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ABSTRACT

"FOR GOD'S SAKE DO SOMETHING": WHITE SLAVERY NARRATIVES AND
MORAL PANIC IN TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY AMERICAN CITIES

By

Amy R. Lagler

From roughly 1907 to 1915, a moral panic over the issue of white slavery swept
through the United States, fueled by the dissemination of white-slavery narratives out of
epicenters like Chicago which purportedly detailed how thousands of young innocent girls
were being forced into prostitution by diabolical procurers. Historians who have analyzed
this phenomenon have either accepted the narratives of white slavery as truthful, although
exaggerated, accounts of how some women entered prostitution or have approached the
multiple narratives as a uniform text which functioned to patrol gender boundaries and
scare women out of the public realm. This dissertation will revise this previous
historiography by tracking the institutional and discursive history of white slavery as it
developed in the United States during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and by
demonstrating that far from being an accurate representation of how women entered
prostitution, the stories of sexual trafficking were wielded by a range of social actors for
avowedly political purposes.

In refuting the traditional portrayal of white-slavery reformers as conservative,
antifeminist reactionaries who were creating stories designed to push women out of the
public sphere, this dissertation will investigate how a diverse group of white-slavery
activists used the white-slavery discourse to patrol a variety of boundaries and pursue a

variety of political agendas, some of which were explicitly feminist or progressive. As this



dissertation will demonstrate, urban reformers across the country wielded the white-
slavery discourse to patrol the boundaries of white masculinity, criticize the capitalist
system and push for economic reform, and challenge traditional gender boundaries by
crafting narratives which called for woman suffrage, advocated expanded professional
opportunities for women, and justified the excursion of middle-class women into an ever
widening realm of both public space and the public sphere.

In many instances, this white-slavery activism resulted in real improvements in the
city and the lives of some urban women. Unfortunately, activism which harnessed the
white-slavery discourse also made for a politics rife with contradictions and repressive
consequences, not all of which were unintended on the part of the reformers. My
dissertation will explicate this by revealing how the construction and sanctioning of the
white-slavery narratives resulted in the increased surveillance of working-class women,
increased the number of immigrants facing deportation, and criminalized individuals
engaging in consensual sexual relationships outside of marriage. Narratives of white
slavery, purportedly aimed at making the city a safer place, ultimately increased the perils
many urban residents faced. As this dissertation will reveal, however, the "victims" of
white slavery were not always the passive objects of reformers' imagination and reforming
agendas. Instead, working-class women, particularly those charged with crimes like
prostitution, crafted their own white-slavery narratives in sometimes successful efforts to

avoid prosecution and imprisonment for their crimes.
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Introduction

The municipal courtroom in Chicago was crowded on the opening day of Panzy
Williams' pandering trial in January of 1907. When her case was called, the lead
prosecutorial witness, a girl named Agnes, was led into court by a physician. She was so
thin and frail that she was unable to reach the stand on her own. Her face seemed "care
worn" and she wore a "languid expression" which "suggested that she had passed through
some terrible crisis." That is, at least, how Clifford Roe, the Assistant U.S. State's
Attorney in Chicago and the chief prosecutor in the case, remembered it when he
described the scene in his book, Panders and their White Slaves, three years later.!

On the stand, Agnes reportedly testified that she was a twenty-year-old office
worker and high school graduate who lived with her parents on the north side of Chicago.
She claimed she had fallen into the hands of the white slavers, as men and women who
allegedly procured girls for prostitution were then called, after agreeing to go to a dance
hall one Saturday night with a female co-worker from her office.? It was there that she
met John, a man with whom she danced the two-step and waltzes throughout the evening.
She confessed that she was getting sort of "mashed" on him after he "jollied" her with
compliments about how good looking she was and that she had agreed, twice, to go with
him to get something to drink.3 On the second trip to the cafe Agnes noticed that her
lemonade had a "peculiar taste" but John assured her that the drink was not intoxicating
and was "just like the red lemonade you get at the circus."* Immediately after finishing the

lemonade, however, Agnes began to feel a little peculiar.

1Clifford G. Roe, Panders and Their White Slaves (Chicago: Fleming H. Revell Co.,
1910), 11.

21bid.

3Ibid , 12-13.

