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By accelerating the shift to city living, and by providing youth with
more economic autonomy and freedom from adult supervision, World War
Il brought unprecedented opportunities for premarital experience. The war
released millions of youth from the social environments that inhibited erotic
expression, and threw them into circumstances that opened up new sexual
possibilities. Millions of young men left home to join the military, while
many young women migrated in search of employment. The demands of
wartime drew teenagers into the paid labor force while weakening the in-
fluence that family and community held over their behavior.

Ample testimony from the war years confirms the sexual expressive-
ness of youth. For many young women, men in uniform held erotic appeal.
“When I was 16,” one college student recalled,

I let a sailor pick me up and go all the way with me. I had inter-
course with him partly because he had a strong personal appeal for
me, but mainly because I had a feeling of high adventure and be-
cause I wanted to please a member of the armed forces.

Another, rebuffed by a sailor boyfriend who felt she was too young, went
on to have affairs with fifteen others by war’s end. Civilian men, too, par-
took of the sexual freedom of the war years. One teenager described his life
then as “a real sex paradise. The plant and the town were just full of work-
ing girls who were on the make. Where I was, a male war worker became
the center of loose morality. It was a sex paradise.” A high school student
lost his virginity with a woman of thirty whose husband was overseas. “We
weren’t in love,” he recalled, “although we were very fond of each other.
The times were conducive for this sort of thing. Otherwise, nothing would
ever have happened between us.”

The response of moral reformers points to the changes that had oc-
curred since the previous generation. Whereas those of the First World War
focused on the dangers of prostitution, by the 1940s it was the behavior
of “amateur girls"—popularly known as khaki-wackies, victory girls, and
good-time Charlottes—that concerned moralists. “The old time prostitute in
a house or formal prostitute on the street is sinking into second place,”
wrote one venereal-disease expert. “The new type is the young girl in her
late teens and early twenties, the young woman in every field of life who is
determined to have one fling or better.” Efforts to scare Gls into continence
by emphasizing the danger of disease had little impact on men who, accord-
ing to one officer, “think as little of a gonorrheal infection as they do of the
ordinary common cold.” Or, as another phrased it, “the sex act cannot be
made unpopular.” Local law-enforcement officials worked overtime to con-
tain the sexual behavior of young women, yet their efforts only seemed to
confirm the perception that prostitution was not the issue. Arrests for sell-
ing sexual favors rose less than twenty percent during the war years, but
charges of disorderly conduct increased almost two hundred percent, and
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those for other morals offenses, such as promiscuous behavior or patroniz-
ing bars too frequently, increased nearly as much. . ..

DOCUMENTS

Happiness in Marriage, 1926

We must recognize that the whole position of womanhood has changed
today. Not so many years ago it was assumed to be a just and natural state
of affairs that marriage was considered as nothing but a preliminary to
motherhood. A girl passed from the guardianship of her father or nearest
male relative to that of her husband. She had no will, no wishes of her own.
Hers not to question why, but merely to fulfill duties imposed upon her by
the man into whose care she was given.

Marriage was synonymous with maternity. But the pain, the suffering,
the wrecked lives of women and children that such a system caused, show
us that it did not work successfully. Like all other professions, motherhood
must serve its period of apprenticeship.

Today women are on the whole much more individual. They possess as
strong likes and dislikes as men. They live more and more on the plane of
social equality with men. They are better companions. We should be glad
that there is more enjoyable companionship and real friendship between
men and women.

This very fact, it is true, complicates the marriage relation, and at the
same time ennobles it. Marriage no longer means the slavish subservience
of the woman to the will of the man. It means, instead, the union of two
strong and highly individualized natures. Their first problem is to find out
just what the terms of this partnership are to be. Understanding full and
complete cannot come all at once, in one revealing flash. It takes time to ar-
rive at a full and sympathetic understanding of each other, and mutually to
arrange lives to increase this understanding. Out of the mutual adjustments,
harmony must grow and discords gradually disappear.

These results cannot be obtained if the problem of parenthood is thrust
upon the young husband and wife before they are spiritually and economi-
cally prepared to meet it. For naturally the coming of the first baby means
that all other problems must be thrust.aside. That baby is a great fact, a real-
ity that must be met. Preparations must be made for its coming. The layette
must be prepared. The doctor must be consulted. The health of the wife may

SOURCE: Margaret Sanger, Happiness in Marriage (Blue Ribbon Books, New York, 1926),
83-97.

167



Part I Modern American Socicty, 1920-Present

need consideration. The young mother will probably prefer to go to the hos-
pital. All of these preparations are small compared to the regime after the
coming of the infant.

