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ABSTRACT
In the cast of personages for the history of eugenics in New Jersey, Marian
Stephenson Olden (a.k.a. Marion S. Norton, Marion S. Coleman-Norton, or
Mariann S. Olden) is a notable figure. Born in Philadelphia in 1888, she lived in
Princeton where she was a volunteer social worker and became an advocate of
compulsory eugenic sterilization. It was in the Princeton League of Women Voters
that she began to promote the legalization of compulsory sterilization of persons
with traits considered to be “undesirable.” After leaving the LWV, Olden founded
the Sterilization League of New Jersey (1937). This became the national
organization, Birthright, Inc. (1943), the predecessor of what is currently
Engenderhealth (2001). In 1938, Olden visited Germany where Nazi eugenicists
already knew of her interest in sterilization and her anti-Catholicism related to it.
She contributed to a Nazi propaganda film by writing English captions for it. Thus,
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Olden had an impact on eugenics movements geographically greater than just New
Jersey and the United States. While she agreed with the Nazi program of
sterilization, she did not approve their anti-Semitic activities. The principle goal of
Olden’s organizations was the betterment of human beings initially through
sterilization. In time, to her displeasure, less stringent measures. Neither she nor
anyone else succeeded in obtaining approved legislation for compulsory
sterilization in New Jersey. Nevertheless, Olden remained committed to that
objective into her retirement years and died at the age of 93 in Gwynedd,
Pennsylvania.
INTRODUCTION
Selective breeding is the process where animals and plants are purposely
bred by humans to bring about particular traits in their offspring, these traits being
beneficial to the breeders and, perhaps, to the species. It is generally held that this
practice began in Asia with the dog as much as 32,000 years ago – where, is
uncertain – and with sheep about 10,000 years ago.2 In his On the Origin of
Species, published on 24 November 1859, Charles Darwin (1809-1882) of England
proposed the concept of natural selection where organisms undergo changes, that
is evolve, in the course of time without human intervention. Selective breeding
carried out by humans significantly shortens the time of evolution; Darwin called
2

this “artificial selection.”3 The knowledge gained from the breeding of animals
found application in the promotion or prevention of reproduction by human beings.
In 1883 Sir Francis Galton of England, a half-cousin of Charles Darwin,
created the word “eugenics” meaning “well-born” to encourage “healthy, capable
people of above-average intelligence to bear more children, with the idea of
building an “improved human race.” ”4 This would be “positive eugenics,” the
selective breeding of humans. “Negative eugenics” is concerned with the
prevention of the passage from one generation to the next of real or contrived
undesirable characteristics with so-called “race” being a prominent factor.5
Negative eugenics began in the United States and the first legislation to deal with
that concentrated on social features of individuals. This was the Page Act of 1875,
the first restrictive federal immigration law [that] prohibited the entry of immigrants
considered "undesirable." The law classified as "undesirable" any individual from Asia
who was coming to America to be a forced laborer, any Asian woman who would engage
in prostitution, and all people considered to be convicts in their own country.6

This law came in a time in world history, the second half of the 19th century,
when major advances were made in the biological sciences that would play
important roles in the practice of eugenics. The field of bacteriology and the Germ
Theory now became established through the work of a number of scientists in
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different countries: Ferdinand Cohn (1828-1898) of Silesia, Robert Koch (18431910) of Germany, Joseph Lister (1827-1912) of England, and Louis Pasteur
(1822-1895) of France to name but a few.7
Evolution and Genetics, two other major fields of biology used by
eugenicists, also came into being in this time period. As noted above, Darwin’s
theory of Natural Selection appeared in 1859. Also in 1859, Gregor Mendel (18221884) of the Czech Republic and Austria discovered that characteristics of
organisms, peas being the ones he worked with, are transmitted from one
generation to another by units. Then, in 1879, Walther Flemming (1843-1905) of
Germany described these units as chromosomes.8 With these new discoveries and
fields, eugenicists now had information that would support their beliefs and
programs.
By 1900 nativists baldly claimed in scientific medicine a weapon that white Anglo-Saxon
Protestant civilization could use to defend itself against the intrusion of those it regarded
as of inferior breed. Nativists trumpeted data suggesting that certain diseases were more
prevalent among the newcomers than among the native-born. ... [On the other hand]
Assimilationists favored a continuation of immigration, though they differed over
whether or not some restriction might be necessary. They contended that newcomers
could receive care and education in health and hygiene that would transform life-styles.9
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The first way eugenics was implemented in the United States was through
immigration laws with restrictions enacted by Congress. Beginning with the
Immigration Act of 1875, the Page Act (loc. cit.), there have been many restrictive
immigration laws which could be utilized by eugenicists for their purposes.10

