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Morris Dees, Mary Alice Relf, and Minnie Relf (July, 1973)
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Why Relf v. Weinberger Matters:

Population Anxiety and the Presidency
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Why Relf v. Weinberger Matters:

Persistence of Eugenic Ideology
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Why Relf v. Weinberger Matters:

Relationship to the Tuskegee Experiment
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Michael Harrington, The  
Other America (1962)
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Population Politics

Paul Ehrlich, Stanford biologist, author, 
The Population Bomb (1968)
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Watts Riot, Los Angeles, 1965
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President Richard M. Nixon, The  White House, June, 1972
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Nixon’s Population Policy
• Family Planning and 

Population Research Act 
(1970)

• Responds to population and 
welfare activists

• Set preconditions for 
sterilization abuse
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“Now we know that … some of them were hiring 
goon squads and others were using the power
of their public office for blackmail and extortion.  
Phillips … hasn’t been connected with that stuff.  
No, he was handing out money from his agency 
to pay for the sterilization of black children.  By 
comparison to Phillips, the Deans, the Colsons 
and the Magruders look almost good….[T]his 
revelation may explain Richard Nixon’s 
opposition to abortion.  There was a better 
plan….the New Federalism’s final solution to 
race and poverty in America.”

--The Washington Post, 4 July 1973
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Eugenics, Alabama, and the Road to Relf

• “Sterilization of the 
retarded had its 
precedent in Nazi 
Germany.  This whole 
thing is a horrendous 
attack on privacy.”
– Julian Bond, 

President, Southern 
Poverty Law Center
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Eugenics, Alabama, and the Road to Relf

“Both the humanitarian and economic 
aspects of this eugenics question are so 
gigantic as to attract the interests of all; 
and especially should this whole question 
of human betterment via the eugenic 
sterilization route make a peculiar and 
lasting appeal to every physician.”

-- James Norment Baker, M.D.
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Eugenics, Alabama, and the Road to Relf

“It is probable that of the 
two million people who 
undergo surgical 
sterilization each year, at 
least several hundred 
thousand are 
considerably less than 
well-informed about the 
irreversibility, risks, and 
alternative methods of 
family planning when 
they ‘decide’ to have 
these operations.”
– Health Research Group, 

division of Public Citizen

Ralph NaderBernard Rosenfeld,
M.D., Ph.D.
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Relf v. Weinberger
Wyatt v. Aderholt

Tuskegee Experiment

Informed Consent
Social Eugenics

Protection or Control?
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Protection or Control?

• “It’s always the patient’s choice.”
-- Orelia Dixon, Director, MCAC 
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Protection or Control?

• “We’ve had the Relfs as clients for more 
than five years, and for the longest time I 
was trying to explain that the two elder 
girls should have their tubes tied….The 
family always refused.”
– African-American nurse,

Montgomery County Health Department
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Nurse Eunice Rivers
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Protection or Control?

• “White folks say do, come, go don’t and 
black folks do, come, go, and don’t….”

--Jet Magazine,
“GENOCIDE:  Black Youngsters are 

Sterilized by Alabama Agency”
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U.S. District Court Judge 
Frank M. Johnson

Wyatt v. Stickney (1970;
finally dismissed 2003)

Wyatt v. Aderholt (1973)

“…[an] integratin’, 
scalawaggin’, carpetbaggin’, 
bald-faced lying federal 
judge…who deserves a 
barbed-wire enema.”
-- Gov. George Wallace
(1977)
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Gerhard A. Gesell, Esq.  (1963)
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Judge Gerhard A. Gesell

• “Surely the Federal 
Government must 
move cautiously in 
this area….The line 
between family 
planning and 
eugenics is 
murky.” (1974)
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