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Summary and Keywords

Commercialized sexuality became a prominent feature of American urban settings in the 

early 19th century when young men migrated far from the watchful eyes of family as 

soldiers and laborers. Concentrated in large populations, and unable to afford the 

comforts of marriage, these men constituted a reliable pool of customers for women who 

sold sexual access to their bodies. These women turned to prostitution on a casual or 

steady basis as a survival strategy in a sex segregated labor market that paid women 

perilously low wages, or in response to family disruptions such as paternal or spousal 

abandonment. Prostitution could be profitable and it provided some women with a path 

towards economic independence, although it brought risks of venereal disease, addiction, 

violence, harassment by law enforcement, and unintended pregnancy. By mid-century 

most American cities tolerated red-light districts where brothels thrived as part of the 

urban sporting culture. Fears that white women were being coerced into prostitution led 

to the “white slavery” scare of the 1910s, spurring a concerted attack on brothels by 

progressive reformers. These reformers used the emergency of World War I to close 

public brothels, pushing America’s sex markets into clandestine spaces and empowering 

pimps’ control over women’s sexual labor. World War II raised concerns about soldiers’ 
venereal health that prompted the US military to experiment with different schemes for 

regulating prostitution that had been developed earlier during the Spanish–American 

War, as well as in the Philippines and Puerto Rico. After the war, the introduction of 

antibiotics and the celebration of marriage and family nudged prostitution into the 

margins of society, where women who sold sex were seen as psychologically deviant, yet 

men who purchased sex were thought to be sexually liberated. The dawning of second-

wave feminism gave birth to the sex workers’ rights movement and a new critique of the 

criminalization of prostitution. Nevertheless, attitudes about prostitution continue to 

divide activists, and sex workers still bear the brunt of criminalization.
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As the American economy moved from a local agrarian economy to a cash-based wage 

labor economy over the course of the long 19th century (1770–1920), prostitution became 

more visible in American cities, especially near American military installations and in 

places where large numbers of male laborers were concentrated. Women’s intimate labor 

increasingly became monetized, used as a source of profit, as men’s labor became 

something to be sold for wages in the labor market and more men migrated to sell their 

labor. Historians of women and sexual labor have noted the irony that police, moralists, 

and medical professionals have historically treated women who sell sex as a distinct 

category of women, but the data these professionals gathered revealed that the prostitute 

lived “very much like most other women,” with the important distinction that she sold her 

intimate labor on the open market whereas most women reserved their intimate labor for 

their husbands.  The concept of intimate labor covers many types of care labor, ranging 

from keeping the home, preparing food, and caring for children and the elderly to sexual 

labor, and as an analytic category, intimate labor sheds important light on the history of 

prostitution in America.  As historian Susan Lee Johnson observes about male miners and 

laborers flocking to Gold Rush California, “men purchased proximity to women” as much 

as they purchased individual sex acts.  With this insight in mind, the flourishing of 

prostitution in America in the 19th century resulted from migrant men’s loneliness, the 

sexual division of labor that kept women’s wages artificially low yet also feminized care 

labor, and the large-scale social disruptions caused by the growth of global capitalism.

This article focuses primarily on the woman who sold sex, not because men did not sell 

sex, but because commentators almost always imagined the figure of the prostitute as 

female; the prevalence of female prostitution emerged out of the sex segregated labor 

market that offered women few opportunities to make money, and the policing of 

prostitution primarily targeted girls and women. Moreover, the historical scholarship on 

male prostitution remains underdeveloped.  In this article I use the phrases “women who 

worked as prostitutes,” “women who sold sex,” and sometimes “prostitute women” 

instead of “prostitute” for several reasons: to frame prostitution as an occupational 
category as much as a lifestyle category; to distinguish “between doing prostitution and 

being a prostitute”; and to highlight the choices (and sometimes coercion) women faced 

in the past.
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Emerging Sex Markets During the Colonial Era 

and the 18th Century

During the colonial period, prostitution in the British colonies that would become the 

United States remained relatively rare. Crowded housing and close surveillance of family 

members, servants, and slaves limited the commercialization of sex in most communities. 

Only in seaport towns that hosted large numbers of sailors, visitors, and displaced youth 

have historians located a trade in sex.  Seaport towns such as Boston and New 

Amsterdam hosted some women who sold sex in the 17th century. In Massachusetts in 

the winter of 1671–1672 a widow named Alice Thomas faced charges of giving “frequent 
secret and vnseasonable [sic] Entertainment in her house to Lewd Lascivious & notorious 

persons of both Sexes, giving them opportunity to commit carnall wickedness, & that by 

common fame she is a common Bawd.” The court convicted her and ordered that she be 

fined, whipped, and imprisoned. By October the court had released her and ordered her 

expelled from Boston, though the city readmitted her a year later, in 1673, after she 

donated a considerable amount of money for the construction of a sea wall for Boston’s 

harbor.  Nevertheless, cases such as Thomas’s remained rare in early colonial America—a 

time when marriage was almost universal and community surveillance pervasive.

The amount of colonial prostitution grew in the 1750s due to several factors: the increase 

in maritime trade that brought more sailors and merchants to seaport cities, the 

mobilization of soldiers to fight in the French and Indian Wars, and growing incidents of 

poverty and war refugees. In Boston and New York, female camp followers offered warm 

meals, laundry services, and sometimes sex to soldiers. Widows and young women 

refugees congregated in cities where they occupied the lower echelons of the service 

economy, walking the streets or selling their services in the bawdy houses of New York, 

Philadelphia, Boston, and Charleston. Men and women of all races gathered in the bawdy 

houses to celebrate “sexual license, male rowdiness and bonhomie” and to engage in 

“drinking and dancing.”

The widespread incidence of bastardy, adultery, fornication, and bigamy contributed to an 

urban culture that also tolerated commercial sex from the 1750s through the 

revolutionary period in Philadelphia, a city with a growing libertine reputation. Between 

1759 and the start of the American Revolution in April 1775 the courts only prosecuted 

three women for prostitution-related crimes; all three were charged with keeping a 

bawdy house.  Surviving court records from the city only note prostitution when it was 

connected to other criminal offenses. Thus, from the 1760s onward prostitution 

flourished in the city of brotherly love.  Men of all classes participated in the emerging 

pleasure culture. Sailors had long constituted the primary customers along the 

waterfront, but sons of the city’s leading citizens also took part in the sexual commerce of 
the city.  Samuel Coates sent a letter to William Logan, then in England, outlining the 

activities of twelve sons of the most prominent Quaker families. These young men 

purchased sexual favors, spent time gambling, and imbibed drink. One young man, he 
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wrote, “is said to give a Girl £50 to strip Stark naked before him.”  The growing 

consumer culture that encouraged young people of mid-18th-century America to value 

choice, taste, and personal happiness also encouraged young men—including elites—to 

seek their pleasure in sex markets, even as they considered the ideas that would lead to 

the fight for political independence.

Soldiers in the Continental Army, far from their home communities and moral watchdogs, 

soon encountered numerous opportunities for vice. As early as June 1775, Continental 

Army officials banned women who sold or bartered sex from camp. While encamped in 

New York City in May the following year, Colonel Alexander McDougal proclaimed, “No 

Woman of Ill Fame Shall be permitted to Come into the Barricks on pain of Being well 

Watred under a pump, and Every Officer or Soldier who Shall Bring in Any Such woman 

will be tryd and Punished by a Court Martial.” Despite such orders, New York City hosted 

numerous commercial establishments where a soldier might purchase sex from “horrid 

Wretches.”  Rumors of the sexual licentiousness of the army spread. John Adams noted 

in 1777, “The prevalence of dissipation, debauchery, gambling, profaneness, and 

blasphemy terrifies the best people upon the continent from trusting their sons and other 

relations among so many dangerous snares and temptations.”  Chief among these 

temptations was the lure of female camp followers who provided a menu of what 

historians would later call intimate labor, selling or bartering sex even as they performed 

essential laundry and cooking services.  For example, a junior infantry officer named 

Benjamin Gilbert admitted in a letter that he and his fellow officers had enjoyed “the 

girls” in a “seraglio,” or brothel, located in New Windsor, New York, near where the 

Continental Army wintered in 1782–1783.  In spite of the occasional orders barring lewd 

women from camp, court martials against women who sold sex remained rare 

occurrences. As historian Holly A. Mayer notes, the men of the Continental Army rarely 

had any money to exchange for sex, and consequently women looking to earn money by 

selling sex were more likely to approach British officers holed up in colonial cities such as 

Boston, New York City, and Philadelphia.

The Revolution ushered in a topsy-turvy sexual culture of license where behaviors that 

constituted serious crimes before the war became tolerable during and after it. The 

Lockean values of autonomy, independence, liberty, equality, and personal freedom that 

gave rise to the Revolution also encouraged the continued growth of the sexually libertine 

urban culture of Philadelphia. By the 1790s, foreign visitors to Philadelphia frequently 

commented on both the prevalence and visibility of prostitution. Moreau de Saint-Méry 

noted that “Houses of Ill Fame” had “multiplied in Philadelphia” and were “frequented at 
all hours.” One young Brazilian commented, “The prostitutes of Philadelphia are so many 

that they flood the streets at night, in such a way that even looking at them in the streets 

without men you can recognize them.”  The city’s permissive sexual culture flourished as 

young men flocked to the city looking for sexual adventure in its bawdy houses and 

taverns. As historian Clare A. Lyons argues, at this moment between the late colonial 

period and the 19th century, “prostitution took its most fluid and least exploitative 

form.”  For example, city officials knew of women who sold sex in Philadelphia, yet they 

rarely incarcerated them. Similarly, bawdy houses served as public spaces where people 
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met with associates and friends. Transactional sex, whether for money or gifts, was 

woven into the fabric of Philadelphia’s sexually permissive recreational culture in the 

1790s.

The sexual chaos of the post-Revolutionary War period, evidenced by Philadelphia’s 

sexually libertine culture, produced anxieties among the elite, who saw the sexual 

independence of women as threatening to the new republic, worried about the rising 

numbers of bastards, and saw sexual licentiousness as undermining notions of the 

virtuous republican citizen. The print culture of the early national period reduced all 

nonmarital sex—seduction, fornication, adultery—to prostitution and then suggested that 
prostitution led to poverty.  Reducing all of the concerns about a libertine sexual culture 

to merely a problem of women’s prostitution encouraged an association of sexual chaos 

with lower-class women on the one hand, and provided a rationale for city fathers to 

criminalize behaviors they associated with prostitution on the other hand.

In the crackdown on sexuality that occurred in some cities after the 1790s, vagrancy laws 

emerged as a key means to police women who sold sex. As a status crime—a crime 

committed by simply being a vagrant—vagrancy charges allowed for the criminalization 

of women who sold sex without the difficulty of proving that sex had been exchanged for 

money. In the late 1790s and early 1800s, Philadelphia courts described women charged 

with vagrancy using evocative, criminalizing phrases. Courts described Nancy Summers 

as “a disorderly vagrant having no means of making a living but by prostitution”; 
Margaret Miller as “a common and abandoned prostitute”; and Martha Patterson as “an 

idle dissolute person and common street walker.”  Similarly, in Massachusetts, a 1797 

grand jury indicted Elizabeth Finney, a Cambridge widow, of owning a disorderly house, 

“one resorted to for the purposes of Prostitution & Lewdness,” and permitting individuals 

“to be and remain drinking[,] tippling[,] whoring[,] and misbehaving themselves[,]… to 

the great injury of good morals and the rules of chastity—in evil example to others to 

offend in like manner and against the peace and dignity of the Commonwealth aforesaid.” 

