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Résumé 

Margaret Sanger et la création de l’ONG Planned Parenthood : Négocier 
l’opinion publique internationale pour influencer la politique mondiale 

Influenceuse et actrice de changement de normes, Margaret Sanger a habilement 
organisé la 6e Conférence internationale sur le néo-malthusianisme et le 
contrôle des naissances à New York en 1925 et a été le fer de lance de la 
Conférence mondiale sur la population organisée à la Société des nations à 
Genève en 1927. Elle démontre le pouvoir d'un acteur individuel non étatique 
d’influencer et l’opinion publique internationale et les politiques de santé 
mondiale ainsi que de développer une organisation capable de faire du lobbying 
jusqu’aux niveaux mondiaux.  

Mots-clefs : Mouvement pour le contrôle des naissances – Société des nations – 
Conférences néo-malthusiennes – Conférence mondiale sur la population – 
Margaret Sanger. 

Abstract 

As an influencer and norm-changing agent, Margaret Sanger deftly organized the 
6th International Neo-Malthusian and Birth Control Conference in New York in 
1925 and spearheaded the World Population Conference at the League of Nations 
in Geneva in 1927. She demonstrated the power of an individual, non-state actor 
to negotiate international public opinion to influence global health care policy 
and to grow an organization that would lobby at local, national, and 
international levels. 

Keywords: Birth Control Movement – League of Nations – Neo-Malthusian 
Conferences – World Population Conference – Margaret Sanger. 
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Introduction 

Margaret née Higgins Sanger revolutionized the way the world viewed 
childbirth, motherhood, female sexuality, and population control 
through her intense norm-changing and lobbying efforts at the local, 
national, and international levels. Born in the 19th century, Margaret 
Sanger (1879-1966) became one of the original “influencers” of the 20th 
century. She founded and presided over the American Birth Control 
League (ABCL), the precursor to the Planned Parenthood Federation of 
America and the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF). 
The organization that she founded in 1921 works now in over 145 countries 
with national member associations reporting to regional bodies in Africa, 
the Americas and the Caribbean, the Arab World, East and Southeast Asia 
and Oceania, South Asia, and its European Network1. We will analyze how 
her efforts to organize and arguably co-opt one international conference 
toward her project of birth control rights at the Sixth International Neo-
Malthusian and Birth Control Conference held in New York City in 1925 
contributed to her desire to broaden her reach globally to the League of 
Nations through the World Population Conference of 1927. In this 
analysis, we will see how she worked hard behind-the-scenes to spearhead 
these events, shattering many glass ceilings while negotiating 
international public opinion to change birth control policymaking 
globally through her skillful use of negotiation, propaganda, and 
international outreach. 

The inception of the American Birth Control League (ABCL) bears 
historical investigation, as its powerful outreach and rapid growth in the 
interwar period laid the foundation for post-World War II expansion on 
an even larger global scale. Both Margaret Sanger’s individual activism 
and her group’s fight for legitimizing the use of birth control changed 
public opinion and public policy nationally and globally. Indeed, one of 
her goals of the 1925 conference would be to specifically change the 
policies of France and the United States as related to the medical 
profession’s ability to disseminate birth control information. The ABCL’s 
public awareness campaigns included speaking tours, 2  wherein 

                                                           
1  See “Our Member Associations,” IPPF website: http://www.ippf.org [Consulted 
March 6, 2025]. 
2 C. Wesley Buerkle, “The Discipline and Disciplining of Margaret Sanger: US Birth 

http://www.ippf.org/


Nicole RUDOLPH - Margaret Sanger and the Inception of the NGO Planned Parenthood /75  

 

afterwards local and state-wide chapters would be created to continue to 
influence municipal and regional religious leaders, medical professionals, 
educational systems – from schools to libraries to curriculum –, social 
clubs, universities, and the legal system, employing mass marketing and 
eventually setting up dozens then hundreds of birth control clinics with 
the goal of changing policy on birth control information, education, 
availability, and access. Today, the IPPF continues to be ubiquitous at 
international conferences and even United Nations events, such as the 
annual Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), continuing their 
founder’s strategies for lobbying internationally to provide services and to 
change laws. In fact, under their 2023 Impact report, IPPF “contributed to 
115 policy and legal changes in support of sexual and reproductive health 
and rights. 3 ” Thus, Sanger’s foray into the world of international 
conferences proved to be a game changer not only for her contemporaries, 
but increasingly we see her imprint on the landscape of modern 
international relations into the 21st century. 

How could one determined actor work to change national and 
international public policy? Although a larger topic than this paper 
allows, it nonetheless opens the door for a more in-depth study of how 
Margaret Sanger and her American Birth Control League exemplify the 
growth of the NGO as a tertiary power structure, which serves to bridge 
the transition from nationalism to globalism in terms of its ability to 
garner funding and advance its ideological and socio-economic cause 
across international borders through social, medical, and humanitarian 
networks, and thus escape in some ways more traditional routes of action 
and policymaking. In this way, the ABCL serves as an example of the 
interwar beginnings of what David Lewis, writing from the London 
School of Economics and Political Science, called a veritable 
“development industry” of the NGO, “(…)which consists of the world of 
bilateral and multilateral aid donors, the United Nations system and 
Bretton Woods institutions” post WW2, operating in 2009 already in the 
tens of thousands of organizations and garnering untold billions of US 

                                                           
Control Rhetoric in the Early Twentieth Century,” ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, 
LSU Doctoral Dissertations, 2004. Also: For primary source material, we refer you to 
the ABCL (American Birth Control League) files, Cambridge, Houghton Library, bMS 
Am 2094. Boxes and Microfilm, Harvard University. 
3 In the IPPF website under “Our Impact,” Ibid. 
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dollars.4  This also contributes to international social policymaking au-
delà traditional governmental channels. In this short article, we will show 
how Margaret Sanger capitalized on the growing internationalism of her 
epoch to expand the process of norm-changing and policymaking at a 
global level. 

