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.RACISM. BIRTH CONTROL AND
REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS'

Angela Davis

\\ lren nineteenth-century feminists raised the dcmand for 'voluntary mother-
lr,,ocl '. the c:rrnpaign for birth control was born. Its plrponents rvere c:rl led rad
r, . r ls  and they rvere subjectcd to the sr lnre nrocker l  r rs had hcf . r l l rn thc in i t ie l
. r ( lv()cates of  woman suffr : rge.  'Vr luntarv motherhood'was considered auda-
, r( 

'us, outrageous and outlandish b,v those rvho insistcd that wives h:rti no right
r, I r 'efusc to satisfy their husbands' sexua I urges. Eventuall l, of course, the right
r,, birth control, l ike worren's right to vote, would be more or less taken tor
lr.rrted by US public opinion. Yct in 1970, a fulJ ccntury later, the call for legal
.,rrd easily accessible abortiorrs *'as no less controversial th:rn the issue of'vol
,,,rt.rry motherhood' u,hicb had originally launched the birth control movemcnt
rrr  the Uni ted States.

l l irth control - individual choice, safc contraceptive methods, as well as
,l,ortions whcn necessary - is a fundamental prerequisite for the em.rncrpao,,rr
, ' i  rvomen. Since the right of birth control is obviously advantageous to women
,'i l l l  classes and races, it would appe:rr that even vastly dissimilar women's
: r, lrps rvould have attemptcd fo unitr around this issue. In rcality, however, the

'r th control tnovement has seldom succeedcd in uniting women of diffcrerrt
.,,ciaJ trackgrounds, and rarelv have the movement's leaders popularized thc
, , ' r r t r ine conccrns of  rvorking class women. Moreover,  argLrments advanced
I'r birth control advocates havc sorretirres bccn bascd on blatantlv racist

, , , r :  Angela D.tv is {1981),  'R:c isrr ,  Bir th ( lntrol  end Rcproduct i !e R,ghts,  pt .  102-71. in
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353



ANGELA DAV]s

premises. The progressive porcntial of birth control rerrains indisputable. Bur
in actuirl i t,v. the historical record of this rrovement leaves much to be desired in
the realm of challcnges to racism and class cxploitation.

Thc most inportant vjctory of the contcmporary irirth controi rlovcnent
rvas won during the earlv 1970s rvhen abortions \vere ar lesr declared legal.
Having energed during the infancy of the new Wirmen's Liberation nrovemenrr
the struggle to legalize abortior.rs incorporated.l l l  rhe enthusi:lsm and the mili
t irncy ol t lre young ntovcmenr. Bv Januarl ', 1973, the abortion rights camp.rrgn
had reacfrecl :r tr iunlph.nt culmination. In Roc r,. \Yade (410 US) and Doe r,r.
Bolton (41 0 US), the US Supreme Court ruled that a woman's right to personal
privacy implied her right to decide whether or nor ro have an ahorrron.

The ranks of the abortion rights campaign did not include subst:rntial
numbers of womcn of color. (l iven the racial conrpositiou of the largcr
V(rmen's Liberatior movcment, this was not at all surprising. \(hen quesrions
wcrc raised about the abscnce of racially oppressed women In both thc larger
move[lent and in the abortion rights cantpaign, two explanations lvere c(]m-
nronly proposed in the discussions and literature of the period: women of coJor
rvere overburdened by their people's fight irgainst r:rcism; and/or they had not
yet bccome conscious of rhc centraliry of sexism. But the real rneaning of the
almost l i lv rvhite complexion of t lre abortion rights campaign vvas nor ro be
lound in an ostensibly myopic or underdeveloped consciousness amorg women
of color The truth lay buried in the ideological undcrpinnings of the birth
colltr(Jl nro\.elnent itself.

The failure of the abortion rights campaign to conduct a historical self
evaluation led to a dargcrously strpcrficial appraisal of Black people's suspi-
cious attitudes torn'ard birth control in gcneral. (irantecl, rvhen sorne lJlack
people unhesitatinglv equated birth control with genocide, it <lid appear to bc
an exaggerated - even paranoiac - reaction. Yer white abortion rights activists
missed a profound message, for underlving rhese cries of genocide werr irnpor-
tant clues about the history of the birth control movemerr. This movenlenr, for
exanrple, had been known to ddvocare involuntary steri l ization - a racist fbrm
of mass 'birth control '. If ever women rl 'ould enjoy the right to plnn their preg-
nancics, legal and easily accessible birth control rneasures and:rbortrons would
have to be complemented by an end to steri l ization.rbuse.

