of American mainline liberal Protestantism, appears to have simply ignored the raid altogether; in 1921, the topic of birth control remained too delicate a subject for open and public discussion in the Protestant churches. That would rapidly change, however, spearheaded by the explosive revulsion for what seemed to the mainstream press to be Catholic prudery and anti-American authoritarianism. So successfully did the tide turn after Sanger’s public ouster from the Town Hall that even many who had heretofore opposed her cause rallied sympathetically to her defense, marking a sea change in the news coverage of Sanger, birth control, and the Catholic hierarchy. An editorial in the Outlook, a widely read weekly news journal, made the point clearly, saying that while editors were “not in sympathy with Mrs. Sanger’s methods” and “very doubtful about the good taste and wisdom of discussing the subject of birth control… in a public hall before a popular audience,” the “violent” and “brutal” behavior of the police warranted protest as “a dangerous and, we think, illegal violation… of the fundamental right of free speech guaranteed by the United States Constitution.”42 The event tapped into old Protestant trepidations about tyrannical church control of civic issues—an issue that, in the press coverage, virtually trumped discussion of the sexual issues at hand. Freedom itself, more than chastity, appeared to be the moral value most clearly threatened in this dispute.


A blistering editorial in the New Republic, a periodical that had long favored legalizing birth control, made this connection even clearer, insisting that Archbishop Hayes’s behind-the-scenes enlistment of the police as “puppets” for the suppression of free speech could have easily gone unexposed, had Sanger not been “so courageous a woman” or the magistrate who dismissed her case not “upright.” The writer, likely TNR editor Herbert Croly—a friend and supporter of Sanger—pointed out that Hayes’s protest was the church’s clearest and most public sign yet of wholesale opposition to birth control, and that these positions (anti–free speech and anti–birth control) were deeply linked. “Birth control is obnoxious to men and women of obscurantist mind,” he wrote, and the effort to deny public discussion of the issue showed the weakness of its case. Catholics opposed divorce too, after all, but American lawmakers did not think they needed to abide by “natural law,” much less suppress discussion of the topic. Gleefully, this writer noted that the archbishop’s failed tactics of suppression had only strengthened Sanger’s cause and that, consequently, “the outlook for the birth control movement is brighter than it ever was.”43


Hayes continued to stand at the center of the birth control movement’s spotlight, exhibit A for what, to critics, was so awful about the Catholic Church: its insistence on “compulsory maternity,” its romanticization of suffering and refusal to ameliorate the miseries that followed upon “unregulated breeding,” its dogged claims of the “unnaturalness” of contraception, the forced obedience to arbitrary dogma, its reliance on thought control and denial of the right of people to think for themselves, its imposition of sexual abstinence on the priesthood, and its aim of suppressing sexuality writ large among the human population.44 Sanger’s critiques circulated widely as, together, Woman and the New Race and The Pivot of Civilization—two works that elaborated these claims in detail, along with her own felt persecution at the hands of Catholic leaders—sold 567,000 copies between 1920 and 1926.45 Catholic leaders had “worked miracles of publicity that would have been impossible to a regiment of press-agents,” she later wrote; she reveled in making that point every chance she got.46


The First American Birth Control Conference and the Town Hall raid, as it came to be known, launched a decade of tumultuous religious conflict over contraception. Popular support for birth control grew, and many religious leaders sought to clarify, revise, or rethink their positions on contraception. Sanger’s own role was never uncontroversial, and many distanced themselves from her more radical pronouncements. But there is little doubt that both her outspokenness and the very fact of having her speech stifled prompted many to reconsider their attitudes no less than it spurred Catholic critics on the other side. American church leaders knew of Sanger’s loathing of their patriarchal suppression of women; indeed, their apparent involvement in the Town Hall raid suggested how dangerous Archbishop Hayes feared her to be.


Sanger persistently framed the debate as one about bedrock American values, particularly free speech and American democratic principles of equality. The Catholic Church could preach what it wanted to its own people, but turning doctrine into law was antidemocratic.47 She berated church authorities in Rome for irresponsibly encouraging the uncontrolled breeding of poor and rich alike, resulting in enormous and interconnected social evils that weakened the nation, such as poverty, prostitution, low wages, child labor, and war. Over and over again, she built on the theme—already developed prior to the conference but immeasurably aided by the Town Hall raid—that Christian hierarchs were mulish obstacles to change who, “for the sake of an outworn dogma of submission,” would shamelessly wreck the lives of women by calling on them to “breed, breed, breed” and “condemn their progeny to pain, want, disease and helplessness.”48 The full and equal citizenship of American women, only recently earned at the ballot box, was at stake.


The most important effect of the Town Hall episode, with Sanger’s arrest front and center, was that it directly situated sex at the center of a widely publicized and very public debate. Sex itself was a subtext in a much vaster quarrel about the meaning of American ideals. Questions of free speech and democratic deliberation, religious authority and the power of the state, the limits of liberty and women’s emancipation: all were now, more explicitly than ever before, linked to publicly disputed norms of sexuality and reproduction. Cherished sexual values were subjected to frank and open examination, if not entirely denuded of euphemism. Sanger’s arrest helped her to make not just a moral argument for contraception but also a political argument for contraception—or at least for the right to talk about it. With this argument, she recast contraception advocacy from something radical into an all-American pursuit, and opposition to birth control as fundamentally anti-American.


The fracas following Town Hall accelerated a war between competing religious authorities and modes of moral advocacy, one that started in high circles of leadership but would soon permeate the pews and disperse widely into the American citizenry. Sanger linked claims about morality and about sex with claims about politics, casting those who disagreed with her about sexual matters as both immoral and un-American. By doing this so successfully, Sanger—perhaps more than any other figure before or since—drew the battle lines employed by religious and political leaders in the long national war over sex. In years to come, the emerging disagreements between Protestant and Catholic leaders evident during the Town Hall raid controversy would widen. Even as they increasingly diverged and looked on each other with disdain, if not contempt, the Catholic and Protestant views of sex shaped themselves into newly settled dogma.


CATHOLIC OFFICIALS HAD SOUGHT TO quiet Sanger’s advocacy of contraception by saying such discussion was inappropriate. Paradoxically, the clergy’s efforts to silence her and—when she was not silenced—their subsequent rebuttals of her position actually provoked leaders to speak more loudly about sex than ever before. This was surely an inadvertent effect of the attempt to prevent the Town Hall meeting from taking place, which aimed at ceasing public discussion altogether. After that event, clerical authorities who had worked hard to show that American Catholics were just as virtuous and patriotic as other Americans, found themselves on the defensive in this conflict, and those at the top of the US hierarchy were forced to defend church doctrine to large-scale audiences of often suspicious non-Catholics.