The court issued a sixty dollar fine and sent her to a house of corrections for three 

months. But more significantly, her case was the first in Massachusetts to use the word 

“prostitution” to describe her crime.  By the 1810s, criminal prosecutions for 

prostitution began to overtake vagrancy arrests. Accompanying this development was the 

related trend of arresting women who ran bawdy houses and brothels, thus identifying 

prostitution as a specific form of criminal sex whose distribution network needed to be 

curbed.  More commonly, when city dwellers in Philadelphia or elsewhere grew weary of 

specific brothels, they rioted against the establishments. A mob wrecked the notorious 

China Factory in Philadelphia’s Southwark neighborhood in 1800, pulling it down brick by 

brick.  Legal campaigns against prostitution between 1800 and 1820 functioned to mark 

lower-class women’s sexual commerce as criminally deviant; night watchmen never 

dragged male customers through city streets.
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(Sex) Market Revolution, 1820–1920
The era of the early republic ushered in a new bourgeois gender ideology that shaped the 

gender relations of women of all classes and framed the ways that prostitution would be 

interpreted in the 19th century. This gender ideology asserted that men and women 

occupied separate, yet complementary, spheres. Men would engage in the public sphere 

of politics, law, commerce, and competition, while women would reign over the private 

sphere of domesticity, child rearing and education, and familial spiritual guidance. The 

ideology of separate spheres developed in tandem with the emerging market revolution 

that placed new emphasis on a cash-based economy and the centrality of male 

“breadwinning” wages to a family’s survival. Yet, as Jeanne Boydston has shown, in the 

economically capricious times of the mid-19th century when more and more men left 

family farms and started working for wages, a family’s survival required the unpaid labor 

of the wife. Nevertheless, within this ideology, women’s domestic labor became 

reconfigured and sentimentalized. Women supposedly cared for the household and the 

children because that care labor was divinely sanctioned and the product of love rather 

than market forces. Of course, most middle-class families employed female domestic 

servants to aid with the household labor. These wage-earning women often came from 

immigrant communities and earned very low wages. They existed outside of the idealized 

gender system, even as their labor helped to propel this ideology. Ideal women were 

thought to be pious, sexually chaste before marriage and faithful after marriage, 

submissive to male authority, and domestic.  The separate spheres ideology idealized the 

asexual, domestic middle-class woman while simultaneously institutionalizing women’s 

dependency on husbands and fathers. It also justified paying women low wages since 

women worked for “pin” money while men worked to support families.

Within this gender ideology, the figure of the prostitute stood in opposition to the ideal 

woman. Whereas the ideal woman was asexual, domestic (of the home), and economically 

dependent on male family members, the woman who sold sex seemed dangerously sexual, 

public (of the streets), and economically independent of male family members. Yet the 

figures of the ideal woman and the common prostitute remained tied together under the 

rubric of separate spheres by the idea of “ruin.” Under the middle-class separate spheres 

ideology, a sexually promiscuous daughter lost her position within the marriage market 

(because her reputation was ruined, she would never be a suitable bride). After the 

crackdowns on the vibrant sexual cultures of the revolutionary era, popular 

understandings of prostitution promulgated by middle-class moralists functioned to 

collapse all forms of nonconjugal female sexuality (seduction, fornication, adultery, and 

often rape) into prostitution. Thus, according to middle-class commentators, “ruined” 

daughters had destroyed their opportunities for marriage and respectable work and 

would likely become prostitutes. Yet working-class families had an alternative 

understanding of “ruin.” For them, any family or economic tragedy could and did lead 

their daughters to ruin—to selling sex in the city’s sexual marketplaces.
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America’s sexual marketplaces provided plenty of labor opportunities for these girls. 
Public, semi-tolerated prostitution expanded in the 1830s, increased further in the 1850s, 

peaked in the post-Civil War period, and began a slow decline in the early 20th century.

The growth of prostitution in the 19th century accompanied the expansion of 

commercialized sex within an urban, libertine sporting culture that encompassed the 

sporting press and pornography, bawdy houses and concert saloons, “model artists” 

striptease shows, picking up “harlots” on the way to the theater, as well as purchasing 

sex. This sporting culture developed to serve the large numbers of young men that moved 

to cities for work as apprentices, clerks, and laborers of all types. From the 1830s onward 

these young men postponed marriage but not sex, which they purchased. At the same 

time, more and more married men visited bawdy houses and brothels, thereby joining a 

“male sexual fraternity.”  The changes that the commercialization of sex wrought were 

noticeable and jarring to many. William Sanger, a New York City physician, declared that 

prostitution “no longer confines itself to secrecy and darkness, but boldly strides through 

our most thronged and elegant thoroughfares, and there, in the broad light of the sun, it 

jostles the pure, the virtuous, and the good. It is in your gay streets and in your quiet, 

home-like streets; it is in your squares … and summer resorts; it is in your theaters, your 

opera, your hotels.”  By the eve of the Civil War, New Yorker George Ellington admitted 

that most “fashionable bloods and old fogies, known rakes, and presumably pious people, 
wealthy bachelors and respectable married men, fast sons and moral husbands” bought 
sex.  With the rising visibility of commercial sex, more men did seem eager to purchase 

sexual services.

The economic precariousness of 19th-century life, characterized by dramatic booms and 

busts as the United States transitioned into a fully industrialized economy, combined with 

the gender segmentation of the labor market that paid women little for their labor, 

contributed to the growth of commercial sex in the United States, fueled by an expanded 

pool of female workers. Physician William Sanger interviewed 2,000 women arrested for 

prostitution and held in New York City’s Blackwell Prison in 1855. The general profile 

that emerges from Sanger’s research indicates that the New York City woman who sold 

sex was young, came from an impoverished working-class family, and had experienced 

some type of economic or personal familial upheaval.  He found that low wages 

contributed to women’s participation in the sex trade. Indeed, “a large number of 
females,” he wrote, “earn so small wages that a temporary cessation of their business or 

being a short time out of a situation, is sufficient to reduce them to absolute distress.”
Of the 2,000 women he interviewed, 500 had worked in manufacturing—usually the 

needle trades—and 300 still had employment but had turned to the sex trade to 

supplement their income. Half of the women earned less than three dollars a week and a 

quarter of them earned a dollar or less a week.  The majority of Sanger’s subjects had 

come from domestic service, the most common, most low paid, and most demanding form 

of female labor. Similarly, government statistician Carroll Wright, who investigated 

brothel-based prostitution in Boston in 1884, found that 60 percent of the inhabitants had 

previously worked in domestic or restaurant/hotel work as maids.  Put simply, laboring 

in the sex trade paid considerably better wages than laboring elsewhere.  Sanger 
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calculated that most women who sold sex in New York City earned between ten and fifty 

dollars a week depending on the class of customer they serviced.  The sex trade often 

provided a temporary option for women struggling to make ends meet. Over three-

quarters of Philadelphia’s women who sold sex also worked jobs in manufacturing or 

domestic labor and casually moved in and out of the sexual marketplace until they 

married.

Sex could be purchased in a wide array of locations within American cities, ranging from 

the alleys near theater districts, houses of assignation and tenement houses, bawdy 

houses and saloons in working-class and increasingly immigrant neighborhoods, to 

elegant brothels. A woman who sold sex on the street worked independently and often 

quite casually; she had no pimp. Frequently, these women would take their clients to 

houses of assignation where rooms could be rented by the hour.  Brothels ranged from 

dirty, noxious affairs to luxurious abodes, and by the mid-19th century they could be 

found fully integrated into many of America’s urban landscapes, as indicated by the 

“gentleman’s guides” visitors could buy to find brothels that catered to their tastes.

Though brothels were integrated into their neighborhoods, they could become the target 

of mob violence in the form of brothel riots. As we have seen, some communities turned 

to mob violence to destroy brothels whose presence they opposed, often destroying all 

the furniture and occasionally the building. These rioters, active from the 1780s to the 

1820s, typically targeted property, not people.  The 1830s emerged as the decade of 

brothel riot: 60 percent of the riots in New York City between 1830 and 1860 took place 

in the 1830s.  The targets of this violence shifted to include assaults on madams and 

women who sold sex, in addition to property destruction. Young men (of whom 80 percent 

were laborers, 19 percent skilled artisans, and 1 percent semi-skilled workers) would get 

drunk and go on sprees where they would move as a gang from a saloon to a brothel to 

another brothel, demanding food, drinks, and generally exhibiting all sorts of obnoxious 

and violent behavior. Most of the men attacked brothels in their own ward, or a 

neighboring ward. As historian Timothy Gilfoyle contends, “the brothel riot promoted 

male sexual supremacy.”  The young rioters did not make enough money to purchase sex 

in the tony brothels of New York, but they could invade these spaces under the ruse that 

they sought to buy drinks or food. The sprees and riots expressed their frustration at not 

having the means to access “public” women while demonstrating their superiority by 

forcing the women to serve them and casually deploying violence. “They were 

contemptuous vandals,” writes historian Patricia Cline Cohen, “there to remind women of 
the ultimate power men have over them by sheer physical force and intimidation.”

Though the rising visibility of brothels and prostitution provoked some opposition, most 

mid-century Americans accepted the presence of prostitution as a type of inevitability, 

and perhaps a necessary evil—necessary because prostitution was thought to protect 
respectable women by drawing men’s rampant sexual energy away from decent women 

towards the brothel, where it could be expended safely. This interpretation of prostitution 

harkened back to the Augustinian adage that prostitution worked as a type of cesspool for 

the city. “The brothel in the city,” wrote Francisco Farfan in 1585, “is like the stable or 
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latrine for the house. Because just as the city keeps itself clean by providing a separate 

place where filth and dung are gathered, etc., so neither less nor more, assuming the 

dissolution of the flesh, acts the brothel: where the filth and ugliness of the flesh are 

gathered like the garbage and dung of the city.”  This line of thinking, which tended to 

be more prominent in Catholic countries, still justified a mild toleration of prostitution in 

the United States in the 19th century.  By the end of the century, even anti-prostitution 

reformers such as A. Prince Morrow would still utter: “Prostitution is inherent in the 

human race; it cannot be annihilated, it is a necessary evil in our social system.”

Southern cities saw a slower rate of growth in sex markets because the region’s urban 

development lagged behind that of the North. Before the Civil War, poor white women 

constituted most of the women who sold sex in underground taverns or brothels in 

Southern cities.  The systemic sexual exploitation of enslaved black women lessened the 

market for African American sex workers, because slave owners and others could easily 

coerce or demand sex from enslaved women. Courts in North Carolina sought to control 

prostitution rather than eradicate it. They especially sought to limit opportunities for 

interracial sex at taverns where blacks and whites could intermingle promiscuously. 