As for thc abortion rights campaign itself, how could wonren of color fail to
grasp its urgency? They vvere far more familiar than their white sisters with the
nurderously clumsy scalpels of inept abortionists seeking profit in i l legality. In
New York, for instance, during the several vcars preceding the decriminaliza
tion of abortions in that state, s<ure 80 percent of the deaths causctl by i l legal
abortions involved lSlack and Puerto Rican women.l Immediately afterward,
women ol cokrr received close to half of ail the legal abortions. If the abortion
rights campaign of the early 1970s needed to be reminded thar rvomen of color
wanted desperatcly to escapc the back-room quack abortionists, the_v shoultl
have also realized that thesc same women were not about to express Dro
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'RAClsM, BrRrH CoNTROL AND REpRoDUCTTVE RTGHTS'

l ,rrrt ion sentiments. The,v ',vere in favor ctf abortton rlgbts, which did not mean
rlr,rl thev wcre proponents of abortion. I(hen Black rrnd l,atina women resort
t , , , rbort ior ts i r r  such large numbers,  the stor ies t l - re l  te l l  are not so much lbout
rir, ir <iesire to be frec of their pregnancv, but rather about the miserable social
, ,,rrLlit ions rvhich clissuade them from bringing new lives into the world.

l l lack women have been aborting themselves sincc thc ellr l iest days of slavery.
\l.r lv slave women refused to bring childrcn into a worlci of interminable
l, ,r ced labol where chains and floggings and sexual 21buse for womcn werc thc
, r t r.yday conditions of l i fe. A doctor practicing in ()corgia around the midclle
,' i  the last century noticed that abortiorrs and niscarriages were far morc
L,'rnmon among his slave patients than among the rvhite \{ 'onlen l le treated.
\icording to the physician, either Black women worked too hard or,

as the planters believe, the blacks are possessed of a secret bv rvhich they
destro,v the fetus at an early stage of gestation . . . All cor.rntry practit ion-
ers are aware of the frequcnt complaints of plantcrs (about the) . . . unnaI
ural tendency in the African female to destroy her offspring.l

I rpressing shock that'whole families of women f:ri l  to have any children', '  thrs
,l0ctor never considered how'unnatural' i t was to raise chilclren under the slave
..\ \tem. The prcviously meDtioned episode of Margaret Garner, a fugitive slave
r lro kil led her orvn daughtcr aDd attempted suicide hcrself u'hen shc was cap
r ' r red by. lave-catthcr. .  r* . r  c,rse rn p, , i r r t .

She rejoiced that thc girl $'as deaci - 'now slrc u,ould ncver know u,hat a
woman suffers as a slave'- ancl plcaclecl to be tried for nrurder' l *, i l l  gcr
singing to thc gallows rather than be returned to slaver_v!'r

Why were sclf imposed abortions and reluctant acts of infanticide such
(()rnmon occurrences during slavery? Not because Black women had discov
, fcd solutjons to their predic2rment, but rathcr becausc they were desperate.
\bortions and infanticides werc acts of dcspcration, motivated not by the bio-
logical birth process but by the oppressive conditions of slavery. Most ol these
\v()nren, no doubt! would have expressed their deepest resentment had someone
lr.ri led their abortions as a stcpping stonc to$'ard frcedorrr.

During the early abortion rights campaign it rvas too frequently assumed th.lt
l , gal abortions provided a viable alternative to the myriad problems posed by

1,,rvertv. As if having fewer children could create more jobs, higher wages,
l,etter schools, etc., etc. This assumprion reflected the tendency to blur thc dis-
rrr)ction between abortion rights and the g,eneral advocacy of abortions. The
(.rmpaign often failed to provicle a voice for women who wanted the /iglr, to
lcgal abortions while deploring the social conditions that prohibited them trom
lrr:aring more children.

The renewed offensive against abortion rights that erupted duringi the latter
lralf of the 1970s has rrade it absolutely necessary to focus more sharply on thc
rrteds of poor and racially oppressed women. By 1977 the passage of the Hyde
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Ameudment in (iongress had mandared the withdrarval of federal funding for
abortions, causing manv state legislaturcs to follorv suit. Biack, Puerto Ricrn,
Cihicana and Native Amcrican womcn, together with their irrpoverishrd rvhitc
sisters, rver.e thus elfectivclv divesteti of the right to lcgal rbortions- Since sur-
gicrrl steri l izrtions, fLrndcd bv the f)epartment of Health, Education and
Wclfare, remainecl free on dcrrand, more and more poor rvomen have been
forced to opt for permancrrt inferti l i ty. Vhat is urgentl,v requircd is a broad
crmp:rign to defend the reproductive rights of :rl1 rvomen - and especi:rl lv those
$'omen u'hose economic circumstances often compel them to relinquish the
right to reprodr"rction itself.

\Vomen's desire to control their reproductive s1'stcnr is probablv as oro as
hrrmrrn history itself. As earl,v as 1814 thc Llntted States I 'ractrcdl Receiltt Book
cont;rined, amonli its many recipes for food, household chemicals and medi-
c ines, ' receipts ' for 'b i r th prevenr ive lot ions' .  Trr  rnake 'HanD:ry 's Prevent ive
Lotion', for example

T:rke pearlash, I parr; rrarer, 6 parts. Mix and fi l ter. Keep it in closed
bottles, and usc it, rvith or without soap, immcdretely after conncxion.i

I ior 'Abe rrretlry's Preventive l,otion'

Teke bichloridc of nlercur\', 2-5 pirrrs; nri lk of aLronds, 400 parts; alcohol,
100 p:rrts; rosew:rtet 1000 prrts. Immerse the glands in a l itt le of the
mixture .  .  .  Infal l ib l t .  i f  used i l t  propcr t imc.. .