By the early 1920s, after several long waves of European immigration, there were approximately twenty million Catholics in America, comprising about 20 percent of the population. But while Catholic people were very much a minority, the numbers had increased by about eleven million in the past forty years, and the Roman Catholic Church was the largest single religious body in the nation.49 To many non-Catholics, its political influence was outsized and worrisome, and many feared that Catholics ultimately wanted an American theocracy based on church doctrine. These fears were especially profound in urban areas with large Catholic populations—such as Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and above all New York, the largest and reputedly wealthiest Catholic archdiocese in the United States at the time—where local bishops could wield tremendous political power.50


This was certainly the case with Archbishop Hayes in New York. As a fairly new archbishop in 1921—he had risen to the post in March 1919—Hayes was perhaps best known as one of the creators of the National Catholic War Council (NCWC), the first permanent organization of Catholic bishops throughout the country (later renamed the National Catholic Welfare Conference). In this role, Hayes was one of the four American Catholic bishops who signed the progressive “Program of Social Reconstruction,” written by John Ryan. For leaders like these, birth control was the very opposite of a social justice issue: as Ryan wrote in a scathing letter to one birth control proponent who had the audacity to solicit him for money and membership in the American Birth Control League, “I had much rather give the money to an organization for the training of prize-fighters. It would aid in the development of at least some manly and human qualities.”51 Fighting birth control was a fight for the poor, as they saw it; and they surely resented the fact that Sanger and her allies had framed the Catholic position in such different, wholly negative terms—as an authoritarian grab for power and the wholesale repression of women’s rights.


In a public statement outlining his opposition both to the conference’s public forum and to birth control more generally, Archbishop Hayes spoke as “a citizen and a churchman, deeply concerned with the moral well-being of our city,” and he argued that his “protest against the use of the open forum for the propaganda of birth control” was in no way sectarian but for the welfare of the larger public. Hayes declared that he spoke for nearly a million American women, not counting the “thousands of other indignant women and distressed mothers” who were shocked by the public discussion of “a subject that simple prudence and decency… should keep within the walls of a clinic.” But like Ryan, he also showed agreement with some of the eugenic appeals of birth control, adducing evidence from those he deemed “distinguished scientists” concerned to head off “the impending deterioration of the race.” Hayes cited the recent New York meeting of the International Congress of Eugenics for its emphasis, “if the race was to be better born,” on such goods as monogamous marriage, “more children in the families of the well-to-do as a moral duty,” and “better safeguards against the marriage of imbeciles and insane.”52 Far from refuting any of this eugenic language of a “better born” race, Hayes concluded, “Human experience confirms all this.” His conclusion made a similar appeal to nativist, eugenic fears of the demise of the American (white) race, particularly the upper classes: “May Divine Providence inspire America to fix its canon against self-slaughter at the very source of human life, lest the sacred and highest end of the family—mother and child—vanish from our homes, and the stranger, alien to the American ideal, who, however, obeyed God’s command to increase and multiply, enter to possess the land.”53


Catholic teaching staunchly opposed basic assumptions of the birth control movement, and Catholic leaders at this time sought to refute what they deemed Sanger’s malicious misrepresentations of their moral priorities. According to Catholic doctrine, contraception distorted God’s plan for a holy Christian marriage by interfering with the sexual act between husband and wife and preventing the natural possibility of conception. That teaching was simply nonnegotiable (outside of what would later be termed the “rhythm method”). Catholic leaders also opposed the movement’s advocacy of women’s freedom to own and control their bodies. To traditional Catholics, women did have a moral duty to preserve and uphold traditional values; they were not supposed to create a “new sex morality” quite distinct from church teaching, as Sanger would have it.54 Feminine submission in marriage and motherhood (or, alternately, in the chasteness of the convent) was a divine duty, not a relic of the past. Moreover, just because the clergy forbade birth control did not mean the church was imprisoning its own people by means of fear, ignorance, and a merciless doctrine of submission to authoritarian leadership. Church leaders understood the ideas they were up against in terms of the very definition of womanhood which the birth control movement threatened to upend.


While the Catholic position did not exactly harden, in this climate it gathered passionate intensity for a robust defense. Reasonably enough, Catholic leaders took full advantage of the birth controllers’ anti-Catholic rhetoric for their own ends. As they worked to stoke lay Catholic indignation at Sanger’s persistent ill treatment of them, they harnessed that anger for the cause of sexual morality. A 1923 article by Paulist father J. Elliot Ross, published in the popular Catholic World, was typical. Ross, citing Tertullian to the effect that “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of new Christians,” consoled readers that “persecution is good for the Church.” That apparently universal truth boded well in the present context, since, Ross noted, a “bitter campaign of vilification” against Catholics was raging. For over a year, accounts had been coming in of anti-Catholic discrimination: public schools were terminating Catholic teachers, for instance, and it seemed to some as if a wholesale Protestant boycott against Catholics were being waged. Formerly lax and lukewarm Catholics were not only now shoring up their faith and renewing their interest in the church but growing more activist on the issue of birth control. “Persecution brings out a latent faith,” Ross assured readers, “just as war brings out a latent patriotism.” And not only that: the anti-Catholic campaign had drawn in many non-Catholics as well. Ross concluded on a gleeful if bloodthirsty note: “If they would only be goaded into giving us a few real martyrs, if they would actually kill a few Catholics because they were Catholics, converts would roll in like a great tidal wave.”55


Less than two and a half years after the First American Birth Control Conference, on March 24, 1924, Archbishop Hayes rose to the rank of cardinal. The Vatican appointment seemed clearly indicative of Rome’s approval of Hayes’s public defense of the faith against the sort of emancipatory freethinking agenda represented by Sanger. An apparent favorite of Pope Pius XI—a writer for Time magazine in 1935 noted that the pope called him caro fratello (“dear little brother”)—Hayes remained in that post for the rest of his life, mostly refraining from the sort of public confrontation he had earlier executed with Sanger.56 But he did speak out against birth control when he deemed it necessary, as when he deduced non-Catholics were once again misrepresenting the Catholic position and delivered a sermon at St. Patrick’s Cathedral emphasizing his regret and uncomfortable embarrassment at addressing this subject “to good, clean people like you.” Nonetheless, the “Prophets of Decadence” were loudly preaching this “perversion” of the reproductive faculty, and therefore it was “impossible for me to remain silent.”57


It is no small irony that what spurred Catholic leaders to speak more directly and vigorously in public about contraception than they had likely ever done before was Sanger’s activism. Later observers have agreed that Sanger had greater success than church leaders in informing Catholics of their own church’s position on contraception. And since it was untenable to allow her such leeway to educate their flocks, Sanger and the birth control movement forced Catholics to speak when they, like Hayes, may have wished to remain silent. That is, while Catholic leaders would say that American culture was changing (and declining) while the church remained a fortress of natural, long-promulgated law, Sanger herself in fact impelled the church to speak loudly about sex.