Southern courts left alone white women who sold sex to white men. These women seem 

to have lived on the margins of respectable town life where they resided in female-headed 

households, mothered illegitimate children, and ran illegal taverns. Common wisdom held 

that their presence protected respectable white women by drawing the lusty attentions of 

demanding men.  In Richmond, Virginia, the city that created the first police force in the 

United States, the police tolerated brothels and taverns in the 1830s and showed little 

concern about interracial mingling among free people of color and poor whites. Only 

crimes incidental to sites of prostitution—public drunkenness and fighting—drew the 

attention of the authorities.  Yet, as the sectional crises of the 1850s worsened, and 

Southern white elites grew more concerned about the Underground Railroad, 

abolitionists, and the presence of free blacks, Richmond city officials cracked down on 

interracial social spaces. In 1854, Richmond’s mayor fined Jane Wright, a white woman, 
“for keeping a disorderly and ill-governed house … where people of every sex and color 

congregate and associate by day and night.”  After Wright refused to close her house, a 

mob destroyed it; but white-only spaces of sexual commerce in Southern cities thrived in 

the 1850s. The mayor of Savannah believed that for every thirty-nine men in his city, one 

white woman worked in the sex trade, and he estimated the ratio in Norfolk to be twenty-

six to one.

Southern cities also gave rise to sexual marketplaces that were entangled with slave 

markets. The system of racial slavery that structured Southern life rested on a foundation 

of violence and sexual exploitation of enslaved black bodies. Southern slave owners 

purchased some enslaved women for the explicit purpose of providing sexual 

companionship to their owners. John Williams, a prominent white resident of New 

Orleans in his forties, purchased Louisa Picquet, a mixed-race girl of fourteen years of 

age, for $1,500. “Mr. Williams told me what he bought me for,” she wrote. “He said he 

was getting old, and he saw me he thought he’d buy me, and end his days with me. He 

said if I behave myself, he’d treat me well: but, if not, he’d whip me almost to death.”

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54



Prostitution in America

Page 10 of 52

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, AMERICAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/americanhistory). (c) 
Oxford University Press USA, 2018. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details 
see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 November 2018

Cases like this one pose numerous conceptual problems for historians of sexual 

commerce. Unlike most cases of transactional sex, assumed to be a one-time exchange of 

sex for money, the purchase of enslaved women for concubinage was a relationship of a 

considerably greater period of time and sustained violence.  Yet the sexual, affective, 

and care labor was similar, as was the monetization of that labor, as evidenced in the high 

price Williams paid for Picquet.  Young, mixed-race, enslaved women and girls who 

constituted the fancy girl trade became some of the most valuable enslaved people in the 

South: slave traders sold young women such as Picquet, who appealed to white men’s 

sexual desires for their sexual services in their own homes, to individuals such as John 

Williams. The New Orleans slave market became the premier outlet for this specialized 

luxury trade.

Enslaved sex workers could also be found in brothels in Southern seaport cities. Fanny 

Hill’s “house of ill fame” in Galveston, Texas, employed free white women and enslaved 

black women.  New Orleans housed numerous brothels that employed enslaved women 

who either sold sex to customers or managed the selling of sex within the brothel. For 

example, in 1851 Eliza Turner, an enslaved woman, allowed Abraham Parker entry into 

the brothel she managed. Parker paid Turner $2.50 so that he could visit a white woman, 

Eliza Philips. The fact that an enslaved woman managed the sexual labor of a free white 

woman seems to have gone unquestioned.  Enslaved women who worked in brothels 

sold their affective and sexual labor to white men for a limited amount of time and 

collected fees on behalf of their owners. Essentially, slave owners hired them out as 

skilled workers into the racialized sex market. Historians who seek to discover the agency 

exercised by enslaved people have tended to interpret enslaved women’s employment in 

brothels as evidence of opportunity; for example, writing about brothel prostitution in 

Galveston, Robert Shelton asserts, “in situations where they had some authority to 

negotiate the sexual exploitation as a commodity exchange they perhaps were better off 

than enslaved women abused and raped by libidinous masters.”  Yet it is unclear just 

how much negotiating power an enslaved woman would really have.  As Marisa J. 

Fuentas contends, “The brothel cannot be imagined as a space where enslaved women 

were empowered by the mode of (sexual) production outside the constraints of the system 

of slavery.”

The Civil War dramatically disrupted the sexual marketplaces of the South as the social 

disruption caused by the war concentrated soldiers in single locales and brought more 

desperate women into the trade. Union-occupied cities such as Norfolk, New Orleans, St. 

Louis, Memphis, and Nashville offered Union commanders numerous challenges to 

maintaining order: soldiers were flush with cash, free from the dread of the battlefield, 

and excited to take part in each city’s recreational offerings.  A Union soldier stationed 

in occupied Richmond, Virginia, noted that the women “damnyankee us on the street in 

the daytime, but at night the skirts come up for the good yankee gold.”  Both behaviors 

constituted a challenge to occupying Union forces. Commander Benjamin Butler grew so 

frustrated at the “damnyankee” and other insults that the white women of New Orleans 

hurled at Union soldiers that he issued General Order No. 28, known as the Woman 

Order, which proclaimed that any woman who insulted Union forces would be treated as a 
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public woman (prostitute).  The Order equated disloyalty to the Union with the disrepute 

of prostitution. Women who publicly expressed political opinions became subject to the 

policing that women who sold sex experienced.  But the skirts coming up for Yankee 

gold presented the most serious challenge to Union commanders.

Prostitution posed a problem for occupying military forces for two reasons. Firstly, men 

who purchased sex often did so while engaging in a wide array of dissolute behaviors 

such as public drinking that harmed the reputation of Union forces occupying hostile 

Southern cities.  Secondly, prostitution facilitated the spread of venereal diseases that 

undermined the military readiness of troops. Union commanders approached these 

challenges in varying and contradictory ways. When Union troops imposed martial law in 

St. Louis in August 1861, Provost Marshal McKinistry instituted a policy to suppress 

prostitution. He aimed to do this by prohibiting the sale of hard spirits and forbidding 

soldiers from frequenting “low” saloons where women who sold sex could be found.
After enforcement proved to be predictably difficult, he expanded the order to restrict 

soldiers’ access to saloons that also served as boardinghouses. McKinistry was trying to 

decouple the selling of alcohol from the selling of sex, a task bound to fail in the thriving 

urban metropolis of 100,000 citizens. Desperate, by September 26, 1861, he banished all 

women guilty of “vagrancy, lewdness, disorderly conduct and keeping brothels and 

houses of ill fame” from the city, solving the conundrum of how to separate the selling of 
alcohol from the selling of sex by simply banishing women who sold sex.

When facing the same challenges, other Union commanders developed dramatically 

different policies. In Union-occupied Nashville, Union commanders legalized prostitution 

and required women who sold sex to purchase licenses, available only to women who had 

undergone medical exams that found them free of venereal disease. This experiment with 

regulated prostitution emerged out of concerns for the venereal health of Union soldiers, 

of whom between 6 and 9 percent sought treatment for their infections while enlisted.

In June 1863, Brigadier General R. S. Granger reported that he had been inundated with 

requests to “save the army from [venereal disease,] a fate worse … than to perish on the 

battlefield,” by the medical professionals of Nashville.  Enacted in August 1863, within 

one year 456 white and fifty African American women had registered with Nashville 

officials. Officials in Memphis, in contrast, initially adopted a policy similar to the one in 

St. Louis after they encountered the same situation of disorderly behavior involving the 

entangled vices of alcohol and prostitution. One Union infantryman remembered 

Memphis as full of temptations: “Women and whiskey are plentiful here, and our men had 

been so long debarred from both that it did not take long for them to raise hell generally 

… [Women enter the camp] with their bodies strung round with whiskey under their 

clothes and sell themselves and a bottle for a dollar.”  By the summer of 1862, Union 

officials were banishing lewd women from Memphis. Even so, clandestine prostitution 

flourished, and in the face of rising venereal disease rates Memphis officials shifted 

course in September 1864 and began to regulate prostitution as a strategy for gaining 

control of soldiers’ disorderly conduct.  Both Nashville and Memphis ended their 
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regulation schemes when the war ended. Both cases served as precedents for the US 

military turning to regulated prostitution as a solution to the problems posed by venereal 

disease rates. Yet the citizens of both cities decried the regulations as dangerously 

immoral and decadently European.

After the Civil War, as American cities grew at ferocious rates, welcoming migrants from 

the countryside and abroad, prostitution became even more entrenched in urban 

landscapes. The migration and concentration of large numbers of male laborers—
cowboys, miners, lumber jacks, and soldiers—in the trans-Mississippi West attracted 

large numbers of women willing to sell their intimate labor to the region. The mining 

boom towns, initiated by California’s discovery of gold in 1848, produced dramatic sex 

imbalances. At the most extreme, in 1850 the white population of California was 90 

percent male. More typically, in 1860 men made up 80 percent of the population of Walla 

Walla, Washington, and 59 percent of the population of Portland, Oregon.  In these 

towns, a scarcity of women—or an overpopulation of men who felt entitled to sex—
combined with poorly paid jobs for women to lead to a situation in which women who sold 

or exchanged sex often outnumbered other women by as much as twenty-five to one in 

the early years.  The opportunities to make money in these early boom towns lured 

women who sold sex from all over the world to the mining towns of California, Nevada, 

Arizona, and so on. One man remembered, “To sit with you near the bar or a card table, a 

girl charges one ounce [of gold] an evening … and if you wanted anything more from 

these nymphs, you had to pay 15 to 20 ounces.”

As news of gold discoveries in California’s Sacramento River spread, female sexual 
entrepreneurs quickly sought to get to California. Rosario Améstica boarded the Stauelli

in Valparaiso, Chile, bound for California in December 1848. During the trip north, the 

“buxom and portly” woman privately entertained passengers who had known her in 

Concepción, Talca, and Valparaiso, sang “marvelous bawdy” songs on New Year’s Eve, 
paraded “on deck like a ship of war in a steady tail wind,” and by the time she arrived in 

San Francisco, “everyone on board had … dealings with her.”  “Pretty French dancing 

girls” and Australian women also joined the migrant stream.  When San Francisco 

papers reported in December 1850 that two ships, carrying over 300 women, had 

dropped anchor, one miner scoffed, “Gads, what a rich cargo. They will be worth their 

weight in gold …. The imports of California are richer than the exports.”  Japanese 

women migrated to the United States to sell sex to Japanese laborers and earn money to 

alleviate their families’ poverty. Sixteen-year-old Saitō Yoshi migrated to Butte, Montana, 
in 1894 or 1895, to sell sex in a brothel. She regularly sent her earnings home to her 

father. A police investigator in her hometown of Yokohama reported that by 1896 her 

father “made a large fortune recently … and looks like a wealthy farmer.”  Women also 

came to the towns of the booming West from the established sex markets of the United 

States. Mary Lee, whose real name was Mary Butler, entered the sex trade in New 

Orleans at Mistress Ann Wood’s brothel. With news of the Gold Rush beckoning, she 

relocated to San Francisco, where probate court records reveal that she died in 1853, in 

possession of valuable clothes, jewelry, and $1,520 in cash. Another Denver madam, who 

came to Colorado in the 1870s and successfully ran a high-end brothel until 1919, told a 
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newspaper reporter shortly before her death in 1929, “I went into the sporting life for 

business reasons and for no other. It was a way for a woman in those days to make money 

and I made it.”

The boom times faded quickly. Expensive, technologically sophisticated underground 

mining operations dominated by corporate or industrial concerns replaced surface 

mining. The timing of the shift from the self-employed to the wage-earning miner differed 

in each community; as early as 1852 most miners in California had become wage earners. 

