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gested policy raises—what are its social and political side effects? And, finally,
is such a policy, even if appropriate for the poor and even if relatively unen-
cumbered by public disapproval, relevant to the problem of population growth
in America? If demographic curtailment is really the objective, must alterna-
tive policies be considered and possibly given highest priority?

Turning to the alleged need for government-sponsored birth-control services,
one may ask whether birth control has in faet been a tabooed topic among the
middle and upper classes, so that the less advantaged could be said to have
suffered “deprivation” and consequently now to require government help. One
may then question whether there is a mandate from the poor for the type of
federally sponsored service that is now being urged, and whether as many as 5
million women are “in need” of such family-planning assistance.

HAS BIRTH CONTROL BEEN A TABOOED TOPIC?

The notion that the American public has only recently become willing to tol-
erate open discussion of birth control has been assiduously cultivated by con-
gressmen and others concerned with government policy on population. For
example, Senator Tydings credited Senators Gruening and Clark and President
Johnson with having almost single-handedly changed American public attitudes
toward birth control. In 1966 he read the following statement into the 28 Feb-
ruary Congressional Record (8).

The time is ripe for positive action. Ten years ago, even five years ago, this
was a politically delicate subject. Today the Nation has awakened to the need
for Government action.

This change in public attitude has come about through the efforts of men
who had the courage to brook the tides of public opinion. Senator Clark is
such a man. Senator Gruening is such a man. So is President Johnson.
Because of their leadership it is no longer necessary for an elected official to
speak with trepidation on this subject.

A year later, Senator Tydings reduced his estimate of the time required for
the shift in public opinion to “3 or 4 years” (9, p. 12; 10). Senator Gruening
maintained (11) that the “ninety-eight distinguished men and women”. who
testified at the public hearing on S. 1676 were “pioneers” whose “names com-
prise an important honor roll which historically bears an analogy to other
famous lists: the signers of the Declaration of Independence, those who rati-
fied the Constitution of the United .States and others whose names were
appended to and made possible some of the great turning points in history.”
Reasoning from the continued existence of old, and typically unenforced, laws
concerning birth control (together with President Eisenhower’s famous anti-
birth-control statement), Stycos, in a recent article (12), stated:

The public reaction to family planning in the United States has varied
between disgust and silent resignation to a necessary evil. At best it was
viewed as so delicate and risky that it was a matter of “individual consci-
ence.” As such, it was a matter so totally private, so sacred (or profane), that
no external agents, and certainly not the state, should have anything to do
with it.

Does the evidence support such impressionistic claims? How did the general
public regard government sponsorship of birth control long before it became a
subject of congressional hearings, a National Academy report, and a Presiden-
tial Committee report? Fortunately, a question on this topic appeared in no
less than 13 national polls and surveys aconducted between 1937 and 1966. As
part of a larger project concerned with public knowledge and opinions about
demographic topies, I have gathered together the original data cards from these
polls, prepared them for computer processing, and analyzed the results. The
data are all from Gallup polls and are all from national samples of the white,
adult population. Here I concentrate on adults under 45—that is, on adults in
the childbearing age group.

The data of Table 1 contradict the notion that Americans have only recently
ceased to regard birth control as a tabooed topic. As far back as 30 years ago,
almost three-quarters of the women questioned in these surveys actively
approved having the government make birth-control information available to
the married. By the early 1960’s, 80 percent or more of women approved over-
coming legal barriers and allowing “anyone who wants it” to have birth-con-