4Ibid., 13,



According to Roe, Agnes testified that the lemonade made her exceptionally dizzy
and she passed out. When she came to in total darkness she reported that she felt "weak
and tired" and was startled to find herself clutching "bedclothing." She alleged that she
could not remember anything about how she came to be in the room or the bed.
Eventually, a "dark negress" dressed like a servant entered the room and tried to reassure
her that she would "like it here" but refused to tell her exactly where "here" was. Agnes
allegedly remained in the room for two days recovering but was still unsure of where she
had been taken. Believing that she might be in a hospital she asked for her parents and for
her clothes but was told by the "negress" that the "madam" had all her clothes locked up.
Hearing this, Agnes began to grow frightened and asked to see the madam. A "stout blond
woman" soon entered the room wearing a kimono, sporting expensive jewelry.’

Agnes pleaded with the woman to release her, explaining that her parents were
undoubtedly distressed by her absence as she had never been away from home overnight
but the madam refused to release her. Instead she reportedly told Agnes that she would
not be allowed to leave the house until she paid back the debt she owed the house for the
costs they had incurred taking care of her and the money that had been paid to the young
man who brought Agnes to the house for "his trouble and expense." It was only, however,
when she told Agnes to get dressed and handed her a short red satin dress and silk
stockings that Agnes began to realize that "something awful had happened" and that she
was "in a terrible place." In spite of this realization she stated that she had no choice but to
cooperate with the madam's plans for her.©

Exactly what those plans entailed, Clifford Roe left to the reader's imagination,

noting only that Agnes had testified that she really did not want to "tell the terrible things

SIbid., 13-14.
6Ibid., 14-15.



that happened to me" and drifted off, "lost in thought," for several minutes.” She was,

however, clearly reviewing the events in her mind as Roe reported that:

The muscles in her face began to twitch with emotion, her lips quivered and her
hands trembled. She was struggling to keep back the tears that rolled down her
cheeks 3

Under Roe's questioning, Agnes did relate the specific events which transpired during her
alleged captivity in the house to the judge but the experience left her "exhausted" and
ready to faint.? She also reportedly testified that she had been unable to escape or call for
help. Her efforts to write letters home were thwarted and her attempt to tell her story to
the first man who entered her room backfired after she discovered that he was a "ringer"
who had been sent there to see if she would tell potential customers that she was being
held against her will. When she did, she was whipped.!? All the girls in the house, Agnes
allegedly testified, were "cowed into submission" and whipped in a similar manner until
"they become overpowered and their spirits broken, because they find that they are forced
into a life from which they cannot escape."!! Agnes was eventually able to get a letter to
her parents who came to the house in search of her but the madam denied knowing
anything about her and Agnes, for her part, claimed she had been too frightened to call out
to them. It was only when they returned with a policeman that Agnes "mustered up the
courage" to run into their arms. 12

Agnes' testimony, which culminated with her identification of Panzy Williams as
the white slaver who had forced her into a life of prostitution against her will, was
followed by additional testimony against Williams including the testimony of Agnes'

mother who, Roe reported, told the story of how she and her husband had found her

"Ibid., 15.
81bid., 16.
9bid., 15.
01hid | 16.
Hhid, 17.
121hid ., 17-18.



"13 Roe also noted that Williams, whom

daughter with "groans of sorrow and sobs of joy.
he referred to as a "dealer in misery," sat "bland, cold, and shameless" through the
proceedings and issued a "full denial" of the "facts" of Agnes' testimony when she took the
stand in her own defense.!4 Williams testified that Agnes had come to the house of her
"own free will" and was neither drunk nor unconscious when she arrived at the brothel.
She also claimed that Agnes had run up a debt once in the house and that it was customary
for houses like hers to hold the girl's street clothing to prevent them from running off and
leaving their debts unpaid.!3 Following Williams' testimony, her lawyer presented his
closing statements which suggested that "the story of Agnes is a myth" and that she had
either concocted the story about her imprisonment to "gloss over her shame and right
herself with family and friends" after becoming a prostitute of her own accord or was
simply a "notoriety seeker" who was "telling a horrible tale in order that she may be the
central figure of sympathy and the head-liner in the newspapers."!® These arguments
were, by Roe's account, well received in the courtroom and he claimed that he knew by
the judge's demeanor and the murmuring he could hear around him that he was fighting an
uphill battle to get Williams convicted.!”

