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IAN DOWBIGGIN

“A Rational Coalition”:
Euthanasia, Eugenics, and Birth
Control in America, 1940–1970
In 1940, at the second annual meeting of the Euthanasia Society of
America (ESA), its first president, Charles Francis Potter (1885–
1962), rose to give a speech. “Euthanasia, or merciful release from
suffering,” Potter declared, “is rapidly emerging from the stage when
it was considered merely the obsession of a few left-wing social reformers to the period when it is being recognized as an important
social measure in the same class with birth control and eugenics.” Almost thirty years later, at another ESA gathering, clergyman Henry
Pitney Van Dusen said much the same thing. “Popular attention centers on the Planned Parenthood movement at the other end of life,”
Van Dusen declared, and “[e]uthanasia is concerned with the responsible termination of life. The more we can relate these two
movements practically the better, because they are both concerned
with the responsible care of human life, one at its beginning and the
other at its end.” 1
These two speeches, highlighting an important yet neglected
continuity within twentieth-century U.S. social reform, were fairly
typical expressions of an attitude shared by numerous prominent
Americans. In the era between the Great Depression and Roe v. Wade,
the 1973 U.S. Supreme Court ruling striking down state laws
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criminalizing abortion, Americans such as Potter, Margaret Sanger,
Robert Latou Dickinson, Joseph Fletcher, Alan Guttmacher, and Paul
Blanshard, viewed euthanasia, eugenic sterilization, and birth control as kindred causes.2 With the arrival of the distinctive cultural
climate of the 1960s and its emphasis on privacy, civil rights, and a
woman’s reproductive right to choose, as well as a declining faith
among social scientists in hereditarian explanations of disease, support for eugenic sterilization plummeted. Defenders of euthanasia
also tended to redefine the right to die as the freedom to forgo treatment rather than the right to request active assistance in a speedy
death.
However, in hindsight what stands out is the way mid-twentieth-century American social activists believed that “birth control”
and “death control” formed “a rational coalition,” two aspects of the
same crusade to liberate human beings from afflictions that had
plagued human history for centuries.3 These reformers were united
in their commitment to fight for “the right not to suffer,” whether
because of excessive fertility, deferred sexual gratification, or a lingering, painful death.4
This article argues two central points: first, scholars should begin viewing the histories of euthanasia, eugenic sterilization, and
birth control in the United States less as separate narratives and
more as a single, broad chronicle of events inextricably linked to
the history of one current within twentieth-century American liberalism. For the most part, historians have overlooked how intimately
and regularly the American euthanasia, eugenics, and birth control
movements intersected during the middle third of the twentieth century.5 In recent years a handful of scholars have cited the ties among
the American eugenics movement, the campaign to decriminalize
birth control, and the growing toleration of euthanasia for “defective” babies and geriatric patients.6 But these scholars have tended
to focus on the pre–World War II period, and even then they have
not fully recognized the close interrelationship among all three currents.7
This article also argues that the belief that eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control had a great deal in common was nurtured by
the volatile cultural and political climate of the United States in
the 1940s and 1950s, an environment punctuated by a tense debate
over the power of the Roman Catholic Church. As John McGreevy
has argued, many liberals during this period shared a deep concern
that because of a robust Catholicism, democracy, national unity, and
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personal freedom in America were in jeopardy as never before. This
article confirms McGreevy’s thesis that Catholicism occupied a
highly important place in “the American intellectual imagination,”
and demonstrates that support for euthanasia and birth control was
an important principle for many of those mid-twentieth-century
American liberals who also believed that “religion, as an entirely
private matter, must be separated from the state, that religious loyalties must not threaten national unity, and that only an emphasis
on individual autonomy, thinking on one’s own, would sustain American democracy.” Liberal backing for eugenic sterilization was more
controversial, but it too enjoyed a surprising level of support as late
as the 1950s.8
Evidence for this thesis can be found in the records of two small
yet influential American social reform organizations: the Euthanasia Society of America9 and the Association for Voluntary Sterilization (AVS). 10 To date, the history of these two organizations has
been largely neglected by scholars.11 This article, based on research
in their separate and extensive archives, indicates that these two
groups, at first glance so unalike, attracted members with a common
outlook on matters of public health and social welfare.
Many mid-century American liberals were united by their readiness to promote the emancipation of human beings from what birth
control activist Margaret Sanger, herself an ESA and AVS member,
called “biological slavery.” 12 Living amid the shock waves from the
Scopes “Monkey Trial” of 1925, they tended to believe that science,
especially Darwinist biology, trumped all orthodox religious creeds,
promising to reveal progressively new truths about the natural world
that rendered all established theological doctrines questionable.13
They shared a faith in science as the “model for all kinds of knowing” and the foundation on which to base a new, secular approach to
ethics and morality.14
This strain of liberalism drew the support of secular humanists
such as Charles Potter and Harry Elmer Barnes, Protestant ministers
such as Harry Emerson Fosdick, Guy Shipler, and Henry Sloane
Coffin, Unitarians such as John H. Lathrop, Eleanor Dwight Jones,
and Inez Philbrick, and various followers of Felix Adler’s Ethical
Culture Society. Their collective inspiration derived from a new
doctrine of individualism that, in attacking the “rugged individualism” of classical nineteenth-century liberalism, highlighted the intimate relationship between personal development and participation
in the field of social reform. Euthanasia, birth control, and eugenic
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sterilization were causes that seemed to offer this form of self-fulfillment and ensure genuine social progress in an age that many American liberals thought was wracked with crisis.15
In short, this version of liberalism was inclined to depict humanity in the twentieth century as standing on the verge of a new
era that would witness major, unprecedented reductions in human
suffering, an expansion of individual choice, and improvements in
public health. The chief obstacles to this type of progress, such liberals agreed, were organized religion in general and the Roman
Catholic Church in particular, which they accused of using their
political power to restrict the rights of individual Americans to privacy and self-actualization. Only an “inner-directed,” autonomous
individual impervious to authoritarianism, they believed, could sustain American democracy in the face of such threats.16
By contextualizing these public-spirited men and women within
their organizational, cultural, social, and political environments,
then, we can see that what united them in their advocacy of eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control was greater than what divided
them.17 Such a conclusion, besides helping to reconstruct the history of a decisive, transitional era in twentieth-century American
liberalism, also points to the curious combination of humane and
illiberal motives that inspired these people. But if they sometimes
favored what in retrospect are authoritarian policies, it was precisely
because they were motivated strongly by “well-intentioned concerns
about how to make America a better society and the world a better
place.” 18

