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The information in this publication weaves together the history 
of the pill within a legacy on eugenics and its consequent laws 
that naturalized sterilization among the rural poor and ethnic  
groups. This included Native American and Puerto Rican women 
who were forced or coerced into sterilization and made test- 
subjects for reproductive research beginning in 1956 led by  
Dr. Gregory Pincus, a graduate of and assistant professor at 
Harvard University.
 Paradoxically, abusive eugenics trials on Puerto Rican women 
would bring to term the invention of the synthetic pill, which 
would become one of the most effective tools for women to 
control their reproductive choices.

The pill ’s history starts with one of the most influential figures 
in the birth control movement, Margaret Sanger. Outspoken and 
fearless, Sanger was willing to defy the law on behalf of women’s 
reproductive rights. In 1916, she opened the US’s first birth control 
clinic and was arrested for distributing information on contra-
ception and put on trial for breaking a New York law. The trial 
that followed is now considered a watershed moment for birth 
control in the United States, and inspired physicians and research-
ers to begin seeking better ways to help women plan and  
prevent pregnancies.

The Pill
Sanger thought that women would never be free until they had 
the ability to control their own bodies. But her views on birth 
control were also rooted in philosophies that would raise modern 
eyebrows. Historians agree that Sanger supported eugenics, a the-
ory that “undesirable” populations could be reduced or eliminated 
by controlling their breeding.
 In Sanger’s case, that “undesirable” group was “the mentally 
and physically defective.” Using eugenic language of the era, 
Sanger argued that birth control could help wipe out “the greatest 
present menace to civilization” — people living in extreme poverty 
and those with mental illnesses and physical disabilities.
 That interest in eliminating extreme poverty drove Sanger to 
look for, and invest in, more modern forms of birth control. She 
had long wished for a discreet, nearly foolproof way to control 
pregnancy. When she met the controversial biologist Gregory 
Pincus, who specialized in mammal reproduction, she asked him 
if his work could be used to create a cheap birth control pill. 
He told her he’d try, so Sanger introduced him to Katharine 
Dexter McCormick, a philanthropist who underwrote what 
would become one of the 20th century’s most ambitious — and 
risky — scientific experiments.
 At the time, the female reproductive system was still largely 
a mystery to scientists, and birth control was strongly regulated 
by state laws that made it effectively illegal to research or distri-
bute. Massachusetts, where Pincus began his work in the 1950s, 
was one such state. Pincus and John Rock, an obstetrician, began 
working in secret to figure out if it was possible to use proges-
terone, a hormone produced by the body during pregnancy, to 
prevent pregnancy in women. In the lab, it prevented pregnancy 

Erin Blakemore, “The First Birth Control Pi l l Used Puerto Rican Women as Guinea Pigs,” History, May 9, 2018, history.com/news/birth-control-pil l-history-puerto-rico-enovid.
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“A Timeline of Contraception,” PBS, pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/pil l-timeline (accessed October 21, 2019).

The Pill
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Katharine McCormick, after majoring in biology, becomes one of the first women to graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with a degree in science. Photo courtesy: PBS

Mexican wild yam 
In the 1940s chemists discovered that barbasco, a wild yam indigenous to Mexico, could be used to 
mass-produce synthetic steroid hormones. Barbasco spurred the development of new drugs, includ-
ing cortisone and the first viable oral contraceptives.
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in both rabbits and rats. Would it work in women who weren’t 
yet pregnant, too?
 The only way to know was to try. But Pincus could have 
been jailed in Massachusetts if the real nature of his research was 
discovered. He conducted a trial on a small number of women, 
hiding his research under the auspices of a “ fertil ity trial.” But in 
order to get the drug approved, he’d need a wider clinical trial.  

In the eyes of Pincus and Sanger, Puerto Rico was the perfect 
place. At the time, it was in the midst of a population boom, and 
poverty was rampant. It was also home to birth control clinics 
that had once been funded by the U.S. government under New 
Deal programs.