As a result, the extravagant riches to be earned from commercial sex declined in the 

West, and most women who sold sex struggled economically.  The majority of women 

who sold sex in the American West were young and poor, and often women of color—
Native American, Asian, Latina, and occasionally African American.  In 1860 in 

Sacramento, women of color constituted more than 75 percent of the city’s prostitutes: 
Chinese women made up 56 percent, Latinas about 15 percent, and African Americans 

only 5 percent of the total.  The sex marketplace became stratified along racial, ethnic, 

and class lines, often defined by the race and class of the customer as well as the woman 

and reflected in the geography of individual towns.  At the bottom rung, measured by 

price of sex act, were Native American women.  Latino women from Mexico, Panama, 

and Chile, who worked in cantinas and fandango parlors, found themselves ghettoized 

and forced to accept lower prices than European American women. In San Francisco, city 

officials confined these greaseritas to Little Chile. Chinese and Japanese women were also 

geographically segregated.  A retired US Army major, Clarence W. Kellogg, touring 

California mining camps in 1854 noted that “under no circumstances were these 

[Chinese] women ever permitted to ply their trade except within the confines of Camp 

Chinatown where their domiciles were the crudest of shacks, but called ‘Fancy 

Houses.’” As elsewhere, white women who sold sex in the West enjoyed the highest 

status, yet contrary to popular images of prosperous madams, most failed to overcome 

the poverty that had driven them into prostitution in the first place.

A system of transnational sex trafficking developed in the West to bring Chinese women 

to the United States between 1854 to 1925; most came from Hong Kong, Canton, and the 

surrounding areas, and most worked in the sex trades. Kellogg described the Chinese 

women as “the unwanted, poorest, and slave class, of the lowest valuation … dolled up as 

painted beauties and prostituted to all kinds of men (yellow and white alike) at a cheap 

price.”  The clear majority of Chinese women in California worked in brothels: “85 to 97 

percent in 1860; 71 to 72 percent in 1870; and 21 to 50 percent in 1880.”  Organized 

trafficking networks run by transnational tongs brought women to the United States 

through a combination of kidnapping, debt bondage, and indenture. One woman recalled 

in 1892, “I was kidnapped in China and brought over here [eighteen months ago]. The 

man who kidnapped me sold me for four hundred dollars to a San Francisco slave-dealer; 

and he sold me for seventeen hundred dollars. I have been a brothel slave ever since.”
Yet traffickers only needed to find desperately poor parents in China willing to sell their 

daughters for as little as fifty dollars. In the 1870s, Chinese girls could be resold in 

California for as much as $1,000.  Women who came to the United States this way 

suffered a form of debt bondage: they had to work off either an indenture or the cost of 

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

92

93

94



Prostitution in America

Page 14 of 52

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, AMERICAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/americanhistory). (c) 
Oxford University Press USA, 2018. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details 
see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 November 2018

their purchase and their maintenance. The Hip-Yee Tong conveyed 6,000 women from 

1862 to 1873, which accounted for 87 percent of all Chinese women arriving in California 

during that period.  The conditions of their bondage could vary, depending on location 

(San Francisco or a frontier mining town) and clientele (Chinese or Chinese and white). 

The higher-class Chinese brothels served only Chinese clientele, whereas lower-class 

facilities would serve low-class Chinese laborers and whites for the low fee of twenty-five 

to fifty cents. Lower fees meant that a bonded laborer had to work for a longer period of 

time to free herself from debt.  The high visibility of Chinese sex trafficking and debt 

bondage prompted white Protestant missionaries to launch rescue societies to redeem 

Chinese women and fueled nativist campaigns to limit Chinese immigration to the United 

States.  By 1875, these campaigns resulted in the Page Act, which prohibited the 

importation of Asian women for the “purposes of prostitution.” This law forged the 

foundation of US policy against sex trafficking and prostitution, even as it ensured that 

foreign-born women who sold sex would be seen as a threat to the United States.

During the 19th century, cities struggled to manage flourishing commercial sex districts 

using a combination of suppression, regulation, and toleration. Few cities had the will to 

challenge the sexual fraternity of men that demanded the right to purchase sex or the 

power of the many vested interests that profited from the vice trade (landlords, doctors, 

bellboys, corrupt police and politicians), though police did try to suppress prostitution 

and brothels when a reform candidate took office. (Examples include the Boston police 

upon the election of Mayor Josiah Quincy Jr. in 1846 and New York officials after 

Fernando Wood won the mayoralty in 1854.)  Other reformers advocated regulation. 

Politicians who proposed peacetime regulation of prostitution in the 19th century usually 

faced opposition from evangelical Protestant Christians and women’s rights activists. 
Even so, several cities did regulate prostitution, among them St. Paul, Minnesota (1865–
1883), St. Louis, Missouri (1870–1874), El Paso, Texas (1882–1934), Davenport, Iowa 

(1893–1909), and New Orleans, Louisiana (1898–1917), whose Storyville sex district 
became the most infamous of all.  But few US communities considered official 

regulation of prostitution acceptable. Rather, they preferred, according to historian 

Lawrence M. Friedman, “covert, under-the-table recognition” by informally restricting 

prostitution to specific neighborhoods—variously called red-light districts, sporting 

districts, or segregated districts—and leaving management of the sex trade in the hands 

of local police.  This strategy of toleration suggests an attitude of public resignation 

towards prostitution. One 1892 newspaper editorial gave voice to this point of view 

towards prostitution: “Like gambling, it [prostitution] is ineradicable, yet—if handled 

properly, it can be curtailed. Against houses of ill fame, the Mascot makes no crusade, so 

long as they are not located in respectable neighborhoods, for they are a necessary 

evil.”  Yet, within a short twenty years, American attitudes towards prostitution would 

shift from treating it as a “necessary evil” to coordinating a crusade against it as an 

eradicable “social evil.”
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The Progressive Era: The Heyday and Last 

Hurrah of the Public Brothel, 1890–1918
By 1890, the eve of the Progressive Era, urban prostitution had become highly organized 

throughout the country, in vice districts that hosted brothels and a new professional class 

of women who sold sex.  Vice had become immensely profitable. Reformers in Chicago 

estimated that men paid over fifteen million dollars each year for commercial sex, and 

between ten and fifteen million dollars in New Orleans. As one anti-prostitution activist 

noted, “a girl represents as a professional prostitute a capitalized value four times 

greater than she would represents as a hard working industrial worker.”  Brothels had 

become sophisticated profit-generating enterprises, and they operated “much as a 

grocery or hardware stores … in legitimate trade.”  Most brothels required that the 

worker split her earnings evenly with the madam. Additionally, the women who sold sex 

in brothels had to pay the madam for room and board, clothing, and beauty supplies. If a 

worker had a male lover, who would not have lived in the brothel, then he too would 

demand some of the worker’s earnings. Despite these many expenses, the take-home pay 

earned by brothel-based workers often significantly exceeded that of their factory-

employed or domestically employed peers. According to investigator George Kneeland, 

writing in 1913, “Lillie” earned seven dollars in six hours at a mid-level dollar house 

(meaning she serviced seven men) on Sixth Avenue in New York City. She paid her 

madam $3.50, plus a $1.50 room and board charge, and took home $2.00. If she worked 

five days, she would earn at minimum ten dollars beyond her rent and board, at a time 

when the average New York City female textile worker earned six dollars a week and still 

had to cover her room and board and other expenses.  A madam had her own set of 

financial obligations, including owing a large share of her earnings to the landlord or 

owner of the brothel. Because brothels and prostitution remained vulnerable to reform 

campaigns and police harassment, landlords often charged two to three times normal 

rental rates on property leased “for immoral purposes.”  Others profited from the 

commercial sex districts. As notorious New York City madam Polly Adler remembered, 

“What it comes down to is this: the grocer, the butcher, the baker, the policeman, the 

doctor, the city father and the politician—these are the people who make money out of 
prostitution, these are the real reapers of the wages of sin.”

Local police were among those who profited the most from the wages of sin. Putting the 

management of cities’ red-light districts in the hands of local police resulted in direct and 

indirect police corruption and biased policing. Investigations into Progressive Era sex 

markets consistently revealed that police often demanded bribes from brothel madams. 

The vice commission of Chicago concluded: “it can be shown that the police have abused 

the discretion given to them by the people; that through their connivance, the Social Evil 

[prostitution] is fostered and allowed to grow through bribery and corruption.”  The 

idea that police would socialize with the women who lived and worked in brothels under 

their purview provoked just as much concern. A vice investigator in Bridgeport, 
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Connecticut, reported much “unbecoming familiarity” between the city police and 

prostitutes. After attending a ball held at a dance hall in New Haven where “practically 

every woman at this ball was a prostitute,” he reported: “I saw five officers downstairs, 
eating and drinking … They did not attempt to maintain order or to interfere when fights 

started.”  City officials worried that overseeing vice would infect city police with 

corruption, tolerance for disorder, and bad habits. Saloon keepers and brothel madams 

knew that their success depended on keeping the local police happy. One saloon keeper in 

Portland, Maine, revealed, “If you are a good fellow, set up drinks and cigars, and throw 

in a little [sexual] business on the side there will be no trouble with the policeman on the 

beat.”  Those women who could not pay off police in money or services found 

themselves facing arrest for vagrancy, disturbing the peace, or similar charges. These 

women tended to work outside of the protections the brothel offered; they were 

streetwalkers or independent, casual (meaning temporary) sellers of sex. Consequently, 

immigrant women and women of color, especially black women, are greatly 

overrepresented in police records.

African American women turned to casual prostitution to make ends meet because they 

were typically segregated into domestic service work that paid very low wages. By selling 

sex they could earn in one night what they earned through domestic service in a week.

A 1914 New York Women’s Court confirmed that “meager salaries and uncongenial 
surroundings tend to produce a state of dissatisfaction which sometimes leads … to 

prostitution.” Twenty-six-year-old Heather Haley admitted that she “practiced prostitution 

off and on since she was seventeen” to supplement the wages she earned as a cook and 

chambermaid.  As casual streetwalkers, black women could dip in and out of the sexual 

marketplace.

Women of all races and ethnicities sold sex in America’s sex markets, but racism and 

racial segregation structured those markets during the Progressive Era in ways that 

paralleled American society at large. The extent of segregation and interracial 

socialization depended on the particular city, though cities typically segregated vice into 

neighborhoods occupied by people of color. In other words, the morally segregated city 

often overlapped with the racially segregated city.  New Orleans earned an 

international reputation for offering interracial sex to white-only clients in the historically 

black neighborhood of Storyville.  New York’s premiere black neighborhood, Harlem, 
was home to the notorious black and tan clubs that offered all types of entertainment, 

including sexual companionship, to the white men and women who went “slumming” 

there.  The racial and ethnic composition of women who worked in brothels tended to 

echo that of the region in which it was located.  San Antonio’s brothels featured 

Hispanic, African American, and white women in segregated brothels in the city’s red-
light district, located in the historically Mexican neighborhood.  As America’s sex 

districts became more organized and profitable, the red-light neighborhood often came 

under the control of white male entrepreneurs, who pushed black brothel madams and 

their houses to the margins of the segregated sex district both by opening their own 
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whites-only leisure institutions and by tasking the police to crack down in interracial 

spaces.