I
The vision that united American men and women involved in the
euthanasia, eugenic sterilization, and birth control movements is
reflected in the histories of the Association for Voluntary Sterilization and the Euthanasia Society of America. The AVS was formed
originally in 1937 as the Sterilization League of New Jersey (SLNJ)
and later became a national organization, named successively Birthright, Inc. (1943), the Human Betterment Association of America
(1950), the Human Betterment Association for Voluntary Sterilization (1962), and the Association for Voluntary Sterilization (1965).
It remained a tiny organization with limited resources and policy
influence until the 1960s, when tycoon and population-control ad-
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vocate Hugh Moore became president and threw his wealth and considerable energy behind it.19 Yet, even when the AVS was small and
uninfluential, it still enjoyed the support of some important social
scientists and activists.
Initially, the AVS was dominated by its outspoken and abrasive
founder, the eugenic-minded social worker Marian Olden.20 Like so
many others drawn to the eugenics movement, Olden had been appalled by the deplorable conditions of state mental hospitals and
the homes of poverty-stricken families. From these observations, she
concluded that factors such as intelligence and mental and emotional health were unevenly distributed throughout America’s social classes, with the highest rates of crime, poverty, dependence,
and ignorance clustered at the bottom levels of society. Since these
classes were apparently the most fertile, Olden reasoned, there was a
desperate need to enact compulsory sterilization laws to curb the
proliferation of hereditary defects as well as shield the unborn from
the allegedly faulty parenting of the mentally retarded. Encouraged
by legislation introduced in Georgia, which in 1937 became the
thirty-second (and last) state to enact a eugenic sterilization law,
Olden and the SLNJ lobbied furiously, although unsuccessfully, between 1939 and 1942, for the passage of a state sterilization law in
New Jersey.21
Eventually, in the late 1940s Olden’s uncompromising, prickly
personality convinced her followers in what was by then Birthright,
Inc., that she was a public relations liability and they expelled her
from her leadership post. Yet, when it came to the issue of the Catholic Church, she and her colleagues in Birthright were generally of
one mind. It was clear to them that by the 1940s, as one scholar has
written, “the Catholic Church had embarked on a sustained drive
against eugenic sterilization laws.” In 1945, for example, the Church
in Philadelphia was instrumental in defeating a eugenic sterilization
bill.22 Olden attacked the Church not only because its opposition to
birth control and eugenics made it difficult to have non-Catholics
sterilized but also because she suspected that it was plotting to use
the high fertility rates among Catholics to make them a majority in
American society, and thus dictate government policy. That Catholics also seemed to contribute a disproportionate number of defectives
because of their rejection of birth control made the whole issue seem
even more significant to Olden. As she declared in 1947, the time
had come to “expose the methods of that church which acts as an
obstacle to progress in every form.” 23 Olden was unique in other re-
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spects, but she merely expressed what many liberal Americans had
concluded by the late 1940s, namely, that Catholicism represented
a stark threat to a healthy, democratic society.24
Liberal fears of Catholic supremacy stemmed from the fact that
between the Depression and the mid-1950s the U.S. Catholic Church
was “the dominant cultural institution in the country.”25 Over the
course of these years the Church enjoyed a unity, rigor, and power
that propelled it to the very center of American life. To the dismay
of many secular liberals, it seemed as if the public was willing to
follow the Church’s lead in setting the social policy agenda for the
country. Politicians, intimidated by the ballot-box might of Catholic voters, courted powerful Catholic prelates such as Francis Cardinal Spellman and Dennis Cardinal Dougherty. Catholic clout
extended all the way to Hollywood, where the Legion of Decency,
with Catholic backing, pressured the movie studios to eliminate
scenes of sex and violence from their films.26
American liberals framed their anti-Catholicism in terms of
defending the constitutional separation of church and state, but they
also objected to specific policies that the Church historically championed. Liberals in the 1940s remembered well the Church’s support
for Francisco Franco’s nationalists in the Spanish Civil War, an event
many saw as a dress rehearsal for World War II. They also remembered the sometimes anti-Semitic speeches of the “radio priest”
Charles Coughlin during the Depression. They were just as upset
over the Church’s teachings on sexuality and reproduction. In 1930,
Pope Pius XI issued the Vatican’s first modern statement on sex and
birth control, describing those who used contraception as grave sinners and condemning eugenic sterilization as an unlawful interference of the state in the sacred life of the family. When the Church
used its legislative influence to postpone the decriminalization of
birth control, eugenic or otherwise, most liberals were furious. Impressed by Freudian theories and the findings of sexologist Alfred C.
Kinsey, they were increasingly convinced of the need to separate sex
from reproduction and plan the number of children people wished
to have.27
Within such a hostile cultural climate, the AVS found it extremely difficult after World War II to popularize sterilization as a
contraceptive technique, especially eugenic sterilization. The very
term “eugenics” was tainted because of its Hitlerian connotations.
In 1933, the Nazi government had passed a eugenics-motivated, coercive sterilization law, resulting in the asexualization of close to
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four hundred thousand “Aryan” Germans by 1939. When these facts
became well known after the war, the AVS tried to dodge the perception that it was a eugenic organization by endorsing voluntary
sterilization—tubal ligation for consenting women and vasectomy
for consenting men—as a birth control method.28 Sterilization of
the feeble-minded was advisable less because of hereditary factors
and more because it was inhumane for the handicapped and their
potential offspring to permit them to reproduce.29 Officially, the AVS
advocated sterilization for its liberating rather than punitive features—a safe, simple, reliable technique for preventing pregnancy
without diminishing sexual desire. To the AVS, sterilization helped
society meet the goals of making each child a wanted child, separating sex from procreation, halting population growth, averting world
famine, and reducing crime and poverty.30
Shaking its eugenic reputation was one thing. Getting rid of all
eugenic sentiments was another. For example, in 1959 the AVS executive director wrote that it “takes up where Planned Parenthood
leaves off. . . . [C]ontraception does not and never will solve the
problem for those who need fertility control the most—the morons,
the ignorant, the irresponsible.”31 The AVS gradually adopted the
policy of persuading obstetricians “to be more sterilization minded,”
and specifically perform more postpartum tubal ligations. In the words
of H. Curtis Wood, gynecologist and AVS president from 1945 to
1961:
If the half wits and morons could be talked into sterilization
after the birth of a few children, instead of making no attempt to limit their numbers at all, we could at least be getting somewhere. I and several of my friends are doing them
quite often on these women on a strictly voluntary basis and
it is not hard to talk most of them into it during their pregnancies. They do not want to be bothered with a lot of children and when it is explained to them are only too happy to
have it done. We need to educate the doctors to educate their
patients.32
Although the potential for abuse is obvious in Wood’s remarks, the
AVS condemned all compulsion when it came to sterilization. It
opposed any social welfare legislation that sought to use sterilization
as a method for penalizing the poor for having children. The AVS
hoped that it could still achieve standard eugenic aims such as fer-
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tility reduction among the poor and mentally handicapped without
having to rely on cumbersome eugenic sterilization laws that primarily affected only institutionalized patients.
In other words, well into the 1960s the AVS was simultaneously
a eugenic and noneugenic organization, an alliance between those,
such as Wood, who believed that eugenic purposes could be fulfilled
more efficiently through voluntary sterilization and those who were
also convinced that greater access to sterilization services would provide women with wider reproductive choice. These two views could
coexist in the same person’s mind. To Wood and many others in the
AVS, issues of choice, access, availability, and eugenics blended into
an overall approach to birth control, which rested on the theory
that sterilization is the most practical form of contraception.33
This curious combination of motives is not so strange in view of
the fact that between the 1930s and 1960s some AVS members were
involved in the liberal campaign to empower individuals with greater
control over their lives, question the dogmatism and doctrinal certainty of fundamentalist Christians, and contest Roman Catholic
power over social policy. The AVS, with fresh memories of how
Catholics had opposed the enactment of eugenic laws, were equally
upset over Catholic hospitals that routinely denied physicians ward
privileges if they belonged to any family planning organizations, such
as the Planned Parenthood Federation of America (PPFA) or the
AVS itself.34 For example, in 1952 non-Catholic physicians at St.
Francis Hospital in Poughkeepsie, New York, were threatened with
the loss of these privileges if they did not sever their ties with the
local chapter of Planned Parenthood. Such Catholic action helped
to forge alliances between the AVS and the American Civil Liberties Union, which in 1947 criticized Connecticut hospitals for firing
non-Catholic doctors who supported the legal use of contraceptive
devices.35 Little wonder that H. Curtis Wood belonged to Protestants and Other Americans United for the Separation of Church
and State, an anti-Catholic lobbying group committed to outlawing
aid to parochial schools. Wood’s pleas for the widespread use of voluntary sterilization were also published in The Humanist, the journal for the liberal and anti-Catholic American Humanist Association
(AHA).36
To support his pro-sterilization views, Wood liked to quote the
clergyman Harry Emerson Fosdick (1878–1969), an ESA and AVS
member and, by the mid-1920s, “the best-known liberal [Protestant]
minister in America.” 37 Fosdick, a graduate of the free-thinking