His closing statements did the trick. Re-iterating his own faith in Agnes' testimony,
Roe hammered away at the illegality of the "customary" practice of debt-bondage being
practiced by Williams and refuted the allegations that Agnes was a notoriety seeker by
arguing that the natural sweetness and virtue of womanhood would never allow a woman

like Agnes to willingly parade her shame in public for her own benefit.!8 Roe also

reportedly galvanized the courtroom by stating:

3Ibid., 18-19.
141bid., 19.
151bid., 19-20.
161bid., 20-21.
171bid., 22.
181hid ., 22-24.



If, as counsel has intimated, other women are doing the same thing, as this
defendant has done, if they are dragging girls into houses through a systematic
slavery, if a system of indebtedness holds girls in all these houses, then as an officer
of this court, I pledge myself here and now to investigate this matter to the very
end, to ferret out the inner recesses of this underground world. If girls are sold

as this girl has been, it is slavery, and I shall pursue it to the very end, and if it be a
system of slavery, I shall drag it from its hiding place to the light of the day.!®

According to Roe, Panzy Williams was found guilty on January 31st, 1907.20

In 1910, when Roe wrote his narrative on his successful prosecution of Williams,
he claimed that he had, in fact, made good on the promise he issued during his closing
arguments. The Williams trial, he claimed, aroused his suspicions that there was a well-
defined slave traffic in girls being carried out in cities like Chicago, suspicions which
prompted him to undertake an investigation into the trafficking. Never one for humility,
Roe argued that it was as a result of this investigation that he had, "practically single
handed," launched the larger battle against white slavery in the years following 190721
Roe's claims that he initiated the white-slavery crusade were more than a little
disingenuous. As even he recognized, urban reformers had been engaged in battling what
they perceived was the widespread trafficking in girls for at least a decade prior to the

Williams' trial.22 In fact, urban reformers had been agitating against what was initially

1bid., 25.

201bid.

21 bid., 35.

22Roe acknowledged that missionaries in Chicago's red-light district had been waging their
own battle against vice for at least a decade but he refused to see their activities as
precursors to his own. Instead he painted them as impotent spectators in the fight against
vice who were forced to listen helplessly as girls were whipped and held in captivity by
brothel owners. Roe also claimed that they were "dazed" by his revelations about white
slavery and slow to arouse to "an apprecition of the truth." Not surprisingly, the
missionaries tell a different story. See, Roe, Panders, 32-35; Clifford Roe, "Warfare
Against the White Slave Traffic," in Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls, ed. Ernest Bell
(G.S. Ball, 1910), 139; Ernest Bell, "The Story of the Midnight Mission," in Fighting the
Traffic, 412; "The Midnight Mission, Chicago," in Ernest Bell Archives, Box 1, file 1-12.

5



known as the trafficking in girls since the 1870s. Roe was, however, correct in asserting
that he played a pivotal role in turning this relatively low-keyed and sporadic agitation into
the full blown moral panic over white slavery which swept across the United States from
roughly 1907 to 1915.

The moral panic over white slavery was marked by an extraordinary proliferation
of white-slavery narratives through both "official" and popular mediums, all of which
claimed that thousands of young innocent girls were being trapped, lured, drugged, or
duped into entering a forced life of brothel prostitution. The white-slavery authors,
including Roe, justified their creative endeavors by arguing that their stories were meant to
serve as "exposes" of the traffic. As Roe stated, the trafficking was flourishing thanks to
the "veil of mystery" which shielded it from public view.23 In spite of Roe's claims that the
public and reformers were unwilling to discuss to a subject which was so "revolting" and
"ugly," the narratives were, in fact, incredibly popular with reformers and were well-
received by the public. As one American writer noted in 1913, a "wave of sex hysteria and
sex discussion seems to have invaded this country" and much of it was centered on the
plight of the white slaves.24

It was an invasion that bombarded urban residents in northeastern, midwestern,
southern, and western cities with the "facts" of white slavery from every imaginable venue
and, given the popularity of the white-slavery stories, people welcomed it. Reginald
Kauffman's novel on white slavery, The House of Bondage, went through sixteen printings
in the two years after it was published in 1910 and Elizabeth Robbins' novel on the same
topic titled My Little Sister went through four editions after it was published in 1913.
Urban moviegoers also helped contribute to the popularity of the tales. When the movie

"Traffic in Souls" opened in New York, the owners of Weber's Theater were forced to