Now there is a proper moment for every human activity, a proper sea-
son for every step in self-development. The period for cementing the bond
of love is no exception to this great truth. For only by the full and glorious
living through these years of early marriage are the foundations of an en-
during and happy married life rendered possible. By this period the woman
attains a spiritual freedom. Her womanhood has a chance to bloom. She
wins a mastery over her destiny; she acquires self-reliance, poise, strength, a
youthful maturity. She abolishes fear. Incidentally, few of us realize, since
the world keeps no record of this fact, how many human beings are con-
ceived in fear and even in repugnance by young mothers who are the
victims of undesired maternity. Nor has science yet determined the possibil-
ities of a generation conceived and born of conscious desire.

In the wife who has lived through a happy marriage, for whom the
bonds of passionate love have been fully cemented, maternal desire is inten-
sified and matured. Motherhood becomes for such a woman not a penalty
or a punishment, but the road by which she travels onward toward com-
pletely rounded self-development. Motherhood thus helps her toward the
unfolding and realization of her higher nature.

Her children are not mere accidents, the outcome of chance. When
motherhood is a mere accident, as so often it is in the early years of careless
or reckless marriages, a constant fear of pregnancy may poison the days and
nights of the young mother. Her marriage is thus converted into a tragedy.
Motherhood becomes for her a horror instead of a joyfully fulfilled function.

Millions of marriages have been blighted, not because of any lack of
love between the young husband and wife, but because children have come
too soon. Often these brides become mothers before they have reached even
physical maturity, before they have completed the period of adolescence.
This period in our race is as a rule complete around the age of twenty-three.
Motherhood is possible after the first menstruation. But what is physically
possible is very often from every other point of view inadvisable. A young
woman should be fully matured from every point of view—physically,
mentally and psychically—before maternity is thrust upon her. . ..

The problem of premature parenthood is intensified and aggravated
when a second infant follows too rapidly the advent of the first, and in-
evitably husband and wife are made the slaves of this undreamed of situa-
tion, bravely trying to stave off poverty, whipped to desperation by the
heavy hand of chance and involuntary parenthood. How can they then re-
capture their early love? It is not surprising that more often they do not
even trouble themselves to conceal the contempt which is the bitter fruit of
that young and romantic passion. . . .
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Instead of being a self-determined and self-directing love, everything is
henceforward determined by the sweet tyranny of the child. I have known
of several young mothers, despite a great love for the child, to rebel against
this intolerable situation. Vaguely feeling that this new maternity has ren-
dered them unattractive to their husbands, slaves to a deadly routine of
bottles, baths and washing, they have revolted. I know of innumerable mar-
riages which have been wrecked by premature parenthood.

Love has ever been blighted by the coming of children before the real
foundations of marriage have been established. Quite aside from the injus-
tice done to the child who has been brought accidentally into the world, this
lamentable fact sinks into insignificance when compared to the injustice in-
flicted by chance upon the young couple, and the irreparable blow to their
love occasioned by premature or involuntary parenthood.

For these reasons, in order that harmonious and happy marriage may
be established as the foundation for happy homes and the advent of healthy
and desired children, premature parenthood must be avoided. Birth Control
is the instrument by which this universal problem may be solved.

Moving Pictures Evoke Concern, 1922

Moving pictures, their educational influence for good or for bad, their
growing importance as a factor in our civilization, the announced determi-
nation of those controlling the industry boldly to enter politics, and the de-
sirability of regulation by law through censorship constitute a subject of
acknowledged importance to the American people. . ..

The motion picture is a great invention, and it has become a powerful
factor for good or bad in our civilization. It has great educational power for
good or bad. It may educate young people in the ways of good citizenship
or in ways of dissoluteness, extravagance, wickedness, and crime. It fur-
nishes recreation, diversion, and amusement at a cheap price to many mil-
lions of our people—largely the young. It is the only form of amusement
within the means of millions. It possesses great potential possibilities for
good. It may furnish not only amusement but education of a high order.

Through motion pictures the young and the old may see depicted every
good motive, laudable ambition, commendable characteristic, ennobling
trait of humanity. They may be taught that honesty is the best policy; that
virtue and worth are rewarded; that industry leads to success. Those who
live in the country or in small interior towns, and who never visit large
cities, may see pictured the skyscrapers, the crowded streets, the rush and
jam of metropolitan cities. Those who live in the interior, and never see the

SOURCE: A speech by Senator Henry Myers, Congressional Record, june 29, 1922, 9655-9657.
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seacoast, may see on the screen the great docks and wharves of seaports and
see the loading and unloading of giant ocean steamers. Those who live in
crowded cities, and never see the country or get a glimpse of country life,
may have depicted to them all the beauties of rural life and scenery. All may
see scenes of the luxuriant Tropics, the grandeur of Alpine Mountains, polar
conditions, lite in the Orient. The cities, palaces, cathedrals, ports, rural life,
daily routine, scenic attractions, mode of living of every country on the
globe, may be brought to our doors and eyes for a small price. The industry
may be made an education to the young,.