But

what about persons already here and stopping the passage of their undesirable
features to future generations? It may be unnecessary to state that the prevention of
procreation would be a logical answer and that birth control by a variety of
methods had been a common practice in the United States and the rest of the world
for a very long time.11 One of the methods, sterilization, has a long history as a
very effective way to prevent pregnancy.12 Samuel Lungren, a U.S. surgeon,
performed “the first successful tubal sterilization” in 1880 and “The earliest
American report of vasectomy ... was published in 1897 by A. J. Ochsner, a
Chicago surgeon.”13 In fact, according to the medical historian Ian Dowbiggin,
tubal sterilization became “the most popular form of contraception in various
countries around the world, including the United States.”14 Moreover,
Nothing accelerated the acceptance of surgical sterilization more than the rise of
eugenics. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, eugenics went from being an
idea with limited backing in scientific and medical circles to a concept that tended to
dominate debate over public health policy in country after country ... and no nation was
more receptive to eugenics than the United States.15
5

Sterilization appears early in eugenics literature. In 1910, Charles Davenport
(1866-1944), founder of the Eugenics Record Office (ERO), wrote:
When public spirit is aroused, its will must be crystallized in appropriate
legislation. Since the weak and the criminal will not be guided in their matings by
patriotism or family pride, more powerful influences or restraints must be exerted as the
case requires. And as for the idiots, low imbeciles, incurable and dangerous criminals
they may under appropriate restrictions be prevented from procreation B either by
segregation during their reproductive period or even by sterilization. [Italics for emphasis
by the author]16

In 1897, a compulsory sterilization bill was considered by the Michigan state
legislature but was not approved. The state legislature of Pennsylvania passed such
a bill in 1905 but Governor Samuel Whitaker Pennypacker (1843B1916) vetoed
it.17 The first state to establish a law permitting sterilization based on eugenics was
Indiana in 1907.18 However, it took until the late 1920s for this procedure to
become widely accepted.19 According to Lutz Kaelber, a sociologist at the
University of Vermont, in time, in the United States
compulsory sterilization laws [were] adopted by over 30 states that led to more than
60,000 sterilizations of disabled individuals. Many of these individuals were sterilized
because of a disability: they were mentally disabled or ill, or belonged to socially
disadvantaged groups living on the margins of society. American eugenic laws and

6

practices implemented in the first decades of the twentieth century influenced the much
larger National Socialist compulsory sterilization program.20

Dowbiggin has noted that “Until the 1930s, America vied with Germany for
international leadership of the eugenics movement...”21 Germany, of course,
became the “winner” in this atrocious competition. Just with respect to
sterilization, Germany, between 1934 and 1945 carried out
approximately 350,000 compulsory sterilizations ... [which] was a stepping stone to the
Holocaust. Even after the details of the Nazi sterilization program (as well as its role as a
precursor to the "Euthanasia" murders) became more widely known after World War II
(and which the New York Times had reported on extensively and in great detail even
before its implementation in 1934), sterilizations in some American states did not stop.
Some states continued to sterilize residents into the 1970s.22

