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Margaret Sanger (birth control laws)
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Ida B. Wells-Barnet

(anti-lynching laws)

Margaret Sanger

What are mistakes in our era that parallel those of Sanger's? There is still an effort to distort her goal of giving women control over their bodies by attributing such quotes to Sanger as "More children from the fit, less from the unfit--that is the chief issue of birth control." Sanger didn't say those words; in fact, she condemned them as a eugenicist argument for "cradle competition." To her, poor mental development was largely the result of poverty, overpopulation and the lack of attention to children. She correctly foresaw racism as the nation's major challenge, conducted surveys that countered stereotypes regarding the black community and birth control, and established clinics in the rural South with the help of such African-American leaders as W.E.B. Du Bois and Mary McLeod Bethune. 
Nonetheless, expediency caused Sanger to distance herself from her radical past; for instance, she used soft phrases such as "family planning" instead of her original, more pointed argument that the poor were being manipulated into producing an endless supply of cheap labor. She also adopted the mainstream eugenics language of the day, partly as a tactic, since many eugenicists opposed birth control on the grounds that the educated would use it more. Though her own work was directed toward voluntary birth control and public health programs, her use of eugenics language probably helped justify sterilization abuse. Her misjudgments should cause us to wonder what parallel errors we are making now and to question any tactics that fail to embody the ends we hope to achieve.
Ida B. Wells-Barnet (b. July 16, 1862, Holly Springs, Miss., U.S.--d. March 25, 1931, Chicago, Ill.), black American journalist who led an antilynching crusade in the United States in the 1890s.
The daughter of slaves, Wells was a teacher in rural Mississippi and Tennessee before turning to journalism in the late 1880s. Using the pen name Iola, she wrote articles for black-owned newspapers on such issues as the education of black children. In 1892 she was a part-owner of the Memphis Free Speech. Later that same year, however, after she denounced in her editorials the lynching of three of her friends, the newspaper's office was mobbed and destroyed by local whites. Undaunted, Wells began a crusade to investigate the lynching of blacks in the American South. She argued that lynching stemmed not from the defense of white womanhood but from whites' fear of economic competition from blacks. She subsequently traveled throughout the United States and England, lecturing and founding antilynching societies and black women's clubs.






