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The contemporary debate over reproductive
issues often follows an implicit, if not misleading,
historical model which, depending on one's per‐
spective,  suggests  that  recent  decades  have
brought either unprecedented progress for wom‐
en or the sharp decline of traditional values. Both
sides  portray  issues  such  as  contraception  and
abortion as new developments in American soci‐
ety. In contrast, historians recognize that contra‐
ception  and  abortion  were  not  invented  in  the
twentieth century. In fact,  many historians have
long  pondered  the  dramatic  decline  in  the
birthrate  among  white  Americans  before  1900
and, in the case of Janet F. Brodie, found older ex‐
planations which stressed abstinence or medical
advances lacking. 

In Contraception and Abortion in 19th-Centu‐
ry America, Brodie shatters the notion that these
issues are new, and instead illustrates that an ar‐
ray  of  information,  methods,  and  products  be‐
came available between 1830 and 1870. According
to Brodie, abstinence as a recommended strategy
elicited as much sarcasm as serious consideration
while contraception and abortion were instead in

the "vanguard" of an emerging consumer culture
which emerged during the period. (p. 231) Begin‐
ning with the advice literature of the 1830s and
evolving  into  a  conspicuous  "flood"  of  en‐
trepreneurs  and  commercial  products  by  1870,
Americans strove, often publicly, for a semblance
of reproductive control before the Comstock Laws
of the 1870s rendered such activities obscene and
criminal. 

Brodie's careful examination of such evidence
as advice literature, court records, medical jour‐
nals,  personal  letters,  and  speeches  aims  at  an
ambitious  portrait  of  the  private  lives  of  many
Americans during the period. Her most extraordi‐
nary contribution is her analysis of a personal di‐
ary of Mary Poor, a New York woman, which in‐
cludes  a  detailed  account  of  her  sexual  activity
and  reproductive  cycles  from  1841  through  the
end of  the  century.  More  importantly,  Brodie  is
able to compare Poor's public and private lives to
reveal the ambivalence many women of the time
felt toward a part of life which involved both the
"love of motherhood" and the "dread" and fear of
pregnancies and childbirth (p. 9). 



For  Brodie,  such  strategies  as  withdrawal,
douching,  condoms,  spermicidal  sponges,  di‐
aphragms,  and  abortion-inducing  drugs  repre‐
sented  an  effort,  albeit  often  unsuccessful,  by
Americans to remove pregnancy and family size
from the realm of fate. Advice was often contra‐
dictory and products were often flawed, but the
effort  reveals  ordinary  individuals  striving  for
"greater  self-determination"(p.  86).  Of  course,
even modest gains in preventing, terminating, or
limiting the number of  pregnancies  led to  com‐
plex results. For example, Brodie points out that
while the shift  from withdrawal toward vaginal
douching  in  mid-century  "gave  women  a  new
power over reproduction," it also brought women
the "burden of failure" or marital conflict in the
case of an unwanted pregnancy (p. 79). 

Furthermore, not all women perceived inno‐
vation in reproductive control as liberating and,
Brodie suggests, the criminalization of contracep‐
tion and abortion after  1870 stemmed as  much
from the ambivalence of many women as it  did
from the "fanaticism" of individuals such as An‐
thony  Comstock(p.  294).  Such  complexity  both
challenges  popular  notions  about  the  history  of
reproductive control and suggests the agency in‐
herent in the reproductive decisions of the bed‐
room or pharmacy. 

While  Brodie  leaves  little  doubt  as  to  the
ubiquitous nature of  reproductive issues among
the white middle class in the nineteenth century,
her  work  raises  interesting  questions  about  the
importance  of  other  factors.  She  touches  only
briefly on the importance of Native Americans or
African Americans in shaping reproductive issues
in American culture and, perhaps surprisingly for
a book centered on the period 1830-1870, gives al‐
most no attention to the role of the Civil War or
immigration. The latter may be the most unfortu‐
nate omission as many of the individuals Brodie
cites as victims of the Comstock prosecution were
Eastern European Jews such as Moses Jacobi and
Morris  Glattsine.  When  one  also  considers

Brodie's assertion that much of the opposition to
contraception and abortion originated among na‐
tive-born males, her work suggests that reproduc‐
tive issues were an integral part of a broader cul‐
tural  war including such issues  as  immigration,
ethnicity, religion, and economic competition. 

More importantly, many readers will also be
surprised at the relatively small role of women in
Brodie's work. Brodie's numerous vignettes of in‐
dividuals  involved  in  contraception  or  abortion
includes four men for every woman. As a result,
we know much more about the experiences and
perspectives  of  male  reformers  and  opponents
such as Edward Foote or Anthony Comstock than
the millions of women whose demand for repro‐
ductive  control  drove  such  public  activities.  Of
course, no historian can be blamed for the scarci‐
ty of evidence in a field such as sexuality and re‐
production. Nevertheless, Brodie's reliance on the
supply of advice and products as well as its fer‐
vent opposition leads her to the sometimes explic‐
it and often implicit conclusion that women of the
period  "remained  very  much  in  the  back‐
ground"(p.  135).  Such  an  interpretation  robs
women  of  their  agency  and  obscures  conflicts
over  gender  roles  during  the  period.  Further‐
more, it overstates the importance of male public
figures  and privileges  those segments  of  society
capable  of  speaking  loudest.  Brodie  is  correct.
Contraception and abortion were "neither all that
rare  or  all  that  tabooed"  during  the  mid  nine‐
teenth century (p. ix). Ultimately, this was the case
because the story of reproductive control begins,
as does Brodie's work, with the quiet voices and
private  experiences  of  anonymous  women such
as Mary Poor. 
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