IAN DOWBIGGIN

231

Union Theological Seminary in New York City, was a fervent advocate of the social gospel, the duty to apply the Christian messages of
compassion, hope, and self-sacrifice to social and economic issues.
Fosdick insisted that Christianity be “intellectually hospitable, openminded, liberty-loving, fair, [and] tolerant,” open to everyone, regardless of creed or formal confession. In terms of social issues, Fosdick
attacked racial discrimination, defended birth control, embraced
pacifism, and supported Alcoholics Anonymous. Yet, Fosdick also
agreed with Marian Olden that “selective sterilization” and “scientific eugenics” were crucial to solving the overpopulation problem.
As he wrote, “[i]ndiscriminate human spawning serves no useful
purpose.” 38
Algernon Black (1900–1993) was another AVS member with
distinctly liberal views. Black, born in Manhattan to Russian Jewish
immigrants, at an early age won a scholarship to the Ethical Cultural School, maintained by the Society for Ethical Culture of New
York City. Founded in 1876, Ethical Culture offered a religion based
on ethics rather than a creed or theology. It sought to foster “a living sense of being moved by superb ideals which have no limit, human ideals for endless individual and social action.” Instead of a
God, Society for Ethical Culture members believed in the infinite
worth of the individual and the centrality of ethical principles, defined chiefly in terms of democratic values. Adherents regarded Ethical Culture as an alternative to Judaism and Christianity. Black, first
elected as a leader of the Society for Ethical Culture in 1934, was
also a steady AVS and ESA member in the 1950s and 1960s. His
willingness to be identified with the AVS spoke to his belief that
the organization’s agenda coincided with the other certifiably liberal causes he supported, such as racial desegregation, civil rights,
and nuclear disarmament.39
The predominantly secularist and liberal ideas of Fosdick and
Black were echoed by other AVS members, including Brock Chisholm
and Paul Blanshard. Chisholm (1896–1971), a Canadian psychiatrist, was elected as the World Health Organization’s first directorgeneral in 1948. Like Black, he was a member of the ESA and the
AVS, and in the early 1960s served as AVS honorary president. In
1945, Chisholm created controversy in Canada when he accused
parents who let their children believe in Santa Claus of permanently
damaging their youngsters’ emotional and cognitive development.
He was also fond of attacking religious taboos about sex and reproduction and defending masturbation and contraception. In addition,
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he was an outspoken critic of world population growth and proponent of the need for a United Nations–led world government. In
1959, Chisholm was named Humanist of the Year by the American
Humanist Association.40
With members such as Fosdick, Black, and Chisholm, the AVS
proved to be receptive to the views of Paul Blanshard (1892–1980),
author of the controversial 1949 best-seller American Freedom and
Catholic Power, and arguably the liberal intellectual most identified
with anti-Catholicism. In this book and his 1951 Communism, Democracy, and Catholic Power, Blanshard equated Catholicism and
Soviet communism as threats to American democracy. Blanshard
was a trustee of the Ethical Culture Society and one-time Congregationalist minister who did graduate work at the Union Theological
Seminary. He left the ministry in 1918 and joined the trade union
movement, served as an urban reformer in the La Guardia administration in New York City in the 1930s, and during World War II was
an economic analyst and consultant for the U.S. State Department.
The AVS held Blanshard in high esteem, inviting him to speak
at its annual members’ meeting in 1948. The admiration was mutual. Blanshard’s American Freedom and Catholic Power contained not
only blistering attacks on the “antidemocratic,” “intolerant,” “totalitarian,” and positively “un-American” nature of Catholicism; but
it also had kind words about the AVS (then named Birthright, Inc.).
Blanshard was an avowed eugenicist, condemning Roman Catholics
for frustrating AVS attempts to persuade state legislators to pass more
eugenic sterilization laws. “Meanwhile,” Blanshard wrote, “the feebleminded who are at large in our population produce future Americans at a much faster rate than normal citizens.” 41 In general,
Blanshard agreed with the AVS that the Roman Catholic hierarchy
had no business criticizing sterilization, birth control, population
control, and artificial insemination when its sexual code was dominated by the ethic of celibacy, a policy that “thwarted instincts and
suppressed desires.” The fact that Blanshard’s book, although stridently anti-Catholic, was praised by people such as Albert Einstein,
John Dewey, and Supreme Court justice Hugo Black, proved that
his opinions struck a chord among many mid-twentieth-century liberals.42
Blanshard articulated a diffuse yet vibrant sentiment that united
countless Americans who saw Roman Catholic opposition to eugenics and birth control as just one part of an ongoing Church campaign to subject non-Catholics to Catholic teachings. Science,

IAN DOWBIGGIN

233

secularism, pragmatism, and nondogmatic religion appeared more
and more attractive as central principles on which to base a progressive democracy in the midst of the Cold War, not the
authoritarianism, “absolutism,” and “uniformity” the Church seemed
to represent. This was a message that distinctly resonated with AVS
members.43