Negotiating the Influencers: Margaret Sanger’s Organization of 
the New York City Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth 
Control Conference of 1925 

Although now clouded over by the inherent controversy of the Neo-
Malthusian League itself, with the eugenics aspects now largely and 
legitimately decried by all, and with her organization’s modern-day 
Planned Parenthood clinics criticized by even recently in the New York 
Times, 5  Margaret Sanger’s contemporary hosting of the international 
conference had widespread ripple effects on public opinion and public 
policy in the US, and – arguably – abroad. Influenced greatly by her 
European counterparts,6  Sanger felt it was incumbent to transform the 
global conversation towards what she believed were the benefits of birth 
control for society at large, which was still largely opposed to birth 
control,7 and thus transform the future of the public opinion campaign 
for birth control. Margaret Sanger desired to create more national and 
world-wide birth control clinics, change local, state, national, and 
international laws in favor of birth control, and educate doctors, women, 
men, and even youth on the topics of sexuality and birth control. To that 

                                                           
4  David Lewis, “Nongovernmental Organizations, Definition and History,” Berlin, 
Springer-Verlag, 2009, p. 1-4. Indeed, his explanation of this nongovernmental 
‘development industry’ foreshadow later government-NGO economic partnerships by 
the IPPF, and thus studying this NGO serves as an important example of this extra-
governmental system. 
5 See Katie Benner, “Botched Care and Tired Staff: Planned Parenthood in Crisis,” online 
February 15, 2025. Print Edition: “A Crisis of Care at Planned Parenthood Clinics”, 
February 16, 2025, The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/15/us/planned-parenthood-clinics.html 
[Consulted March 21, 2025]. 
6 Cf. Chapter 3: “A European Education,” in Patricia Walsh Coates, Margaret Sanger and 
the Origin of the Birth Control Movement, 1910-1930: The Concept of Women’s Sexual 
Autonomy, with a foreward by John Pettegrew, Lewiston, The Edwin Mellen Press, 
2008, p. 97-139. 
7  For an interesting read, see Aiko Takeuchi-Demirci’s Contraceptive Diplomacy: 
Reproductive Politics and Imperial Ambitions in the United States and Japan, Stanford, 
Stanford University Press, 2018. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/15/us/planned-parenthood-clinics.html
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end, she notably changed the tenor of the previous global neo-Malthusian 
gatherings by adding “and Birth Control” to the well-established 
international conference title, a seemingly small semantic change which 
created enormous ripple effects down the line for global thought and 
policy. 

Margaret Sanger’s formal introduction to the Neo-Malthusian 
movement in England began during her exile in Europe in the late fall of 
1914. There, she met Charles Vickery (C.V.) Drysdale, president of the 
League. Along with his associates, they connected Sanger with the 
feminists and sexologists of their circles, who, in turn, introduced her to 
thought leaders and activists throughout the Continent 8 , which very 
much impacted her journey as a citizen-activist. As Rosanna Ledbetter 
writes in A History of the Malthusian League, 1877-1927, it was “the first 
organization in the world to advocate voluntary family limitation as the 
solution to the problems of overpopulation and poverty.” 9  Although 
largely criticized today for its later eugenicist leanings and what Ledbetter 
hails as “outmoded” economic theories, at the turn of the century, the 
League had gained more popular acceptance from the work of sexologist 
Havelock Ellis – who became both mentor and lover to Margaret Sanger 
– and psychologist Sigmund Freud.10 In fact, Coates recalls that it was Ellis 
who “introduced Sanger to the theory of eugenics,” and this theory would 
be seen in her writings, as Sanger agreed with the eugenicist position vis-
à-vis such questions as procreation by the “unfit” and even immigrants 
and would culminate notably in the “Negro Project,” which would 
specifically target the black population in the United States.11 Convinced 
as they were that an increased population would lead to poverty, it is not 
surprising that Neo-Malthusians would find common bedfellows through 

                                                           
8 Patricia Walsh Coates, Margaret Sanger and the Origin, op. cit., p. 111-114. 
9 Rosanna Ledbetter, A History of the Malthusian League, 1877-1927, Columbus, Ohio 
State University Press, 1976, p. ix. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Patricia Walsh Coates, Margaret Sanger and the Origin, op. cit., p. 112-113. For a milder 
critique of Sanger’s relationship to the Negro Project she had begun in 1939 see: “Birth 
Control or Race Control? Sanger and the Negro Project,” Newsletter #28 (Fall 2001) of 
The Margaret Sanger Papers Project, New York University, on line: 
https://sanger.hosting.nyu.edu/articles/bc_or_race_control/ [Consulted March 19, 
2025]. Or, for a more strenuous critique, consult Bruce Fleury’s The Negro Project: 
Margaret Sanger’s Diabolical, Duplicitous, Dangerous, Disastrous and Dead Plan for 
Black America, Pittsburgh, Dorrance Publishing Co., 2015. 