While womcn have probably alu'ays dreamecl of infall iblc methods of birrh
control, it was not unti l t l te issue of \\ 'omen's rights in getreral bec:rme the focus
of an organized movemcnt that rcproductive rights could enrerge as a legifimtte
demand. ln an essay cnr i t led 'Marr iage' ,  wr i t ten dur ing the 1850s, Sarah
Cirirnke argued for a 'r ight on the parr of woman ro decidc t,/:ezr she shall
become a mothet hou, often and under u'hat circumstances'.t Alluding to one
phvsician's bumorous observation, Grimke agreed that, if wives and husbands
alternatively gave birth to their children, 'no farnily would ever have more rh21n
three, the husband bearing one and the wifc nvo'.3 But, as she insists,'the riglit
to decidc this matter has been almost wholly denied ro woman'. 'r

Sarah (irimke advocated womcn's right to sexu.rl :rbstinence. Around the
same time the well-knorvn 'emanciparcd marriage'of Lucy Stone and Henrv
Blackwell took place. Thcse abolit ionists :rnd wonren's rights .rctrvrsts were
rnarried jn a ceremony that protested womcn's traditional relinquishment of
their rights to their persons, names and property. In agreeing that, as husband,
he had no right to the'custody of the wife's person',r0I-lenry Blacku,ell prorn
ised that he would not attempt to imposc rhe dictates of his sexual desrres upou
his wi fe.

The notion that women could refuse to submit to their husbands'sexual
clem:rnds eventually becane rhe central idea of the call for'volunrary mother,
hood'. Br the 1870s, when the rvoman suffragc movement had reached irs peak,
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l r  r r in ists wcrc publ ic lv advocat ing voluntarv mother l rood. In a speech del i r ' -
,  red in 1873, Victor ia lVoodhul l  c la i rned thar:

The wife who submits to sexLlrl l  iDtercourse against her lvishes or desires,
y i r tual ly comrni ts suic idc;  u 'h i le the husband who compels i t ,  c,  'mmrts
murder, and ought just as much to be purislred for it, as thougtr he stran-
glccl her to death for refusing him.r 1

\\ixrdhull, of course, u,:rs quite notorious rts 11 proponent of'free love'. Her
,lL fense of a woman's right to abstain from sexual intercorrrsc within rnarr.rgc
L\ rl means of controll ing her pregnancies was associated u'ith Woodhull 's

' ' r , r . r l l  arr . r .k on lhe rn ' r r r r r r i , , r r  o l  rnarr iage.
It was not a coincidence that women's consciousness of their reproductive

r rqhts was bom *'ithin the organized novcment for rvorrcn's polit ical equll ity.
lrrt leed, if u,omen remaincd forever burdened b,v incessant childbirths and frc
(lrrent mjscarri i lges, they would hardly be able to exercise the polit ical rights
tlrcv rnight win. Moreover, women's nevl dreams of pursuing citreers and other

t ' . r ths ofsel f  t levckrpment outsic lc marr i : rge:rnd motherhood could only be real
rrt cl if they could l imit and plan their pregnancies. In this sensc, thc slog:rn 'vol
l|rrt i lry motherhood' contained a new and gerruinelV progressive vision of
rr ornanhood. At the same time, however, this vision u,as rigidly bound to the
lrlcstvle enjoved by the middle classes ard the bourgeoisie. The aspir:rt iorrs
rrrderlying the demrnd for'voluntar,v motherhood'did not reflect the condi-
tr,rns ol workittg-cllss rrortren, cnglrgccl trs tht,t $'ere in lr f l tr nrorc ftrnclrtrne -
r.rl f ight for economic sun'ival. Since this first call for birth control u'as
.Lrrociated with goals which could only be achievcd by women pL,sscssrnll
rrrterial we.rlth, vast numbcrs of poor and u,orking-class rvomen woulcl f ind it
r.rrher difFcult to identifv with the embryonic birth control moverrenr.

Rrward thc end of the nineteenth century thc white birth rate in the tlnited
strtes suffered a signil icant clecline. Since no co[traceptive innovations had
lu cn publicly introduced, the drop in the birth rate implied that women were
'.rrbstantially curtail ing their sexual activiry. By 11390 the typical native borD
rr lt i te woman was bearingi no more than four children.l l Since IJS s, 'clctv \ '-rs
1,, eoming increasingly urban, this new birth pattern should not have been a sur-

1,rise. While farm life dcmanded large families, they became dysfunctional

'r ithin the cootext of citv l i fe. Yet this phenomenon u'as publicly interpreted in
. racist and anti working class fashion bv the ideologues of rising monopoly
,,rpit:rl ism. Since native born white w(rren werc bearing fewer children, the
. l ) (cter of ' race suic ide'was raised in of f ic ia l  c i rc les.

In 1905 President Tbeodore Roosevelt concluded his Lincoln D:ry Dinner
.pcech with the proclamation that 'race purit l '  must be maintaincd'.r r By 1 906
lr(' blatantl_v cquated the fajl ing birth r2rte among native-born whitcs q'ith thc
rrrrpending threat of ' race suic ide' .  In his Statc of  thc Union message that year
l(ooscvelt admonished the weli-born white \()men who engaged in'rvil l ful
..rcri l i ty - the one sin for u'hich the penalty is n:rti(xtal death, race suicide'.rr
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:These comments were made during a period of accelerating racist ideology and
of great waves of race riots and lynchings on the domestic scene. Moreovet
President Roosevelt himself was atrempring ro muster suppoft for the US
seizure of the Phil ippines, the counrry's most recrnr ,mperialisi venr,rre.