The State of New Jersey was one of the 17 of the United States that did not
have legalized sterilization in operation (Table 1). The legislature did pass a bill for
this in 1911 but in Smith versus the Board of Examiners, a suit brought before it,
the New Jersey Supreme Court concluded the bill violated the fourteenth
amendment.23 That ruling did not stop the promotion of such legislation in New
Jersey. Arguably, the most prominent person in that activity was Marian
Stephenson Olden. She and compulsory sterilization are the central subjects of the
discussion that follows.
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OLDEN’S PERSONAL HISTORY
Biographical information about Marian Olden is limited.24 Information about
her mother or any siblings has not been found. However, her father, Arthur Herbert
Stephenson, a Philadelphia businessman, was well-known for his activism in a tax
reform movement and, thus, warranted an informative obituary when he died in
1902.25 So fervent was he about the single tax, that he established and wrote for a
paper called “Justice” to promote the single tax and his obituary includes the
statement “the single tax was his religion.” 26 It is probable that Arthur Stephenson
had a role in the development of his daughter’s writing skills, as evidenced in her
publications, and in her unwavering devotion to one particular social movement,
eugenics.27
Marian Stephenson was born in Philadelphia on 29 March 1888. She had an
education through finishing school, graduating in 1905. Two years later, she
married her first of four husbands, James Henry, Jr. That marriage produced in
1909 her only child, Dorothy, and ended shortly after that, presumably by
divorce.28
Her second marriage was to Billy deVictor in 1914. That marriage ended
when deVictor died in about 1927.29
In 1928, Olden married a Princeton professor, Paul R. Coleman-Norton. He
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was about 10 years her junior. Coleman-Norton was a classicist and published
books on Roman law, economics, society and relationships with Christianity.30 The
1930 United States Census includes an entry for a Dorothy Henry, a 20 year old
female living with her stepfather, Professor Norton.31,32
In 1938, Olden and Coleman-Norton toured Europe where she had the
opportunity to learn about sterilization laws in operation there, knowledge that she
may have applied to her own campaigns for sterilization in the U.S.33 It would be
interesting to know if the amount of attention she gave to eugenics played a role in
the dissolution of her marriage to Coleman-Norton; in 1939, they separated and
were divorced in 1940. Marian did not remain long unmarried for in 1941 she
married Roger Olden, an engineer.34 It should be noted here that her activities in
eugenics and the promotion of sterilization began when she was married to
Professor Coleman-Norton and, as a result of that, her last name appears in the
literature as Norton or Coleman-Norton as well as Olden.35
THE LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS
The League of Women Voters was founded in 1919 “as an auxiliary to the
National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).” 36 The following
year, the New Jersey State chapter, The League of Women Voters of New Jersey,
was established in Newark.37 On the 18th of August of that year, 1920, the 19th
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Amendment to the Constitution, granting women the right to vote, was ratified and
the activities of the League of Women Voters in political and legislative matters
could then be expanded and strengthened. Like all LWV branches, the Princeton
chapter, founded in 1932, has been from its beginning “a nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization whose purpose is to promote political responsibility through informed
and active participation in government.” 38
In 1932, Olden was invited to the home of Mabel Eldridge, a former public
school principal, to participate in the founding of the Princeton chapter of the
LWV.39 However, she did not join at that time because her request for social
hygiene to be part of the group’s agenda was not accepted.40 By this time Olden
would have welcomed an opportunity to promote birth control but that had to wait
until the following year when Eldridge asked her to become a member of the LWV
and create the Social Hygiene department she wanted.41 Olden accepted and began
the duties associated with that office in January of 1934.42
“Never having studied biology,” Olden began self-education in fields she
would be dealing with by reading Heredity and Environment (Princeton University
Press, 1916) a book by the famous and then-retired Princeton embryologist, Edwin
G. Conklin (1863-1952).43 She was fortunate in being able to personally seek
Conklin’s aid for clarification of what she did not understand in his book.44 Some
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statements in the book smack of eugenics so one may wonder if Olden’s campaign
in eugenics was affected by what Conklin said in the book and in discussions with
her.45 It should be noted, however, that he was considered to be a moderate
eugenicist in that:
Although he was sympathetic to eugenic goals and participated in eugenic organizations
throughout his life, Conklin realized that eugenic ideas rarely could meet strict scientific
standards of proof ... [and he] attempted to balance more extreme eugenic claims B that
emphasized the absolute limits posed by heredity – with his own view of Athe possibilities
of development.”46