https://sanger.hosting.nyu.edu/articles/bc_or_race_control/
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family limitation or “birth control” movements and the eugenic doctrines 
advocating for “better births” being spread in thought circles as well as 
public policy, especially in the early twentieth century.12 Although later 
critics of the population purported that “the major cause of poverty in the 
world is not excessive population but rather the uneven distribution of 
the world’s resources,” this organization would draw a direct correlation 
between starvation, poverty and population size.13 

It is important to recall that the first decades of the twentieth century 
showed growing internationalism and, according to Caroline Rusterholz, 
the first decade, in particular, was known for its international exchange14. 
It is thus notable that the Malthusian League held four conferences from 
1900 to 1911, from Paris, to Liège, to The Hague, and Dresden. Regarding, 
specifically, “internationalizing birth control,” Rusterholz maintains, “at 
the turn of the century, a wide range of international activities and 
associations flourished in relation to a diversity of topics: overpopulation, 
health, tropical medicine and labour.”15 She cites Alison Bashford arguing 
that the “scope of these [early Neo-Malthusian] conferences…. It was 
broader than birth control alone and encompassed many aspects of the 
population question: the issue of space, world resources, food, population 
growth, eugenics, political economy and natural history, among others.”16 
What then was their impact? Rusterholz writes that “…international 
meetings paved the way for the increasing importance of conferences as 
spaces for knowledge acquisition and transfer across national borders.”17 
Although the First World War interrupted the conferences, the fifth 
would take place in London in 1922, with Sanger present. In fact, as Jean 
H. Baker recalls, Sanger was the first woman to chair a session at the Fifth 
International Neo-Malthusian Conference in London 18 . Thus, we can 

                                                           
12  Alexandra Minna Stern, PhD, “Making Better Babies: Public Health and Race 
Betterment in Indiana, 1920-1935,” American Journal of Public Health, vol. 92, 2002/5, 
p. 742-752. 
13 Rosanna Ledbetter, A History of, op. cit., p. xi. 
14 Caroline Rusterholz, “Medicalizing Birth Control at the International Conferences 
(1920-1937): A British-French Comparison,” in Caroline Rusterholz, Women’s Medicine, 
Sex, family planning and British female doctors in transnational perspective, 1920-70, 
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2021, p. 137-168, p. 139. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., p. 140. 
18 Jean H. Baker, Margaret Sanger: A Life of Passion, New York, Hill and Wang a Division 
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situate this international 1925 conference in its unique contemporary 
context, especially in the particularities and peculiarities of the Neo-
Malthusian connection with the increasingly global birth control 
campaign of Margaret Sanger. 

After sending out a questionnaire in 1924 asking: “From an International 
standpoint, which of the following cities do you think would be best for 
the conference? Baltimore, San Francisco [or] New York [?] 19 ”, Sanger 
decided to host the 1925 Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth 
Control Conference in New York at the Hotel McAlbion. She wanted to 
invite respected figures to lend legitimacy to her project and to invite 
those susceptible to favoring her birth control projects. To this end, she 
hoped she could thus generate more of a trickle-down effect of 
intellectuals, academics, and medical influencers onto society, 
institutions, and later international policymaking. As we shall observe, 
the organization of this conference showcased both her personal skills 
and the opportunities for a single feminist actor to have the opportunity 
to influence public opinion and practice towards her project of birth 
control. 

Held in New York City from March 25 to 31, 1925, it is noteworthy to 
document that the program brochure highlights important stakeholders, 
including twenty international vice-presidents, among them John 
Maynard Keynes, Julian Huxley, and H. G. Wells (see image in the Annex). 
Influential speakers, topics both commonly accepted and others more 
controversial, 20  a planned visit to the NYC birth control clinic, and 

                                                           
of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011, p. 178. 
19  “International Neo-Malthusian & Birth Control Conference (6th); Questionnaire, 
‘??/??/24’”, in Series III Special Collections, Van Pelt Library, University of Pennsylvania, 
Collection, Theodore Dreiser Collection. 
20 Topics included but were not limited to “The Evolutionary Meaning of Birth Control” 
by Havelock Ellis, “Medical Certificates for Marriage” by Ladislas Haskovec, “Relation 
of the Neuroses and Divorce to Ignorance of Contraceptive Information” by W.F. Robie, 
M.D., “The Survival of the Unfit,” by Max. G. Schlapp, “What are the Criteria for Racial 
Control?” by Ira S. Wile, M.D., “Poverty and Birth Control” by Alice Hamilton, M.D., 
“Selection the Only Way of Eugenics” by P.W. Whiting, “Birth Control-A Social, 
Religious and Medical Issue” by S. Adolphus Knopf, “A Eugenic Birthrate for France” by 
G. de Lapouge,” “Birth Control and Eugenics” by H.H. Laughlin, and “Unnatural 
Selection and its Resulting Obligations” by C.C. Little, D.Sc., in Margaret Sanger (ed.), 
The Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth Control Conference: Medical and 
Eugenic Aspects of Birth Control, New York, The American Birth Control League, Inc., 
1926. 
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multiple formal dining events, introductions, practical clinical visits, and 
networking were a combined breeding ground for influencing other 
activists, academics, journalists, and influencers. Also important was the 
prominent reporting on this conference in large newspapers, which added 
to her legitimacy, and, by extension, gave legitimacy to her birth control 
movement. In fact, the Associated Press reported on Dr. Charles V. 
Drysdale, president of the Birth Control League of England, who 
contended that birth control was necessary to counter the problem of 
overpopulation. The former president of the American Medical 
Association, Dr. William Allen Pusey, also lectured, the transcript of 
which was printed in 800 papers across the country, an occasion on which 
Sanger remarked, “It was worth holding the Conference just for this21.” The 
favorable reception of the conference yielded Margaret Sanger with the 
international legitimacy required to alter the norms required for the 
cultural sanction of the use of contraception. To this end, hosting the 
Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth Control Conference truly 
enabled Margaret Sanger to negotiate international public opinion in 
order to influence later policymaking as well as to advance practical 
measures towards the public use of contraception. 