II
The message that Catholicism posed a threat to democratic freedoms also found a home within the Euthanasia Society of America.
The ESA, whose origins roughly coincided with the founding of the
AVS, was formed in January 1938 as the National Society for the
Legalization of Euthanasia, and renamed the Euthanasia Society of
America later that same year.44 Like the AVS, the ESA had to battle
the political power of the Catholic Church between the late 1930s
and 1970s. American Catholic opposition to euthanasia, based on
Church teaching that life is sacred, a gift from God, and pain a blessing in disguise because it gave individuals the chance to emulate the
suffering of Christ, stretched back decades.45 It intensified in the
1930s, when the ESA was in the process of being formed, and reached
a peak in the 1940s and 1950s, when the ESA tried unsuccessfully
to persuade New York State legislators to introduce a voluntary euthanasia bill in the State Assembly. In its campaign against the decriminalization of euthanasia, the Church and its fundamentalist
Protestant allies frequently targeted the ESA itself.46
To help it achieve the legalization of euthanasia, the ESA enlisted the support of physicians and liberal Protestant and Jewish
clergymen, including Black, Fosdick, Henry Van Dusen, Henry
Sloane Coffin, and Guy Shipler (editor of the anti-Catholic The
Churchman). Of the fifty New York State religious leaders who signed
the 1948 ESA petition in favor of legalizing “painless death for persons desiring it, who are suffering from incurable, fatal and painful
disease,” twenty were Unitarians.47 But ESA initiatives simply sparked
more Catholic counterattacks. In the midst of growing anti-Communist sentiment throughout the country, Catholic allegations that
support for euthanasia was tantamount to support for the “materialism” and “state absolutism” of Soviet Russia were difficult for the
ESA to parry.48

234

“A RATIONAL COALITION”

No one voiced the liberal anti-Catholicism of the ESA more
eloquently than Charles Potter, its first president. Potter initially
rose to national prominence in 1923–24 when he debated biblical
fundamentalism on the radio with the Baptist minister John Roach
Straton. In 1925 he served as Clarence Darrow’s religious adviser at
the Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee. His life was a long litany of
support for liberal causes, such as outlawing war, American participation in the League of Nations, the abolition of capital punishment, and equal rights for women. But he also defended coercive
eugenic sterilization and involuntary euthanasia. According to Potter, eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control were simply applied naturalist science, enlightened and humane programs that dissipated
religious ignorance and provided individuals with the knowledge they
needed to control their own lives and improve society.49
Potter, an ex-Unitarian minister, founded the First Humanist
Society in 1929. To him, Humanism was “a secular religion” resting
on “the conviction that personality is the explanation of the universe, that man is the highest manifestation of this personality.” The
aim of Humanism was to tap the tremendous potential in human
beings in order “to ensure progress toward an ideal society.” Elective
euthanasia in Potter’s eyes was an excellent example of Humanism
in action. It enabled individuals to exercise a strong measure of control over their deaths, thereby enriching the terminal experience of
life. Participation in the campaign to legalize euthanasia similarly
enriched individual character development. From Potter’s perspective, involuntary euthanasia also paved the way for “an ideal society” by eliminating undesirable defectives. Indeed, it is hard to
exaggerate the importance of euthanasia to Humanism. Religion is
human life, stated the “Humanist Manifesto” of 1932–33 (which
Potter signed). Whatever enabled human beings to exert control
over the final stages of life conferred nobility on individuals while
helping them to realize themselves fully.50
Joining Potter as a member of both the ESA and his First Humanist Society was the Smith College historian Harry Elmer Barnes.
Barnes and Potter thought alike on just about every subject. Barnes
was a believer in sex education, eugenic sterilization, birth control,
and the decriminalization of abortion. He professed a deep scientism
based on Darwinism and the issues raised at the Scopes Trial. Organized religion only bred superstition, ignorance, and bigotry, according to Barnes. Like Potter, he looked toward the march of science
both to demolish what was left of traditional religious faith and to
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erect a new hybrid secular religion combining elements from Unitarianism, positivism, and Ethical Culture. In the meantime, he and
Potter prepared to do battle with Roman Catholics, “the cream of
the fundamentalists,” in Barnes’s words.51
ESA stalwarts Inez C. Philbrick and Eleanor Dwight Jones basically thought the same way. Both brought years of activist experience in the women’s suffrage and birth control campaigns to the
euthanasia movement. Philbrick, a Unitarian, physician, and medical educator, was largely responsible for a failed effort in 1937 to
have a euthanasia bill considered by Nebraska’s unicameral legislature.52 Jones, also a Unitarian, was president of the American Birth
Control League from 1929 to 1935 and eventually became ESA vice
president. In the ESA’s inaugural years, Jones drafted much of its
correspondence, wrote the bulk of its annual reports, and managed
most of its public relations.
Jones was an admirer of Potter’s brand of liberal Humanism because it stressed solving human problems rather than obeying the
doctrines of organized religion. A devout believer in the separation
of church and state, she defended the legalization of euthanasia because such a law, she maintained in 1949, besides being a humane
reform for those suffering through long, painful, terminal illnesses,
would also offer individuals the opportunity to exercise their ultimate right, the freedom to choose the time, place, and manner of
their death. It would “leave each religious group free to follow the
teaching of its own religion.” In opposing the decriminalization of
euthanasia, Jones contended, the Catholic Church was attacking
this “American ideal of religious freedom,” and thus was engaged in
an “effort to dominate the rest of us.” Hailing the 1948 formation of
Protestants and Other Americans United for the Separation of
Church and State, Jones declared it was time for like-minded Americans to join forces to defeat Catholic political power.53
It was no coincidence that Jones, Philbrick, and the twenty
Unitarian clergymen who signed the ESA’s 1948 petition in support
of mercy killing were drawn to the euthanasia movement. Unitarianism, based on a rejection of Christ’s divinity, condemned the putative “superstitions,” “authoritarianism,” and “dogmatism” of
orthodox Christianity as threats to human freedom. Unitarian advocates of euthanasia accused Christianity of breeding “fatalism” and
discouraging people from trying to improve their conditions of life.
By rejecting the notion of God as a creator who willed suffering,
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Unitarians naturally sympathized with mercy killings as one way to
deal with painful, chronic illness.54
Philbrick and Jones supported both euthanasia and the involuntary sterilization of mental defectives as further illustrations of
how humans beings could be merciful to the less fortunate and benefit society at large. They and Potter were just a few of the many
eugenicists who served on the ESA’s executive and advisory board.
To Jones and many others in the ESA, eugenics was the rationale for
the “systematic campaign against the present disgenic [sic] multiplication of the unfit.”55
Some eugenicists joined the ESA because of personal experiences during which they had watched relatives or friends die in prolonged agony. Yet while experiences such as these undoubtedly had
a powerful emotional impact, ESA members’ faith in eugenics and
social Darwinism made it easier for them to reject traditional morality and defy religious taboos against taking the lives of other people.
As numerous early twentieth-century American intellectuals confessed, their encounter with Darwinism had compelled them to renounce their Christian faith and many of its prohibitions about sex,
reproduction, and death.56
The eugenic orientation of the early ESA owed much to Mrs.
R. L. (Ann) Mitchell, an eccentric and wealthy New Yorker who
bankrolled the organization up to the time of her suicide in 1942.
Although Potter got most of the public credit for starting the ESA,
Mitchell was its true founder. A former asylum patient, she had concluded that euthanasia for incurable mental patients was an urgent
necessity. Having seen firsthand the ravages of mental illness in state
institutions, she approached Potter and offered to defray the expenses
of establishing an organization aimed at the legalization of euthanasia. When World War II broke out, she saw it as a superb opportunity for countries such as the United States to implement “a thorough
biological house cleaning.” “We must breed human beings as carefully as we do animals,” she wrote, urging “euthanasia as a war measure, including euthanasia for the insane, feeble minded monstrosities.” Although a firm defender of the Allied struggle against
Hitler, she essentially agreed with the Nazi interpretation of war as
a life or death contest for biological supremacy.57
Mitchell’s ideas and the large presence of eugenicists in ESA
ranks help to explain why initially the organization hoped that its
efforts would convince state legislators to enact laws permitting both
voluntary euthanasia and the involuntary mercy killing of hopelessly
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handicapped or aged individuals. Members such as Mitchell and
Potter thought that euthanizing newborns with gross deformities
served a eugenic purpose.58
However, it quickly became obvious that the best the ESA could
expect realistically was the legalization of elective euthanasia, a lesson reinforced by public reaction to stories about the Nazi euthanasia atrocities committed between 1939 and 1945. Indeed, the word
“euthanasia” in the organization’s title alone generated bad publicity, encouraging public opinion to associate the ESA with Nazi genocide.59 The ESA reacted by stressing that it sought only voluntary
euthanasia for humane purposes.60 Yet, try as they might, between
the late 1930s and the 1960s, ESA officials never entirely succeeded
in erasing this stigma or defeating Roman Catholic opposition and
as a result were unable to persuade state politicians to pass statutes
that would legalize voluntary euthanasia. Persistent attacks by Roman Catholic theologians and medical ethicists in the 1950s particularly wore down the ESA, many of whose members, belonging to
groups such as the Humanists, the Ethical Culture Society, and Protestants and Other Americans United for Separation of Church and
State, were angry at the way they imagined the Catholic Church
was dictating its values to non-Catholic Americans.61
Given these conditions, it is easy to see why the ESA, like the
AVS, hailed Paul Blanshard’s American Freedom and Catholic Power
as “a brilliant and scholarly study of the menacing encroachment of
the Roman Catholic Church in the fields of education, medicine,
and sex-morals.” In his book, Blanshard specifically lauded the ESA’s
“humane” support for the safeguarded right of Americans to seek a
“merciful release,” depicting the issue as a typical example of uninformed Catholic interference in the lives of democratic citizens.62
Nonetheless, the endorsement of people such as Blanshard was
not enough to reverse the decline of the ESA in the 1950s. By the
early 1960s, the ESA was in the doldrums, frustrated over its failure
to mobilize legislative support in states such as New York and Connecticut. Like the AVS, it was still a small-scale, poorly funded operation, with only seven hundred members in 1958.63 What made
the ESA’s vicissitudes all the more embarrassing was that its growth
stood in stark contrast to the progress of the birth control movement.64
The ESA’s fortunes revived with the introduction in 1968 of
the “Living Will,” a legal document signed by a consenting individual and authorizing physicians to withdraw life-sustaining treat-
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ment under certain conditions. The living will spoke to the mounting concerns of Americans about recent developments in life-support medical technology, specifically ventilators, tube-feeding, and
heart-lung and kidney dialysis machines. Temporarily, euthanasia advocates had to shelve their hopes of achieving the legalization of
“active” euthanasia, laws permitting the elective, deliberate, and
assisted hastening of death, in favor of “passive” euthanasia, the right
to reject “heroic measures.” Enthusiasm for active euthanasia would
revive in the 1980s with the rise of Derek Humphry’s Hemlock Society and the publicity surrounding Dr. Jack Kevorkian’s assisted
deaths.65
Finally, in view of the conspicuous overlap in membership in
the years after World War II, was there any actual collaboration between the ESA and AVS? Beyond exchanging membership lists, it
was infrequent at best.66 Yet there was an implicit understanding
that since each single cause they promoted was controversial enough
in its own right, official cooperation could only harm their respective organizations.67 With numerous individuals playing critical roles
in both associations, there was also the distinct potential for exchanges of information and advice as well as recruitment of new
members. The absence of formal links should not disguise the fact
that people who belonged to the two organizations tended to think
that euthanasia, eugenic sterilization, and birth control had a great
deal in common. Nor should it disguise the fact that, in their view,
defending these issues in the teeth of Catholic opposition helped to
strengthen American democracy in the 1940s and 1950s.