And not only loudly: later observers would note that it was largely due to Sanger’s public notoriety and activism that the Catholic Church developed its stance into an inflexible position that ultimately “eviscerated nuance,” as one put it: a refusal to differentiate between beliefs about natural law, human life, God’s authority over sex, and the value of suffering compressed these into “a tightly woven rhetorical package,” such that Catholics “lumped contraception, forced sterilization, euthanasia, and abortion into the same abhorrent category.”58 By this logic, access to contraceptives was basically equivalent to these other evils, and allowing it led to what editors at the Catholic periodical Commonweal warned would be “the ultimate destruction of human liberty at the hands of an absolute pagan state.”59 This equivalency position, with its dire political overtones, was a position that many outside the church increasingly found inexplicable, rigid, and antiquated. That seemingly inflexible Catholic standpoint combined with the fame that rapidly accrued to Sanger in the wake of the First American Birth Control Conference essentially transformed the feminist leader into one of the most famous and effective activists in the nation’s history.60


In February 1926, the director and executive secretary of Sanger’s American Birth Control League, Anne Kennedy, had a private meeting with Patrick J. Ward, who was employed by the National Catholic Welfare Conference. That “unlikely political encounter,” as one expert called it, revealed the “widening gulf between Catholic and Protestant perspectives on marriage” less than five years after Sanger’s ouster from the Town Hall stage. In an urgent memorandum to his superior, Father John Burke, concerning this meeting, Ward first dismissively listed Kennedy’s reasons for favoring birth control. “Little new in her statement of the case. Advanced the usual stock arguments of economic conditions, being practical, spacing children, mothers’ health, the right of people to ask and physicians to give medical information, etc., etc.” Plainly, the “stock arguments” of Kennedy and Sanger carried no weight with Ward or his priestly leader.61


Then Ward got to the real shocker:




She holds that aside from the propagation of children, the sexual act has of itself a spiritual and uplifting (!) value which it was intended to have by the Creator. It is an expression of supreme attachment and the unity of two beings. It can therefore be indulged in not only legitimately but is a help in our spiritual progress, apart altogether from its use to bring a child into the world. For this reason science is helping man in his spiritual progress by putting into his hands means more hygienic and prophylactic than heretofore used.… I told Mrs. Kennedy the so called spiritual value she was putting on the sexual act was a purely emotional and sensual one. The spirituality of the act lay solely in the knowledge and in the disposition at the moment of conception that a human being was being brought into existence endowed with a soul in God’s image and likeness, and which it was God’s intention should one day return to Him to enjoy eternal bliss.62





The parenthetical exclamation point accented how absurd the Catholic hierarchy found the suggestion that sex might be a wholesome act even if conception did not occur.


But “the most important result” of this meeting, in Ward’s terms, was Kennedy’s disclosure that the American Birth Control League was “considering Federal legislation to allow doctors to give contraceptive advice” (emphasis in original) and, still more, to distribute and sell contraceptive devices obtained directly from manufacturers. Coming efforts to change American laws pertaining to birth control would pose a whole new host of challenges to a church that had been compelled to take a more public stance on contraception, for in light of such legal challenges Catholics found themselves entangled in national political debates on intimate sexual matters. The tides were shifting on women’s roles and the regulation of sex, thanks in no small part to Sanger, the woman once baptized Roman Catholic, and American Catholic leaders felt duty-bound to speak out politically like never before.63


PROTESTANTS, TOO, WERE TRANSFORMED BY Sanger and the birth control movement, particularly as a result of the Town Hall raid. Sanger had opened a door to church leaders in her final speech, when she asked them to “have more confidence in women.” That invitation was tinged with a taunt, of sorts—“If we cannot trust woman with the knowledge of her own body, then I claim that two thousand years of Christian teaching has proved to be a failure”—but she held fast in her hope that some church leaders saw it her way and would work collaboratively with her movement.64 That hope bore fruit—for whatever ambivalence toward contraception remained prior to the Town Hall raid, Protestant acceptance of birth control coalesced quickly and dramatically during the 1920s.






[image: image]

Sanger has her mouth bound as a protest against not being allowed to discuss birth control, Boston, 1929. BETTMANN VIA GETTY IMAGES.








Fear of Catholicism was an important factor enabling Sanger’s rapid and far-reaching success among Protestants. Aided by the associations between Catholic authoritarianism and anti-Americanism, and by widespread indignation that a celibate clergy would dare to halt even discussion of contraception in a democratic society, Sanger exploited anti-Catholicism to secure Protestant support. She worked diligently, often behind the scenes, to reach out and secure greater openness on the part of Protestant leaders toward birth control—and toward sexuality more broadly. However little stock she may have put in the religious arguments about morality that occupied Protestant clergy and church committees grappling with the subject, Sanger understood the importance of securing Protestants as allies. And she continued, in this endeavor, to make the most of the strategic usefulness attached to anti-Catholicism.