Although she had slowly but surely had been gaining converts to her 
birth control cause from debates, lectures, and writings – including her 
publications Women and the New Race, The Pivot of Civilization and 
monthly magazine, The Birth Control Review – this arduous and tiring 
work of canvasing the country had not been changing public opinion 
quickly enough for Margaret Sanger’s tastes; she had wanted to garner 
more momentum in order to change the laws, create and expand the 
infrastructure of birth control clinics, and alter the teaching and practices 
in the medical institutions themselves. Through first working to influence 
the thought leaders of her time with her 1921 First American Birth Control 
Conference at the Hotel Plaza in New York City, then the 1923 Middle 
Western States Birth Control Conference22, she already possessed some 
practical organizational savoir-faire for hosting conferences and could 
then turn her attention to hosting an international conference. In 

                                                           
21 Jean H. Baker, Margaret Sanger: A Life, op. cit., p. 241. 
22 For primary source material, we refer you to the ABCL (American Birth Control 
League), Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA, bMS Am 2094. Boxes and Microfilm. 
Harvard University. 
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addition, the tide of public opinion was turning in the 1920s in favor of 
birth control; as Erin Kimberly Shaw notes, “The birth control movement 
gained significant power during the 1920s, due primarily to an immense 
ideological shift. While birth control had once belonged within the ranks 
of the socialist agenda, it became a very different project under the 
supervision of two professional groups: physicians and eugenicists. 23 ” 
Although Sanger used the neo-Malthusian platform, she concentrated 
especially on physicians, both as speakers and as conference attendees, 
desiring most of all to change attitudes and medical practices and laws in 
favor of birth control, as the contemporary newspaper clippings show. 

As an avid organizer, she worked assiduously to invite and attract 
keynote speakers. The conference was truly global: as Jean Baker recounts, 
it would count nearly 1000 delegates from 18 countries from Mexico to 
Japan at the hotel “reputed to be the largest hotel in the world”24! Just as 
the speakers and participants were international, likewise some of the 
sessions: “Other sessions considered topics such as whether Soviet Russia 
wanted birth control at all and the organization of women’s clinics in 
Austria25.” Madeleine Grey recalls, “She worried about hotel arrangements 
for the hundreds of delegates from seventeen countries…she worried 
about getting volunteers to meet the boats of the various delegates. 
Indeed, one scientist from France was almost missed. 26 ” Other 
complexities included the requirement for the translation of documents, 
which resulted in stressful, yet at times, humorous, results! 

In addition to the immense personal sacrifices associated with her 
activism, the cost of her initiatives was formidable: “Uppermost in her 
mind in early 1925 was her planned international conference. To her 
horror she found it would cost about twenty-five thousand dollars to bring 
in European speakers… print out programs, and get out the publicity.27” 

                                                           
23 Erin Kimberly Shaw, “Margaret Sanger, the Illinois Birth Control League, and the 
Ideological Battle over Birth Control in the 1920s and 1930s,” in Margaret Sanger’s 
Shadow, pdf online available at: https://knowledge.uchicago.edu/record/6867?v=pdf 
(DOI https://doi.org/10.6082/uchicago.6867) [consulted May 28, 2025], Chicago 
Studies, July 2010, p. 297-354, p. 298. 
24 Jean H. Baker, Margaret Sanger: A Life of, op. cit., p. 192. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., p. 241. 
27 Madeleine Gray, Margaret Sanger: A Biography of the Champion of Birth Control, New 
York, Richard Marek Publishers, 1979. p. 238. 

https://knowledge.uchicago.edu/record/6867?v=pdf
https://doi.org/10.6082/uchicago.6867
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Her lesser-known organization, the American Birth Control League 
(ABCL), “flatly refused28” to subsidize the program, and yet she remained 
largely undaunted. In the end, wealthy donors - namely her second 
husband and well-to-do best friend - paid for the expenses. 