III
Where the connections among eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control also appear vividly is in the lives and careers of individuals who,
like Potter, Fosdick, Blanshard, Chisholm, Jones, and Black, sympathized with all three causes. Margaret Sanger (1879–1966) was a
good case in point. Her several biographers have noted that besides
playing a leading role in the campaign to preach the virtues of birth
control she also expressed decidedly eugenic opinions. What is less
well known is that her eugenicism lasted virtually to the end of her
life. For example, in 1950 she praised the twenty-seven states where
“legislators have been far sighted and fearless enough to provide the
cost of sterilization at Government expense in such cases where there
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is a hereditary disease.” 68 In 1953 she assured the head of the English Eugenics Society that “eugenic principles . . . are basically sound
in constructing a decent civilization. I speak of the unbalanced birth
rate which certainly exists in this country [USA] as well as most of
the English-speaking countries. It should be one of our aims to help
in this regard by taking our educational work and the practice of
birth control into these groups where it is most needed.” 69 In 1957
she applauded the mass sterilization programs in postwar India and
Japan, where local officials and health-care personnel often used incentives in the form of money and gifts to get men and women to
submit to sterilization in the interest of population control. “Within
two generations” Japan could become “the most eugenic of all nations,” she approvingly informed the novelist Upton Sinclair.70
Margaret Sanger was a sponsor of the AVS and a member of the
ESA’s Advisory Council. In 1959, she announced in the ESA Bulletin that not only did she agree with ESA policy, but she spread word
of the ESA whenever and wherever she could. Her legendary battles
with the Catholic Church convinced her that the struggle to dismantle barriers to birth control was highly akin to the struggle to
win individuals the personal freedom to die when, where, and how
they chose. Just as religious taboos stood in the way of birth control,
so they also delayed the legalization of euthanasia.71
The gynecologist and sex educator Robert Latou Dickinson
(1861–1950) saw matters much the same way. Dickinson shared
Blanshard’s views about the dangers the Roman Catholic Church
posed to the democratic way of life in America.72 A pioneer in sex
research, marriage counseling, and the use of rubber and plastic pelvic models for medical teaching purposes, Dickinson is best known
today for his determined efforts during the interwar period to get
the medical profession to recognize the health benefits of birth control. Although he had a troubled relationship with Sanger, he tended
to share her opinions about the value of sex education and the emancipating potential of informed and accessible family planning.73
As a member of the AVS dating back to 1943, Dickinson regarded sterilization as a valuable birth control tool that could also
serve eugenic purposes. He was the first chairman of the AVS Medical and Scientific Committee, originally formed in 1949, and when,
in 1950, the name of the organization was switched from Birthright,
Inc., to the Human Betterment Association of America, its headquarters were moved from Princeton, New Jersey, to Dickinson’s own
Manhattan studio at the New York Academy of Medicine.
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Dickinson was also an active member of the ESA, serving as its
president from 1946 until his death in 1950. In the late 1940s, he
chaired the “Committee of 1776 Physicians for Legalization of Voluntary Euthanasia in New York State,” an organization linked to the
ESA and engaged in the ultimately unsuccessful campaign to persuade New York State legislators to enact a voluntary euthanasia
bill. Whether it was eugenics, euthanasia, birth control, marriage
counseling, or sex education, Dickinson saw them all as means for
liberating human beings—and especially women—from disease, disability, terminal illness, and ignorance about the physiology of sexuality and reproduction. His goal, as he put it, was to improve the
overall quality of life.74
As Sanger and Dickinson aged and eventually passed away in
the postwar era, a new generation emerged to replace them. Two
who stood out were Ruth Proskauer Smith (1907– ) and Alan
Guttmacher (1898–1974). Guttmacher and Smith both joined the
AVS in the 1940s, becoming members of its executive committee,
with Guttmacher agreeing to chair its Medical and Scientific Committee in 1952. Both also joined the ESA in the 1950s, serving on
its advisory board. In the 1960s, as historian David Garrow has shown,
each fought tenaciously for the repeal of America’s abortion laws, a
struggle that culminated in Roe v. Wade (1973).75
Smith, after a brief stint with the Planned Parenthood Federation of Massachusetts, was appointed the administrator of
Guttmacher’s family planning service at Mount Sinai Hospital in
New York City from 1953 to 1955. Guttmacher, after whom New
York City’s Alan Guttmacher Institute is named, was the son of a
Baltimore rabbi and had graduated from Johns Hopkins University
Medical School in 1923. Soon thereafter, he joined the birth control movement, serving in various posts with PPFA, including as its
national president in 1962. By that point his reputation within the
family planning movement was so enviable that he was often mentioned as the unofficial successor to Margaret Sanger herself.76
When Ruth Smith began collaborating with Guttmacher in
1953, she encountered his “law from Mount Sinai,” which stated
that sterilization was to be performed on women who sought it for
birth control purposes according to their age and the number of children they had had. For example, a woman under thirty had to have
had at least six living children, while a woman of thirty-five needed
only four children to be eligible. Guttmacher admitted that 9 percent of the patients who had had children on his public ward service
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were sterilized, in contrast to 0.3 percent on the private service, but
he denied that prejudice on the part of the medical staff accounted
for this difference. Still, he did concede that “the smaller the pocketbook, the larger the family and the better the chance to have one’s
sterilization request honored.”
Ultimately, he concluded that “for poorly motivated people sterilization is a much better technique than [temporary forms of] contraception.” Although he rejected compulsory eugenic sterilization,
Guttmacher found it difficult simultaneously to defend widening
access to sterilization as a contraceptive method to include the poor
and avoid sounding like someone intent on meeting eugenic goals.
As he stated in 1962, a surefire way to break the cycle of underclass
poverty was to offer voluntary sterilization services to “all who are
unable to utilize other methods of conception control.” As an example of the type of person he meant, he cited an unmarried Philadelphia woman “on relief all her life” who had “added 11 illegitimate
children in 12 years to the community burdens.” Guttmacher’s reflexive assumption, not unlike H. Curtis Wood’s, was that such a
woman would gladly consent to sterilization. This was inseparable
from his equally potent conviction that she ought to do so.77
