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There are many, many notable women from this time period who could be considered feminists for the things they did. Here I have listed some who were pivotal in building a world in which women had bodily autonomy, women who specifically contributed to the women’s movement of the time.



When learning about history and women’s roles in history, usually we see a theme of women not being able to shape their own lives. Women didn’t do things, things were done to them. The mid to late nineteenth century is a remarkable period of time, because in studying this era, we can see that marriage and fertility rates were significantly lower than ever before, whereas before this time, marriage and family was the only life available to women. At this time, women were beginning to take control of their own lives and bodies, and they were helped along by some of the women listed here. 
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EMMA GOLDMAN WAS born June 27, 1869 in the city of Kovno, Russia, which is now Lithuania, into an Orthodox Jewish family. Her parents, Abraham and Taube Goldman, were shopkeepers, and Emma was the third of six children. Her childhood was not a happy one, as her father was a violent drunk and her mother distant. Her father was particularly impatient of Emma’s rebellious nature, which was apparent even when she was a child. 

This was a time of social reform under the rule of Alexander II. Most notably, an 1861 law freed the serfs of Russia from their dependence on their landowners. Like most places in the world at this time, there was significant industrial growth, as well as judicial, cultural, and educational reforms. Despite these reforms there was still much political unrest in Russia, and Alexander II was assassinated in 1881.

Goldman’s father took her out of school when she was a teenager, planning to arrange a marriage for her when she was fifteen, but she instead emigrated to the United States with her sister in 1885. They joined their other sister in Rochester, NY and Goldman found a job as a seamstress in a factory. Like all factory work during the Industrial Revolution, the conditions were brutal, the hours long, and the pay minimal. This is the time that the seeds of her interest in the labor movement and anarchism were planted. She started joining radical groups that were pushing for shorter work days and better working conditions. 

In 1889, at the age of twenty, Goldman moved to New York City. She befriended notable anarchists there, such as Johann J. Most, publisher of Die Freiheit, and Alexander Berkman, who she became romantically involved with and remained close to for the rest of her life. She became a well-known anarchist in her own right, traveling, lecturing, and publishing her writings. At this point she was under investigation for her outspoken views and given the nickname Red Emma. 

She was jailed for a short time in 1893 for inciting a riot, and after her release, went to Vienna to train as a nurse and midwife, returning to New York when she was done with her studies. In 1901 she was accused of being a conspirator in the assassination of President William McKinley, because the man that shot him twice in the abdomen was a fellow anarchist who had attended one of Goldman’s lectures. No charges were ever pressed, but she became infamous across the country.

Goldman published a magazine called Mother Earth from 1906-1917, and it became the leading voice in feminism and anarchism. She was married twice, with disastrous results, and was outspoken about her thoughts on marriage, saying it robbed women of their independence. At this time, she became romantically involved with Ben Reitman, also known as King of the Hobos. He was also a well-known activist and went on to become her manager.

When the United States became involved in World War I in 1917, Goldman joined with several other activists to form the No-Conscription League, in opposition of the draft. Goldman was arrested for these activities and charged with conspiracy to prevent draft registration. She was convicted and was sentenced to two years in prison, as well as given $10,000 in fines. In 1919 they were both deported to Russia, along with hundreds of other activists and anarchists.

Goldman was happy to move back to Russia now that the Bolshevik Revolution had toppled the Czar, but the reality of the new government soon became apparent. She said, “The old cruel regime . . . has simply been replaced by a new, equally cruel one.” Goldman left Russia in 1921 and went to Germany. There she wrote My Disillusionment in Russia in 1923. In 1924 she moved to England and soon after married James Colton, a Scottish anarchist. This gave her the opportunity to become a British citizen, obtain a British passport, and maybe someday to be able to return to the United States, which was ultimately her goal. She spent time traveling through Europe lecturing, and in 1931 published her autobiography, Living My Life. 

In 1934, Goldman was able to return to the United States for ninety days to travel and lecture, then returned to Europe. While visiting Canada in 1940, Goldman suffered a stroke, and she died several months later, on May 14, 1940. Her body was brought to Chicago to be buried.