Prior to the Neo-Malthusian Conference, Sanger had been engaged for 
nearly a decade in removing the institutional and cultural taboos 
surrounding the discussion of sexuality in general and birth control in 
particular. Proponents heralded this practice as a progressive social action 
that could improve the personal freedoms and maternal health of 
mothers as well as the romantic lives of couples, thus creating healthier 
and wealthier families, and even promoting peace and stopping wars. 
Indeed, one contemporary newspaper clipping read, ’the Future of 
Civilization Rests on Birth Control.”29  Opponents publicly decried her 
proposals as blatant propaganda30  that would increase immorality, and 
thereby destroy families and, with them, national life and health, 
promoting infidelity and venereal diseases. Some detractors maintained 
that Sanger’s proposals served as socialist propaganda. Indeed, in 1925, 
before this very conference, one British contemporary wrote scathingly, 
going as far as to call birth control the “adopted child” of Communism31. 

Hosting an already well-established international conference allowed 
Sanger to build on a foundation that already had an international 
community, following, and reputation, recalling the five previous 
conferences in first Paris, France, then in Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Germany, and Great Britain. She saw the importance of an international 
conference as a means to garner – and create – the amount of enthusiasm 
she deemed essential to further advocate for birth control through 
intellectual and cultural diplomacy. Networking and legitimacy were 
both vital elements to promote her cause, and the international 

                                                           
28 Ibid. 
29 See the newspaper clipping in the microfilm of the ABCL files at Harvard (cited 
previously), title above, with the subtitle reading: “Only One Dissenting Speaker at 
International Conferences Oposes [sic] Practice,” published in the St Joseph, Mo. 
Gazette on March 27, 1925. 
30  See article entitled: “Birth Control Conference Shows That Propaganda Has 
“Arrived”,” ABCL files. 
31 See the newspaper clipping in the microfilm of the ABCL files at Harvard (cited 
previously), entitled: “Sheltering Under the Flag of Social Reform” from March 6, 1925, 
from the Universe and Catholic Weekly, Arundel Street, W.C.2. 
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conference granted her both. Margaret Sanger concentrated with especial 
tenacity on the list of those she would invite to speak. Her charisma, 
reputation, and dogged determination as well as her international 
contacts and experience – having traveled not only to Europe but also to 
China, Japan, and Korea on behalf of her movement – all these were 
essential to the conference’s success. 

All in all, the Sixth International Neo-Malthusian Conference changed 
public opinion in favor of birth control among the intellectual, cultural, 
and political gatekeepers present in discernable ways. In Sanger’s 
estimation, it was incumbent – as heretofore mentioned – to transform 
the global conversation toward what she believed were the benefits of 
birth control for society, and thus also garner public support for her 
organization the American Birth Control League (ABCL), the precursor to 
the NGO International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF). Indeed, 
among the ABCL’s chief goals was that of fostering international exchange 
and promoting female fertility emancipation, world peace, food security, 
and national and racial harmony – all through birth control 
policymaking32. As such, it was paramount to bring influential thought 
leaders to the United States in order to showcase international 
consensus 33 . Prior international neo-Malthusianism conferences were 
held in Paris (1900), Liège (1905), The Hague (1910), Dresden (1911), and 
London (1922). By hosting the 1925 conference in New York City – 
headquarters of the American Birth Control League – Sanger’s ABCL 
achieved a groundswell of intellectual and cultural legitimacy and 
perhaps put the United States on the map for its role in the international 

                                                           
32 The ABCL’s pamphlet “What We Stand For [:] Principles and Aims of the American 
Birth Control League, Inc. (Harvard archives, 1925), wherein the goals of the 
organization are clearly stated. Among them we find their international goal: 
“INTERNATIONAL: This department aims to co-operate with similar organizations in 
other countries to study Birth Control in its relations to the world population problem, 
food supplies, national and racial conflicts, and to urge upon all international bodies 
organized to promote world peace, the consideration of these aspects of international 
amity.” p. 3. 
33  The last lecture in this Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth Control 
Conference is entitled “International Plans,” and it follows a talk at the Scottish Rite 
Temple the night before called “Public Health and Birth Control.” (C.f. Harvard 
archives: bMS Am 2094 (31) American Birth Control League.) N.B. Reaching consensus 
as a negotiating term and reality/tool is of fundamental importance in many aspects of 
international policymaking and requires great negotiating skill. This term is especially 
valuable at the United Nations when discussing and voting on resolutions. 
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birth control cause as well. Indeed, Sanger anticipated the important 
public relations victory for the ABCL and amended the title of the 
conference, adding, as previously mentioned “and birth control” to the 
well-established international conference title 34 . Foundational to the 
birth control movement was the dramatic reorientation of public opinion, 
and Sanger achieved this through methodical, careful, and dogged efforts 
to persuade leaders in the diverse arenas of academia, medicine, religion, 
society, education, and politics, as we see reflected through her influence 
over the attendees of the 6th International Neo-Malthusian Conference. 
Through her praxis of cultural negotiation, Sanger transformed what was 
originally a grassroots movement into an international norm-changing 
organization. 