Olden read more than the Conklin book and from a number of publications
and field trips, she and her committee members prepared themselves for their
goals.47 The first major contribution by the Social Hygiene Department to the LWV
was a course given in 1934 by Olden which was open to all league members. The
subject was “basic principles of social hygiene” and the classes were held on the
Princeton University campus.48 This course was to familiarize all league members
with genetics and other subjects including the legality of sterilization. The field trips
were also educational and available to all interested LWV members. Among the
trips were a morning at the State Village for Epileptics at Skillman and an all day
visit to the State Hospital for the Insane at Greystone Park in Morris Plains. 49
From these on-site visits, Olden reported that “those in charge of the institutions
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were unanimous in their desire to have a law to permit sterilization before parole or
discharge ... administrative officials as well would welcome a program of
sterilization in New Jersey such as twenty-eight other states had adopted.” 50
The Princeton LWV’s Social Hygiene Department now undertook the task of
educating the public about sterilization with the goal of legislation for that in New
Jersey.51 Olden’s apparently self-appointed assignment for this was to write
promotional materials, something to which she devoted herself passionately.
Olden’s first publication, written for professionals and lay persons, was
initially a 10 pages typed then duplicated product, dated January 1935, and titled
“New Jersey: Its Population Problem.”52 Olden tied the population problem to
immigration and believed that “normalcy” should be a requirement for entrance into
the United States.53 She provided statistics and examples to support her opinions
about the need for compulsory sterilization. Olden noted the work of Elizabeth S.
Kite, a “psychological researcher for the Vineland Training School for Feeble
Minded Boys and Girls (now called the Vineland Developmental Center),” who
found “whole districts ... to be peopled with families of degenerates.”54 Acting upon
what Kite reported, E.A. Doll sounded an alarm concerning the “scattering [of] the
members of these degenerate families from their former centers to all communities
of the state.”55
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Prior to 1935, there had been nine attempts to have sterilization legalized in
New Jersey by its legislators.56 The tenth attempt was in 1935, introduced by
Senator S. Rusling Leap and supported by the LWV. Olden circulated a petition in
favor of this bill and by doing that, learned about the role of Catholic legislators in
bringing about the defeat of such bills.57
In May, 1935, Olden produced a booklet of 48 pages called Heredity and Ten
Social Problems.58 As in her first publication, Olden emphasized population control
but, with regard to inheritance, observed that planned parenthood “is not used by,
nor applied to the classes most in need of it.” 59 She called “the eighteenth century
philosophers’ idea that all men are created equal” a false belief that thwarted efforts
“to improve society.”60
The phrase concerning the equality of people is, of course, from a unique
governmental document and Olden adopted it – should it be said distorted it? – to
promote a particular social movement.61 She emphasized with italics that “Mental
deficiency has become so prevalent that it constitutes the chief obstacle to social
betterment.”62 For her and certain health professionals, sterilization was the answer
to what she called “the most important of the ten social problems.”63
Olden’s next publication came out in 1936 and was titled Sterilization and
the Organized Opposition.64 The first half of the booklet concerned sterilization,
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including its legality, while the second dealt with Olden’s archenemy, the Roman
Catholic Church, with, understandably, its opposition to sterilization. Olden, it
should be noted, was not anti-religious. At the age of 30, she found and quite
willingly accepted New Thought, a spiritual movement that recognizes and
worships God.65 As expected, she would also approve and, perhaps, appropriate
what a clergyperson said about matters related to eugenics if those statements were
in line with her own thinking such as “Either rational selection must take the place
of natural selection, which the modern state will not allow to act, or we must go on
deteriorating”66 Olden notes that “Prior to 1931 there were Catholic scholars who
openly advocated eugenic sterilization” but this ceased during the tenure of Pope
Pius XI.67 She states “Outworn thought binding the modern state to medieval
conceptions is a menace to the evolution of society”68 and, having in mind the
difficulties in having sterilization laws enacted, “the unalterable ambition of the
Church of Rome to dominate in temporal affairs is vigorously at work in America
today.”69
In 1935, Olden began to concentrate on the role of heredity in criminality and
in the following year published her fourth booklet, “Crime in its Biological
Aspect.”70 She observed that “Great effort is being made to inform thoughtless
Americans on the nature of crime, but little effort is being made to enlighten
14

America on the nature of criminals.”71 While not dismissing the role of
environment, Olden claimed “that the largest part of crime in this country is due to
the repeated offenses of defective individuals who cannot be reformed by the
application of any social remedy.” 72 Furthermore, “the most thorough and
exhaustive studies have been made in this country and abroad, all unanimous in
support of a selective sterilization program” to deal with these problems in
society.73 She backs this view with case after case and data including that of
William Hickson, the Director of the Psychopathic Laboratory of the Municipal
Court of Chicago. He studied 40,000 individuals and concluded in 1925
“Environmentalists are to criminology what anti-evolutionists are to science.”
[Italics by Olden]74 And if the information and instructions Olden provides in her
publications and lectures on “defectives” are not good enough to result in action,
she directs people to the Bible, John 13:17, and the quote therein: “If ye know these
things, happy are ye if ye do them.”75
According to Spurlock, “by the late 1930s ...The League of Women Voters
was becoming less hospitable to Olden’s crusade and she had begun to antagonize
some of her co-workers.”76 She, then, “With gratitude, but not regret ... left the
League to undertake the formation of a state organization that, with the participation
of men, would be dedicated solely to obtaining a sound sterilization law for New
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Jersey.”77
THE STERILIZATION LEAGUE OF NEW JERSEY
In December 1935, Olden attended a convention of social workers and was
impressed with what Eduard C. Lindeman, the president of the New York School of
Social Work, said in a talk he gave.78 That he lived in the Hunterdon County
Borough of High Bridge, New Jersey was another reason why Olden met with him
and a result of that meeting was that he became the chairman of the committee that
would form the Sterilization League of New Jersey (SLNJ).79 Putting together the
governing body of notable persons for that organization and producing the
documents for what would become the SLNJ was not an easy task for Olden who
assumed the major work to accomplish those things.80 But finally she did achieve
success with the formal establishment of the League on 20 March 1937.81 Shortly
after that, the League produced its first proposed sterilization law. It was presented
to the New Jersey Legislature by the physician and Assemblyman from Burlington
County, S. Emlen Stokes but died in committee.82
Taking advantage of a period of convalescence following a hysterectomy,
Olden wrote and published in 1937 Selective Sterilization in Primer Form.83 With
this, her fifth booklet, Olden’s readership and reputation in the field grew; she gave
more talks in different venues and more people were attracted to her and the SLNJ’s
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goals.
In 1935, President Franklin Roosevelt had signed the Social Security Act.
This made it possible for the League to include in its Platform in 1937 these
statements:
If Social Security is to be made an obligation of government, met by granting huge sums
in subsidies, it is essential that society control the quality of the life which is to be made
secure ... Where sterilization is indicated but is objected to by any recognized body which
conscientiously is opposed to the principle of sterilization, the person may be paroled to
such body which shall provide such means in supervised institutions as will effectively
prevent parenthood, and at no cost to any municipal, county or state organization.84