The stunning visibility of red-light districts generated significant protest from a growing 

number of Americans. Concerns about prostitution had emerged in the United States in 

the 1880s among evangelical Christians, women’s rights activists, and former 

abolitionists after several sensational reports revealed that white women were working in 

the brothels of the upper Midwest in conditions of debt bondage condoned by the local 

police.  These activists used the term white slavery, which they defined as the luring, 

coercing, or trapping of white women in prostitution. The term was deeply racialized, 

implicitly and explicitly, setting the bondage of white slavery against black chattel slavery. 

“There is a slave trade in this country, and it is not black folks this time, but little white 

girls—thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years of age—and they are snatched 

out of our arms, and from our Sabbath-schools and from our communion tables,” declared 

one writer in 1899.  This common invocation of African American chattel slavery to 

condemn the prostitution of white women served to lessen the horrors and sexualized 

violence of African American slavery on the one hand, while also suggesting that the 

sexual exploitation of white women constituted a categorically greater offense.

Stories of white slavery moved from the province of specialized purity reformers to the 

mainstream media in 1907 when muckraker George Kibbe Turner published his article 

“The City of Chicago: A Study of Great Immoralities” in McClure’s, a magazine with 

national circulation. Clifford Barnes, an anti-vice reformer, recalled, “It was during the 

summer of 1907 that Chicago was startled out of her attitude of indifference toward 

commercialized vice by a series of shocking revelations, which indicated that our city was 

the center of a well-organized traffic in women, a very real white slave market.”  After 

1907, tales of white slavery dominated magazine exposés, providing plot points for 

melodramatic movies and plays, and appearing in newspapers regularly until the 

outbreak of World War I in 1914. These stories informed the general American public 

about the vicious dangers in their cities and they inspired a generation of Progressive Era 

reformers who sought to eradicate the conditions that seemed responsible for the 

brothel: the double standard of morality that excused male sexual promiscuity but 

condemned female sex outside of marriage, the widespread commercialization of 

sexuality, and women’s low wages. Their campaigns against white slavery also 

encompassed entangled concerns about women’s new roles as suffragists, individual 
migrants, and industrial, retail, and service employees. But to wage successful campaigns 

against commercial vice, reformers needed to investigate the extent of brothel-based 

prostitution in American cities.

The celebration of social science expertise as a basis of social reform is one of the 

defining characteristics of the Progressive Era. Prostitution, like child labor, industrial 

safety, and lynching, attracted the attention of investigators sponsored by civil society 

groups, city governments, state legislatures, and federal agencies. Non-governmental 

organizations such as New York City’s Committee of Fourteen, funded by corporate 

interests such as John D. Rockefeller’s Bureau of Social Hygiene, conducted regular 
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undercover vice investigations from the mid-1900s to the mid-1930s. Municipal forces 

also probed vice conditions. Forty-three cities pursued formal investigations of 

prostitution and vice from 1910 to 1917.  The State of Illinois conducted an intensive 

survey into the relationship between women’s wage labor and prostitution.  Meanwhile, 

the federal government’s Immigration Bureau explored the relationship between foreign 

migration and prostitution.  Combined, these studies questioned the effectiveness of 

tolerated red-light districts managed by the police. More than forty cities blamed red-

light districts for worsening the moral conditions of the city by promoting prostitution, 

“raising crime to the dignity of a business, … promoting the double standard of morality, 
… [and] debauching police morals.”  In response to the sensational findings of 

municipal vice commissions, most cities quickly moved to shut down their vice districts 

and amend their vice laws.  By 1916, forty-seven cities had closed down their vice 

districts.

These investigations into prostitution contributed to an ongoing legal trend to criminalize 

nonmarital sex. Since the campaigns of the 1880s to raise the age of consent and make 

seduction a crime, reformers had been turning towards legislatures to produce legal 

solutions to the social problems they documented. To address the issue of sex trafficking, 

Congress passed the White Slave Traffic Act in 1910, which made it illegal to transport a 

woman or girl over state lines for the purposes of prostitution, debauchery, or “any other 

immoral purpose.” States followed the federal government’s lead by passing state-level 
anti-white slavery laws, enacted by all forty-eight states by 1916.  The American Social 

Hygiene Association (ASHA), formed in 1913, took the lead in developing a model law on 

prostitution; it eliminated commerce as the constitutive feature of prostitution, declaring, 

“prostitution should be defined to include the giving or receiving of the body, for hire, or 

the giving and receiving of the body for indiscriminate sexual intercourse without hire.” 

With this proposed law, the ASHA equated promiscuity with prostitution and erased the 

necessity of a commercial transaction. Between 1914 and 1916, ASHA representatives 

traveled to eighty cities, visiting local social hygiene societies or establishing new ones 

that then lobbied for legislative reform. Most state legislatures adopted ASHA’s model 
law in part or in total.  Finally, to ensure that foreign women who sold sex could not 

migrate to the United States, Congress outlawed the immigration of people who profited 

from the sex trade. In addition to the aforementioned 1875 Page Act, which outlawed the 

importation of Asian women for “immoral purposes,” the 1903 Immigration Law barred 

procurers (pimps) of prostitutes; a 1907 law made the practice of prostitution within 

three years of entry into the United States a deportable offense; a 1910 law prohibited 

the selling of sex for all non-naturalized women; and a 1917 law made the selling of sex a 

deportable offense for all non-native women regardless of their naturalization status.

In the United States the fight against prostitution served the purpose of national border 

control and established what one US attorney called “a quarantine act against the 

morally and physically unclean.”
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The United States managed prostitution very differently in its newly acquired colonial 

territories. The Spanish American War launched the US imperial mission in 1898 when 

the United States gained the territories of the Philippines and Puerto Rico. Over the next 

thirty years US military forces would occupy territory throughout Central America and as 

it did so, it often encountered the vexing question of how to manage prostitution, military 

readiness, and discipline, which had shaped its experiences of the Civil War. In colonial 

spaces—tropical, far from mainland reformers, and filled with non-white women—US 

policy tended towards regulated prostitution. Military officials introduced regulation in 

Puerto Rico, the Philippines, the Panama Canal Zone, Cuba, Santo Domingo, Haiti, 

Nicaragua, Hawaii, and at sites near military bases along the Mexico–US border.  In the 

Philippines, a place where US military forces fought a long war against locals in the 

Philippine–American War from 1898 to 1913, the US Army introduced registration in 

1899 to “limit, restrict, control, and finally if possible, eliminate the unbriddled [sic] 

status of drunkenness, gambling, smuggling, and prostitution that prevailed.”  Like 

earlier Civil War-era experiments, this regulation policy required women to undergo 

medical examination, register with military authorities, and carry an inspection booklet 

proving their compliance. News of the registration scheme reached mainland shores in 

1900, prompting outrage among women’s organizations and purity reformers. In 

response, the military temporarily suspended registration, though by 1902 it had been 

quietly reintroduced, yet without the accoutrement of regulation including inspection 

booklets and licenses.  Quiet regulation quickly spread throughout US colonial 

possessions, though these systems of prostitution control remained vulnerable to critique 

by organizations such as ASHA.

After the Brothel: Abolishing the Brothel, 

Clandestine Prostitution, and War, 1918–1945
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World War I

The United States’ entry into World War I provided the anti-prostitution campaign, led by 

ASHA, with the emergency conditions to achieve their ultimate aim of shutting down the 

nation’s brothels. In 1917, the War Department tapped the ASHA to lead the military’s 

social hygiene agenda as a member of the Commission on Training Camp Activities 

(CTCA). Animated by concerns about the high rates of venereal disease among American 

recruits, the CTCA aimed to keep American soldiers “fit to fight.” To aid in this endeavor, 
Congress included in the draft law a prohibition against prostitution within five miles, and 

later ten miles, of any military institution. Cities such as Houston, Texas, that wished to 

attract military investment, now had a clear justification for shutting down their red-light 

districts. After closing its district, the Army rewarded Houston with a National Guard 

training camp. Cities that valued their red-light districts, such as New Orleans, faced 

federal pressure to close them down. “You close the red light district,” Secretary of the 

Navy Josephus Daniels threatened the city’s mayor, “Or the armed forces will.” With that 
order, one of the most famous red-light districts in the United States joined the other 115 

red-light districts closed by the CTCA during the war.

Guided by the ASHA’s equating of promiscuity with prostitution, the prohibition against 
prostitution near military installations extended beyond the brothel and transactional sex 

to include women who merely had nonmarital sex with enlisted men. CTCA director 

Raymond Fosdick considered this measure necessary, because “we are confronted with 

the problem of hundreds of young girls, not yet prostitutes, who seem to have become 

hysterical at the sight of buttons and uniforms.”  Military authorities arrested women 

accused of promiscuity and found to be infected with venereal diseases for endangering 

soldiers’ health. Congress expanded this policy of quarantining infected women 

socializing with soldiers near military bases when it passed the Chamberlain–Kahn Act in 

July 1918, which provided one million dollars to aid states “in caring for civilian persons 

whose detention, isolation, quarantine, or commitment to institutions” would protect the 

venereal health of enlisted men.  The Act formed the foundation of what ASHA called 

“The American Plan” and freed municipalities from focusing on the “pure zones” 

surrounding military installations by allowing for the quarantining of putative 

promiscuous women with little to no due process protections by courts anywhere.

Women who sold sex bore the brunt of this repression of casual and commercial sex. The 

close surveillance of vice districts during the preceding years meant that law 

enforcement officials first targeted known women who sold sex. For example, Bureau of 

Investigation white slave officer Charles Braun had been stationed in Waco, Texas, prior 

to the war where he was tasked with investigating the vice conditions in Waco’s red-light 
district to ensure that none of the women working in brothels had been trafficked. After 

Waco closed its vice district in the summer of 1917 in response to military pressure, 

Braun spent his time ensuring that none of the displaced prostitutes practiced 

prostitution near Camp MacArthur, located just outside of Waco. On Christmas night 

1917, Braun and military police arrested Maggie Foster and Lillian Johnson, two African 
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American women who worked as prostitutes, in Foster’s home just outside Waco city 

limits. The military police charged Foster with violating the draft law by operating a 

bawdy house within the “pure zone” around Camp MacArthur. They handed Johnson over 

to local police, who charged her with vagrancy—still a catch-all charge used to police the 

behavior of women who sold sex. At least 30,000 women, including Foster, were 

incarcerated in federal facilities during the war. More commonly, courts convicted women 

such as Johnson under local and state laws; thirty-nine states had passed laws modeled 

after the Chamberlain-Kahn Act.  Though the federal and state laws seemed gender 

neutral, as legal historian Scott Stern notes, “women constituted the vast majority of 
those imprisoned because of venereal disease or suspected prostitution.”  Local public 

health and law enforcement officials, as one law enforcement officer from Augusta, 

Georgia, claimed, “dealt with severely” women whom police suspected of selling sex and 

promiscuity.  The numbers of women incarcerated under local laws during World War I 

remains unknown, but was almost certainly very high.