Negotiating Behind the Scenes: Margaret Sanger organizing the 
First World Population Conference at the League of Nations in 
Geneva, Switzerland in 1927 

Margaret Sanger turned her attention to the largest international 
political organ of her epoch: the League of Nations. Held at the Salle 
Centrale of the League of Nations in Geneva, Switzerland, on the 29th of 
August through the 3rd of September, 1927, The World Population 
Conference35  was hailed with glowing terms by contemporary writers: 
“No conference was ever better organized,” was the verdict of more than 
one member of the Conference…and of more than one experienced and 
interested onlooker.36 Indeed, operating in a similar capacity to the 1925 

                                                           
34 It is of note that in the 1930 conference in Zurich, Sanger eliminated the reference to 
neo-Malthusian altogether (while naming it the “Seventh International Birth Control 
Conference”) : “The next in line of the Neo-Malthusian conferences that began in 1900, 
the Zurich conference was the first international birth control symposium to shift 
emphasis from social aspects and propaganda concerns to practical medical and 
scientific considerations. Sanger removed the reference to neo-Malthusianism in the 
conference series name, indicating her intention to focus solely on contraception and 
clinical research. This was not the only immediately apparent difference between this 
conference and its predecessors, the last having taken place in New York in 1925. For 
the first time in an international gathering, Sanger gave women doctors and clinicians 
nearly equal time at the podium.” Cited in “The Quest for Contraceptive Knowledge: 
Marking the 80th Anniversary of the Zurich Conference”, Newsletter #56 (Winter 
2010/2011), from the Margaret Sanger Papers Project, New York University, online: 
https://sanger.hosting.nyu.edu/articles/zurich/ [Consulted December 11, 2023]. 
35  The Proceedings from the World Population Conference, edited by Mrs. Margaret 
Sanger, London, Edward Arnold & Co, 1927. 
36 Janet Chance, “Vive le Bébé! The World Population Conference: The Social Program,” 

https://sanger.hosting.nyu.edu/articles/zurich/
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international conference, Sanger became a chief organizer at the League 
of Nations, although she did not present. Her organizing efforts before, 
during, and following the conference – especially for the proofreading and 
publishing of the conference texts, not unlike her work in the previous 
conference – were significant, and many would argue that the conference 
would not have seen the light of day without her personal efforts, and 
perhaps – some might argue – without her persuasive personality and 
personal connections. 

Desiring to capitalize on the fact that the League was in session at the 
time and “might pay attention to concerns over population,” Jean Baker 
notes that Sanger not only attended the First World Population 
Conference, but also, “As its main organizer, … had established a planning 
committee, raised money, solicited papers, arranged housing for 
participants, hired translators, and designed and printed the program.”37 
However, after months of hard work and planning, presiding officer Sir 
Bernard Mallet announced, “that the organizers should never be 
acknowledged had crossed off Sanger’s name and that of other women 
who had worked for nearly a year at the conference” for fear that “the 
meeting would be the laughing stock of Europe if it was known “that a 
woman had brought us together.”38  This justifiably angered her female 
staff, to the point that they almost quit: “Outraged at the slight to Sanger 
and to themselves, the twenty-one female typist’s stenographers, 
translators, and organizers threatened to leave!”39 This – along with the 
fact that the three-day conference was attended by an “all-male group of 
eight hundred” 40 – clearly showed both how challenging it was to break 
the glass ceiling of gender for this conference at the League of Nations 
while also exemplifying the diplomacy and political savvy on Sanger’s part 
necessary to work amidst the constraints of organizing and holding a truly 
global conference in Geneva.  

                                                           
in The Birth Control Review, vol. XI, 1927/11, p. 291. 
37 Jean H. Baker, Margaret Sanger: A Life, op. cit. p. 224. 
38 Ibid., p. 224-225. 
39 Ibid., p. 225. 
40 Ibid., Jean Baker notes, “But Sanger…agreed to a conference-saving compromise. Her 
name would not appear on the program of the conference, but she made sure that after 
her hard work of editing the conference proceedings, she was listed as a member of the 
general council.” 
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Margaret Sanger leant her feminin(e)(st) genius to the conference in so 
many ways that one could argue that she was altogether indispensable to 
the process. Having already referred to her organizational savvy and 
capacity to procure keynote speakers and honored guests at the previous 
conference, which continued at this one, it is important to also emphasize 
her rhetorical skills and prowess. According to Margaret Sanger in her 
argumentative essay-turned-book The Pivot of Civilization41, the League 
of Nations was comprised of politicians who lacked the intellectual acuity 
to discern what for her was the obvious fact that the international scourge 
of hunger was inextricably tied to the matter of sex:   

“Official moralists, statesmen, politicians, philanthropists and 
economists display an astounding disregard for this second disorganizing 
factor. They treat the world of men as if it were purely a hunger world 
instead of a hunger-sex world. Yet there is no phase of human society, no 
question of politics, economics, or industry that is not tied up in almost 
equal measure with the expression of both of these primordial impulses… 
You can neglect and thwart sex only at your own peril. You cannot solve 
the problem of hunger and ignore the problem of sex. They are bound up 
together.42” 

Sanger’s powers of persuasion were well-established leading up to and 
following the Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth Control 
Conference and the subsequent League of Nations World Population 
Conference. As these words suggest, her private school incubated 
persuasive writing and debate skills were indeed a formidable asset in her 
arsenal of persuasion and cultural negotiation. However, in order to 
organize the World Population Conference at the League of Nations, 
Sanger deployed a more demure approach. Although it was still somewhat 

