AN ESSAY

The Rivalry Between Margaret
Sanger and Mary Ware Dennett

Scholar Peter C. Engelman, associate editor of the Margaret Sanger Papers,
explores primary source content in ProQuest History Vault to reveal the
bitter rivalry which shaped the direction of the birth control movement.
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Researching the feud between Sanger and Dennett

There was no duel (2 la Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton) or tabloid name-calling (in the vein of Joan Crawford and Bette
Davis) or dinner party fisticuffs (have another drink! Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer). No, the long battle between Margaret
Sanger and Mary Ware Dennett for leadership of the birth control movement was too civilized (most of the time) for any of
that. But it was, without a doubt, one of the most intense rivalries in the history of American social protest movements.
And it helped determine the course of action for achieving reproductive rights in America.

Dennett and Sanger's on-and-off feud is well documented in two ProQuest History Vault B ) )
collections: The Margaret Sanger Papers: Smith College Collections and The Papers of / am /nC//ned tO
Mary Ware Dennett and the Voluntary Parenthood League, part of the Women's Studies be//eVe," Sanger
Manuscript Collections from The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College.
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ProQuest History Vault offers researchers one-stop access (for the first time) to most “ h t
of the letters and organizational materials that chronicle this early leadership contest. Den nett’ that a
These voluminous collections are highly searchable and the document images clear and Sanitaffum /S the
readable. The correspondence in the Smith College Collections, presented chronologically, prOper p/ace
also offers browsers the added benefit of seeing letters in context, which is helpful for
reading between the lines — and outside the margins - of Sanger and Dennett’s restrained for her”
correspondence; when they criticized each other, it was most often in letters to other
movement activists and supporters.

Conflicting approaches to birth control

The main conflict between Margaret Sanger and Mary Ware Dennett underscores

one of the tensions in the birth control movement that persists today: how much
power should the medical establishment have over reproductive decision-making?

Dennett and Sanger’s differing approaches to medical oversight of contraception
provide the first attempt to map the perilous path through legal, medical and ethical
mine fields on the way to achieving women’s sexual autonomy. Their successors
adopted variations on those earlier approaches in a successful effort to secure
privacy rights and legal abortion. The documentation on Dennett and Sanger—

and these two History Vault collections in general—also offer primary research
materials on other subjects central to the early campaign for legalization of birth
control, especially free speech issues and the controversial matter (now but not
then) of eugenics.

How did this animosity between Sanger and Dennett come about? They were wary
of each other from the moment Dennett first joined the birth control cause in 1915,
following William Sanger’s arrest that winter on obscenity charges for handing an
undercover agent a copy of his wife’'s Family Limitation pamphlet. Dennett (1872-
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1947), a veteran women's suffrage and antiwar organizer, preferred to work behind ~ Mary Ware Dennett and her sons, 1919.
the scenes and within the law.

In helping to form the National Birth Control League (NBCL) during Margaret Sanger’s exile in Europe, Dennett quickly
asserted her leadership and worked to instill order in the chaotic campaign that had arisen around Sanger’s free speech
clashes with the government. Dennett leveraged the Sanger name and sought access to Sanger's mailing lists even as she
refused to support Margaret Sanger’s legal defense. Dennett and her allies made no secret of their resentment of

Sanger and her autocratic leadership style. They made every effort to distance the NBCL from Sanger’s street

radicalism and anarchist ties.



The radical and the moderate becsans e
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During these early years, Sanger (1879-1966), the nurse-turned-radical activist, built a PantiCR> 2
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| felt myself in the position of one who has discovered that a house is on fire; and | found LV T ks o o4 l.cM’ﬁ
Proph ™ oo Load: e
that it was up to me to shout out the warning!” According to Sanger, Dennett disagreed &:",‘,’IJ;-PA_‘” ,_,,f-,‘ﬁLZ%&-g;x
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with “my methods, my tactics, with everything | had done” preferring to “change the laws ';"ﬁ.\"};‘:« e Tk /me“c;fu 't
in an orderly and proper manner.” Sanger would have none of it, characterizing Dennett's '*ﬁ% e e % ;3..%“
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approach as too incremental, too bourgeois.' tLGL\ : i b g
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mothers with two sons. They had endured difficult first marriages and personal SUCICHRY OGITIE 0P T SRUATE. B
financial struggles. Both had written controversial publications that met with e ——
censorship (Sanger’ Woman Rebel and Family Limitation, and Dennett's sex ',“,”.:;: ::;r:‘;;“{ f;_’:;;’;:mr..
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Dennett never got very far with the NBCL, which had trouble competing with
Sanger’s organizations and staying solvent. In 1919, she formed a legislative SEeceiay ponaisioe Tor”thaee’ sopaged. 1a-The. clractation of
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based system of contraceptive health care.?