One of Sanger’s allies, the Anglican priest William R. Inge, dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, elaborated this view of the Protestant-Catholic contrast with particular disdain. In a 1923 Atlantic Monthly essay, revealingly titled “Catholic Church and Anglo-Saxon Mind,” Inge sought to explain precisely what distinguished Protestantism from Catholicism. All sorts of racial presumptions pervaded the article (submissive Poles, Irish, and Mediterraneans versus the hard-working Nordics), but Inge’s chief point was to show that the Catholic Church “has steadily developed, in accordance with the inner logic of its principles, into an autocratic, militant empire claiming universal sovereignty.” The fatal flaw was indelible and permanent, as the very notion of independence, to Inge, was “absolutely irreconcilable with Catholicism.” Inge went on to make typical claims about Catholics being more loyal to church teaching than to their own nation (describing the church as “a powerful solvent of state loyalty”).65 Ultimately, the Vatican was “anti-democratic,” Inge noted; there was no room for any notion of progress, and the best thinkers of modern times were “banned as poisonous.” In short, “the Catholic universe of truth is static.” Inge’s unforgiving conclusion was that Catholicism, despite its “numerous and potent… attractions” for masses of people, was “an imposture.” Protestantism, by contrast, was “the religion of the genuinely modern culture, the civilization of experimental science and hopeful political experiments.” Protestantism did not merely accept but openly welcomed the advances of “philosophy, Biblical criticism, and natural science,” making it ultimately “the form of religion which is homogenous with and adapted to modern civilization.” Inge spoke for many birth control supporters in condemning Catholicism as, at base, anti-American.66


While Protestant anti-Catholicism played a significant role in the Protestant acceptance of birth control, animus toward Catholics was not the only, or even the most important, factor. As Inge suggested, the Protestant position on birth control followed an internal modernist logic consistent with a progressive position on a number of other issues in American society, including the teaching of Darwinian evolution and the publication of literature formerly deemed obscene. Progress appeared inevitable and largely good; knowledge led to illumination and the betterment of society; independence of thought and intellectual freedom were absolutely essential to true understanding and development, and antithetical to self-appointed authorities. These were some of the positive grounds on which Protestants could base their support for birth control access as well as critique the Catholic Church. Protestants knew that the Catholic hierarchy was insistently anti-Protestant and had been since the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. If American Protestants were open about voicing their own anti-Catholicism, it was within a much longer context of vocal conflict and dissent.


Among white Protestant clerics, Sanger scored a major victory in March 1925, at the Sixth International neo-Malthusian and Birth Control Conference held at the Hotel McAlpin in New York. There, after a session on the religious and ethical dimensions of birth control, a number of Protestant and Jewish clergy—the Protestants including Episcopalian, Congregational, Unitarian, and Baptist ministers—endorsed birth control, passing a resolution calling on churches to support it as “a moral and religious duty for the betterment of the human race and the establishment of the Kingdom of God among men.” Rabbi Stephen Wise of the Free Synagogue gave a vigorous defense of the movement, noting that a child’s life was so sacred that it should only be brought forth if society could give it “fair opportunity to find its highest service.” The Reverend Dr. Charles Francis Potter, a Unitarian, called birth control “the greatest moral issue before the church today” and urgently advocated for the open distribution of technical knowledge as an antidote to immorality, insisting that even if knowledge led some into sin, the greater harm was the suffering caused by ignorance—a sign that the very definition of “immorality” was shifting. The Reverend Potter showed himself to be partisan to the eugenic side of the movement as well, insisting upon the Christian duty to stave off the births of the “unfit.”67 The topics of these and the other clergy talks varied, but the general message endorsed birth control on the grounds that it would promote monogamy, morality, peace, and health. Perhaps it was the resonance of this message that inspired Sanger to appeal to Protestants’ deepest ideals for Christian life in a book she published the following year: Happiness in Marriage was a paean to the institution and a guide for ensuring that sex between a married couple was not solely meant for procreation but was a sacred experience.


By 1927, one of the nation’s most prominent liberal Protestant clergymen, Harry Emerson Fosdick, was widely known as supporting birth control. He had first gained national renown with his 1922 sermon “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?,” which criticized fundamentalist intolerance and called for a model of “Christian fellowship” defined as “intellectually hospitable, open-minded, liberty-loving, fair, tolerant.”68 Five years later, and fourteen months after his appointment as the pastor of New York’s Park Avenue Baptist Church (the church of John D. Rockefeller Jr., which would shortly move to Riverside Drive), Fosdick delivered an explicitly pro-contraception sermon that received wide media coverage. Fosdick cited overpopulation as his main rationale for favoring birth control, while asserting the need for sexual self-control and ridiculing the “new freedom” of sexual expressionism that undercut monogamy.69 Fosdick’s sermon—along with a 1929 article, “Religion and Birth Control,” which received wide distribution and circulation when Sanger’s newly formed National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control (NCFLBC) reprinted it as a pamphlet—perfectly encapsulated the grounds on which religious leaders were willing to support the birth control cause, none more important than strengthening marriage.70 Indeed, as one historian has noted, it was marriage itself that gave Protestant clergy an “existential opening to other-than-absolutist views on marital contraception,” differentiating themselves sharply from Catholics.71


The NCFLBC aimed to generate a national lobbying effort to convince members of Congress to amend the federal laws that still listed contraceptive information and devices as obscene and forbade their transmittal through the postal service. Sanger knew that Protestant leaders and their denominations were a crucial constituency that needed to be lobbied, and she did so with gusto, attending countless church conventions in order to reach religious leaders directly and corresponding regularly with them by mail, as she urged them to reach out to fellow ministers within their own denominations. Although her legislative goals were not quickly met, her extensive efforts with clergy bore much fruit among religious communities.


A number of Protestant leaders interacted with Sanger behind the scenes. For instance, in April 1929, the Unitarian John Haynes Holmes, minister of the Community Church of New York, initiated a correspondence with Sanger that would last several years. It began with Holmes offering his support in the wake of a recent raid upon Sanger’s clinic, “a perfectly outrageous affair” that Holmes believed was initiated by “the same old benighted forces” she had long fought.72 Sanger thanked Holmes for his offer to help, and by September 1930 he was serving as vice chair of the eastern district of the National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control. She spoke at Holmes’s church on more than one occasion and wrote a short blurb to honor his twenty-fifth anniversary in the church’s ministry in 1932; in between, Holmes actively supported Massachusetts senator Frederick Gillett’s bill to remove significant federal restrictions on physicians’ ability to distribute contraception. As their warm correspondence shows, Sanger and Holmes worked collaboratively on several fronts to persuade others of the rightness of the birth control cause.73 Protestant denominations began taking a stand in favor of her committee’s bill to repeal the Comstock law.