How did the birth control movemenr respond ro R,,osevelt.s accusation that
tnelr cause was promotrng race suicide? The president's propagandistic pkry
was a failure, according to a leading historian of the bi.rh cont.or movemenr.
for, ironically, it led to greater support for its advocates. yet, as Linda Gordon
maintains, this controversy 'also brought to the forefront those issues that most
separated feminists from the working class and the poor,.1i

This happened in rwo ways. First, the feminists were increasingly empha
sizing birth control as a route to careers and higher education _ goals our
of reach of the poor with or without birth control. In the context of the
whole feminist movement! the race-suicide episode was an additional
factor identifying feminism almost exclusively wirh the aspirations of the
more privileged women of the sociery. Second, rhe pro birih control fem-
inists began to popularize the idea thar poo, p.upL had a moral obliga-
tion to restrict the size of their families, because large famihes creare ,r
drain on the taxes and chariry expendirure, ,,f rhe wealrhy and becausc
poor children were less l ikely to be ,superior,.r6

The acceptance of the race-suicide thesis, to a greater or lesser extent, by
rvomen such as Julia Vrard Horve and Ida Hustccl Hrrper reflected rhe suffragc
movement's capitulation to the racist posture of Southern women. lf the suffra_
gists acquiesced to arguments invoking the extension of the ballot to women as
the saving grace of white supremacy, then birth control advocates either acqui_
esced to or supported the new arguments invoking birth control as a means ol
preventing the proliferation of the'lower classes,and as an antidore to racc
suicide. Race suicide could be prevented by the introducion of birth control
among BIack people, immigrants and the poor in general. In this wa5 the pros-
perous whites of solid Yankee stock could maintain their superior numbers
within the population. Thus class-bias and racism crept into the birth control
movement when it was sti l l  in its infancy. More 

"nJ -nr., 
it was assumed

within birth control circles that poor women, Black and irnmigrant alike, hacl
a 'moral' obligation to re strict the size of their families,.17 What was demandetl
as a'right'for the privileged came to be interpreted as a ,duty'for the poor.

When Margaret Sanger embarked upon her Iifelong crusade for birth control
- a term she coined and popularized - ir appeared as though rhe racist an<t antr-
working-class overtones of the previous perrod mighr possibly be overcom(.
For Margaret Higgens Sanger came from a working-class background hersell
and was well acquainted with the devastating pressures of pouerty. rJ(hen ht.r
mother died, ar the age of forty-eight, she had borne no less than eleven chil
dren. Sanger's later memories of her own family's troubles would confirm hcr
belief that working-class women had a special need for the right to pran an(l
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space their pregnancies autonomously. Her affi l iation, as an adult, with the
Socialist movement was a further cause for hope that the birth control cam-
paign would moye in a more progressive direction.

\?hen Margaret Sanger joined the Socialist party in 1912, she assumed the
responsibil i ty of recruiting women from New York's working women's clubs
into the party.l8 The Call - rhe pany's paper - carried her articles on the
women's page. She wrote a series entit led'What Every Mother Should Know',
inother called 'What Every Girl Should Know', and she did on-the-spot cover-
age of strikes involving women. Sanger's familiarity with New York's working-
class districts was a result of her numerous visits as a trained nurse to the poor
sections of the city. During these visits, she points out in her autobiographn she
met countless numbers of women who desperately desired knowledge about
birth control.

According to Sanger's autobiographical reflections, one of the many visits she
ntade as a nurse to New York's Lower East Side convinced her to undertake a
personal crusade for birth control. Answering one of her routine calls, she dis-
covered that twenty-eight-year-old Sadie Sachs had atrempred to abort herself.
Once the crisis had passed, the young woman asked the attending physician to
give her advice on birth prevention. As Sanger relates the story, the doctor rec-
ommended that she'tell [her husband] Jake to sleep on the roof'.re

I glanccd quickly to Mrs. Sachs. Even through my sudden tears I could see
stamped on her face an expression of:rbsolute despair. rVe simply looked
at each other, saying no word unti l the door had ciosecl bchind the doctor
Then she lifted her thin, blue veined hands and clasped them beseechingly.
'He can't understand. He's only a man. But you do, don't you? Please tell
me the secret! and I ' l l  never breathe it ro a soul. Please!'zo

Three months later Sadie Sachs died from another self-induced abortion. That
night, Margaret Sanger says, she vowed to devote all her energy towards rhe
acquisit ion and dissemination of contraceptive mcasures.