Sterilization and experimental testing on Puerto Rican women:

In 1937, Puerto Rico enacted Law 116, the last eugenics sterilization  
law passed under United States territorial jurisdiction in order to  
control the island’s overpopulation.
  It was not repealed until 1960. Yet the conditions for, and out-
comes of, eugenics in Puerto Rico were established and assured not 
merely by Law 116, but by US colonialism. 

Women who were forced or coerced into sterilization were then 
test-subjects for reproductive research. In 1974, Helen Rodriguez  
Trias and her colleagues formed the Committee to End Sterilization 
Abuse to write guidelines for better sterilization practices, which  
were implemented in 1978.

See Centers for Disease Control (2015) and Guttmacher Institute (2013).
Dr. Gregory Pincus at Harvard University in 1932. Photo: Bettmann/Getty Images
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By 1925, owing to the 1898 US invasion and the subsequent 
devaluation of the peso and the dispossession of ranchers and 
farmers by US sugar interests, 70% of the Puerto Rican popula-
tion was landless with 2% of the population owning 80% of the 
land. As they had elsewhere, US eugenicists seized on the result-
ing poverty, blaming overpopulation, and targeting poor women 
for sterilization and pharmaceutical experimentation. In 1976, the 
U.S Department of Health, Education, and Welfare reported that 
over 37% of women of childbearing age in Puerto Rico had been 
sterilized. The vast majority were in their twenties.
 A prime mover of this outcome was Clarence Gamble, 
President of the Pennsylvania Birth Control Federation, founding 
member of the Human Betterment League and later of Birthright, 
heir to the Proctor & Gamble/Ivory Soap fortunes, and corre-
spondent and colleague of Margaret Sanger. Through the years 
he was involved in initiatives in Israel, India, Hawaii, Egypt, Japan, 
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Pakistan, South Africa, and, in the US, 
Appalachia and the South, where he maintained that a reduction 
in the birthrate among African Americans was the solution to the 
region’s poverty.
 In 1939, Gamble began flying Puerto Rican doctors to New 
York to learn the latest in sterilization techniques. Earlier in the 
decade he had staffed birth control clinics, established by Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s Puerto Rican Relief Administration, with his own 
fieldworkers and used them as sites for recruiting candidates  
for sterilization. Many of the women who submitted to tubal 
ligation were not made to understand that it was permanent. 
Some Gamble-supported facilities reported refusing admittance 
to women who had given birth two or more times if they did 
not “consent” to the operation. In 1968, roughly 30 years into 
Gamble’s involvement in Puerto Rico, women there had the high-
est sterilization rates in the world.

But sterilization was not Gamble’s only endeavor in Puerto 
Rico. He is equally notorious for his role in the subjection of 
poor women to medical experimentation. In the 1950s Doctors 
Gregory Pincus and John Rock began testing progesterone on 
women in Puerto Rico. Gamble expanded the distribution of oral 
progesterone, accepting donations from pharmaceutical compa-
nies who, unable to conduct trials in the US, bid for access to 
the women in his clinics. Visiting nurses and social workers were 
dispatched to housing projects in San Juan and to rural areas 
(Sanger referred to them as “your army of occupation”). The 
drug, which in considerably smaller doses would later come to be 
known simply as “The Pill,” was still experimental. Side effects, 
which included nausea, dizziness, headaches, were dismissed by 
researchers as psychological or blamed on Puerto Rican women 
themselves who were constructed as lacking the intellectual 
sophistication to follow directions. This particular racist and 
class-based trope was employed in almost every sterilization and 
population control campaign, either implicitly or explicitly.

By Nancy Ordover
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Helen Rodrí guez Trías was a pediatrician, educator, and women’s rights activist. She was the first 
Latina president of the American Public Health Association, a founding member of the Women’s 
Caucus of the APHA, and a recipient of the Presidential Citizens Medal.