Sanger was gaining allies not only among white Protestants but among African Americans as well, including religious leaders. During the 1920s, coverage of Sanger’s campaign in the black press was overwhelmingly positive, as black writers editorialized about the positive gains to be made from the birth control movement. In February 1923, a writer for the Baltimore-based Afro-American, a black-owned-and-operated newspaper, remarked approvingly on Sanger’s recent visit to Baltimore and noted that the government must either permit women to obtain contraceptive knowledge or set aside funds to aid their children. Two years later, William N. Jones, in his regular column for the Afro-American, wrote of the progress to be wrought from the movement’s promotion of “the deeper meaning of the marriage vow in future children.” A few years later, the paper transcribed the entire commencement address delivered by Dr. Adam Clayton Powell of New York’s Abyssinian Baptist Church to Nannie Helen Burroughs’s National Training School for Women and Girls in Washington, DC, where he quoted Margaret Sanger’s words in a recent address: “‘Supreme happiness does not consist in seeking one’s own pleasures, but in working for the good of others.’”74


Glowing articles in New York’s major African American newspaper, the Amsterdam News, accompanied a lecture by Sanger at the 135th Street branch of the New York Public Library, sponsored by the North Harlem Community Forum. The coverage focused again on the divide between what Sanger termed “two classes” of American women: “those who have birth control and those who have not”—rich and poor. Enthusiasm accompanied Sanger’s hope of establishing a birth control clinic in Harlem, and in October 1929, the social workers of Harlem, meeting at the New York Urban League headquarters, voted to endorse the plan after a persuasive speech by Sanger insisting that birth control “reduces both infant and maternal mortality,” improves “the health of the mother,” and raises “the economic condition of the entire family.” When the newly established birth control clinic in Harlem held its official “house warming” in November 1930, the featured speakers included no less than the revered African American intellectual leader Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois and the Harlem Hospital surgeon Dr. Louis T. Wright, along with prominent black clergy: Shelton Hale Bishop of Harlem’s St. Philip’s Episcopal Church (the second-oldest black Episcopal congregation), Floarda Howard of St. Jude’s Chapel (also Episcopalian), and Willard Monroe of Memorial Baptist Church. According to the Amsterdam News, “they all welcomed the establishment of such a center in Harlem,” and their support of Sanger’s work would long continue. In her column for the paper, “The Feminist Viewpoint,” Thelma Berlack Boozer praised Sanger and recommended the recent “Negro number” (a special issue focused on issues facing African Americans) of the American Birth Control League’s Birth Control Review, praising the league’s position that federal law should legalize birth control. Birth control was necessary, Boozer insisted, in order to solve the nation’s poverty and attendant ills.75


As time went on, not all coverage in the African American press was positive. In 1934, Cornelius Scott’s Atlanta Daily World rebuked Sanger and her movement for interfering with “God’s law and His plans” and lamented the selfishness of modern women who would shirk their homemaking role.76 Another negative reaction to the movement would grow among African Americans suspicious that the birth control campaign targeted blacks and was a surreptitious method of genocide. But even when her support for negative eugenics was pronounced, she made clear that the targets were “the mental defectives, the morons and those with transmissible diseases” and not racial groups, as she told an undergraduate interviewing her for the Yale University newspaper in 1934.77 Sanger condemned racism on numerous occasions and told Earl Conrad of the Chicago Defender, “The Negro’s plight here is linked with that of the oppressed around the globe.” With her message that birth control aided in dismantling racism by placing greater value on each human life, Sanger consistently had the support of many African American leaders, including clergy. The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. would eventually become an ally of the birth control movement, accepting Planned Parenthood’s Margaret Sanger award by proclaiming the importance of family planning to white and black Americans alike: “Together we can and should unite our strength for the wise preservation, not of races in general, but of the one race we all constitute—the human race.”78


The Christian leaders, black and white, who supported Sanger in the 1920s counted on her defense of traditional marriage. As a sex reformer who needed to secure deep support for her cause from religious allies, Sanger adopted a pose of conventional morality in her prescriptive writing, one she did not always live out in her private life. She believed that it was necessary to speak to potentially sympathetic constituencies in terms and values with which they identified. In this case, marriage and the family were major points on which she connected with many supporters; after all, she too had married and lived the domestic life (though eventually divorced), and she too was a mother. Church leaders’ attempt to reconcile support for contraception with a continued defense of traditional marriage would soon come under fire from conservative Protestants who saw the two as incompatible. But leaders increasingly saw support for contraception as a necessary engagement with modern realities. Whatever remnants of hesitation lurked in the hearts of Protestant leaders in 1921 about the need for substantial change regarding birth control virtually evaporated in subsequent years.


BY THE END OF THIS tumultuous decade, the polarization over birth control within American Christianity had noticeably intensified. The divergence was evident in three documents on contraception issued in close proximity to each other—one Anglican (important and influential for the Episcopal Church in the United States, and broader American Christian debates as well), one Roman Catholic, and one American Protestant. Together, these revealed much about the deepening gulf among Christians and how these groups faced the dilemma of shifting societal views on sex and gender. While Anglicans made minute but discernible adjustment to conservative principles, Catholics responded with determined retrenchment against shifting values, and American Protestants with outright acceptance of, and adjustment to, modern realities. None of these positions was without controversy. The Protestant documents generated internal disagreement during the process of their creation—there were dissenting votes on both—and all three prompted substantial conflict among American religious leaders and church members. But they did indicate the broad contours of the increasingly divided landscape.


The Anglican statement emerged out of the seventh decanal Lambeth Conference—a global convening of Anglican bishops and other church leaders to discuss matters of Christian import and offer guiding principles—which took place in August 1930. The body passed a total of seventy-five resolutions apropos various doctrinal and logistical matters, declarations that were not binding (as no Lambeth resolutions could be) but carried moral weight and influenced many American Protestants both among and beyond America’s Episcopal elite. A number of these focused on marriage and sexuality. Resolution 13, for instance, affirmed the sexual instinct as holy and divinely implanted in human nature and acknowledged the bonding function of sexual intercourse in marriage. Resolution 16 condemned abortion as an abhorrent, sinful practice. Reaping nearly all the attention in the conference’s wake, however, was Resolution 15, which argued that any “clearly felt moral obligation to limit or avoid parenthood” should follow a Christian method, the most obvious of which was total abstinence from sexual intercourse. Only when there was a “morally sound reason for avoiding complete abstinence” could other methods be used. The resolution roundly denounced the act of preventing conception, whatever the method, arising from “motives of selfishness, luxury, or mere convenience.”79 But it explicitly suggested that contraceptive methods other than abstinence did have an acceptable use, and in this, it went squarely against the 1920 Lambeth Conference, whose leaders had warned emphatically against artificial means of contraception no matter the circumstances. The change in Anglican teachings on contraception was not universally embraced. Nearly a quarter of the bishops present at Lambeth in 1930 rejected this particular resolution (193 voted for it, 67 against), and the resolution prompted a firestorm throughout the international Anglican communion, including the Episcopal Church in the United States.