I went to bed, knowing that no matter what it might cost, I was finished
with pall iatives and superficial cures; I resolved to seek out the root of
evil, to do something to change the destiny of mothers whose mrserres
were as vast as the sky.2l

During the first phase of Sanger's birrh control crusade, she maintained her
rrf6liation with the Socialist party - and the campaign itself was closely asso
ciated with the rising militancy of the working class. Her staunch supporters
included Eugene Debs, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and Emma Goldman, who
respectively represented the Socialisr party! the International Workers of the
World and the anarchist movement. Margaret Sanger, in turn, expressed the
rlnti-capitalist commitment of her own movement within the pages of its

1<ttrnal,, \Yoman Rebel, which was 'dedicated ro the interests of working
women'.22 Personally, she continued to march on picket l ines with striking
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workcrs end pLrblicly con,:lcmned the outragcous assarrlts on striking u,orkers.
In l  9 l . l ,  for  example,  u,hen the Nat ionl l  ( iuard massacrcd scores of  ( jh ic:rno
niners in l -udlorq (bloredo, Sangcr jo incd the labor movenent ro cxposrng
Johl  D. Rockefel ler 's role in th is at t rck.r l

t lnfortLrnatelv, thc all iancc between thc birt lr control c:rnrpaign irnd rht
raclical l lbor movement did not enjo,v a long Jife. \{hilc Soci:rl isrs and other
n'orking-cl:rss itctivists conrinued ro support t lrc dcmand for birth contrrl, i t
did not occupy .1 celrr:rl place in their ovcrall straregv. Ancl Sanger herself bcgrn
to uncleresr im.rre thc ccntrr l i ty  of  capi ta l is t  cxploi tat ion in her analvsis of
poverty, itrgulltg thar r(x) manv children caused workers ro fall into their mis
erablc predicarncnt. N{oreover, 'wonrcn u,ere inaclvertentl,v perpctuating fhc
cxploitntion of thc rvorking cLass', she believed, ,by conrinually fJooding tht
labor m:rrket with ncu workers'. lr lronicall,v, Slnger may havc been encour,
aged to adopt th is posi t ron by the neo Maltbusian iders embr:rced in somc
socialist circles. Such outstirnding figures of the European sociaiist nrovemenr
2rs Anatolc France and Rosa l.uxenburg h:rd proposed e .birth strike'to prevent
the continued flow of labor into the capitalist Drarkt.ri

V/hen Marg:rret Sarrger scvered her ties u,ith the Socialist party for thc
purposc of Lruilding an indepenclent bir.th contnrl cirmpirign, she and her fol
lo lvers bccame more susccpt ib le than ever bcfore to the ant i -Black;rnt l  ant i -
rmmigrrnt propagancia of thc times. l_ike thcir preclcccssors, rvho had beel
dcceived by the'race suic ide'propaganda, rhe rdvocates of  l ) i r th control  beg:rn
to crrrbrece tht  prcr : r i l ing rrrc ist  ic leoloq\. .  Thc fet l l  in i l r rcncc of  thc cugel icr
rnovement u,ould soon destrov the progressive potcnti:rl of thc lt irth contr0l
c:rnr pa ign.

I)uring the firsr decades of the rwentieth century rhe rising popularit,v of thc
cugenics movement u'as harcll l  a fortuitous cleveloprncnt. F.ugenic ideas werr,
pcrfectlv suited to the ideokrgical ncctls of the loung monopoly capitalists.
lruperi:rlrst incursions in l-atin America:rnd in the pacrfic needed ro bc justif iecl.
rrs dicl the intensified exploitation of Black u,orkers in rhe Sourh irird immigranl
rv.rkers in the I.\ortlt a'd V/est. l 'hc pseud.scientif ic racial the.ries i.rssocllte(l
u' ith ttre eugcnics carnpaigl furnished dramatic apologies for the conduct of thc
young monopolies. As a rcsult, this movelItcnt won the unhesitating support ol
such leeding c:rpiralists as the Carrregies, rhe Hrrrinrns and the Kelkrggs.r. '

Bv l9 l9 the eugcnic i l f luence on thc bir th control  novement wi ls unnl lstak
ably clear. In an article published by Nlargarct S:rnger in the i\merican Il irrlr
Ciontrol Leaguc's journal, she dcfined 'thc chiel issnc of birth conrrol' as .mor(.

childrcn from the fit, less from the unfit ' .r Arountl this t imc the ABCI_ herrt
i ly welcrrrred tlre rurhor of The Risng ' l ide rf Cokr Against Wbite \Vrn.l l
Supreitu(y tl l to its inner sanctum.lr Lothrop Stocldard. I larvartl professor :rnrl
theorctician of the eugen ics ntovement, was offered a sear on rhe bo:rrd of direc
tors.  In the pagcs rhe ABCLs journal ,  arr ic les by ( iu l ,  l rv ing Birch,  crrector or
the,{merican } lugenics Societ l  began to:rppear.  IJ i rch advocated brrrh contr()
as a weapon to'prevenr the Antcricirn pcople froln bcing rcpl:rced by:rl ien or
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Negro stock, whether it be by immtgrrtton or hr orerly high hrnh rxtes among

others in this countrv'.r'Bv 1932 tbi Fugenic' socret1,c.'"'O nll:l:11^i.t"l"-Tl

twenty-six states had passeo compulsory'steri l ization laws..and that thousands

9{,unfit '  persons had alreadv t..n,u'git"l ly preventcd from reproducing 
r0

rr,r^ i*"r", 
's""g.. offered her public approval of this development 'Morons'

'#;;*l ' ;";;;t, 
epileptics, i l l i terat"" p""pt"' unemplovables' criminals'

n..r,J",", ""a 
aup. ntna'' ought to be surgicallv steri l ize-1'..:n.tr:t*uto'n "

radio talk.rr She did not wlsh to be so intransigent as to leave them with no

choiceinthernatter; i f theywtshed,shesaid ' theyshouldbeabletochoosea
lifelong segregated €xistence in labor camps'