As the movement debated the bill proposals, Sanger and Dennett attacked each other in print and in public meetings.
Dennett was incensed that Sanger called for medical control of contraception one minute and illegally sent out her do-it-
yourself guide, Family Limitation, the next. Sanger called Dennett’s bill foolish and dangerous, believing it would lead to
the use of ineffective and harmful devices. She also thought Dennett naive about the socially conservative men's club
that was Congress.®

Operating in Sanger's shadow much of the time, Dennett failed to gain traction with her message. Objecting to Sanger's call
in 1920 for women to go on a five-year birth strike, Dennett resigned her position on the board of the Birth Control Review,
cutting herself off from the information hub of the movement.# Sanger found ways to isolate Dennett further, leaving her off
conference invitations, refusing to publish Dennett’s letters to the Birth Control Review, and failing to mention the work of the
VPL in public forums, even with Dennett in the audience —prompting Dennett to write about Sanger in a 1920 report: “She
was a charming vision in a reddish gown . .. But oh, her English, and her facts that aren't facts, and her logic that isn't logic,
and her amazing faculty for being the whole ‘'moomunt’!”®



Final battles that shaped the future of birth control

The friction between them sparked fire at the close of the First American Birth Control Conference in New York, in 1921.

It started with a behind-the-scenes clash over Dennett’s role in the Sanger-run conference and a jostling for the support of
British birth controller Marie Stopes. To Stopes, Sanger wrote that Dennett lacked medical backing for her work and was
operating “outside the pale of honesty & decency.”® Upon learning these disparagements, Dennett accused Sanger of

“libel and slander”

It all boiled over following Sanger’s arrest at the Town Hall theater after she refused police orders to shut down a public
meeting. Dennett, seeking publicity for the VPL, appeared at the police station to give a public statement in support of
Sanger. But Sanger’s close friend and movement supporter, Juliet Rublee, indignant over Dennett's attempt to exploit
the situation, apparently struck Dennett in the face, saying “This is our affair, we don't want you in it.”” Rublee later
denied it, and Sanger backed her up. “I am inclined to believe,” she wrote about Dennett, “that a sanitarium is the proper
place for her” Sanger went a step further by accusing Dennett of tipping off the police about Sanger’s illegal mailing of

contraceptive pamphlets.®

The conference marked Dennett's last public appearance in the mainstream of the birth control movement, now fully
under Sanger’s direction. Dennett retreated to her lobbying work in Washington and stayed in the background until Sanger
launched a new lobbying organization and focused on passing a birth control bill in Congress in the early 1930s. The two
revisited their old battle over the best approach to legislative reform. Dennett characterized Sanger’s proposed bill as
“unenforceable,” “a mockery.” Sanger shot back, “You had your day, you had the open field, and we are still cleaning up the

m

messy confusion in Washington as a result of [your] ‘open bill.

More damning for Dennett was that Sanger then largely

ignored her, in essence cutting Dennett completely adrift from movement.®

Sanger’s preferred approach of embracing clinic-based and physician-prescribed birth control won out in the end, paving
the way for the American Medical Association’s endorsement of contraception in 1937 and a series of court decisions
upholding contraception — and later abortion — as a legitimate and necessary health practice.

For all intents and purposes, Sanger shoved Dennett to the
fringe (not quite like Stalin banished Trotsky, but with the
same bad blood coursing through) and got in the last word in
a contentious and historic rivalry that cast both women

in an ugly light.

“You had your day, you had the open
field, and we are still cleaning up the
messy confusion in Washington

as a result of [your| ‘open bill.”

Margaret Sanger to Mary Ware Dennett

COMMITTEE ON FEDERAL LEGISLATION
Formed to secure amendment of Federal Laws
which obstruct the administration of State
laws relating to birth control.

17 west 16 st.

liew York City February
21st.
1931

Mrs. Mary tiare Demett
81 Singer st.
Astoria, L.I.
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Dear Mrs. Demnett: :
Yours of Februery 1llth. with your open letter received.

:: is r;a.lly gb;iievab%e that one has as much informetion
You have shou use the Catholic ar ent and uw t.
"open Bill". It is inecredible. e e ke

1f you had been to the hearing on February 14th and had

hee.r% the slurs of the opposition directed at the “open

bill", you might have chenged your mind. In fact, there

was no orgument whatsoever based on the "Doctors' Bill"

by the opposition, end the whole non-Catholic element

present at the hearing was there because of the mis-state-
ment on the part of the Hational Catholic Welfare conference's
claim that your bill of 1925 was under discussion.