Traditionalists criticized the Lambeth resolution as vague (what constituted “a morally sound reason” for eschewing abstinence?) and confused (why was abstinence so praised in a document commending contraception?), and they condemned the apparently sudden departure from doctrinal convention that disapproved of all unnatural barriers to conception. The most caustic critics understood the document to be opening the door to chaotic disruptions in Christian thinking about sex. The renowned poet and social critic T. S. Eliot (a convert to Anglicanism from Unitarianism) published a rebuttal that scathingly disparaged the statement’s excessive reliance on the individual conscience at the expense of seeking spiritual counsel from the clergy.80 In a thoroughgoing defense of traditional Christian sexual morality, the Welsh historian and government administrator J. Conway Davies argued against dislocating the sexual relationship from its biological function, raging that the Lambeth bishops were trying to intermix a Christian view of sex with a radically distinct notion of sex as “soul-union.” The latter view, exemplified in the British writers Edward Carpenter and D. H. Lawrence (not to mention Sanger herself), promoted sexual love as what Davies belittled as “an act of practical Mysticism.” The Lambeth bishops, Davies argued, had ultimately forsaken Paul and Augustine for Carpenter and Lawrence, Sigmund Freud, and the birth controllers, succumbing to thinly evidenced psychology that attributed modern neurosis to sexual problems rather than to sin and spiritual malaise.81


Such acid evaluations made clear that birth control—more precisely, the pagan, mystical, romantic, and ostensibly selfish assumptions that justified its use—led inexorably to “feminine revolt,” and to the destruction of family and society. In opening the door to contraception, claimed critics, the bishops amended two centuries of traditional teachings on human nature, gender, virginity, and the role of the church in society as well as individual salvation, presenting a “Reduced Christianity.” Now, Davies concluded in despair, “in contrast to the great Pauline utterances on the warfare between flesh and spirit, we are given a set of side-long glances at some modern problems, concluding to a prudent and circumspect muffling of the drums.”82 No matter that the bishops had meant to strengthen marriage and the family by cracking the door open to contraception. Birth control was not a humane response to practical problems; it was a warhead annihilating the traditional meaning of sex both inside and outside marriage (since birth control information could not easily be restricted to married couples). From this perspective, the Lambeth document marked a wholesale revolution in long-established Christian thinking about crucial issues of body and soul, gender and power, and the hierarchical relation between male and female.


Four months after the release of the Lambeth documents, and with many Anglican elites still up in arms, the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church clarified its own position on birth control. Pope Pius XI elucidated the church’s condemnation of contraception in the papal encyclical Casti Connubii (Of Chaste Wedlock), released on December 31, 1930. Along with its affirmation of the unchanging nature of the moral law and Catholic teaching, the encyclical directly criticized those—the Anglican bishops, that is—who adjusted their stance for rashly departing from centuries of Christian doctrine. The document also affirmed the sanctity of marriage as an indissoluble union and offered strong censure of divorce and abortion, and it charged priests to do everything possible to enforce these moral teachings among lay Catholics. Casti Connubii underlined the importance of women’s homemaking role and summoned wives to be obedient to their husbands, holding fast to traditional gender roles and meanings of sexuality as divinely ordained. All of these teachings, the text insisted, were part of a timeless, seamless, God-ordained whole.


While the document strongly reiterated the teaching that the primary end of intercourse was procreation, it recognized “secondary ends” that were not prohibited so long as the act remained “natural”—that is, open to the possibility of procreation. Such secondary ends included marital love, a theme that Catholics were not accustomed to hearing much about from official Catholic teaching. Casti Connubii also appeared to acknowledge (if somewhat obscurely and not certainly) the acceptability, so long as one did not reject parenthood outright, of intentionally avoiding intercourse during the fertile days of the wife’s menstrual cycle, presumably a licit way to forestall pregnancy through timed abstinence (what would come to be called the “rhythm method”). Nonetheless, this was an encyclical that bolstered existing church doctrine and sought to ensure that Catholics did not go the way of the Lambeth innovators. The Vatican statement was a sharp rebuke to Anglican leaders who had broached the possibility of “Christian” methods of contraception other than abstinence—and a dire warning to any others who might be tempted to follow.


Four more months passed before the third significant religious document emerged, this one from American Protestant leaders. The US press had given extensive coverage to both the Lambeth document and Casti Connubii; both were closely studied by leaders of the Protestant denominations affiliated with the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCC), a body that claimed to represent between twenty-one and twenty-two million Protestant church members in the United States. After years of political wrangling over birth control and extensive efforts by Sanger’s office to lobby church officials, it was time for Protestants to decide where they stood.


Shortly after Lambeth sanctioned birth control in limited circumstances, the FCC formed a Committee on Marriage and the Home for the purpose of rethinking its own position. Universalists, Unitarians, and Reform Jews had already clarified their support for contraception; from one angle, then, the choice facing the Protestant representatives was between standing with the traditionalist Catholic hierarchy and the Anglicans or with those religionists who had already adopted a more liberal view.83 Views were mixed, to say the least: the House of Bishops in the Protestant Episcopal Church had spoken out against birth control in 1925, but some clergy were shifting their views on the subject, as were leaders in other denominations. Chaired by the Reverend Howard C. Robbins, the former dean of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, and comprising a total of seventeen men and eleven women as signatories, the FCC committee issued a statement in April 1931 that received wide attention, including a report on the front page of the New York Times. The report showed a majority of committee members accepting birth control within marriage as “valid and moral” and as insisting that “this undoubtedly represents the prevailing Protestant point of view”; a small minority (three out of twenty-eight) claimed that the morality of contraception remained in doubt and that Christians ought to “uphold the standard of abstinence as the ideal” without recommending artificial methods.