As a physician who was elected president of Planned Parenthood–World Population in the 1960s, Guttmacher avoided discussing publicly his striking affiliation with eugenic, euthanasia, and birth
control organizations for fear of alienating any prospective followers. Ruth Proskauer Smith—a formidable woman with rare candor—
seemed to have no such fears. In 1988, on the occasion of the ESA’s
fiftieth anniversary, she announced that “death with dignity” is based
on the same right as “the right to choose all forms of birth control,”
including abortion. By the 1990s, the octogenarian Smith was, like
the better-known Hemlock Society co-founder Derek Humphry, a
vocal supporter of physician-assisted suicide.78
Smith was born in 1907 in Deal, New Jersey, to Joseph M.
Proskauer, a noted jurist, and Alice (Namburg) Proskauer, a tireless
campaigner for world peace, both of whom helped to found the ESA.
Like Algernon Black and many other supporters of euthanasia, Smith
attended the Ethical Culture School in New York City. She then
headed to Radcliffe College, where she received her bachelor’s degree in 1929 and master’s degree in fine arts in 1932. Besides the
ESA, AVS, and Planned Parenthood Federation of Massachusetts,
she was deeply involved in the activities of the Association for the
Study of Abortion, the National Association for Repeal of Abortion
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Laws (now the National Abortion Rights Action League, or
NARAL), and the Abortion Rights Association of New York (renamed the Abortion Rights Association after Roe v. Wade).79
Like Guttmacher, Smith believed wholeheartedly that all forms
of contraception—and especially sterilization—should be made available to all consenting American women, but that the poor and ignorant deserved particular attention from family planners because
they contributed most heavily to the incidence of social problems.
This attitude emerged full-blown in 1959, when the National Conference of (Roman) Catholic Bishops issued a statement opposing
“any public assistance, whether at home or abroad to promote artificial birth control, abortion, or sterilization.” The Bishops’ declaration caused President Dwight D. Eisenhower to state that funding
for domestic or overseas birth control programs should come from
private agencies, not U.S. government sources. Smith vehemently
disagreed, and speaking on behalf of the AVS in the New York Post
later that year she argued that “this interference by the Catholic
hierarchy in matters pertaining to government” was itself a drain on
“public tax money.” “For example,” she wrote,
let us sum up one of the cases a court psychiatrist encountered in New York’s Children’s Court: Both neglectful parents had I.Q.’s under 50, and were themselves so mentally
defective and emotionally ill that they could barely keep themselves going, without assuming the responsibility of raising
their 12 children. All six children under 16 needed to be
placed; four were severe mental defectives and two were emotionally disturbed with dull normal intelligence. All six over
16 were in prison. As you doubtless know it takes $5,500 to
keep one man in prison one year.
Smith’s point was that Roman Catholic political intimidation prevented New York City employees from referring such families to community family planning clinics. Tax money was “being poured into a
bottomless pit here in New York,” she contended, “consumed in supporting quantity production of these many unloved, unwanted and
neglected children, rather than in adding facilities for education,
recreation and housing for a smaller group with a higher potential.” 80
Catholic policy was costing taxpayers dearly and imposing Catholic
doctrine on society, as she complained in a 1961 letter to President
John F. Kennedy. To Smith, such policies amounted to a denial of
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“freedom of choice.” Her position echoed that of Protestants and
Other Americans United for the Separation of Church and State:
Catholics had no right to participate in a debate over public policy
when the possible result was that their moral views would restrict
individual autonomy in private matters of sexuality and reproduction. As an ESA member, Smith felt that personal choice should
also embrace matters of death, but on that topic she knew that mainstream public opinion would not support her nearly as much as it did
on birth control.81
Yet another liberal whose career combined loyalty to the eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control causes and membership in the
AVS and ESA was the theologian Joseph Fletcher (1905–91). A pioneer in the field of medical ethics while teaching at the Episcopal
Theological School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Fletcher gained
notoriety with his Morals and Medicine (1954). He is best known
today as the founder of “situational” medical ethics, the cornerstone
of the current discipline of biomedical ethics. The original edition
of his Situation Ethics (1979) sold more than a million copies. Fletcher
defined situational ethics as an approach to medical ethics that
started with the question, What is the patient’s situation? Since the
answer to that question, he reasoned, was different in every case,
there were no hard and fast ethical rules to guide medical conduct.
The only consideration that mattered was what suited the patient’s
situation. Christian doctrine, he concluded, with its categorical prohibitions against euthanasia, eugenics, and abortion, was “weird and
utterly untenable.” 82
Situation ethics was the bedrock of a new morality that extended
beyond medical ethics. This “new morality,” Fletcher wrote, “declares that anything and everything is right or wrong, according to
the situation.” The crucial point was an individual’s decision in each
situation, the free choice to act in a certain way. Situation ethics
sought to “widen freedom” of choice, as well as responsibility, a goal
that promised to strengthen democracy. How this was compatible
with his robust defense of compulsory sterilization of the mentally
retarded was something Fletcher never entirely explained.83
Fletcher is noteworthy because, along with Ruth Proskauer
Smith, he epitomized the congruence in thought and deed between
the ESA and the AVS. A member of the AVS by the early 1950s, he
became its president in 1962.84 He remained active in the ESA between the 1940s and the late 1980s, a vocal defender of the legalization of physician-assisted suicide. Like Smith’s and Guttmacher’s
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lives, his was an odyssey stretching from involvement in the American Birth Control League to activism in NARAL.85
Thus Fletcher, like Potter, Sanger, Smith, Jones, and others believed it made perfect sense for one person simultaneously to believe in euthanasia, birth control, eugenic sterilization, and abortion.
Fletcher echoed their opinions when he stated that “[d]eath control, like birth control, is a matter of human dignity. Without it persons become puppets.” Eugenics, euthanasia, and birth control were
all means that could be employed to achieve the same liberal goal:
the empowerment of individuals so they could invest their lives with
dignity and autonomy. Science, medicine, and technology, when
guided by reason, could liberate human beings and ultimately change
human nature. As they all agreed, the most formidable obstacle standing in the way was the Catholic Church.86