6 .6

1947–48 1948 1953–54 1965 1968

6.9

16 .5

34.0 35.3



Love in a Mist — 2019 

“La Operación” Documentary
One third of all Puerto Rican women have been sterilized. So 
common is the method that it is simply known as “La Operación” 
(The Operation). Sterilization has been pushed internationally  
as a way of population control and there is a difference between 
population control and birth control. Birth control exists as an 
individual right, something that should be built into health pro-
gramming. It should be part and parcel of choices that people 
have, and when birth control is really carried out, people are 
given information and the facility to use different kinds of 
modalities of birth control. What population control is social  
policy that’s instituted with the thought in mind that some  
people should not have children, or should have very few chil-
dren if any at all.

I was working in Puerto Rico in the Medical School in those 
years, from 1960 to 1970, and one of the things that seemed 
pretty obvious to us then, was that Puerto Rico being used as a 
laboratory, and it was being used as a laboratory for the develop-
ment of birth control technology.
— Helen Rodri ǵuez-Tri ás, Health Rights Activists interviewed  
for “La Operación”

A.I.D. (Agency for International Development) population officer 
in 1977, Dr. Richard T. Raven Holt said that if US goals were met, 
one-fourth of the world ’s women, would be sterilized to prevent 
revolutions that would interfere with the financial interest of 
multinational corporations.
— Narrator, “La Operación”

Directed by Ana María García in 1982, “La Operación” is a forty-minute documentary  
highlighting the social policy of female steri l ization in Puerto Rico.

THE PILL, EUGENICS, AND STERILIZATION

For complete fi lm visit dai lymotion.com/video/xpu79i.

Pro-ERA Demonstration and Women ’80 Demonstration, New York, August 24, 1980. Photo: Freda Leinwand. Courtesy: Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America,  
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University
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Eugenics
By Robert A. Wilson

The term “eugenics” was coined by Sir Francis Galton in his  
1883 book “Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Development” 
and derives from the Greek “eu-genes,” meaning “well-born.” 
There Galton defines eugenics as “the science of improving 
stock — not only by judicious mating, but whatever tends to give 
the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of 
prevailing over the less suitable than they otherwise would have 
had.” Despite the fact that Galton’s talk of “stock” and “strains of 
blood” require some 21st-century updating, this quote succinctly 
captures three key features of eugenics: its aim, the means of 
achieving that aim, and the relationship of eugenics to science. 
Galton’s “stock” is our species, human beings, and his “strains of 
blood” are sort or kinds of people. Thus, eugenics aims to use 
science for human improvement over generations by changing the 
composition of human populations through favouring the repro-
duction of certain sorts or kinds of people.

Although Galton characterized eugenics as itself a science, it was 
also a social movement, one that gained traction in many coun-
tries early in the 20th-century. The most notorious national con-
text for eugenics was that of Nazi Germany under the banner 
of “racial hygiene” — policies that resulted in the forced steriliza-
tion and kill ings of many disabled and Jewish people as part of 
state-sponsored policies directed at “ inferior peoples.” But eugenic 
policies and laws also emerged in many North American juris-
dictions, including in more than thirty states in the United States 
of America, and in western Canada with the introduction of the 
Sexual Sterilization Act of Alberta in 1928, and a derivative act 
in British Columbia in 1933. In recent years, historians and other 
researchers and community activists have drawn attention to the 
broader reach of the eugenics movement across the globe.
 While eugenic ideas and practices as traditionally conceived 
are largely discredited today, new concerns have emerged with 
advances in reproductive technology and growing knowledge 
about human heredity. These concerns focus on the re-emergence 
of strands of eugenic thinking in new practices and policies,  
what is sometimes called a concern with newgenics.

One’s view of the historical legacy of eugenics and its relation-
ship to contemporary debates should be informed by the recent 
growth in knowledge about the eugenic past. That past is more 
complicated, and more encompassing, than the simple association 
between eugenics and the Nazis might suggest. In light of that, 
an attitude of humility may be our best way forward. Many 
advocates of eugenics in the 20th-century saw themselves as 
progressive, as acting for human good, and as doing so based 
on the best science of the day; it would be a dangerous kind of 
complacency to think that contemporary views of reproductive 
choice, human variation, and the uses of science and technology 
for human melioration show no traces of a eugenic past.
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Eugenics Archives Project
(2010–2015)

Eugenics Archives reflects the collaboration of scholars, 
survivors, students, and community partners in challenging 
eugenics.