Those committee members who endorsed the moral validity of “the careful and restrained use of contraceptives by married people” reasoned that such use allowed for the appropriate spacing of children and control of family size, protected mothers and children from undue travails and poverty, and acknowledged the inherent goodness of intercourse as an expression of a married couple’s spiritual union and love. Admitting the possibility of an increase in such evils as adultery as a result of contraceptive knowledge, the signatories further urged church, society, and parents to educate and instill morals into the nation’s youth, so that this new knowledge would be used for good rather than for ill. The dissenters, including the committee chair and two of its female members (Mrs. Orrin R. Judd, a Baptist and the president of the Council of Women for Home Missions, and Emma Bailey Spear, a Presbyterian and president of the board of the Young Women’s Christian Association), accepted the goodness of sex in marriage but held fast to abstinence as the only moral method of preventing conception.84


But the FCC committee’s disagreements were far less consequential than the points on which it agreed. The FCC committee took pains to explicate the two amazing “mysteries” that were at stake when it came to marital sex and contraception. The first and more obvious, in the context of the period’s discussions of birth control, was the creation, with God, of new and precious human life and the resulting experience of parenthood. And if it sounded traditionalist to describe the mother role as the highest realization of womanhood, the statement as plainly called the father role the supreme fulfillment of manhood. The egalitarian note struck by the equation of fatherhood and motherhood continued in the second mystery, which was the divine meaning of sex between married partners as the “supreme expression of their affection and comradeship” and a “manifestation of divine concern” for their joy—literally, a gift from God to reward their faithfulness. Committee members wanted it to be understood that, despite their disagreement on the single issue of artificial contraceptive methods, there was overall agreement that sex in marriage was good and holy quite apart from its procreative potential. Keeping desire within bounds was essential, the statement warned, in order to maintain this holiness and avoid “sex indulgence,” just as one would avoid excess in other appetites. But the statement’s bold emphasis on the sacred goodness of marital intercourse—stated in plain language, without qualification—was a significant development in American Protestant discussions of sex.85


Praise for the FCC report was soon forthcoming. The prominent Congregationalist minister Russell J. Clinchy’s defense of it appeared in the Washington Daily News (alongside an opposing piece by the Catholic priest Francis J. Hurney) and again in a prominent Congregationalist journal. Calling the report “a wise, balanced and scientific study of the physical, mental and spiritual factors of birth control,” the progressive Clinchy praised the authors for “commend[ing] the judicious, scientific and ethical use of methods of contraception for medical, eugenic and moral purposes.” He struck a robustly feminist note in emphasizing the health and well-being of the mother, insisting that a woman’s “prime function” was “not as a breeder of children” but as a “spiritual personality,” a “daughter of God” who should not be coerced into motherhood. The notion of a woman’s God-given right to control her own reproductive life could hardly acquire a more forceful defense. Clinchy also defended contraception on the grounds of children’s rights to be cared for before other children are conceived, and on its support for the happiness and lasting love of the married couple. Excessive sexual continence was “both undesirable and impossible” to couples who truly loved each other. Scientific birth control was, therefore, valid for reasons spanning a range of virtues. Clinchy imagined his audience as a like-minded group of “moral optimists” who would agree that most people would use this new technology for good, rather than for ill, and that contraception was an instrument of progress that could usher in a happier, healthier world. For those, like Catholics, who believed that this new control over reproduction was “of the devil” and had only carnal implications, “it will be the opening of the gates of death.” But for those who believed this new power was “of God,” it would bring a new era of life and love. Clinchy articulated, as well as any Protestant, the hopeful future to be sought through the liberation of married sexual love via birth control.86


The FCC report attracted reproach as well. Commonweal excoriated it in an editorial. Analyzing the report for an ethics course during his fellowship year at Union Theological Seminary, the young German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote sourly in his notes about the American Protestant turn toward the ethical, “since the dogmatic is no longer understood by Protestants,” the birth control report being one more example of the American indifference to true theology.87 The American document sparked tremendous controversy among Protestant detractors, so much so that members of the FCC spent two years fighting over it before finally laying it aside without endorsement.


The report had a massive influence nonetheless, suggesting why Sanger had worked so hard to shape it. It was both a bellwether of change and a spur to public discussion, and it was crucially shaped by Sanger’s intensive work with FCC clergy. Without acknowledging her own role in its creation (which could have been deadly to some clergy whose constituents were skeptical of Sanger), she roundly praised its emphasis on birth control as a perfectly moral way to promote women’s health and family happiness, and she maintained, as a newspaper headline put it shortly afterward, “It’s What I’d Have Written Myself.”


Protestants of this period who were increasingly accepting of birth control typically held what one historian has described as “a curious mixture of liberal and conservative views on contraception.” The “liberal” elements in Protestant acceptance of birth control included a positive view toward science and medical opinion (much of which was on contraception’s side), a focus on the laity and interest in ordinary people’s experience, an interest in privacy, an emphasis on individual rights (including the rights of women and children), a romantic sense of sexuality that interpreted human sexual intercourse as a spiritual experience, and an optimism that rightly educated people would mostly choose to be moral. The “conservative” elements that blended with these ideas were, chiefly, a concern with marriage between one man and one woman as the bedrock of civilization, a profound concern for social order and stability (hence the appeal of eugenics), a positive view of the self-control necessary to all human social relations, and an interest in holding on to important aspects of tradition even as times were changing.88 That mix was essential for persuading a wide range of Christians that contraceptive advocacy was contrary neither to their faith nor to fundamental American values.


Sanger’s cooperation with clergy continued after the report was issued, and the FCC found itself in need of her help. Amid the controversy over the report, a high-ranking FCC administrator, Worth M. Tippy, wrote a worried letter to Sanger noting that the birth control statement had “aroused more opposition within the Protestant churches than we had expected” and that some churches were dissociating themselves altogether from the FCC. Tippy asked her for names of wealthy birth control supporters from whom he could appeal for money, adding, “I assume that you would not want your name used in any such appeals.” Sanger scribbled a note on the letter that she would “help in every way gladly,” and her formal response affirmed that she was “grieved” by this opposition, would eagerly send names to help the FCC, and had “no objection whatsoever to your using my name in any way possible if it will be of help to you.” She continued, “I admire so tremendously the courage the Federal Council has had in taking up this subject that I want to help in every way possible to strengthen your hand and I know that there are hundreds of others who feel the same way.” Tippy regularly came back to Sanger with specific monetary amounts he needed and begged for her further assistance, which she regularly gave, including contributions from her own funds.89 The money she helped raise even paid for the hiring of a new administrator, L. Foster Wood, whose work appeared to focus entirely on educating churches for birth control. Sanger periodically reached out to supporters, such as the wealthy banker and philanthropist George Blumenthal, to help pay Wood’s salary and the budget for his work.90 Keeping careful track of donor names and contributions—and making clear that she expected her investment to reap real results in terms of support for the birth control movement—Sanger helped the FCC financially in this way for a number of years to come, helping it to survive the loss of support from conservative Protestants.