However, from all accounts, the business has been conducted, generally
speaking, upon a low plane and in a decidedly sordid manner. Those who
own and control the industry seem to have been of the opinion that the sen-
sual, the sordid, the prurient, the phases of fast life, the ways of extrava-
gance, the risqué, the paths of shady life, drew the greatest attendance and
coined for them the most money, and apparently they have been out to get
the coin, no matter what the effect upon the public, young or old; and when
thoughtful people have suggested or advocated official censorship, in the
interest of good citizenship and wholesome morals, the owners of the in-
dustry have resented it and, in effect, declared that it was nobody’s business
other than theirs and concerned nobody other than them what kind of
shows they produced; that if people did not like their shows they could stay
away from them; that it was their business, and they would conduct it as
they might please. At least they have vigorously fought all attempts at cen-
sorship and resented them. . . .

I'have no doubt young criminals got their ideas of the romance of crime
from moving pictures. I believe moving pictures are dong as much harm to-
day as saloons did in the days of the open saloon—especially to the young.
They are running day and night, Sunday and every other day, the year
round, and in most jurisdictions without any regulation by censorship. I
would not abolish them. They can be made a great force for good. I would
close them on Sunday and regulate them week days by judicious censor-
ship. Already some dozen or more States have censorship laws, with the
right of appeal to the courts, and the movement is on in many other States.

When we look to the source of the moving pictures, the material for
them, the personnel of those who pose for them, we need not wonder that
many of the pictures are pernicious.

The pictures are largely furnished by such characters as Fatty Arbuckle,
of unsavory fame, notorious for his scandalous debauchery and drunken or-
gies, one of which, attended by many “stars,” resulted in the death of Vir-
ginia Rappe, a star artist; William Desmond Taylor, deceased, murdered for
some mysterious cause; one Valentino, now figuring as the star character
in rape and divorce sensations. Many others of like character might be
mentioned.
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At Hollywood, Calif., is a colony of these people, where debauchery, ri-
otous living, drunkenness, ribaldry, dissipation, free love, seem to be con-
spicuous. Many of these “stars,” it is reported, were formerly bartenders,
butcher boys, sopers, swampers, variety actors and actresses, who may have
earned $10 or $20 a week, and some of whom are now paid, it is said,
salaries of something like $5,000 a month or more, and they do not know
what to do with their wealth, extracted from poor people, in large part, in 25
or 50 cent admission fees, except to spend it in riotous living, dissipation,
and “high rolling.”

These are some of the characters from whom the young people of today
are deriving a large part of their education, views of life, and character-
forming habits. From these sources our young people gain much of their
views of life, inspiration, and education. Rather a poor source is it not?
Looks like there is some need for censorship, does it not? There could be
some improvement, could there not? . . .

Prohibition Nonobserved, 1931

There is a mass of information before us as to a general prevalence of drink-
ing in homes, in clubs, and in hotels; of drinking parties given and attended
by persons of high standing and respectability; of drinking by tourists at
winter and summer resorts; and of drinking in connection with public din-
ners and at conventions. In the nature of the case it is not easy to get at the
exact facts in such a connection, and conditions differ somewhat in different
parts of the country and even to some extent from year to year. This is true
likewise with respect to drinking by women and drinking by youth, as to
which also there is a great mass of evidence. In weighing this evidence
much allowance must be made for the effect of new standards and indepen-
dence and individual self-assertion, changed ideas as to conduct generally,
and the greater emphasis on freedom and the quest for excitement since the
war. As to drinking among youth, the evidence is conflicting. Votes in col-
leges show an attitude of hostility to or contempt for the law on the part of
those who are not unlikely to be leaders in the next generation. It is safe to
say that a significant change has taken place in the social attitude toward
drinking. This may be seen in the views and conduct of social leaders, busi-
ness and professional men in the average community. It may be seen in the
tolerance of conduct at social gatherings which would not have been pos-
sible a generation ago. It is reflected in a different way of regarding drunken

source: U.S. Congress, House, U.S. National Commission on Law Enforcement, Enforce-
ment of the Prohibition Laws of the United States, H. Doc. 722, 71st Cong,., 3d sess., 1931, 21.
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