The teaching of birth control methods in Puerto Rico, 1960. Image: Hank Walker/The LIFE Picture 
Collection/Getty Images
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On the national scale, organizations like the Galton Society,  
the Eugenics Record Office, and the American Eugenics Society 
(based in New York), the Race Betterment Foundation (based 
in Michigan), and the Human Betterment Foundation (based in 
California) fomented eugenics by promoting family studies,  
educational programs, legislative campaigns, and popular and 
scholarly publications. These organizations were also essential 
to consolidating professional networks among eugenicists in the 
United States and to stamping the legitimating imprimatur of  
science on eugenics. Founded in the 1910s, these organizations 
grew substantially through the 1940s; although in subsequent 
decades their memberships declined and eugenics began to be 
criticized or ridiculed by some scientists and social scientists, 
eugenics found close affinities with some core areas and concerns 
in medical genetics, demography, and reproductive medicine.

Many scholars argue that eugenics in the United States died a 
quick death after the end of the Second World War. However, 
the historical record suggests otherwise. Not until the 1960s and 
1970s did the American Eugenics Society disband, legislatures 
repeal sterilization laws, and U.S. Congress shift immigration laws 
from a quota to a family reunification system. By that time, new 
genetic technologies and tests were on the horizon, presenting 
new questions about the relationship between genetic selection 
and disease prevention. With contemporary hindsight, we  
can see that Eugenics with a capital E can be bracketed as one  
chapter of the twentieth century but eugenics with a lower-case  
e continues to shape attitudes towards disability, human worth, 
and genetic fitness.

The Steri l ization and Social Justice Lab is an interdisciplinary research team studying the 
history of steri l ization in the United States. Their multi-institutional team includes historians, 
epidemiologists, and digital humanists. They explore patterns and experiences of eugenics and 
steri l ization in the 20th century using mixed methods from the social sciences, humanities, 
and public health. Initial ly focused on California, the project now includes Iowa, Michigan, and 
North Carolina. They connect this history to reproductive, disabil ity, and racial justice, as we 
reflect on the relevance of the past to social justice today.
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U.S. Eugenics Genealogy
By Alexandra Minna Stern, who directs the Sterilization and  
Social Justice Lab at University of Michigan

In the late nineteenth century, the first stirrings of organized 
eugenics emerged in the United States in various forms: among 
maternal feminists affiliated with the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union, among plant and animal breeders interested 
in patterns of human inheritance, and among reformers who 
began to experiment with surgical sterilization as a method to 
control reproduction of inmates and patients in state institutions. 
These initial manifestations, which pivoted around concerns with 
racial fitness, genetic selection, and better breeding, tended to res-
onate with patterns and policies of exclusion in American society 
at the time. For example, in Virginia, the sterilization law was 
developed in tandem with the anti-miscegenation “Racial Integrity 
Act.” In California, eugenic racism against Mexicans and Asians 
built upon Sinophobic statutes and sentiments that eventually 
became incorporated into federal immigration acts. By the early 
twentieth century, an organized eugenics movement was coher-
ing on national, regional, and local levels across the United States. 
In an uneven yet extensive fashion, eugenics influenced policies, 
practices, and understandings of social differences in ways that 
today are almost always recognized as scientifically biased,  
unethical, and discriminatory.