With the closing of most brothels by 1917, and of cabarets and saloons by the Prohibition 

Amendment in 1920, prostitution moved into the street, hotel, seedy restaurant, or 

apartment. One New York City investigator stopped several women who sold sex on the 

street in the winter of 1917: “I asked them how they were getting along now that the 

cabarets had to close up at midnight [due to wartime regulations] and they said it was 

bad for them … They said they had to go out and get them (meaning men) on the street. 
Several of the girls had never tried the streets they said, but it was a necessity now.”
Displaced women who had sold sex in brothels before the war moved to the streets or left 

prostitution entirely. The dislocations caused by the dissolution of the brothel system 

opened up some opportunities for women who had been shut out by the brothel system—
mostly African American women. Several historians have concluded that black women 

made gains in America’s clandestine sex markets during the 1920s as streetwalkers, 
independent sexual entrepreneurs, and illegal brothel madams.  The increased 

participation of black women in the sex markets has been attributed to the growth of the 

black population in northern cities, the extremely limited occupational opportunities for 

black women, and the growth of an underground economy that paid better wages than 

“legitimate” work.

On the street, women who sold sex encountered harassment from police and customers 

alike, which caused them to turn to a figure that would grow more prominent in 

commercial sex—the pimp. To mitigate these dangers, and to increase business, more 

women who worked as prostitutes began turning to pimps for protection. Pimps had long 

been associated with women who sold sex, but in the brothel era, a pimp was a man who 

had romantic relationships with women who sold sex and who lived off her earnings, 

much as a husband would. Pimps typically did not live in the brothels, nor did they assert 

total control over a woman’s working conditions, number of customers, or selection of 
customers. Pimps in the 1920s offered women protection, but at the cost of women’s 

control over their working conditions, wages, and autonomy.
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The elite sex markets shifted to anonymous but well-appointed apartments—known as call 

houses—after the closing of the brothels. A call house madam typically rented rooms to 

two to five women at any given time. She would arrange “dates” with her girls by 

telephone and would keep a list of young women with whom she could subcontract dates. 

Call houses offered customers safety and anonymity, and they offered women who sold 

sex independence from pimps and a steady stream of customers. Like brothel madams, 

call house madams charged room and board to women who lived in the house, and took 

an additional fee of 50 percent for arranging the dates. Madams used their earnings to 

bribe police to prevent raids, and to pay off the local organized crime syndicates who 

sought to assert control over the prostitution racket.

Organized crime in the United States became more prominent and consolidated in the 

1920s due to the national prohibition on alcohol, introduced just as cities shuttered 

America’s brothels. After Prohibition came under attack in the late 1920s, some 

organized crime syndicates began diversifying by offering “protection,” for a fee, to 

women who sold sex or ran call houses. In New York, mob boss Charles “Lucky” Luciano 

had 200 call houses and 1,000 prostitutes under his “protection.” In 1935, the Women’s 

Court arraigned over 3,000 women accused of selling sex, yet only 175 of these women 

worked in brothels protected by Luciano; of those, none served jail time.  New York 

prosecutor Thomas Dewey shut down Lucky Luciano’s prostitution racket in 1936, but he 

could not prevent organized crime from continuing to profit from clandestine commercial 

sex.

The economic devastation of the Great Depression swelled the ranks of women who sold 

sex, while curbing the number of men able to purchase it. “There are lots of girls who are 

out of work and are hustling,” said twenty-six-year-old Margie Morris. “You can’t tell an 

amateur from a professional.”  This situation led to a drop in the prices of individual sex 

acts. An investigation into vice conditions in Portland, Oregon, conducted in December 

1932, discovered that, although clandestine brothel owners thought they were “doing 

well,” prices had plummeted. “Of course we used to get more money around here,” 

divulged one madam. “I used to get $5 for the girls, then I got $3, and now they got to 

take $2. Occasionally, a fellow has only $1.50, so we take him, too.”  These conditions 

could be found throughout the country. A New York City madam told Time magazine that 

her prices had dropped from $3 to $1.50. “‘That,’ she explained, ‘was because of the 

Depression.’”

World War II

The outbreak of World War II in Europe provoked anxieties about how the spread of 

venereal disease might undermine America’s military readiness. To address this 

challenge, federal officials developed a preemptive policy of repressing prostitution and 

female promiscuity within the continental United States, while regulating prostitution 

abroad. Domestically, US policy was guided by the Eight-Point Agreement of 1940 and the 

May Act of 1941. Before the United States’ entry into the war, the Eight-Point Agreement 
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had been developed by ASHA in consultation with state health departments to set out 

“measures for the control of Venereal Disease in areas where armed forces or national 
defense employees are concentrated.”  The plan called for repressing prostitution and 

tracing contacts; each infected service member was required to divulge the names of the 

women with whom he had had sexual contact so that public health officials could trace 

transmission of the disease and officials could quarantine infected women.  The May 

Act provided the tool of repression to enforce such a policy, though in many ways it 

served as a continuation of the American Plan established during World War I.  It made 

prostitution near any military installation or defense plant a federal offense, and it added 

considerable pressure for local officials to repress prostitution. In 1941 officials created 

the Social Protection Division within the Federal Security Agency to combat prostitution 

and handed leadership of the new agency to famed Prohibition agent Elliot Ness. Ness 

declared, “So vigorous is the Federal attack on the prostitute that local police power in 

this field can be forfeited to the Federal Department of Justice if local authorities don’t 
‘crack down.’”  The federal government first exercised its ability to take over local 

jurisdictions when it enforced the May Act in 1942 and Secretary of War Henry Stimson 

placed twenty-seven counties surrounding Camp Forrest in East Tennessee under federal 

control. Federal forces rounded up hundreds of women. Of the first hundred arrested and 

sentenced to the Federal Reformatory for Women at Alderson, West Virginia, sixty-eight 

were white, twenty were African American, and twelve were Native American. Most came 

from poor rural areas with limited agriculture and industry. Most surprising of all, doctors 

found only four of the women to be infected with a venereal disease.  These were hardly 

the hardened prostitutes that the Act ostensibly targeted.  Yet the May Act provided the 

lever for federal officials to encourage local authorities to crack down on prostitution. 

Faced with threats of federal forces stepping in, the mayor of Tacoma, Washington, closed 

down the city’s twenty-four brothels. Other cities resisted federal interference. El Paso, 
Texas, had long been home to a thriving, profitable, and regulated vice district that 

provided entertainment for soldiers based at nearby Fort Bliss. City officials depended on 

the district’s licensing revenue to fill the city coffers; in addition, the city wanted to 

encourage solders to spend their money in El Paso rather than in the bars, dance halls, 

and regulated brothels of Ciudad Juárez across the Rio Grande. In March 1941, faced 

with federal pressure, El Paso closed its brothels, but six months later they had reopened. 

Frustrated, federal forces applied more pressure to the El Paso police to conduct raids of 

known brothels. Any woman suspected of carrying a venereal disease faced arrest and 

incarceration in the city jail under the May Act.  After the passage of the May Act, 292 

vice districts closed immediately, and by the end of the war over 700 would be closed, 

including the one in El Paso.

Outside of the continental United States, federal and military policy shifted from 

repression to regulation. Hawaii’s Hotel Street, long the regulated vice district of 
Honolulu, came under martial law after the attack on Pearl Harbor. From early 1942 until 

September 1944, the Army managed Hotel Street’s brothels in an effort to keep the 

venereal disease rate under control. When the brothels, reopened after the Pearl Harbor 

attack, the city’s madams knew that troops would pour into Honolulu. With this in mind, 
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Honolulu’s madams decided to increase their prices from three dollars for three minutes 

to five dollars for three minutes. Frank Steer, head of the military police, objected to the 

price hike, saying: “The price of meat is still three dollars.”  He demanded that the 

prices be dropped to their prewar levels. With the prices set by the Army, the brothels 

opened for business and served 250,000 men a month, with each of the 250 registered 

women who sold sex seeing about one hundred men a day.  This scheme constituted 

highly efficient, regulated prostitution organized to service the largest number of 

customers as quickly as possible, which generated an incredible amount of profit. The 

average worker kept two dollars from each encounter and could earn between $30,000 

and $40,000 a year.  The brothels recruited white women from the mainland to staff the 

brothels, which for the duration of the war served only white servicemen.  Similarly, in 

Liberia, where US troops protected Firestone’s valuable rubber plantations, US officials 

established two enclosed villages—Shangri-La and Paradise—staffed with between 250 

and 600 indigenous Liberian women to provide sexual services to the African American 

troops stationed there. White officers were prohibited from visiting the villages, though 

many did visit brothels in Monrovia while on leave. Army medical officers and nurses 

examined each woman to ensure she remained free from venereal disease. The troops in 

Liberia suffered a venereal infection rate of an astonishing 96.5 percent in September 

1942. That rate dropped to 42 percent in December 1942 after the Army implemented 

regulated prostitution and by October 1943 the rate had declined to a manageable 13.6 

percent.

Managing militarized men’s sexuality in occupied territories proved more difficult for the 

US military. In occupied France, US forces pursued a contradictory policy of publicly 

denying that they were regulating prostitution while at the same time providing the 

necessary prophylaxis and opportunities for commercial sex. As early as one month after 

D-Day, US soldiers were indirectly running brothels in Cherbourg, including one called 

the Corral, for US soldiers. In the words of General Charles Gerhardt’s chief of staff, the 

Corral would “control social relations between our men and the French people rather 

than to allow promiscuous social relations.”  Worried about the response of the 

American public back home to such support for prostitution, American forces in France 

engaged in a complicated communications strategy of denial, while privately affirming 

that “the sex act cannot be made unpopular,” and thus needed to be controlled.  In 

postwar occupied Japan and Korea, the US military refined its policy of counseling sexual 

continence while accommodating sexual promiscuity. It set up vice zones patrolled by 

military police and medical officials near military camps, established prophylaxis stations 

for troops to use after sexual contact, and conducted contact tracing to find infected 

women.

Postwar Sexual Politics
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The postwar era ushered in several developments that reshaped the practice of 

prostitution in the United States. Corporate and government propaganda encouraged a 

retreat to “traditional” gender roles; popular psychologists circulated Freudian 

explanations for sexual development; pharmaceutical companies developed and 

distributed antibiotics to treat venereal disease; and popular culture celebrated 

heterosexual liberalism, even while severely repressing homosexuality. After World War 

II, American popular culture revered the nuclear family as a source of social stability, 

national strength, and a defense against communism. Parents, doctors, psychiatrists, 

government officials, magazine editors, and multitudes of others told women that their 

natural role lay in the home as wife and mother. Even so, more women than ever entered 

the paid labor force. In this context, women who violated the prescription of submissive 

motherhood were blamed for society’s ills, and the woman who sold sex was marked as 

especially deviant. With women’s increased employment, no longer could reformers argue 

that women’s lack of employment opportunities drove women to prostitution—
maladjustment did. Underwriting much of the gender role realignment of the decade was 

the popularization of Freudian ideas of sexual development that posited female 

promiscuity as the product of mental imbalance and social deviance. Added to this mix is 

the related development that prostitution no longer seemed likely to cause a public health 

crisis. Effective antibiotic treatments for venereal diseases had been developed in 1943 

and became available to the general public after the war. Consequently, in the postwar 

period, women who sold sex came to be seen as dangerous to the family but not to the 

wider community. They were outcasts, B-girls and drug addicts living on the margins of 

society.  Yet officials remained silent about their customers, implying that they were 

merely exercising their healthy male libidos in an era when men’s heterosexual freedom 

seemed to epitomize American freedom.