OLDEN’S TRAVELS IN EUROPE
As noted above, Olden went with her husband, Professor Paul R. ColemanNorton, who was on a sabbatical leave, to Europe in 1938. Her description of their
voyage to and stay in Italy and Sicily in February, the foul weather they
experienced at sea and on land as well as the beautiful sites and vistas they visited
and saw is quite a digression from her discussion of eugenics and sterilization.85
However, her desire for sterilization programs was always with her and she
discussed it whenever she had the opportunity with fellow travelers and government
officials such as the vice-director of the Swiss National Public Health Service.86
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From Switzerland, Olden and her husband went to Germany where, by this
time, 1938, the Nazi programs of sterilization and euthanasia were well underway
and so she was now in a location where the government, at least, was in agreement
with her social passion.87 A German woman Olden met in Heidelberg told her
“Race health was taught us long before Hitler’s day.”88 Olden may have cited such
information and examples of what was practiced to make the Nazi sterilization
program less objectionable. However, further travels in Germany and seeing antiSemitism in action, particularly in Nuremberg, led her to say “By this time shocked
incredulity had changed to furious resentment and a fighting determination to do
something to help the Jews.” 89
After what she saw and heard in Germany, she “was in no mood for
sightseeing in that cruel nation.”90 However, her
main interest was to get on-the-spot, up-to-the minute information of what they were
doing with their sterilization. At home, ... [she] had read everything available on the
subject and had a well founded conviction that it was administered scientifically and
rationally, not emotionally or racially.91