Eugenics was one of the primary motivators behind the passage 
of several types of laws. The most negative of these were steril-
ization laws, passed in 32 states from 1907 to 1937, which autho-
rized health and public authorities to sterilize those deemed unfit, 
degenerate, or mentally deficient. From 1907 to the 1970s, when 
legislatures repealed these laws, approximately 60,000 people 
were sterilized while institutionalized in state hospitals or as rec-
ommended by local eugenics boards. With 20,000 sterilization 
procedures, California performed the highest number followed by 
Virginia, North Carolina, and Michigan. Nevertheless, states that 
did not pass sterilization laws, such as Illinois, often implemented 
eugenics through policies of segregation and long-term commit-
ment. Eugenicists played a key role in the design and passage 
of restrictive immigration laws, most significantly, the National 
Origins Act, passed in 1924, which placed a 2% quota on new 
immigrants or those hailing from Southern and Eastern Europe as 
well as Asia. This same year saw the establishment of the U.S. 
Border Patrol whose primary task was to police the U.S.-Mexico 
border through a logic of medicalized racial exclusion.
 These more negative forms of eugenics sat on a spectrum 
that also included many positive examples such as Better Babies 
Contests, Fitter Families Contests, and enticements for mating 
and breeding among college students. In general, positive eugen-
ics was colored by precepts of white racial purity. However, 
African American organizations, such like the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People) sponsored 
their own Better Babies Contests as part of efforts to identify  
the “talented tenth” that could be the face of race betterment.
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  History of Forced Sterilization and Current U.S. Abuses

In 2013, thanks to the Center for Investigative Reporting, it came to 
light that dozens of female inmates in California had been illegally 
sterilized in recent years. The story was a salient reminder that  
forced sterilization, an issue that tends to be viewed as a tragic-but-
past occurrence, continues today.

Sterilization abuse includes situations in which a woman does 
not know she is being sterilized as well as when she is coerced 
or deceived in order to obtain her consent to the procedure. 
Misinformation is a common tool; women are often told that their 
status — related to immigration, housing, government benefits, or  
parenting — will be negatively impacted if they do not consent to  
the procedure. Many women are told that the procedure is  
temporary or reversible.

Women in the United States and beyond have historically been  
subjected to coordinated efforts to control their fertility, including 
sterilization abuse. The burgeoning women’s movement in the  
1960s, and growing concerns over limits to women’s reproductive 
rights at that time, helped focus concerns over sterilization abuse  
into action.

Kathryn Krase, “History of Forced Steri l ization and Current U.S. Abuses,” Our Bodies Ourselves, October 1, 2014, ourbodiesourselves.org/book-excerpts/health-article/forced-steri l ization.
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California Eugenic Steri l ization Dataset, University of Michigan.

Appendix
Fact Sheet: Living Survivors of California’s Eugenic 
Sterilization Program by the California Eugenic Sterilization 
Research Group

 Background

In 1909, California state legislators passed a bill authorizing 
medical superintendents of state homes and hospitals to steril-
ize patients who they deemed unfit for reproduction. California 
went on to have the most active eugenic sterilization program in 
the United States, recommending over 20,000 people for the 
procedure (out of 60,000 total in 32 U.S. states). Poor people, 
people with disabilities, and Latina/os represent the communities 
most affected by eugenic sterilization. This law was not repealed 
until 1979.
 Eugenic sterilization programs are now considered a major 
human rights abuse and California officials apologized for this 
historical wrong in 2003. California has a longer history of ster-
ilization malfeasance, including the nonconsensual tubal ligations 
of Mexican-origin women at USC/LA County Hospital in the 
1960s-1970s, and 150 unauthorized operations performed on 
female inmates in state prisons from 2006-2010. 

 Living Survivors

Our estimate is derived from a dataset of almost 20,000 pro-
cedures recommended in 1919-1952, the peak era of sterilizations. 
Hundreds of victims are likely still alive today: most would  
be 80 or older. We estimate that 18% are Latina/o, 62% female, 
and the majority were sterilized at Sonoma State Home or  
Pacific Colony.

Sterilization rates per 1000 
institutionalized patients

In the first half of the twentieth century, approximately 
20,000 people — many of them Latino — were forcibly  
sterilized in California.

The teaching of birth control methods in Puerto Rico, 1960. Photo: Hank Walker/The LIFE Picture 
Collection/Getty Images
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At one time, more than one-third of Puerto Rican women were steri l ized without informed consent via government supported programs. 
“Genocide! Puerto Ricans Steri l ized.” Image: Denise Oliver-Velez/Young Lords, New York, ca. 1970


