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Thanks to the EAAS Postgraduate Travel Grant, I had the pleasure of having two weeks to 

proceed with my research at the Countway Library (Boston). In this sense, I could analyze the entire 

Clarence J. Gamble papers and the Pathfinder Fund papers. Both collections are indispensable to 

understanding one important part of the history of U.S. funds and associations focused on spreading 

family planning worldwide. Gamble was one of the heirs of the Procter & Gamble that, in the 1950s, 

took part in the so-called Global Population Control Movement, a very heterogeneous collection of 

funds and associations spread all around the world that, often having a neo-malthusian approach, 

wanted to curb the population growth in overpopulated countries to avoid different issue – from the 

imbalance between demographic growth and food to the increase of poverty. Gamble established the 

Pathfinder Fund (PF) in 1957, a small private fund based in Boston, focused on sending social 

activists from North America to countries considered ‘underdeveloped’ to spread the use of different 

contraceptives. When in 1966 Gamble died, the PF continued to work in the field of family planning. 

While in the 1970s the PF was focused especially on applying for Federal and international grants to 

promote family planning and other projects related to women’s health and fertility, from the 1980s 

onwards, the funding was able to increase his capitals and increase its international engagement. Still 

active, the PF is now called Pathfinder International. 

My research was focused on tracing the local, national, and international history of Clarence 

J. Gamble – from his first activities as an eugenist in the U.S. and Puerto Rico in the 1930s and 1940s 

to the 1950s – and the Pathfinder Fund and the EAAS travel grant gave me this opportunity. During 

the first week, I focused my research on reading the papers related to Clarence J. Gamble’s 

relationships with specific countries in Europe, Untied States, Latin America, Africa, and Asia. From 

the papers analyzed – the majority of which consists of correspondence, reports, propaganda images, 

newspapers, and scientific research – I was able to trace how the distribution of contraceptives 

happened, which were the political, scientific, and humanitarian goals that Gamble and the PF had in 

spreading family planning. In particular, it is clear how the map of the so-called ‘underdeveloped 

countries’ was not simply overlapped with the Global South or, as it was called at that time, the ‘Third 

World’. On the contrary, the map traced by Gamble-PF activism was constituted by racial, 

modernizing, and political ideas that ended up targeting not only rural communities all around the 



world, but also women in the poor urban areas – as in the case of Italy, a topic that I have explored in 

my forthcoming article for the Journal of Global History. 

 

 

 
Two examples of family planning propaganda funded by the PF in the 1960s and distributed in Asia 



 

During the second week of research, I analyzed the Pathfinder Fund papers, recently given to 

the Countway Library. They are focused mostly on the second phase of the PF. After the death of 

Clarence J. Gamble, his son, Richard (often called Dick), struggled to apply for federal grants to 

continue the work of his father, but also to move the fund to become an NGO. Thanks to these papers, 

I was able to understand how the PF changed following the more general international shifts that 

happened to the Global Population Control Movement. What had a huge impact – but this is just one 

of the different happenings that it is possible to understand through the analysis of the PF papers – is 

the Third World Population Conference in Bucharest (1974), in which different countries from the 

Global South, along with the Soviet Union and the Vatican, criticized the neo-malthusian attituded 

showed by Western family planning association. This event forced the PF to change its attitude in 

spreading birth control around the world, changing the path of the association gradually, especially 

after that, in 1984, the ‘Global Gag Rule’ happened. This so-called rule was a U.S. policy pushed by 

the Republican Party and the pro-life movement to cut off federal money to American funds or 

associations that advocated for abortion rights. In these 10 years, the PF changed drastically, but 

continued to have an international role, though less rooted in neo-malthusianism. During the 

weekends, I could also interview different former figures of the Pathfinder Fund, working for the 

Bostonian NGO in the 1970s and 1980s, which gave me different insights and important historical 

accounts.  

I would like to thank the EAAS for having provided me with their award, which helped me to 

continue this research that will have many different outcomes in the future. I also want to thank the 

Countway Library not only for having me in the archive, but for the patience with which its archivists 

– and I want to thank, in particular, Jessica Murphy – helped me. My requests were always too many, 

so I want to thank the archivists again for not being mad at me in those two weeks! I am also grateful 

to the people who agreed to be interviewed about their role in the PF, always showing their enormous 

kindness and encouragement for my work. Last but not least, I want to thank my colleagues and 

mentors for having supported me during this specific research – among all, I want to mention Jonathan 

Bell, Maud Bracke, and Susanne Klausen – which is not yet finished.  