IV
By the 1970s, people such as Smith and Fletcher, who accented the
social benefits of birth control, were increasingly viewed as extreme.
Justifications for family planning could win broad support only if
they stressed how birth control could expand the freedom of individual women, not how they might save taxpayers money or reduce
crime. The entire cultural landscape of America was changing dramatically, emphasizing privacy, personal choice, and individual autonomy. As countercultural and antiestablishment currents swept
American society, more and more individuals sought to exercise selfdetermination in matters relating to sex, birth, and death. The
women’s movement played a leading role in this transformation, as
feminists chanted “Our Bodies, Ourselves” and demanded a franker,
less authoritarian relationship with their doctors.87 These attitudes,
alongside accumulating evidence that intelligence was not a single
hereditary trait and that nurture and environment were at least as
powerful as nature, biology, and instinct, sounded the death knell of
eugenics as favored by individuals such as Marian Olden. Eugenics,
identified closely with Nazi racial theories since World War II, “virtually became a dirty word in the United States.” 88
No one’s career reflected this transition from a toleration of
compulsion in family planning to an ethos of choice better than Hugh
Moore’s. The millionaire Moore (1887–1972), a believer in the urgent need for world population control, was president of and chief
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donor to the AVS from 1964 to 1969, and when he died in 1972 he
left the ESA $1 million. A longtime enemy of Catholicism because
of the Church’s condemnation of artificial contraception and population control, Moore helped to organize a massive counterattack
against Pope Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae (1968), which reaffirmed
Church prohibitions against birth control and sterilization.89
His chief claim to fame rested on his invention of the Dixie
Cup, the first sanitary paper drinking vessel. Moore had a consuming curiosity about almost everything. Early in life he became interested in socialism, anarchism, Eastern religions, and Unitarianism.
In the 1930s, his attention began to shift decisively to international
affairs and world peace. A consultant to the State Department at
the United Nations Conference in 1945, Moore grew increasingly
anti-Communist after World War II. Like many contemporaries,
Moore blamed population growth as the cause of war and the reason
Communism made inroads in the developing world. In 1954, he published the pamphlet “The Population Bomb,” the first time the phrase
was used, warning that communism thrived on the poverty and scarcity that overpopulation produced. Moore subsequently helped to
found the International Planned Parenthood Federation, and by
1961, when it became Planned Parenthood–World Population, he
had raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for the cause of reducing
population growth around the globe.90
During the 1950s, Moore had begun contributing financially to
the AVS as he gradually recognized sterilization to be the best contraceptive method of population control. By the early 1960s, thanks
to his wealth and the organization’s desperate need for funding, he
was able to shape AVS policy to suit his own agenda. Under Moore’s
presidency, the Human Betterment Association of America became
the AVS and shifted its focus from the domestic to the international
scene, from widening access to sterilization services in the United
States to introducing mass sterilization programs in overpopulated
and impoverished countries such as India.91 He brought to the AVS
his friends and allies in the population control field. By the end of
the 1960s, the AVS bore the unmistakable Hugh Moore stamp.92
Eugenic notions informed Moore’s thinking about population
control. In 1966, he cited predictions that America’s population
would exceed 350 million in the next thirty years, resulting in “overcrowded cities, polluted air and water, countless unwanted and suffering children, skyrocketing taxes for welfare! Half of the babies
now born in some cities are from indigent families on relief. Need
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we say more?” 93 In 1968 he paid a New York City firm to develop
advertisements that linked overpopulation to urban crime, poverty,
and pollution. One ad, entitled “Have You Been Mugged Today?”
depicted what many believed was a young black man mugging a victim. The ad sparked charges of racism and accusations that Moore
was blaming the poor for the “population explosion” and the crime
it supposedly caused.94
Officially Moore supported only voluntary sterilization, but like
other activists in the population control field, he believed that, unless elective sterilization was widespread, especially among those
classes and in those countries that most needed it, then broad programs of compulsory sterilization would be urgently required. Moore’s
views and actions, seemingly targeting vulnerable and disadvantaged
social groups, rekindled bad memories of the coercive eugenic sterilization practices of America’s past. His attitude could be defined as
“voluntary sterilization now, or else.” 95
Yet Moore also was influenced by the momentous changes
American society and culture underwent in the 1960s.96 He duly
took note of the emergence of the abortion rights and environmentalist movements, and saw them as potential allies in the crusade to
control population. In 1969, he referred to the “mounting interest
on the part of students in the problems of environment, conservation, and population growth. It seems that many students are getting tired of their Vietnam campaign and are swinging to this new
cause—our cause. . . . I am inclined to think that this could turn out
to be the most important development in our movement to date.” 97
Moore’s funding of Stanford University biologist Paul R. Ehrlich,
author of the best-seller The Population Bomb (1968), was an apposite example of his shifting strategy during these years. He also grew
more supportive of proabortion activists, such as Lawrence Lader,
and organizations such as NARAL.
Moore’s involvement in the ESA likewise intensified in the
1960s. He and his wife, Louise, started contributing financially to
the ESA in the mid-1960s and attended the First Euthanasia Conference held at the Carnegie Endowment Center in New York City
in 1968.98 In 1972, he donated $1,000 to the Euthanasia Educational
Fund. In May of that same year, he congratulated the Atlanta Conference of the United Methodist Church for recommending that
abortion be removed from the criminal code and for asserting “the
right of every person to die in dignity.” 99 Moore may have viewed
the issues of abortion and euthanasia mainly through the prism of
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population control, but his endorsement of both was a powerful boost
to the diffuse social movement to establish a right to privacy and
the principle of individual autonomy. It was also a sign of how his
overall message had changed subtly to fit the shifting cultural mood
of the country.100
Singly, figures such as Potter, Moore, Fletcher, Smith,
Guttmacher, and Dickinson stand out as unique individuals in their
own right, each customarily identified with one particular reform
cause. However, viewed as a group, their similarities eclipse their
differences, and the common causes they espoused look less important in themselves than the broad viewpoint that tended to unite
them. Although some took a more hurried approach to the world’s
problems than others, and some bickered over strategy and tactics,
they basically agreed that they were engaged in a critical struggle to
destroy age-old taboos that prevented individuals and society from
realizing their full human potential. As one euthanasia supporter
wrote in 1975, the time had come to “break the stranglehold of tradition and religious dogma” that gripped American society.101 Their
unity was strengthened by the fact that they believed they faced the
same enemy: Christian fundamentalists, orthodox Protestants, and—
in particular—Roman Catholicism. Their anxiety, and hence their
intermittent impatience with moderate measures, was due to their
conviction that the fate of American democracy hung in the balance.

