Margaret Sanger: The Need for Birth Control
(1922)
During the 1920s New Yorker Margaret Sanger (1883-1966) became the crusading champion for a woman's right to birth
control devices. Her mother was a devout Roman Catholic who went through eighteen pregnancies before dying of
tuberculosis, and Margaret was determined to give women access to contraceptives to free them from such child-bearing
burdens. Her tireless efforts ignited fierce opposition from the Catholic Church and other religious organizations.
From Margaret Sanger, The Pivot of Civilization (New York, 1922), pp. 196-219.
Religious propaganda against Birth Control is crammed with contradiction and fallacy. It refutes itself. Yet it brings the
opposing views into vivid contrast. In stating these differences we should make clear that advocates of Birth Control are not
seeking to attack the Catholic Church. We quarrel with that church, however, when it seeks to assume authority over nonCatholics and to dub their behavior immoral because they do not conform to the dictatorship of Rome. The question of
bearing and rearing children we hold is the concern of the mother and the potential mother. If she delegates the
responsibility, the ethical education, to an external authority, that is her affair. We object, however, to the State or the
Church which appoints itself as arbiter and dictator in this sphere and attempts to force unwilling women into compulsory
maternity ....
The sex instinct in the human race is too strong to be bound by the dictates of any church. The Church's failure, its
century after century of failure, is now evident on every side: for, having convinced men and women that only in its baldly
propagative phase is sexual expression legitimate, the teachings of the Church have driven sex underground, into secret
channels, strengthened the conspiracy of silence, concentrated men's thoughts upon the "lusts of the body;' have sown,
cultivated and reaped a crop of bodily and mental diseases, and developed a society congenitally and almost hopelessly
unbalanced. How is any progress to be made, how is any human expression or education possible when women and men are
taught to combat and resist their natural impulses and to despise their bodily functions? ...
Humanity, we are glad to realize, is rapidly freeing itself from this "morality" imposed upon it by its self-appointed and
self-perpetuating masters. From a hundred different points the imposing edifice of this "morality" has been and is being attacked. Sincere and thoughtful defenders and exponents of the teachings of Christ now acknowledge the falsity of the
traditional codes and their malignant influence upon the moral and physical well-being of humanity....
Psychology and the outlook of modern life are stressing the growth of independent responsibility and discrimination as
the true basis of ethics. The old traditional morality, with its train of vice, disease, promiscuity and prostitution, is in reality
dying out, killing itself off because it is too irresponsible and too dangerous to individual and social well-being. The transition
from the old to the new, like all fundamental changes, is fraught with many dangers. But it is a revolution that cannot be
stopped.
The smaller family, with its lower infant mortality rate, is, in more definite and concrete manner than many actions
outwardly deemed "moral;' the expression of moral judgment and responsibility. It is the assertion of a standard of living, inspired by the wish to obtain a fuller and more expressive life for the children than the parents have enjoyed. If the morality or
immorality of any course of conduct is to be determined by the motives which inspire it, there is evidently at the present day
no higher morality than the intelligent practice of Birth Control.
The immorality of many who practice Birth Control lies in not daring to preach what they practice. What is the secret of
the hypocrisy of the well-to-do, who are willing to contribute generously to charities and philanthropies, who spend
thousands annually in the upkeep and sustenance of the delinquent, the defective and the dependent; and yet join the
conspiracy of silence that prevents the poorer classes from learning how to improve their conditions, and elevate their
standards of living? It is as though they were to cry: "We'll give you anything except the thing you ask for-the means whereby
you may become responsible and self-reliant in your own lives."
The brunt of this injustice falls on women, because the old traditional morality is the invention of men. . . . In the moral
code developed by the Church, women have been so degraded that they have been habituated to look upon themselves