And so Olden stayed in Germany and, in fact, contributed to Nazi
propaganda. Her publications on sterilization were known to the Nazis and when
she met Falk Ruttke, the Director of Public Health Services, she was asked to write
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English captions for the film, “The Fatal Chain of Hereditary Disease.” She did this
“work for them gladly.”92 Nevertheless, she was disturbed by the “atmosphere
created by the two vainglorious dictators” and “It was with great relief that” she left
Germany and went to Copenhagen, Denmark.93
At that time, Denmark had two sterilization laws and Olden added copies of
them to the information on sterilization in Europe she was collecting. 94 To the
collection were also added the laws on “eugenic and social” sterilization in Sweden,
Finland and Norway when she visited those countries.95 Then, in England, Olden
had discussions with major figures in the British eugenics and sterilization
movements and obtained films and literature on these subjects.96 Her trip to Europe
ended on a high note with her speaking to a group in Hyde Park but, by this time,
she was anxious to return home and resume her mission. It was “with a glad heart
and a large amount of valuable material to be used in furthering the cause of human
betterment” that she arrived in New York in September.97
IN NEW JERSEY AFTER EUROPE
While the Sterilization League of New Jersey continued to hold membership
meetings as Olden traveled in Europe, no action had been taken to carry out its
purposes. Moreover, she found it necessary, beginning in 1939, for the SLNJ to
have a new president, one whose ideas on sterilization were in agreement with hers,
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while she continued as the Executive Director.98 Olden also now had support for
sterilization from the Medical Society of New Jersey and the famous Baltimore
journalist and critic Henry L. Mencken which would help her programs to move
forward.99
The booklets she wrote and other literature available from the SLNJ that
Olden would use to promote sterilization were now supplemented by the printed
materials and films that she had obtained in Europe and her efforts for that cause
and venues for expounding on it increased.100 She made, for example,
presentations at meetings of the Medical Society of New Jersey and the New Jersey
Hospital Association in Atlantic City and the Health and Sanitary Association in
Asbury Park.101 She overcame personal problems and friction within the
organization and her message was now being heard and accepted by new groups.102
In light of her growing reputation, the Medical Director of the National
Society for the Prevention of Blindness, J. W. Bell, strongly encouraged her to enter
the national scene.103 And, indeed, she did that in 1940 with talks and sales and
distribution of literature in a number of western states.104 Those experiences
provided Olden with a “foundation for a national organization.” 105
Back in New Jersey, armed with the information she acquired in the West,
Olden and members of the SLNJ worked diligently on a “Model Bill” to be
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submitted to the New Jersey State Legislature and visual aids for both Olden’s talks
and exhibits by the SLNJ to educate the public on sterilization procedures.106 The
bill, Assembly No. 170, was submitted by Fred E. Shepard, a Republican member
of the Assembly from Union County, on 9 March 1942, but, as Olden wrote, “of
course it was smothered in committee without ever having had a hearing.” 107
With the growth of the SLNJ and Olden’s feelings towards it and its cause –
this “child” of hers as she called it – friction and problems developed between her
and members within the League, especially with an SLNJ attorney, Raymond H.
Berry.108 In making the SLNJ into a national organization, for the sake of the
organization’s funds and expenses Berry developed and worded the Certificate of
Incorporation to the satisfaction of a benefactor, a Mr. Driver, but to Olden’s
displeasure.109 Olden understood that Berry was taking away from her the control of
her organization and that she must now resign from the SLNJ. She wrote that she
would not “compromise with the man who through my salary felt sure of making
me an accomplice in turning the national organization to his own purpose.” 110
THE BIRTHRIGHT MOVEMENT
After mailing her letter of resignation to the 225 members of the SLNJ,
Olden met in her home with two confidants in the organization and they developed
a plan that would keep Olden active in a national organization. That organization
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was formed and, in 1943, it came to be known as “Birthright, Inc” rather than
Olden’s preference for “Sterilization League of America”
because it clearly voiced our commitment to protect the right of the helpless child as being
of greater importance than the right to parenthood by an unqualified person. To further
emphasize this we adopted as our motto the Child’s Bill of Rights formulated in 1930 by
the White House Conference on Child Health and Protection.111

Olden now worked tirelessly on Birthright Inc. matters and a variety of
writing projects. While the number of opportunities to make presentations at
meetings had declined because of the war, she continued to promote sterilization
wherever and whenever she could.112 She also had to contend with Birthright
managerial and operational problems, getting members to carry out what she felt
was necessary, and lightening her ever-increasing work load.113 In 1946, she was
granted an assistant and then had the time to continue writing her seventh booklet,
“The Survival of the Unfittest.” 114 This became widely distributed and wellreceived, increasing Olden’s reputation and knowledge of sterilization as a
eugenics procedure.
Administrative changes in Birthright, Inc., for which Olden had not planned,
now took place with Olden being moved into the position of Executive Director. It
was called a promotion and her assistant was assigned to the position Olden had to
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vacate, that is Executive Secretary.115 This did not stop further actions to lessen
Olden’s power and resulted in the separation of the physical places where she
worked and where the affairs of Birthright would be maintained. As she demanded,
Olden would keep her office in her Princeton home, which had always been the
office of first, the Sterilization League of New Jersey and then Birthright, Inc., and
would have the title of Director of Publication and Research. The Business Office,
maintained by the Executive Secretary who would now be under the direction of
the Executive Committee and not Olden, would be located in downtown
Princeton.116 These changes, however, did not end the disagreements and conflicts
Olden had to endure.
Without Olden’s knowledge, a new Executive Director, George Rundquist
of Brooklyn, New York, was recruited and engaged.117 Olden was disappointed
further by these moves when she learned that Mr. Rundquist knew nothing about
sterilization and did not have experience in directing an organization like
Birthright. She wrote to him that it was necessary for them to “reach a plan of
procedure that is mutually agreeable and that will prevent our locking horns to the
detriment of the work we want to accomplish.” 118 It turned out he had a plan which
was, as Olden stated it, that
the Executive Committee appoint a publications committee and that I would not be the
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chairman. ... [I would] write only what I was told to write and proceeded to cut my
catalogue to pieces. He expurgated my highly praised “Your Questions About
Sterilization Answered” saying he would allow no references to Catholics for “If you will
stop fighting the Catholics they will stop fighting you.” This proved his ignorance of
the nature and tactics of the opposition.119

