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	The Margaret Sanger Papers, a historical editing project located at New York 
University, is in the process of creating a digital edition of approximately 600 articles and 
speeches, most centered on the topic of birth control.  The digital edition complements the 
Project’s comprehensive microfilm publication (101 reels of microfilm, published in 1996-97) 
and its selective book edition (4 volumes, published 2003-ongoing).  We have been working 
with New York University’s Information Technology Services Humanities Computing Group, 
and have mounted documents on a prototype website.  (http://wilde.acs.its.nyu.edu/sanger/ 
documents/search.php) This summer we plan to develop introductory materials and 
additional search capabilities, proofread documents from 1911-1925 and continue to tag 
documents from 1926-1959.  We hope to release the first portion of the collection at the end 
of 2007.

	The Papers.  We selected Margaret Sanger’s speeches and articles as the topic of our 
digital edition for two reasons: 1) They are among the most sought-after of Sanger 
documents, based on the research inquiries that reach the Project.  2) They encapsulate 
Sanger’s major arguments about birth control, abortion, population control and eugenics far 
better than do her letters.   Added to this, because of the limitations of space in our 
letterpress editions (less than 1% of the documents in the microfilm will be included), we 
were able to include only a small selection of these materials in each volume.  Copyright for 
these materials has been secured from Alexander C. Sanger, Margaret Sanger’s grandson.

	Selection   We are including articles, speeches, statements, press releases, and 
pamphlets written by Margaret Sanger.  We decided to include only one version of each 
speech or article.  In the case of speeches, we attempt to include the version that Sanger 
spoke from, or failing that, the manuscript closest to the final version.  In the case of 
published articles, we use the manuscript as it appeared in the journal, book or newspaper.  
We are not including books, testimony, or rough drafts of speeches at this time.  We foresee 
adding other materials to the edition at a later date, either selected by format (e.g. 
interviews and other testimonies) or by content (e.g. letters dealing with eugenics).   

	Digitization   Many of the documents selected were published in magazines and 
newspapers.  Unpublished articles and speeches were often typed, and less commonly, 
drafted by hand.  We have transcribed the documents and will be presenting them as 
electronic text, rather than images, encoded in XML using the Model Editions Partnership 
DTD.   (A sample encoded document is attached). 

	Our analysis of the documents and the needs of our researchers have guided our 
tagging policies.  We provide summary information about the documents in the “header” 
area, information supplied by the Project that identifies the title, date, publication 
information, location of related documents, repository and publication information, and in 
the case of speeches, a brief note explaining the venue and audience.  In the “document” area we include transcriptions of the documents that include formatting tags and content tags 
for people, places, titles, organizations, and other proper nouns.  In the “index” portion of 
the document, we provide analytical index entries to enable readers to locate documents on 
similar subjects.  

	This initial edition will not contain annotation save for the descriptive material found 
in the “header” area.  We plan to create essays on some of the major subject categories, 
both to contextualize the documents and to offer readers a bibliography of other sources on 
the topic.  Some of these will include eugenics, abortion, birth control methods, birth control 
legislation, and Catholic opposition to birth control.  

	Access    Among the simple searches we have developed are a basic text search, a 
search by date, by title, and by publication venue.  We have also developed a subject search 
based on the entries in the “index” portion of the document.  

	“Abortion” offers an example of search capabilities of the electronic edition.  A text 
search for the term results in a large number of hits, most of which refers to variations on 
“birth control is not abortion.”  These hits generally do not reveal Sanger’s views on abortion.  
To find this smaller subset of documents, a search on the subject term “Abortion, MS on” will 
result in a far more focused list of documents.  Likewise, while the index search can locate 
documents in which Sanger discusses eugenics in detail, the text search capability can allow a 
user a far better understanding of the terminology that was used and how it changed over 
time. 

	Combination searches can be created using the search screen, asking for documents 
written between 1916 and 1919 that were published in the Birth Control Review.  Readers can 
limit the results to published or unpublished documents, or look only at speeches that 
mention Japan.  As we add more documents to the edition, the ability to create subsets on a 
wide variety of criteria will become more useful.

	Technical Information The Project produces xml text which is then loaded to the ITS 
server.  There it is converted using [what] on the fly to create dynamic PHP pages that pull 
material from the header, document and index.   For more information see (link to Matt’s 
article).

	Availability The electronic edition is mounted on NYU’s servers and will be accessible 
free of charge via the Sanger project’s website and NYU’s website.  We would like to ask 
readers to complete a survey to get some sense of who is using the edition and what their 
needs are; we would also like to secure suggestions for additions.  

	Pending Work We have transcribed almost all of the documents, and have completed 
basic XML tagging on the majority of them .  Our goal this summer is to complete tagging and 
proofreading for materials up to 1925 (about 40% of the whole). We will be using summer 
interns to complete the tagging materials and checking the index entries and links between 
documents.  They will also continue initial tagging of materials created after 1925.   Funding 
for this work is needed to move it forward. 
	We are also working on creating search strategies that take better advantage of the 
tagged documents.  We want readers to be able to limit their searches only to document text 
(not the editorial surround), to be able to generate indicies of people, titles, and 
organizations mentioned in the documents, and to build a list of individuals or works that 
Sanger quoted within the texts.  We continue to refine the design of the site, and plan to 
develop ways for readers to easily access reference material like transcription guidelines, 
links to repositories that own the originals, and other resources.  

	Significance to Field of History   Sanger remains a controversial figure, forty years 
after her death.  Her words are often misquoted or taken out of context to serve various 
agendas in the current  reproductive rights struggle.  Making accurate, searchable transcripts 
of her birth control writings widely available will encourage the use of these documents, both 
by high school and college students and by advanced scholars.  Based on the inquiries that we 
already receive, we are confident that these materials will be used.   Significance to Field of 
Documentary Editing This edition stands between the access traditionally offered in book and 
microfilm format, giving far more subject access than the latter, yet enabling the inclusion of 
far more documents that can be accommodated in the former.  

	Technological Innovation   Many documentary editing projects have been working on 
electronic editions, but most either replicate published books or serve as glorified microfilms.  
With this project we aim to put a complex body of work on-line with rich text-searching 
capability.  We feel that this model is one that can be adopted fairly simply by other history-based projects to quickly, yet accurately mount historical materials on the web. 

	Theoretical and Methodological Sophistication    Text searches enable scholars to ask  
questions of these documents that would be exceedingly difficult if they were not presented 
in digital form.  For example, a readers of this edition could search for the word “unfit” 
within Sanger’s writings to trace its meaning and usage over time.  By combing such a search 
with related subject terms, the reader can evaluate what new terms were used instead of 
“unfit,” and when they began to come into play.  Work like this can be accomplished by 
manually reading all documents and taking notes, but the speed and accuracy with which it 
can be done using this resource means that scholars will be able to ask many of these textual 
questions before settling on the one that offers the greatest reward. 

	Creativity of Approach   By combining the deep indexing usually found in book editions 
with text searches and other keyword searching, we feel that this edition offers a richer 
experience than many other digital editions and will enable readers to drill down deeply into 
the collection to find the most appropriate documents for their work. 

	Education I will be teaching a “The Historian and New Media,” a course for graduate 
students in NYU’s Program in Archives and Public History in the Spring 2008 which sets out to 
help archivists, public historians and documentary editors think through the creation of digital 
history projects.  semester which would benefit from an opportunity to attend the Nebraska 
Digital Workshop. Participation in the Nebraska Digital History Workshop before teaching this 
course will undoubtedly help me to refine both the Sanger edition, but also the projects that 
my students will develop. 