                                                           
41 In this work she also writes on what she considered “Neglected Factors of the World 
Problem,” as the title of Chapter VI maintains. “Politicians offer political solutions, like 
the League of Nations” she maintains. The quote continues: “…or the limitation of 
navies. Militarists offer new schemes of competitive armament. Marxians offer the 
Third Internationale and industrial revolution. Sentimentalists offer charity and 
philanthropy. Coordination or correction is lacking. And matters go steadily from bad 
to worse…What is lacking is the recognition of that fundamental factor which reflects 
and coordinates these essential but incomplete phases of the problem, the factor of 
reproduction…There is hunger as the driving force of all our economic, industrial and 
commercial organizations; and there is the reproductive impulse in continual conflict…”, 
Margaret Sanger, The Pivot of Civilization, Emphasis added. 
42 Ibid. 
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rare to have women highly involved in international politics without 
being named as diplomats, Sanger led the charge in using her reputation 
and the clout of her organization as a means of changing public opinion. 
As written in the World Population Conference Program: “The chief 
purpose of the World Population Conference is to establish an 
international viewpoint from which the question may be studied…by this 
procedure it is hoped that… leaders will be given an opportunity for 
mutual interchange of ideas.” 43  In addition to the “recognition of 
common elements of the whole population question,” further ambitions 
were expressed: “It is hoped that from this conference will come the 
establishment of a permanent international organization for fact-finding 
populations and the adoption of some common points of view.”44 

Although constrained by the international political climate to remain in 
the background while placing men in the foreground – thus spearheading 
a large portion of the conference without getting credit commensurate 
with her work – this she was willing to do to achieve her goal of 
representing and legitimizing birth control on the international stage. To 
do so, though, she had to exercise both strategy and patience and employ 
a less direct approach; as Caroline Rusterholz notes, “The strategist 
Margaret Sanger understood that a mixture of arguments between 
population, food resources, issues of war and peace, and women’s health 
was necessary to attract international support for the cause of birth 
control.”45 She thus did not overtly speak of birth control, which showed 
a more mature approach to her activism. This also allowed her to meet 
more academics, medical professionals, and politicians who might be 
later enthusiastic to help her, although a few detractors did exist 46 . 
Nonetheless, a broader strategy did not prevent her from organizing three 
years later the Seventh International Birth Control Conference in Zurich, 

                                                           
43 Cf. 1927 World Population Conference Program found in the Sophia Smith Collection 
of the Margaret Sanger Papers. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Caroline Rusterholz, Women’s Medicine, op. cit., p. 140. 
46 Jean Baker writes: “The Italian government, now under Mussolini’s control, sent a 
Fascist mouthpiece who denounced Sanger and left. And there were Catholic scientists 
from Spain and Portugal who complained of a display that included books on birth 
control,” p. 224. 
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Switzerland47 from September 1 to 5, 1930, wherein women played a much 
more prominent role.  

Despite the constraints of male-dominated official diplomacy, Sanger 
employed her intellectual acumen to direct the course of the conference 
in appreciable ways. As Dr. Drysdale observed at the 1925 International 
Conference, Sanger likewise emphasized overpopulation as a cause of war 
(see Annex 2). Indeed, a pamphlet created for the League of Nations in 
both French and English by the ABCL posits again that overpopulation is 
a principal cause for war48. This use of what modern-day commentators 
might decry as fear tactics less than a decade after World War I was 
nonetheless an adroit way to assert her goal of world-wide access to 
contraception, while underscoring the motivations that drove many 
towards global policies on a variety of population issues, ranging from 
women’s health and maternal well-being and child welfare in its widely 
accepted humanitarian policies to eugenics and population control in its 
more controversial ones.  

Other important aspects of personal negotiation – as well as negotiation 
on the world stage – include both the ability to recognize and seize 
opportunities as they present themselves and possessing the important 
individual traits of confidence and initiative. Margaret Sanger was a 
woman ahead of her time in all aspects. Indeed, she was so entirely 
convinced of the importance of her cause on the international stage that 
she did not hesitate to turn her attention to the largest international 
political organ of her epoch: the League of Nations. Her design in doing 
this was to continue to influence international opinion so as to influence 
international policy; indeed, it was not enough for her to work at national 
levels to change birth control policy; she also wanted to influence a global 
public health agenda, which foreshadows her life’s work with the 
successor to the American Birth Control League – the International 
Planned Parenthood Association. 

Margaret Sanger led the charge in using her reputation as well as her 
second husband’s funding and the clout of her organization as a means of 
changing public opinion. Indeed, she was the chief organizer at the 

                                                           
47  “The Quest for Contraceptive Knowledge: Marking the 80th Anniversary of the 
Zurich Conference”, op. cit. 
48 Cf. ABCL files, Houghton Library, Harvard, op. cit. 
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League of Nations just as she was with her conference on Birth Control, 
although she did not present as she did in New York and remained in the 
background while in Geneva, instead at times putting her second 
husband in the foreground. Although she had an official title as 
“Honorary Secretary” according to archival records with the Sophia Smith 
Collection’s Margaret Sanger Papers, she was not listed as President; that 
honor was given to C. C. Little, A. B. Sc. D., S.M., of the University of 
Michigan. While this in and of itself could create a paper on gender 
studies around women in international political settings in this epoch, we 
will content ourselves in this paper to focus on how – negotiating behind 
the scenes – she was nevertheless able to propel her personal project into 
the foreground of international political life.  