With all the opposition to her, Olden still remained steadfast in wanting to
continue as chairman of publications and being responsible directly to the
Executive Committee. That body, or at least some members of it, supported her in
her desires; that led to Rundquist resigning from the Executive Directorship, a
position he had occupied for only “eleven weeks.”120 Still, other members of the
Executive Committee wanted Olden out of Birthright and on 12 March 1948, H.
Curtis Wood, Jr., the president of Birthright wrote a letter to her and her husband
in which he metaphorically likened the need for Olden to separate herself from the
organization as a mother one day parts from a child:
Now Birthright has “grown up”. It is no longer merely Mrs. Olden’s baby and it is time
for the child to leave the fold and to go out into the world to further grow and prosper.
As is so often the case in real life the strong and sensible mother has so dominated the
child that this break is very difficult for both. Yet it must be done for the benefit of both,
but especially the child ... Let me emphasize the point that the mothers are always
completely sincere in feeling they have done and are doing the best for the child and no
one else could do as good a job. The comparison holds true for Birthright. It owes its very
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existence to Mrs. Olden, but the time has come when it must leave home and get out from
under the old influences, if it is ever to attain maturity and manhood.121

Because a physician had recommended she take a rest from work, Olden
requested on 23 April 1948 “a leave of absence [from Birthright] without pay for a
four-month period.”122 Instead of that, as Wood informed her, the Executive
Committee granted her three months pay and that she would no longer have a
salaried position with Birthright, Inc.123 Any more work she would do for that
organization would be “on a business basis of so much per job.”124
Thus, Olden was suddenly separated from Birthright.125 However, her
departure was not without a “an “open and frank” account of the year’s work”
which she “had been doing ever since 1933.”126 She concluded with a bit of
righteous indignation
Some will ask >What do you expect to accomplish by exposing these unpleasant things?’
To them I reply >Results concern me far less than my responsibility to hold to truth, to
straightforward dealing, to fulfilling my obligations. Therefore I must give an honest
accounting to all who have responded to Birthright’s call. If this letting in of light into
dark places does harm, the blame lies with those who work in the shadows.’127

LIFE IN “RETIREMENT”
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No longer being in a public position demanding her time – which, of course
she did more than willingly – for a cause she strongly believed in, Olden undertook
more mundane projects concerning her house and attending to her grandchildren.128
However, her reputation and abilities in matters concerning sterilization were so
good that in the late spring of 1949, she was invited by Clarence Gamble to return
to work in that field.129 She did not accept his offer and it wasn’t until 1952 that
she dealt again with sterilization, to write an article on that subject for the
Encyclopedia Americana.130 Then, in 1969, she agreed to accompany a professor
of history in Franklin and Marshall College to the University of Minnesota and
review the records of the Association for Voluntary Sterilization (AVS), a
descendant of Birthright, Inc., which had been deposited in the Social Welfare
History Archives.131 She found the archives did not have many items she knew
should have been there and noted “The only sign I had ever existed was my name
and address which I had written in pencil” on a document.132 Moreover, a reading
of documents in the archives “were enough to outline the course followed in
forsaking a eugenic solution to pursue an easier goal.” 133 From those papers, Olden
gleaned information of particular significance to her for the years 1949 to 1964 and
included them in her History of the Development of the First National
Organization for Sterilization.134
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To Olden, the goal of the Sterilization League of New Jersey, her original
organization, had been reversed and was now “dysgenic by becoming merely
another form of birth control usable only by responsible people.” 135 To support this
contention, she relates the action of the president of the AVS, H.W. Stinson, on the
move to make changes to the sterilization law of the state of Delaware.136 In 1923,
the legislature of Delaware had passed “An act to provide for the sterilization of
certain defectives” which made it legal to sterilize “undesirable people living in
state institutions.”137 It was proposed in 1968 to include in that law mothers on
welfare who bore “two or more illegitimate children.”138 Stinson believed this
would be “a violation of human rights;” to Olden, however, this statement
indicated “the AVS was actually thwarting efforts to enlarge the scope of the very
laws that we had worked hard to have enacted.”139
She now wondered about the opinions of others who had been in the past
proponents of involuntary sterilization. Paul Popenoe, president of the American
Institute of Family Relations in Los Angeles, was such a person and she asked him
about his current opinions on the matter.140 In his reply, he said that in the future
“when an individual is incapable of giving valid consent, the state will have to
practice it.” 141 Olden did not agree with Popenoe’s idea that involuntary
sterilization would become a reality in time and to wait for that to happen but
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rather, as one learns from her writings, it should be brought about now by actions of
legislatures.
At the age of 87 and having lost her vision four years earlier, Olden, in 1974,
reflected on the history to which she had been a major contributor and wrote:
To me it was essential that we preserve two cardinal principles upon which our
organization had been founded. One was to prevent parenthood, by court-ordered
sterilization, of those manifestly unfit physically or mentally for its responsibilities. The
other was to adhere strictly to truth whatever the consequences.142