Withirr theAmericanBir thCt lntrolLeague,thecal lJorbinhcontrolamong
Black people acquired the 

'"-t 
tnfi" 

"t lgt "s 
the call for comPulsory steri l iza-

;i;;.1;;i i  i ,t ' t"ccessor, the Birth control Federation of Amerrca' pranned a

'Negr, ,  l ro i rct ' .  ln the l -ederat i r rn ' '  " rordt :

The mass of Negroes, partrcularly in the South' sti l l  breed carclesslv arrd

dir"*.ourly, with the result that the increase arnong Negroes' even more

than among whites, is t 'u--it '"t portion of the population least f it '  and

Ieast able to rear children properly'rl

( iall ing for the recruitment of Black ministers to lead local birth control com-

mittees, the Federation's proposal suggested that Black O::lt-;|"rr 'U Ot 
"

clered as vulnerable as possible to th;i; birth control propaganda 'we do not

want word to gct out" tu"n" M^'ln'"t Sanger in. a,letter 1o 
a colleaBue' 'that

we want to exterminate the Ntgto loput"tinn and the minister is the man rvho

;:r 'r;;"t*;;" out that idea if i t 
"uei 

occu's to any of their more rcbcll i.us

members'.rl This episode in the t ' i ' th tt 'nttol tt 'utment con6rmed the ideolog-

ical victory of the racism 
"'utin"i-*itt '  

eugcnic ideas' tt 
| i1 l l-t:" 

robbed of

t,t tt"*."*tt. O",ential, advocating for people of colt 'r not the individual right

t<t birth crntrol,but rather rhe ,^.ir, *.",. iy of p(tpuldtion corrlrol l-he birth

' '  " '  '- i  
.r*^i* would be called upon to sertt 

," "l "tt: i t l l japacitv 
in the

execut ionoftheUSgovernment,s imperial istandracistpopulat ionpol icy.
The abortion rights activists ot ttt ' t t" ' ty 1970s should have examined thc

#;;y;;;;;;:;. ' 'nt ' H"d th'v done so' thev misht have understood whv

.,, 
-"it, 

tf,ft.t. gfack sisters adopted a posture of suspicion torvard their cause'

i l;;ff i ;;erstood how importa.t it was to undo the racist deeds of

:dt,*:*"."il{:l*;l'*::*.-,,*l#l"J:[:'li',i:',:'T:'*:i
l t"r.qt""rfy, ,ft. young white feminisis might have been more receptive to the

,ugg..iiun that their campaigl;i:tg;g1'.;::l1;ili:Til^','':;1;:"-
t ion of steri l izatit ln abuse, whl(

It was not unti l the media otl 'ati tft"t the casual steri l ization of two Black

s; ; ; M;.,;;. :r il:yll,.T:, ; Jil fl * J#jl ;:fiXll.'|il. :il:
Plndora's b<lx t l t  sterl l lzat lon a

case of the Relf sisters b.ok., , t  *",  p.^., ical ly too late to inf lr ' rence the pol i t ics
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of the abortion rights movement. It was the summer of 7973 atd the Supremc
Court decision legalizing abortions had already been announced in January.
Neyertheless the urgent need for mass opposition to steri l ization abuse becamc
tragically clear The facts surrounding the Relf sisters' story were horrifyingly
simple. Minnie Lee, who was twelve years old, and Mary Alice, who was four-
teen, had been unsuspectingly carted into an operating room, where surgeons
irrevocably robbed them of their capacity to bear children.3a The surgcry nacr
been ordered by the HEW-funded Montgomery Community Action Committee
after it was discovered that Depo-Provera, a drug previously administered to
the girls as a birth prevention measure, caused cancer in test animals.35

After the Southern Poverty Law Center f i led suit on behalf of the Relf sistcrs,
the girls'mother revealed that she had unknowingly 'consented' to the opera-
tion, having been deceived by the social workers who handled her daughters'
case. They had asked Mrs. Relf, who was unable to read, to put her'X'on a
document, the contents of which were not described to her. She assumed, she
said, that it authorized the continued Depo-Provera injections. As she subse-
quently learned, she had authorized the surgical steri l ization of her daughters.r,.

In the aftermath of the publicity exposing the Relf sisters'case, similar epi,
sodes were brought to l ight. In Montgomery alone, eleven girls, also in their
teens, had been similarly steri l ized. HEN(l-funded birth control clinics in other
states, as it turned out, had also subjected young girls to steri l ization abuse.
Moreover, individual women came forth with equally outrageous stories. Nial
Ruth Cox, for example, Aled suit against the state of North Carolina. At thc
age of eighteen - eight years before the suit - officials had threatened to discon-
tinue her familyt welfare payments if she refused to submit to surgical steri l-
ization.lT Before she assented to the operation, she was assured that her
infertility would be temporary.rs