She nonetheless did receive resounding public acknowledgement and 
credit for her efforts at the final dinner party. As Janet Chance details,  

It was well known to many that the Conference owed its origin and 
driving force to her, and with the events of the three days behind them to 
prove—to those who needed proof—that it had been both her intent and 
her achievement to organize a scientific conference, even those who had 
felt shy of association with such a pioneer spirit were delighted to 
acknowledge her work; and new friends and old together gave expression 
to their feelings of rising, cheering and singing to her, “For she’s a jolly 
good fellow.49” 

Indeed, to this chorus of delegates and conferenciers quite literally 
singing her praises – accompanied by a standing ovation – it was perhaps 
unofficially acknowledged that she was both the brains and the muscles 
behind the conference.  

Conclusion 

Margaret Sanger’s practices in the social, political, economic and 
cultural aspects of birth control dealt not only with topics of women’s 
health, gender norms, contraceptive practices, clinics, population control, 
and public health at the national and global levels, but they also served to 
illustrate the importance of the strength of an individual actor at the 
beginning of the 20th century and her NGO’s corporate negotiation skills 

                                                           
49 Janet Chance, “Vive le Bébé!”, op. cit., p. 292. 
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as well as the growing institutional acumen and savvy to use international 
structures to achieve their ultimate purposes. As we have seen, Margaret 
Sanger and those in her organization the American Birth Control League 
and its successor, the International Planned Parenthood Federation, used 
networking, lecturing, letter-writing, publications, conferences, clinics, 
travel, debate, lobbying, and the influencing power of leveraging 
international organizations as methods and means of negotiating the 
socio-cultural acceptance of birth control. Her negotiations would go on 
to change the world on such major topics as who would be born, and 
where, when, how, and even to whom, as her work also delved into 
controversial topics, including eugenics and population control in 
varying facets, from her organization’s later Negro Project aimed at 
reducing the African American population in the United States to other, 
global efforts to curtail birth rates. Although now critiqued for her racist 
and eugenicist works, she nonetheless negotiated as a female actor and 
used her personal rhetorical prowess to convince many to join alongside 
her movement to negotiate a world in which women could control their 
sexuality and their fertility. 

Although her legacy remains controversial today, Margaret Sanger saw 
herself as a crusader laboring to bring about what she considered as the 
freedom of sexual autonomy for women. Margaret Sanger equally birthed 
a non-governmental organization that grew in power to not only change 
public opinion but also to influence and change national and 
international public policies and practices. Operating today in over 145 
countries and with funding coming both from private donors and public 
coffers – including but not limited to local and national governments – 
her NGO IPPF has wielded enormous influence on the global scales. 
Indeed, as a private individual, she uniquely showcased how the power of 
citizen activists in combination with donor communities could create an 
important tertiary power structure in order to build the bridge from 
nationalism towards globalism, and also work in the private-public 
domains to forge a truly global institution which addresses questions of 
population, reproductive health, maternal and child health, all in a third-
party system which is seen as independent and private – separate and yet, 
arguably, inextricably ministerial if not governmental on a global scale. 
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Annexe 1. 1925 – The Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and 
Birth Control Conference  -- New York, New York, USA 

Programs at the Hotel McAlpin and elsewhere, including the 
Foreign Vice-Presidents. Of note: H.G.Wells, Julian Huxley, etc. 
Source: Houghton Library, Harvard University, ABCL Archives. 
ABCL (American Birth Control League), Houghton Library, Cambridge, 
MA, bMS Am 2094. Boxes and Microfilm. Harvard University. 

 

Among hundreds of newspaper clippings found, especially in 
Microfilm Roll 11 of the American Birth Control League files : “Birth 
Control Conference Shows That Propaganda Has “Arrived””. ABCL 
(American Birth Control League), Houghton Library, Cambridge, MA, 
bMS Am 2094. Boxes and Microfilm. Harvard University. 

          

The official publication of the conference, edited by Margaret 
Sanger and published under the auspices of her organization: The 
American Birth Control League. Of particular note is the title that 
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she entitled to the proceedings to: Medical and Eugenic Aspects of 
Birth Control. 

Margaret Sanger (ed.), The Sixth International Neo-Malthusian and Birth 
Control Conference: Medical and Eugenic Aspects of Birth Control, The 
American Birth Control League, Inc., New York, 1926. 

 

A photograph entitled “Sixth World Birth Control Conference 
Opens in U.S.A” featured Dr. Charles V. Drysdale and Mrs. Margaret 
Sanger.  

Sixth world birth control conference opens in U.S.A. - Dr. Charles V. 
Drysdale and Mrs. Margaret Sanger at opening of Sith International Neo-
Malthusian and birth Control Conference, now is session at Hotel McAlpin, 
New York. 1925. Photograph.  American Birth Control League, Inc., New 
York, 1925. https://www.loc.gov/item/2003654821/. 

 

 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2003654821/
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Annexe 2. 1927 – The World Population Conference – Geneva, 
Switzerland.  

bMS Am 2094 (32) Manu. Print, 1927, 1 folder, The Houghton 
Library, Harvard, University. 

 

“Overpopulation as a Cause for War” - Houghton Library, ABCL 
archives, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA bMS AM 2063. 

 