V
Even as some individuals such as Ruth Proskauer Smith continued
to behave in the 1970s as if the times had never changed, the truth
is that general concern over Catholicism had actually begun declining during the 1950s. As John McGreevy has argued, this was because of the dawning awareness of many anti-Communist liberals
during the Cold War that the Church was far from being the danger
to American democratic values that Soviet Communism was. Nondenominational support for John F. Kennedy’s presidential candidacy also undermined anti-Catholicism. In addition, American
Catholics, led by John Courtney Murray and John Noonan, became
less combative, a process that peaked in the 1960s, when the power
of prelates such as Francis Cardinal Spellman waned, the Vatican
formally abandoned its preference for unity of church and state, and
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U.S. Catholics supported the civil rights movement and President
Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty.102
Yet, while shifting political realities and evolving Vatican attitudes temporarily helped to defuse tensions between liberals and
American Catholics in the 1960s and 1970s, the familiar divisions
have reemerged since the 1980s. Church policy regarding sex and
reproduction has budged very little. Despite hopes that the Second
Vatican Council would usher in new teachings on sexuality and contraception, Humanae Vitae was a huge disappointment to liberal
Catholics and non-Catholics alike. Roe v. Wade revived the old conflicts over reproductive rights that had characterized the 1940s and
1950s and polarized the country into “prolife” and “prochoice” communities.
The same could be said for euthanasia. Church teaching on euthanasia has actually been more flexible than its doctrines on sex
and reproduction. In 1957, Pius XII announced that terminally ill
Catholics had the right to refuse futile medical treatment.103 And,
despite initial opposition to the legalization of living wills, the American Church accepts the removal of life-sustaining technology when
it is shown to be ineffective and permits pain medication to be given
to patients whose suffering is unbearable, even if the medication
leads to death. But the Church has drawn the line at assisted suicide, and where, as in the state of Oregon, its legalization has been
debated, the old battle lines have crystallized. On the one side are
the Catholics and their secular, Protestant, and Orthodox Jewish
allies, and on the other side are organizations such as the Hemlock
Society that see the campaign to decriminalize physician-assisted
suicide as “the last frontier for personal choice,” “the ultimate human rights crusade.” 104 To Hemlock and its allies, the Roman Catholic Church is the main foe, dedicated as ever to jeopardizing personal
freedom and self-actualization for all Americans by violating “the
bedrock American concept of separation between church and
state.” 105 Today’s supporters of physician-assisted suicide celebrate
choice, personal privacy, and the ability of individuals to exert control over their lives. The result has been a particularly resonant interpretation of individual autonomy that posits the self as being
absolutely free from government interference in private matters concerning birth, sex, and death. In recent years this notion of an “unencumbered self” has become widely accepted.106
On the other hand, in the early twenty-first century, more and
more Americans wonder if a society based on this twentieth-century
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philosophy of individualism and liberalism, instead of generating a
uniquely cohesive form of community, has actually destroyed the
delicate balance between private and public realms, rights and responsibilities.107 These doubts are not groundless. As this article has
shown, many of the men and women engaged in the struggle for
personal autonomy expressed views that are difficult to reconcile
with current popular attitudes toward individual freedom and justice. Yet, a properly contextualized examination of the careers of
people such as Charles Potter, Eleanor Dwight Jones, Margaret
Sanger, Robert Latou Dickinson, Joseph Fletcher, Ruth Proskauer
Smith, Alan Guttmacher, and Hugh Moore reveals that they themselves had no such doubts. To them the task at hand was clear. They
saw themselves constructing a new theory of citizenship for an age
that demanded radically new thinking about the relationship between self and society. There is something distinctly familiar as well
as dated in what they had to say. Their story, although rooted in the
past, is no less the story of modern times.
University of Prince Edward Island
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