No publication is more emblematic of the sexual liberalism of the postwar period than 

Playboy. Hugh Hefner launched the magazine in December 1953, ushering in an era that 

celebrated straight men’s rights to sexual freedom while laying groundwork for the 

sexual revolution of the 1960s. Hefner declared, “Playboy is a magazine for men—and 

sophisticated, city-bred men, at that.”  Many early articles in Playboy focused on stories 

of sexual adventures with office girls, neighbors, and married women, but not prostitutes. 

Yet the magazine’s broad support for male heterosexual freedom soon led it to publish 

articles that framed prostitution as a victimless crime and spoke approvingly of 

decriminalized commercial sex in places such as Paris, where “sex still walks her 

streets.”  Hefner regularly criticized US obscenity and sex laws that infringed on 

commercial and consensual sex. One of the problems, for Hefner, with prostitution laws 

was that they frequently criminalized “indiscriminate sexual intercourse.” “By this broad 

legal definition, a female would be guilty of prostitution if she were to engage in the same 

random sexual relations that many single males regularly seek without prejudice or 

prosecution,” he wrote in 1966 in a recurring column entitled “The Playboy 

Philosophy.”  Hefner declared that prostitution laws were “patently anti-female.” He 

called for the decriminalization of prostitution so that “sexual activity of consenting 

adults” could be a “matter of private moral determination not to be infringed upon by the 
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state.”  Because prostitution involved a transaction between two consenting adults, and 

so lacked a complainant and did not seem to cause harm to others, it fell under the rubric 

developed in the mid-1960s of a victimless crime. The concept of victimless crimes had 

been advocated by sociologist Edwin Schur in his 1965 book Crimes without Victims to 

critique laws against abortion, homosexuality, and illegal drugs.  According to Schur, “it 
is the combination of an exchange transaction and lack of apparent harm to others that 

constitutes the core of the victimless crime.”  Hefner in his 1966 column suggested that 

prostitution also constituted a victimless crime because it occurred between two 

consenting adults.

Feminists in the emerging second-wave women’s rights movement rejected the notion 

that prostitution could be a victimless crime. “It is a crime, gentlemen, but it is not 
victimless,” declared Susan Brownmiller in 1971. “There is a victim, and that is the 

woman.”  Prostitution threatened to unsettle the fragile coalitions of the women’s 

liberation movement.  The feminist movement of the late 1960s and 1970s included 

women from a range of ideological perspectives, racial backgrounds, and class interests. 

Liberal feminists, typically represented by the National Organization for Women (NOW), 

sought to fight for women’s civil rights through institutional reform using legal and 

political tactics. In contrast, radical feminists sought to “revolutionize consciousness and 

culture” in ways that would lead to the emancipation of all women by radically theorizing 

the history and experiences of patriarchy, especially around issues connected to sex and 

sexuality.  Liberal feminists (establishment feminists) and radical feminists (women’s 

liberationists) frequently sparred over analysis, tactics, and priorities. Yet almost all 

feminists in the 1970s agreed that prostitution needed to be decriminalized because sex 

laws punished women for the transaction yet let male customers off without 

repercussions.  As one woman wrote to the radical feminist periodical off our backs, 

women who sold sex “are not respected or protected by society; they are used and 

abused.”  For many feminists on the Left (Marxists and Socialist-Feminists), prostitution 

represented the clearest example that a woman’s economic value remained tied to her 

sexual value; under capitalist patriarchy women became commodities and their economic 

dependence on men lay at the foundation of unequal gender relations.  In the eyes of 

many women’s liberationists, prostitution was “the ultimate results of male sexism—the 

sale of female flesh.”

Despite broad feminist calls for the decriminalization of prostitution, many women in the 

liberal and radical feminist movements remained discomfited by actual women who sold 

sex. In 1971, a coalition of radical feminists held a “Conference on Prostitution” in New 

York City where the only woman on the program who had experience selling sex—a thirty-
two-year-old former prostitute—nearly groveled: “Filled with guilt as we all were after 

any amount of time in ‘the life,’ we attempt to exorcise the guilt by shouldering the whole 

burden of blame, accepting the definition of ‘sick’ or ‘deviant,’ and striving to become 

proper.” This analysis fit nicely into the current second-wave feminist theory about sex 

work. But on the final afternoon of the conference, a number of women still “in the life” 

showed up. As a reporter for the Village Voice wrote, “They did not fit the stereotype of 
prostitute … And they were, they said, feminist prostitutes.”  Living, working women 
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who sold sex challenged feminist assumptions about the relationship between sexual 

commerce, shame, and oppression. As Kate Millet recalled, “the first thing they could tell 
us—the message coming through a burst of understandable indignation was that we were 

judgmental, meddlesome, and ignorant.”

The sex workers’ rights movement emerged from the social ferment of the liberal 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, especially the women’s liberation movement, the gay 

liberation and lesbian rights movement, and the New Left.  It sought to decriminalize 

prostitution, destigmatize the selling of sex, challenge the respectability politics of 

mainstream liberal feminism, and counter the anti-sex message coming from radical 

feminism. They rejected the title of “‘most oppressed’ that radical [and liberal] feminists 

awarded them.”  Margo St. James launched this movement as early as 1971, when she 

founded the San Francisco-based organization Whores, Housewives, and Others (WHO) to 

“expose the hypocrisy in laws that controlled female sexuality, primarily prostitution.”
In 1973, after WHO dissolved, St. James formed Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics (COYOTE), 

the first and most well-known sex workers’ rights organization. Within a year, COYOTE 

reported that it had over 1,000 members, 10 percent of whom were women who were still 

selling sex. St. James considered this quite an achievement “because they are a paranoid 

group.”  COYOTE’s activities were focused in two areas: direct assistance and public 

awareness campaigns. The services it offered to women who sold sex included furnishing 

legal assistance to prostitutes who had been arrested, providing appropriate clothing to 

women for their court dates, teaching in-jail classes that focused on survival skills, and 

running a hotline for sex workers called SLIP (Survival Line for Independent Prostitutes). 

In terms of raising public awareness, COYOTE’s campaigns centered on five interrelated 

areas: firstly, calling for the decriminalization of prostitution; secondly, protesting police 

entrapment and harassment of prostitutes; thirdly, pointing out the discriminatory 

enforcement of prostitution laws, especially as related to gender and race; fourthly, 

drawing attention to the expense of arresting and prosecuting women for prostitution; 

and fifthly, trying to destigmatize prostitution.  Of all of these campaigns, 

decriminalization remained the most critical, with St. James declaring in 1973, “changing 

the law is, of course, the most important job.”

COYOTE put decriminalization, a term St. James coined, at the center of its agenda.  It 

stated that its primary goal was “Not to legalize prostitution but to decriminalize it; this is 

remove prostitution from any government control.”  In COYOTE’s analysis, the 

criminalization of prostitution led to most of the victimization that women who sold sex 

experienced. It led to their harassment by police, protected abusive johns who knew that 

law enforcement officials never believed stories of rape and abuse from known 

prostitutes, gave them arrest records that kept them from getting respectable 

employment, and drove them into the arms of pimps. COYOTE was suspicious of the state 

licensing of prostitution, as had taken hold in a few counties in Nevada, noting, “Making 

prostitution legal is NOT Coyote’s position because it would still involve and enable the 

state to license and regulate what a woman does with her own body.”  For COYOTE, 

selling sex was a service industry job, a type of work, made dangerous and deviant by the 

laws that victimized women who sold sex, often in especially sexist and racist ways. As 
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part of its public awareness campaigns COYOTE pointed out that in San Francisco—a city 

with laws against both the selling and buying of sex—women made up 75 percent of the 

35,000 people arrested on prostitution-related charges in 1973. COYOTE highlighted 

such blatant sexist policing, but they also drew journalists’ attention to the role that 
racial discrimination and class played in the enforcement of prostitution laws. San 

Francisco Magazine reported in 1973, “COYOTE is against the racism that exists with 

poor women of racial minorities making up a majority of those arrested while the white 

and higher paid call girls ply their trade in hotels and homes without arrest.”
Supported by Del Martin of the San Francisco chapter of the NOW, COYOTE sought to 

raise awareness among feminists and others of the double standard by which anti-

prostitution laws were enforced.  In this campaign, COYOTE succeeded.

COYOTE inspired the formation of a number of local sex workers’ rights groups around 

the country, including the Los Angeles-based CAT (California Advocates for Trollops), the 

Seattle-based ASP (Association for Seattle Prostitutes), the Honolulu-based DOLPHIN 

(Dump Obsolete Laws; Prove Hypocrisy Isn’t Necessary), the Boston-based PUMA 

(Prostitutes Union of Massachusetts), the New York City-based PONY (Prostitutes of New 

York), the New Orleans-based PASSION (Professional Association Seeking Sexual 

Identification Observant of Nature), and many others. Most of these organizations forged 

ties with local NOW chapters, and some of the organizations, including PROS (US 

PROstitutes Collective), became affiliated with transnational feminist initiatives such as 

the International Wages for Housework Campaign. A persistent critique of the ways that 

police undermined the safety, security, and sanity of women (and men) who sold sex 

united these organizations. Local chapters of NOW in the South, Midwest, West Coast, 

and Northeast, and the national NOW, endorsed decriminalization in 1973.

But the coalition between mainstream liberal feminists and sex workers’ rights 

organizations would shatter in the sex wars of the 1980s, and by the 1990s the politics of 

sex trafficking further divided the two groups, with many mainstream feminists 

supporting anti-trafficking policies that rejected sex work as an occupational choice and 

enshrined the victimhood of the “prostitute.”  As early as 1980, the alliance between 

mainstream liberal feminists and sex workers’ rights organizations began to falter on the 

shoals of trafficking when at the Copenhagen World Conference on Women Kathleen 

Barry, author of the sensational and widely read Female Sexual Slavery, argued that 

international sex trafficking posed a threat to women’s rights and that immigration 

reform could halt the illegal flow of the traffic. Some sex workers’ rights groups sounded 

the alarm that anti-trafficking policy could strengthen the hand of the state against sex 

workers. “Under the guise of catching international pimps, it is immigrant prostitutes and 

other women whose [cross-border] movements are going to be stopped.”

By the late 1990s the politics of prostitution had divided feminists. On one side of the 

split stood Kathleen Barry and her liberal feminist allies represented in the Coalition 

Against Trafficking in Women (CATW) who argued that all prostitution is exploitation and 

equated all prostitution with trafficking. On the other side of the split was a coalition of 

sex workers’ rights organizations and radical sex-positive feminists represented by the 
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Global Alliance Against the Traffic in Women (GAATW) that argued, firstly, that forced 

prostitution should be criminalized but that prostitution remained a meaningful 

occupational option for women in poverty, and secondly, that anti-trafficking law 

enforcement and immigration policies tend to further exploit vulnerable women. As the 

United Nations turned to address the issue of trafficking in the late 1990s, these two 

sides vied for influence over the language of the Palermo Protocol, formally known as the 

2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish the Trafficking in Persons, especially 

Women and Children. Though the debates at the UN produced numerous compromises in 

language, in the realm of international policy-making and within the United States 

Congress Barry’s CATW and her liberal feminist allies in NOW as well as the Christian 

religious Right ultimately wielded the most influence.  Since 2000, US policy at the 

state, national, and international level has been broadly anti-prostitute, and in the 

meantime, women who sell sex continue to be vulnerable to police and to customers.
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Discussion of the Literature

Since 1980, we have seen an explosion of literature about the history of prostitution in 

America by scholars who have studied the cultural significance of the image of the 

prostitute, social movements organized to repress prostitution, and the organization and 

social structure of commercial sex markets.  The study of prostitution offered a way to 

“integrate gender into political and economic history,” while also allowing consideration 

of the role sexuality played in commercial culture and waged labor.  As historian Julia 

Laite notes, “prostitution lies at a curious intersection of broad symbolism and personal 
intimacy. It illuminates and is connected to enormous social realities; it is about women, 

men, money, sex, space, morality, labor and politics.”