––––––––
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“I want freedom, the right to self-expression, everybody’s right to beautiful, radiant things. Anarchism meant that to me, and I would live it in spite of the whole world—prisons, persecution, everything. Yes, even in spite of the condemnation of my own closest comrades I would live my beautiful ideal.”

— Emma Goldman, Living My Life
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Margaret Sanger
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MARGARET SANGER (BORN Higgins) was born September 14, 1879 in Corning, New York. She was one of eleven children born to Michael and Ann Higgins, a working-class Irish-Catholic couple. Later in her life, Sanger attributes her mother’s many pregnancies and miscarriages to her poor health and eventual early death at the age of forty. Her father was a stonemason, but was often drinking instead of working, and the family lived in poverty.

In 1869, Sanger went on to attend Claverack College and Hudson River Institute, then went on to study nursing at White Plains Hospital. In 1902, she married an architect named William Sanger, and eventually they had three children. In 1910, the family moved to Greenwich Village in Manhattan. There they became acquainted with people such as Upton Sinclair and Emma Goldman, as well as with new and radical ways of thinking. Sanger joined the Women’s Committee of the New York Socialist Party and the Liberal Club. She became involved in the labor movement and a supporter of unions and participated in several strikes.

Sanger’s career in sexual education began when she had an article published called “What every girl should know.” At this time, she was working as a nurse on the Lower East Side, a neighborhood that, at the time, was mostly made up of poor, underserved immigrants. She treated many women who had had back alley abortions or tried to abort their fetuses themselves and became a staunch believer in making birth control and contraceptives available for women. She is quoted saying, “No woman can call herself free until she can choose consciously whether she will or will not be a mother.”

In 1914, Sanger began a magazine called The Woman Rebel, a publication that promoted birth control. Because of the Comstock Act, which made illegal the circulation of “obscene and immoral materials” (which included anything relating to contraceptives or information about contraceptives), Sanger was forced to flee to England to avoid a possible five-year prison sentence. While there she contributed to the feminist movement and learned about many different kinds of contraceptives, including diaphragms, which she eventually smuggled back to the United States. At this point she was divorced, and she went on to have affairs with writer H.G. Wells and psychologist Havelock Ellis.

The charges against Sanger were dropped in 1915 and she was able to return to the United States, and in 1916 she opened the first birth control clinic in the U.S, actually coining the term “birth control” herself. Sanger, her sister Ethel, and the rest of the staff were arrested during a raid of their Brooklyn location only nine days after opening. They were charged with providing birth control and fitting women with diaphragms, and they sat in jail for thirty days. She appealed her conviction, and while the court wouldn’t overturn its previous ruling, they made an exception in the law to allow doctors to prescribe birth control to women for medical reasons. Around this time, Sanger first started publishing The Birth Control Review.  In 1923, she opened the Birth Control Clinical Research Bureau, which was the first legal birth control clinic in the country. Around the same time, she married her second husband, businessman J. Noah H. Slee. He provided much needed funding for her various social reform projects.

Sanger served as president of the American Birth Control League until 1928, then in 1929 started the National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control. The purpose of this committee was to make it legal for doctors to distribute birth control. In 1936 it became legal to import birth control devices to the U.S., which was largely due to Sanger and her tireless efforts. 

For all of the good that Sanger did for the women’s movement and for women’s bodily autonomy, some of her views were controversial and, by today’s standards, abhorrent. Sanger was outspoken about her support for eugenics, the science of selective breeding in order to improve the human race. She felt that the mentally ill and impaired should be sterilized and that birth control could be used as a tool for eugenics. Unfortunately, these were commonly held views in the United States at the time. 

Sanger stopped working for a while and moved to Tucson, Arizona, but her retirement didn’t last. She traveled in Europe and Asia, working with birth control issues there, and eventually established the International Planned Parenthood Federation in 1952. She had the idea of a “magic pill” and in the early 1950s worked with a
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