Hence the Federal Council of Churches continued on a steady course in a progressive direction on birth control and sex more generally, despite the growing complaints of some conservative members. In 1932, its Committee on Marriage and the Home compiled and published what it titled A Bibliography on Young People’s Relationships, Marriage and Family Life, a twenty-three-page annotated list of recommended books in this area. While most titles focused on subjects such as parenting, instilling religious values in children, health, and “mental hygiene,” a good number of the sources had something to do with sex: for instance, Parents and Sex Education, by science writer and educator B. C. Gruenberg; The Sexual Side of Marriage, by physician M. J. Exner; and The Sex Life of Youth, by Grace Loucks Elliott and Harry Bone. Another typical title was Young People’s Relationships, a pamphlet manual for church leaders of young people ages sixteen to nineteen, penned by Benjamin S. Winchester for the FCC’s Conference on Preparation for Marriage and Homemaking.91


Winchester’s pamphlet played a small but telling role in the growing opposition of the conservative Protestant camp to the changes that were afoot in mainline Protestantism in the wake of the twin movements for women’s rights and birth control access. A fundamentalist weekly, the Sunday School Times, became a frequent critic of the FCC while under the editorship of Charles Gallaudet Trumbull, who nineteen years earlier had written a heroic biography of Anthony Comstock. In August 1932, an uncredited writer for the paper lambasted Winchester’s publication as “vile” for discussing such topics as dancing, “petting,” and the possible naturalness of “the sex impulse”; the writer also approvingly cited a Southern Presbyterian missive associating the FCC with “sex filth” and a Northern Presbyterian dissenter reacting with disgust to the FCC because of “the horrible birth-control scandal of last year.” While the fundamentalists echoed the Catholics in opposing contraception, they were also critical of Catholicism: in the same issue, for instance, a writer denounced “the sensuous charm of the great cathedrals of Roman Catholicism, enslaving mortal souls by pagan rites rendered alluringly beautiful” and the “cheap and tawdry idolatry of this great apostate church.”92 Catholic-fundamentalist rapprochement around sexual issues was far in the future, but the birth control issue intensified both Catholic and fundamentalist Protestant opposition to the FCC and the mainline Protestants it represented.


Despite persisting disagreements between liberal and conservative Protestants regarding birth control, there were signs of widespread approval among the public in the years following the Lambeth and FCC Committee reports. After taking a poll in 1938, Ladies’ Home Journal reported that 79 percent of American women approved of contraception.93 By 1940, polling by George Gallup consistently showed that between 70 and 80 percent of all Americans favored “the distribution of birth-control information to married persons by government health clinics.”94 As birth control gained in acceptance among Protestants and lay Catholics alike, culminating ultimately with the Supreme Court’s overturning remaining bans on birth control access for married couples in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), other issues took its place as key points of contention. But the ire of conservative critics over birth control and sex more generally would not be easily assuaged.


THE PERIOD FOLLOWING 1920 AND the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment witnessed conflicts and controversies of many kinds. Especially for conceptions of women’s rights and sexual freedom, the 1920s was a period of discord and decisive change. Sanger’s campaign for frank discussion of and legal access to birth control marked a pivotal moment in the history of American debates about sexuality and morals, and the acrimonious religious and political realignments of the period secured her deeply bifurcated reputation. Catholics, along with traditionalist Protestants, continued to denounce and view her in demonic terms. Liberal Protestants persisted in a mutually profitable relationship with Sanger, as they sought to distance themselves from Catholic authoritarianism—gradually adopting Sanger’s language supporting women’s right to control their own bodies and to experience sexual pleasure not bound to procreation.


Certainly the political, religious, and philosophical divisions among these disparate parties were deep, and they traded bitter accusations. But all cared passionately about the betterment of the human race and the improvement of American society. All believed that both the nation and the world would benefit from increased propagation of particular types of human beings, and from decreased breeding among others. And all sought to persuade others of the rightness of their own position—by distorting or silencing the other side, if necessary—and to shore up that stance by every legal means available.95


At stake, ultimately, in the religious war over birth control were competing moral visions about human liberty, autonomy, and freedom: rival convictions about the very definition of humanity and the proper place of choice, duty, and pleasure in human life. Catholic leaders loathed Sanger because they believed she sought to destroy the ties of love and fealty between mother and child, husband and wife, church and person. Sanger detested the Catholic hierarchy, in turn, because she believed it sought to control not only the thought and behavior of faithful Catholics but also the people, laws, and culture of the United States (indeed, of the whole world). Each position attracted adherents beyond the immediate constituencies of Sanger and Catholic leaders, as both parties made broad appeals to morality and referenced the human family, the needs of children, the goodness of parenting future generations, and the awesomeness of life itself. Both factions deeply believed in the rectitude of their cause, and there were vast and irreconcilable differences between their moral visions. The sharpest differences were matters of gender and power—a fact seen plainly by Sanger no less than by traditionalists such as Archbishop Hayes. The conflict over birth control was, in this sense, part of a much larger cultural debate in this period about female autonomy, one intensified by the successful suffrage campaign. As voters, women had now secured rights unknown to their foremothers; the larger impact on the nation of women’s citizenship was an unknown and, to many, truly terrifying prospect.


But the birth control debate also revealed similar divisions regarding the authority of science, the limits of free speech, and the shape of modernity itself. Indeed, the debate about gender in the 1920s was deeply interwoven with an equally significant dispute about the role of religion amid modernity and about the status of scientific knowledge in relation to religion. While some political progressives saw religion as an essentially conservative if not downright oppressive force—an institution that sought unrestricted privilege and self-propagation in service to its rich, powerful, mostly male leaders—others viewed religion as a potentially progressive and vital institution, caring for the poor in a heartless world by agitating for a living wage over and against the capitalistic exploitations of the period. Just as progressives were leery toward anything that looked like a fundamentalist or Catholic attempt to suppress science or subjugate women, conservatives were suspicious about the free exchange of sexual knowledge and anxious to advance their version of traditional morality for the sake of church and nation. These forces—gender, science, knowledge, free speech, and modernity—collided in the furor over birth control in the 1920s, which changed forever the American conversation about religion and sex.
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