One can safely assume that Marian Stephenson Olden remained true to her
convictions to the day she died, 10 September 1981, at the age of 93, in Gwynedd,
Pennsylvania.143
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Table 1. Legal sterilizations in the United States(1)
‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘
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State
Alabama (AL)
Alaska (AK)
Arizona (AZ)
Arkansas (AR)
California (CA)
Colorado (CO)
Connecticut (CT)
Delaware (DE)
Florida (FL)
Georgia (GA)
Hawaii (HI)
Idaho (ID)
Illinois (IL)
Indiana (IN)
Iowa (IA)
Kansas (KS)
Kentucky (KY)
Louisiana (LA)
Maine (ME)
Maryland (MD)
Massachusetts (MA)
Michigan (MI)
Minnesota (MN)
Mississippi (MS)
Missouri (MO)
Montana (MT)
Nebraska (NE)
Nevada (NV)
New Hampshire
(NH)
New Jersey (NJ)
New Mexico (NM)
New York (NY)
North Carolina (NC)
North Dakota (ND)
Ohio (OH)

Period When
Sterilizations Occurred(2)

Total
Percent(3) Percent(3)
Sterilized
Men
Women

1919 - 1925
No law
1929 - 1932
No law
1909 - 1964
No law
1909 - 1963
1923 - 1963
No law
1937 - 1963
No law
1933 - 1963
No law
1907 - 1974
1910 - 1963
1913 - 1961
No law
A law but no sterilizations
1925 - 1963
No law
No law
1914 - 1963
1928 - late 1950s
1930s - 1963
No law
1923 - 1954
1917 - 1963
A law but no sterilizations

224
0
30
0
20,108
0
557
945
0
3,284
0
38
0(4)
~2,500
1,910
3,032
0
0
326
0
0
≥3,786
2,350
683
0
256
902
0

~94
0
10
0
~Equal
0
~8
~50
0
45
0
21
0
~50
649
1,759
0
0
14
0
0
26
22
23
0
28
47
0

~130
0
20
0
~Equal
0
~92
~50
0
55
0
79
0
~50
1,261
1,273
0
0
86
0
0
74
78
77
0
72
53
0

1910s - 1959
No laws
No laws
1912 - 1920
1929 - 1973
1910s - 1962
No laws

679
0
0
42
>7600
1,049
0

22
0
0
0
15
38
0

78
0
0
100
85
62
0
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Oklahoma (OK)
1930s - 1955
Oregon (OR)
1921 - 1983
Pennsylvania (PA)
No law; 1889 or 1892 - 1931
Rhode Island (RI)
No law
South Carolina (SC)
1938 - 1963
South Dakota (SD)
Late 1920s - early 1960s
Tennessee (TN)
No law
Texas (TX)
No law
Utah (UT)
1925 - 1960
Vermont (VT)
1931 - 1941
Virginia (VA)
1924 - 1979
Washington (WA)
1921 - 1983
West Virginia (VA)
1929 - 1956
Wisconsin (WI)
1915 - 1963
Wyoming (WY)
No law
‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

556
2,648
270
0
277
789
0
0
772
253
7,325
685
98
1,823
0

22
35
Unknown
0
8
~33
0
0
46
~33
38
~25
15
21
0

78
65
Unknown
0
92
~67
0
0
54
~67
62
~75
85
79
0

TOTALS
34/50 States Had Laws
~65,725
‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘
(1)Based on data in Lutz Kaelber, "Compulsory Sterilization in 50 American States",
https://www.uvm.edu/~lkaelber/eugenics
Prepared by and responsible for any and all errors: Frank F. Katz, 27 January 2016
(2)Laws were in force during this period. While a state may not have had a statute,
"therapeutic" and/or illegal sterilizations may have been carried out.
(3)Figures are rounded off
(4)One voluntary sterilization in 1916
Key to symbols:
~‘
approximately
> ‘ greater than
≥ ‘ at least
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