Cultural historians have used the study of prostitution to consider how concerns about 

commercial sex expressed anxieties about women’s changing roles, shifts in the sexual 
culture, increasing amounts of immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe, the influx 

of Southern African Americans into northern cities, the perceived foreignness of the 

Chinese, and the broad commercialization and industrialization of all aspects of American 

life.  These historians have mapped the ribald sporting culture by examining risqué 

poems and pornographic stories that were passed from one fan to another, showing the 

centrality of sexuality and commercial sex to urban popular cultures.  Conversely, they 

have shown how bourgeois reformers treated white fallen women as deserving of rescue, 

thereby castigating male lust while also motivating calls for reform.

Historians of social movements have included anti-prostitution activism in the slate of 

conservative progressive causes such as temperance, prohibition, gambling, and film 

censorship that animated anti-vice activists and religious voters during the Progressive 

Era. They have studied the coalition of public health officials, purity activists, and 

women’s rights supporters who sought to eradicate prostitution entirely.  Social 

historians interested in the organization and social structure of sex markets have 

produced the widest array of studies. Urban historians focused on intersections between 

and among the development of residential real estate, red-light districts, and race have 

been particularly significant. Understanding the ways that vice-segregated 

neighborhoods interfaced with racially segregated neighborhoods has raised new 

questions about informal economies, community formation, and policing.  Considering 

how the informal underground economy was integrated with the formal economy has 

motivated a number of studies. The wages of sin flowed in many directions, and Timothy 

J. Gilfoyle’s groundbreaking work demonstrated that even the most respectable entities in 

New York City’s real estate market profited from prostitution.

Feminist social historians have produced much of the work on women who sold sex. 

Instead of treating these woman as deviant, historians have interrogated how women who 

worked as prostitutes were situated in their working-class communities.  They have 

found that “prostitutes were ‘ordinary’ young females who confronted limited options and 

made rational and sometimes desperate choices.”  Accordingly, women who sold sex 
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were members of communities that offered a range of nonmarital sexual offerings.

These historians have endeavored to uncover the agency of women who worked as 

prostitutes rather than treat them as “passive victims of impersonal economic and social 
forces.”  Women who sold sex were historical actors, as Patricia Cline Cohen’s brilliant 
case study of the life of Helen Jewett, murdered in 1836, attests.  The men who 

purchased sex from these women were also historical actors, but historians have told us 

less about the customers (with the important exception of Cohen). Feminist historians 

share a common conceptual framework when it comes to interpreting prostitution. As 

Judith Walkowitz notes, feminist scholars agree that “prostitution is and remains a form 

of sexual labor; intensified policing has negative effects on women in the sex trade; 

feminist interventions on behalf of their lost sisters have had a decidedly mixed 

outcome.”

Recently historians of women who sell sex have turned their attention to the ways that 

policing prostitution led to the growth of state power. These historians look at local 

policing and carceral power, how immigration law and border control read women’s 

bodies and labor through a racialized lens, and the militarized organization of 

prostitution. Much of this research takes the migrating woman who sold intimate labor as 

its subject. This moment is critical because as a woman moved from one jurisdiction to 

another, she potentially posed a threat to the moral and physical health of her new nation. 

Conversely, in the case of state regulation of prostitution by the military, the problem is 

not the migrating woman but the migrating soldier, who expects to be rewarded for 

martial valor with sex yet remains vulnerable to venereal disease. These are the moments 

that produced the greatest anxiety and the clearest policy and enforcement outcomes.

These questions about police power, incarcerations, border control, deportation, and 

militarization reflect ongoing scholarly debates and anxieties about sex work, sex 

trafficking, and migration that are animating much of the debate in today’s world.

Primary Sources

According to historian Barbara Meil Hobson, from 1900 to 1920 around one billion pages 

of published material about prostitution were produced.  If we included the pre-1900 

material and the post-1920 material, we could drown in sources. It is not a bad problem 

for a historian to have, but it does mean that one has to sift through a vast amount of 

material, much of it found in local city or regional archives.

Since city governments tended to manage prostitution, municipal records are essential 

sources for historians of sexuality. Court arrest and indictment records and jury trials can 

be very useful. Sadly, many cities have discarded their indictment records, thinking they 

were not important. Jury trials can be especially useful because they reveal how ordinary 

citizens responded to prostitution.  Records from mayoral offices often shed light on 

citizens’ concerns, relations with the police, and reform campaigns. Incarceration records 
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from penitentiaries, jails, reformatories, and other detention centers can reveal the social 

profiles of the women targeted by the police.

Reform organizations produced a large volume of material about prostitution. Social 

purity organizations from the late 19th century, such as the American Purity Alliances and 

the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), left records (in the WCTU’s case, both 

chapter records hidden away in local archives and substantial records housed in 

Evanston, Illinois), but also published the periodicals The Philanthropist and The Union 

Signal, which are both housed in the Library of Congress. The Committee of Fourteen 

(1905–1932) conducted regular vice investigations of New York City. The New York Public 

Library houses its archives. Many cities had social hygiene organizations from 1905–
1930, and city libraries and local archives frequently contain meeting minutes, 

correspondence, and materials related to lobbying efforts and public awareness 

campaigns. The ASHA, formed in 1913, succeeded in establishing a national anti-

prostitution organization. Their records are housed at the University of Minnesota’s 

Social Welfare Archive, and many of the ASHA papers have been digitized, including 

its periodical, The Journal of Social Hygiene, available from the Hearth homepage at 

Cornell University.

Historians of prostitution often rely on materials published as primary sources. One of the 

most useful sources to consult is Vern Bullogh and Barrett Elcano’s 1977 A Bibliography 

of Prostitution.  Though it is obviously dated, the bibliography is extensive and remains 

a useful starting point. In addition, because much of the material published about 

prostitution is now out of copyright, much of it can be found on the internet, particularly 

at Google Books, Archives.Org, and HathiTrust.

During the Progressive Era, cities and states often conducted in-depth vice investigations 

into prostitution management, police corruption, and public morality. The most famous of 

the municipal vice report is Chicago’s, The Social Evil in Chicago, but the vice reports 

from Atlanta, Baltimore, Bay City, Boston, Bridgeport, Charlestown, Cleveland, Denver, 

Elmira, Grand Rapids, Hartford, Honolulu, Kansas City, Lafayette (IN), Lancaster 

(PA), Lexington, Los Angeles, Little Rock, Louisville, Massachusetts, Minneapolis, 

Newark, New York, Paducah, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Portland (ME), Portland (OR),

Richmond, Rockland Co., St. Louis, San Francisco, Springfield, Syracuse, and 

Wisconsin, are also valuable resources. Howard B. Woolston published the best national 

overview of these reports, which he supplemented with his own significant local research, 

in 1921 as Prostitution in the United States, Vol. I.

Officials of the federal government also investigated prostitution. The Immigration 

Commission included the topic in its forty-one-volume investigation of immigration 

conducted between 1907 and 1910. Moreover, many of the “white slavery” files from the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service from 1900 to 1917 have been microfilmed and 

are available via libraries.  The National Archives at College Park holds numerous 

records related to prostitution, including the records of the Department of Justice, the 
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case files of Mann Act investigations, the records of the Children’s Bureau, and the 

records of Insular Affairs.

White slavery narratives are also a useful source for studying the discursive power of 

prostitution. Again, most of these texts can be found online. The most significant are: 

Theodore Bingham’s The Girl That Disappears (1911), Clifford G. Roe’s The Prodigal 

Daughter: The White Slave Evil and the Remedy and The Great War on White 

Slavery (1911), O. Edward Janney’s The White Slave Traffic in America (1911), 

Reginald Wright Kaufman’s The House of Bondage, Ernest A. Bell’s Fighting the 

Traffic in Young Girls (1910), and Ernest A. Bell’s The War on the White Slave Trade

(1910). Investigative journalists also frequently published articles on prostitution in 

magazines including McClure’s, Collier’s, Survey, Current Opinion, Forum, and others. As 

always, The Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature is useful for locating articles, though 

researches should use search terms that would be specific to the period under 

consideration (for example, for the Progressive Era, “vice” or “social evil” would be more 

useful search terms than “prostitution”).

Women’s rights activists frequently wrote about prostitution as a way to highlight 
women’s economic, sexual, and political vulnerability. The most comprehensive texts are 

Jane Addams’s 1912 A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil and Maude Miner’s 

Slavery of Prostitution: A Plea for Emancipation from 1916. Emma Goldman’s essay 

“Traffic in Women” from 1911 remains a classic in the fields of women’s history and 

Marxism. The Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College Archive has a prostitution 

collection from between 1834 and 1983 that features many works by women’s rights 

activists on the topic. The Harriet Laidlaw papers at the Schlesinger Library are also 

very useful and some have been digitized. The Schlesinger is also home to the records of 

COYOTE, which also includes ephemera from other sex workers’ rights organizations.

Even with the millions and millions of pages of investigations, exposés, melodramatic 

tales, and fiery sermons, the unmitigated voices of women who sold sex remain 

exceedingly rare. Though many madams published memoirs, most of these were 

ghostwritten and are not particularly trustworthy. The only records we have that reflect 

the freely offered voice of a woman who sold sex are still the Mamie Papers, a set of 

correspondence between a Jewish woman who sold sex and a Bostonian philanthropist 

from the 1910s.

Digital Exhibits and Materials
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Storyville, New Orleans. Includes a multitude of pictures, blue books (guides to the 

city’s vice offerings), biographies of madams, and the jazz that was born in the brothels of 
New Orleans. It is a bit romanticizing, but has lovely primary sources.

Capitalism by Gaslight. This online exhibition examines the shadow economy in 19th-

century America. It has a section devoted to selling sex that includes paintings and 

illustrations depicting prostitution, a map of Philadelphia locating the city’s brothels from 

1849, numerous gentleman’s guides, Dr. William Sanger’s groundbreaking 1855 study of 
the social background of New York City’s incarcerated prostitutes, and numerous other 

illuminating primary sources. The website is best for materials from the 1830s to the 

1880s.

Digital Harlem. This site offers rich material on Harlem from 1915 to 1930. Though it 

features digital mapping of arrests, nightlife venues, and important events, its search 

function can be difficult to navigate. It is most useful for its ability to contextualize the 

informal and formal economies of the neighborhood.

Prostitution and Brothel Drama in the Progressive Era. White slavery provided juicy 

plotlines for playwrights and early filmmakers during the Progressive Era. Dr. Katie 

Johnson, the foremost scholar of this phenomenon, has developed a digital humanities 

website that will be of interest to scholars, teachers, and students alike. It offers an 

analysis and some primary sources of the most riveting brothel dramas produced.

Prostitution in Philadelphia: Arrests, 1912–1918. This website offers a spatial 

analysis of prostitution arrests in Philadelphia and shows how the policing of vice 

overlapped with the policing of black communities.
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