Nial Ruth Cox's lawsuit was aimed at a srate which had dil igently practiced
the theory of eugenics. Under the auspices of the Eugenics Commission of
North Carolina, so it was learned,7,685 steri l izations had been carried out
since 1933, Although the operations were justif ied as measures ro prevent the
reproduction of 'mentally deficient persons', about 5,000 of the steri l ized
persons had been Black.ie According to Brenda Feigen Fasteau, the ACLU
attorney representing Nial Ruth Cox, North Carolina's recent record was not
much better. 'As far as I can determine, the statistics reveal that since 1954,
approximately 55o% of the women steri l ize d in North Carolina were Black and
approximately 35o% were white . '40

As the flurry of publicity exposing steri l ization abuse revealed, the neighbor-
ing state of South Carolina had been the site of further atrocities. Eighteen
women from Aiken, South Carolina, charged that they had been steri l ized by a
Dr. Clovis Pierce during the early 1970s. The sole obstretician in that small
town, Pierce had consistently steri l ized Medicaid recipients with two or more
children. According to a nurse in his office, Dr Pierce insisted thar pregnanr
welfare women 'wil l have to submit (sic!) to voluntary steri l ization' if they

I
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I
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t
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I
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having babies and paying for them wirh my taxe'"rr  Dr Pierce

,, , , rved some $60,000 rn taxpayers' 
"ionty 

fo' the steri[zation' ht.Pttf:tT:1'

r ,,,,,uS ho tri"l he was supported by the South Carolina Medical Assoctatton'

.l,,,r, i-embers declared that doctnrr.hru" 
" 

moral and legal right to insrst t 'n

' ' , ttf ')",f.t permission before accepting a patientJ if i t is done on the init ial

" ', ' i*. l", inn, 
of steri l ization abuse during that t ime exposed the complicity of

,,,. ' ;;;;;; i ;;".ttment. At f lrst the Def,artment of Htalth-..Education and

\\ cllrrre claimed that apProximatel)' I b'0u0 wtrmen and 8'00t) men had been

,,,, l i i ir.a i" 7972' \tndei the auspices oi fecleral programs rr Later' however'

rlrcsc figures underwent a rirastic revision' Carl Shultz' director of HE!('s

l ' ,pLrlation Affairs Offtce, estrmated that between 100'000 and 200'000 steri l-

,,, i i-, i" i**"flv been funded that year by the federal government ar During

ii;, i .;; a.t-".y, incidentally, 250!000 steri l i?ations were carrred out unoer

,, ' , N-iJ Herejitary Health Law'oi Is it possible that the record of the Nazis'

; i;,,;";;;", the years of their reign,. 
-ny 

h"ut been almo-*.egualled bv us

l,,uernment-funded steri l izations in the space ol a srngle yeart

( i iven the historical genocrde rnfl icted on the native population of the united

t,,,r.r,... *t"fa as..ime that Native Americans would be exempted from the

r'rlvernment,s slertl lzatlon campaign. But, according to Dr Connie Uri,s testl

'  ' t"-" ' in*' bv 1976' twenty-four per cent of all

'illll.'il.lil1ff,'TTI:'ilijJl1L;:-: ffi ;;";,',;;;'r*i .''our b,r.::ld
i i ,r., 

"r. 
U.ing stopped,' the Choctaw physrcia-n. ttrld the Scnare commrtteet

'Our unborn wil l not be born ' '  Thrs is genocid'rl ro our people"as According

to Dr. Uri, the Indian Health Services Hospital in Claremore',Oklahoma' had

l)cen steri l izing one out of every four women giving birth in that federal facil-

iry."
Nat iveAmertcansaresPeclaI targetsofgovernmentpropagandaonster i l iza-

rion. In one of the HEw pamphlet; aimed at Native American people, there ts
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birth control and steri l ization surgery'

The domestic poPulatrotl policy of the US government has an undeniably

,".ir i.ag". Native American, Chicana' Puerto Rican and Black women con-

tinue to be steri l ized in ai 'p'ofo't lo"^tt numbers A::o:di"q to a National

Ferti l i ty Study conducted rn 1970 by Princeton Universitv's Office of

Population Control, twenty per cent of ali married Black women had been per-

-""."i1t 
steri l ized.l0 Approximately the same Percentage,of Chicana women

had been rendered surgically infertl ie.lr Mo.eouer, forty-three per cent of the

women steri l izecl throttgh lederally subsidized programs were Black'51
" "ift. 

"r,.t lrft l tg 
,,u--'bt' t ' f Puerto Rican wirmen who have heen steri l ized
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rcflects a specirl l  govcrnmenr policy thar can be traced brck to t939. l l  rhrrr
ycar President Roosevelt 's lnterdeplrtment:rl ( lonnittee on Puerto Rico issuerl
a statement attributing the islaDd's econonic problerns to the phenomenon ol
overpopul:rrion.iI This comrnittec proposed that efforts be undertaken t,,
reduce the birth rate to no nrorc than the lcvel of the death rate.,l Soon aftcl
wilrd an experimental stcri l ization campaigrt rvas nndertaken in Puerto l{ico.
Although the Catholic Church init ialJv opposed this experirnert rnd forcecl thc
cessation ot the program in 1945, it wirs converrcd drrring the c:rrl1' 1 9-50s ro
the teachings and practice of pop ulirrion colttrol. j j  In th is periocl over I -5 0 b irrlr
control clinics were opened, rcsulting in a twenty per cent decline in populariol
grolr 'th by the rl icl 1950s.j i. Bl the l970s over thirrv five per cent of rl l  Puerto
ll ican u'omen of childbearing age had bcen surgicallv stcri l ized. j- According
to l lonnic Mass, a serious crit ic of the US govcrnment's popularion polic,v:

if prrrcly mathematical projections are to be taken seriously, if the presenr
rate of steri l ization of 19,000 moDthl,v wcrc to continLre, rhen the island's
population of workcrs :rnd peasants coLrld bc cxtinguishcd rvithin the l lexr
10 or 20 ycars. . .  fcstabl ishingl  for  the 6rst  r ime in $,or ld history i r
systematic use of population coDtrol capall le of eliminating an errrrrt gen
eration of people.Js