I later went around to see an official high up in Hethodist

xi;gles,twholstatedtthat this "Doctors' Bill" put an entirely
erent color on the whole question, and that h

against this form of 'legislat?;n- * v e wes I?Ot

Many people who received your confusing, unsportsmanlike
letter agree that if you are out of the running, why not
stay out and give the others a chance to win oubs You had
your day, you had the open field, and we are still cleaning
t’}gnge;fils'y confusion in VWeshington as a result of the

Sinecerely yours,
(Signed] Hargerey Danger
Nationel Chairmen

|
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CHANGE THEM OR
ABOLISH THEM

BY
MARY WARE DENNETT

One ;f the Fomzaters of the National Birth Control League
ormerly Director of the Voluntary Parenthood ,
League, Author of “The Sex Side of Life”

How Shall We Change The Law

By Margaret Sanger.

APPALLING SITUATIONS revealed every day indicate all  knowledge, experience or ability, shall have the right to advise
too plainly that in cases where a woman’s disease is af- as to the use of means of preventing conception?

fected by pregnancy, the medical institutions and clinics Personally, 1 object to the so-called «ynlimited bill.” My
of New York State are accomplishing nothing to relieve those  objection, however, is not the usual one, that it would increase
diseased conditions. Where the disease is tuberculosis, syphilis immorality. 1 do not believe that a universal knowledge of
or some other organic malady which is aggmvaled by preg- contraceptives would lead to immorality. On the other hand,
nancy, women appeal in vain for instruction concerning con- 1 do believe that when instruction in the use of contraceptives
traceptives. Physicians are willing to perform abortions  is given, it should be given by the kind of persons best suited
where they are pronounced necessary, but they refuse to direct by training and experience to give it scientifically and accurate-
the use of preventives which would make the abortions un- ly. If everyone is permitted to impart information, those who

. 4 necessary. The almost invariable reply to the appeals of their receive t have no guaranty that it is correct or suitable to the
- women patieqts is: «] can’t do it—the law does not permit it.” individual’s physical requirements. Incorrect, unscientific in-
o, Recent inquiries made of physicians leave no doubt as to formation may bring good results in some cases, but it is more
\‘: the accuracy of this statement. Medical practitioners are likely to cause a vast amount of disappointment and anxiety
' ] heavily handicapped-—-%pecially in institutional and public in others.
.- ] work—by Section 1142 of the New York State law which pro-
\. . hibits anyone whatsoever from communicating to any person BILL WHICH WOULD authorize physicians, nurses and
- information concerning contraceptives. midwives to impart information would meet this need.
p 1 These classes of persons are equipped with the physiological h
- 4 RECOGNIZING THIS condition of affairs and the tre- and other knowledge to make the results of contraceptives de-
e, o 1 mendous evils to individual women, to children and to the pendable.
g | whole social body, various groups and organizations have at- A second point in faver of the Doctor’s and Nurse’s bill is
, q‘ 1 tempted, in the past four or five years, to secure amendments to  that it brings the applicant for contraceptives into direct touch
. ‘ the law. with the person giving the information. This, of course,
| Within the Birth Control movement there have been two dis- Xoeans dn'ect instructions, and specific mf.ormatlon suitable to
8 : : the individual case. It means that the important factors of
tinct opions as to what sort of an amendment should be urged- . ’
‘ e PR health, physxologxcal structure, temperament and economic
One opinion has favored what has been called the “unlimi 2 . N N
P Pk | bill”. This measure would so amend the law as to pe rmit any- condition can be considered and their requirements accurately

met.

y ‘ NEW YOR one who chose to do so to impart information concerning con- - . .
u’ | traceptives to anyone who wishes it. It would accomplish this A third 1.>0mt that must not be overloo}:efl is that under such
i end simply by striking the words “prevention of conception” 2 measure it m{ould be possible to get statistics of cases .handled,
> out of Section 1142. The amendment favored by other Birth methods applied ,and results obtained. Thus there will be no

> ] N
&W Control advocates would allow doctors, and possibly mid- guesswork as 1o what methods are the most reliable for cer-

e OF N o wives and nurses, to instruct in the use of contraceptives. tain cases. Thus, too, will those who give instruction .m°
3 (f ¢ vl prove upon present methods and develop new and superior

The time has now come to analyze both of these pr.oposcd ones. A system of disseminating information which depends
plans and make up our minds finally and deﬁnite!y which one  Jargely upon neighbors, friends and kindly relatives is mot
- o e ¢ our conclusion we must Jikely to give the best results. Neither is it likely to improve

ve the Des = . desirable ones. 1 do mot