through the eyes of men. Very imperfectly have women developed their own self-consciousness, the realization of their
tremendous and supreme position in civilization. Women can develop this power only in one way; by the exercise of responsibility, by the exercise of judgment, reason or discrimination. They need ask for no "rights.” They need only assert power.
Only by the exercise of self-guidance and intelligent self-direction can that inalienable, supreme, pivotal power be expressed.
More than ever in history women need to realize that nothing can ever come to us from another. Everything we attain we
must owe to ourselves. Our own spirit must vitalize it. Our own heart must feel it. For we are not passive machines. We are
not to be lectured, guided and molded this way or that. We are alive and intelligent, we women, no less than men, and we
must awaken to the essential realization that we are living beings, endowed with will, choice, comprehension, and that every
step in life must be taken at our own initiative.
Moral and sexual balance in civilization will only be established by the assertion and expression of power on the part of
women. This power will not be found in any futile seeking for economic independence or in the aping of men in industrial and
business pursuits, nor by joining battle for the so-called "single standard;' Woman's power can only be expressed and make
itself felt when she refuses the task of bringing unwanted children into the world to be exploited in industry and slaughtered
in wars. When we refuse to produce battalions of babies to be exploited; when we declare to the nation: "Show us that the
best possible chance in life is given to every child now brought into the world, before you cry for more! At present our
children are a glut on the market. You hold infant life cheap. Help us to make the world a fit place for children. When you
have done this, we will bear you children, -- then we shall be true women."...
Moreover, woman shall further assert her power by refusing to remain the passive instrument of sensual selfgratification on the part of men. Birth Control, in philosophy and practice, is the destroyer of that dualism of the old sexual
code. It denies that the sole purpose of sexual activity is procreation; it also denies that sex should be reduced to the level of
sensual lust, or that woman should permit herself to be the instrument of its satisfaction. In increasing and differentiating her
love demands, woman must elevate sex into another sphere, whereby it may subserve and enhance the possibility of
individual and human expression. Man will gain in this no less than woman; for in the age-old enslavement of woman he has
enslaved himself; and in the liberation of womankind, all of humanity will experience the joys of a new and fuller freedom ....
To the foregoing contentions, it might be objected, you are encouraging passion. My reply would be, passion is a worthy
possession-most men, who are any good, are capable of passion. You all enjoy ardent and passionate love in art and literature. Why not give it a place in real life? Why some people look askance at passion is because they are confusing it with
sensuality. Sex love without passion is a poor, lifeless thing. Sensuality, on the other hand, is on a level with gluttony-a physical excess-detached from sentiment, chivalry, or tenderness. It is just as important to give sex love its place as to avoid its
over-emphasis. Its real and effective restraints are those imposed by a loving and sympathetic companionship, by the
privileges of parenthood, the exacting claims of career and that civic sense which prompts men to do social service....
... Birth Control is an ethical necessity for humanity today because it places in our hands a new instrument of selfexpression and self-realization. It gives us control over one of the primordial forces of nature, to which in the past the
majority of mankind have been enslaved, and by which it has been cheapened and debased. It arouses us to the possibility of
newer and greater freedom. It develops the power, the responsibility and intelligence to use this freedom in living a liberated
and abundant life. It permits us to enjoy this liberty without danger of infringing upon the similar liberty of our fellow men, or
of injuring and curtailing the freedom of the next generation. It shows us that we need not seek in the amassing of worldly
wealth, nor in the illusion of some extra-terrestrial Heaven or earthly Utopia of a remote future the road to human
development. The Kingdom of Heaven is in a very definite sense within us. Not by leaving our body and our fundamental
humanity behind us, not by aiming to be anything but what we are, shall we become ennobled or immortal. By knowing
ourselves, by expressing ourselves, by realizing ourselves more completely than has ever before been possible, not only shall
we attain the kingdom ourselves but we shall hand on the torch of life undimmed to our children and the children of our
children.

REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.
2.
3.

Why, according to Sanger, was the "traditional morality" related to sexual intercourse dying out?
What did Sanger say were the advantages of smaller families?
Why did she believe that birth control was an "ethical necessity"?