During the 1970s the devast:rring irnplications of the Puerto Rican experr
ment began to emerge u'ith unmistlkable clarity. In Puerto Rico tlrr presercr
oi  eorporrr t iorrs in thc highlv autont l t r ' ( l  rnetal l r r rg ic,r l  rnd phrtrm:rccut icrr l
inclustries had exaccrb:rted the problem of unemploymcnt. The prospcct of al
ever-larger army of unemployed workers rvas one of the ntain itrcentlves for tJtc
nuss steri l ization program. Inside the Llnited Statcs toclal, enormous numbers
of pcople of color - and especiallv racially oppresseil vourh - have become parr
of a pool of pernanentlv unemployed rvorkcrs. It is harcllv coincidentirl, con
sidering the Pucrto Rican example, that the incrcasing incidence of steri l ization
hes kept pace with the high rates of unemployment. As growirrg numbers of
rvhitc people suffer the brutal consequcnccs of unemployment, thev can ir]so
expect to become targets of thc official steri l izrtion propaganda.

Tlre prevalencc of stefi l ization abuse during rhe latter 1970s may be greater
than ever before. Alrhough rhe Deparrment of Health, Education irnd .Welfarc

issucd guideliues irr 1974, which n'ere ostcnsiblv designed to prevenr involuir
tary steri l izatior.ls, tbe situation has nonetheless dcteriorated. When thr
Arnerican Civil l , ibertics l lnion's Reproductive Freedom Proiecf conducted a
survey of teaching hospit:rls in I 975, they discovercd that fortv per cent ol those
tnstrfutlor)s were Dot even aware of t lre regulations issued by HII$(/.J'r Onh
thirty per cent of thc hospitals examined by the ACI-LI rvcrc even amrmpung r()
comply with the guidelines.6('

The 1977 Hyde Anendment has added yet another dimension to cLlercrlrj
steri l ization practices. As a result of this iau passed by Congrcss, federal funcls
for abortions wcre eliminated in all cases but those involving rapc and the risk

364



'Rlcrsn, BrnrH CoNTRoL AND REpRoDUclvE RtcHTS'

ack to 1939. ln that
,n Puerto Rico issued
, the phenomenon of
s be undertaken to
th rate.ia Soon after-
rken in Puerto Rico.
iment and forced the
Lg the car ly 1950s to
reriod over 150 birth
Jecline in population
per cent of all Pucrto
ri l ized. jt According
lpulation policy:

riously, if the present
nue, then the island's
ished r'" ' i thin the next
: in world histor,v a
natxrg ar entlre gell-

?uerto Rican experi-
i , ,  l i rco thc presence
and pharmaceutical
:. The prospect of an
ain incentives for the
', enormous numbers
-r - have become part
l l  coincidental, con-
dence of steriLzation
growing numbers of

'rment, 
they can also

ganda.
970s may be greater
lucation and !(elfare
I to prevent involun-
riorated. When the
Project conducted a

orty per cent of those
ed by HE\(.5e Only
:e even attempting to

imension to coercive
,ngress, fedcral funds
ing rape and the risk

of death or severe i l lness. According to Sandra Salazar of the California
Department of Public Health, the 6rst victim of the Hyde ,\mendment rvas a
twenty-seven-year-old Chicana woman from Texas. She died as a result of an
il legal abortion in Mexico shortly after Texas discontinued government-funded
abortions. There have been many more victims - women for whom steril iza-
tion has become the only alternative to the abortions, which are currently
beyond their reach. Steril izatiorrs continue to be federally funded and free, to
poor women. on demand.

C)ver the last decacle the stmggle against steri l ization abuse has been waged
primarily by Puerto Rican, Biack, Chicana and Native American women. Their
causc has not yet been embraced by the women,s movemenr as a whole. Within
organrzations representing rhe inrerests of middle-class white women. there has
been a cert:rin reluctance to support tbe demands of the campaign against ster
i l ization abuse, for these women are often denied their individual rights to be
steril ized when they dcsire to take this step. lfhile women of color are urged,
at every turn, to becone permanently inferti le, white women enjoyiug prosper-
ous economic conditions are urgcd, by the same forces, to reproduce them_
selves. l hey therefore somerimes consrder rhe 'wairing penod' .rnJ other details
of the demand for ' informed consent' to steri l ization as further inconvcnrences
lor women like themselvcs. Yet whatever the inconveniences for white middle-
class women, a fundamental reproductive right of racially oppressed and poor
women is at stake. Steril ization abuse must be ended.
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