23Roe, Panders, 7.
24n8ex O'Clock in America," Current Opinion (Aug. 1913): 113-114.
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turn away 1,000 people and had to add a fourth daily showing to accommodate the
crowd.2> The narratives seem to have struck a collective nerve. As Brand Whitlock, one-
time mayor of Toledo noted, the white-slavery story had made the rounds on two
continents and "had been somehow psychologically timed to meet the hysteria which the
pulpit, the press, and the legislatures had displayed, as had the people, in one of those
strange moral movements which now and then seize upon the public mind, and, in effect,
make the whole population into a mob."26

While the narratives were clearly popular the question as to whether or not they
were true remained open to debate. Whitlock, for his part, argued strongly that the
narratives, far from being based in reality, were actually the creation of "trained smut
hunters" and obsessed reformers who were "victims of their own psychic

lasciviousness."27 According to Whitlock, all the narratives were based on the same

general story in which:

some poor girl had been abducted, borne off to a brothel, ruined by men employed
for that purpose, turned over to aged satyrs, and never heard of more. Of course
there were variations; sometimes the girl was lured away in a motor car,
sometimes by a request for assistance to some lady who had fainted, sometimes by
other ruses. The story was always told vehemently, but on the authority of some
inaccessible third person, to doubt or question whom was to be suspected of
sympathy with the outrage. But however high the station, or unimpeachable the
character of the informants, anyone who had the slightest knowledge of the rules
of eviggnce, unless he were especially credulous, would have reason to doubt the
tales.

25F C.S., "Introduction," in Reginald Kauffman, The House of Bondage (1910; repr.,
Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Gregg Press, 1968); Mark Sullivan, Qur Times: The United
States 1900-1925 Vol. IV (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1932), 134-135; " 'Traffic
in Souls' Makes Hit," The Moving Picture World, 6 December 1913, 1157.

26Brand Whitlock, Forty Years of It (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1913), 277-278.
271bid., 270, 279.

281bid., 273. For more on Whitlock's views see "Editorials," The Survey, 28 February
1914, 682-683; "The Futility of the White Slave Agitation as Brand Whitlock Sees It,"
Current Opinion (April 1914): 287-288; "The Girl That's Down" in Brand Whitlock, The
Fall Guy (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1912), 213-230.

7



Whitlock claimed that he had tried to track down the truth of the issue by
approaching a social worker who was "most heroically concerned" with the crusade,
asking him to relate a story of white slavery, and then attempting to find corroborating
proof to back up his tale. Although the reformer told a compelling story of how he had
single-handedly rescued a missing seventeen-year-old girl from a brothel where she was
being imprisoned, Whitlock could find no facts or evidence to back it up. As he noted, the
story was designed to defy investigation for the reformer could not divulge the girl's name
(to protect the family), could not divulge the house where she was abducted (for white
slavers had broken into a respectable family's home to use for a front while they were on
vacation) and could not identify the brothel she was held in (for it had been forced out of
business). Whitlock, as mayor of Toledo, instructed his Director of Public Safety to look
into the matter. After weeks of investigation by detectives, inspectors for the federal
government, and two clergymen, the Director of Public Safety concluded that the social
worker's tale was groundless.2?

To the vast majority of Whitlock's contemporaries, however, the white-slavery
narratives were not groundless tales told by some inaccessible third person. Instead, the
stories were frequently accepted as factual portrayals presented by governmental bodies,
knowledgeable reformers, and prosecutors like Roe whose position with the U.S. State's
Attorney's office and the fact that he successfully prosecuted hundreds of people accused
of procuring in Chicago in the years following the Williams trial made him a highly

authoritative source.3 Roe, to be sure, made the most out of the credibility these

291bid., 276.

30Al1 of the white-slavery authors claimed to be telling to the truth with their narratives,
even when they were clearly fictional accounts. For instance, Reginald Kauffman, in his
novel House of Bondage included a "Caveat Emptor" before his text in which he states
that in his fictional portrayal "it is the truth only that I have told" and appended the report
of the Rockefeller Grand Jury convened in New York in 1910 to investigate white slavery



experiences conferred upon him, stressing, for instance, that the "facts" he was laying out
"thoroughly and honestly," had been "thrust" upon him in the court room. He also made
sure that those who edited or introduced his texts gave him an introduction which
conveyed his credentials as a preeminent white-slavery crusader. In one instance, this took
the form of an "Editor's note" which stated that the "Honourable Clifford G. Roe" was a
former assistant State's Attorney, a member of the National Vigilance Committee for the
United States, and the current president of the American Alliance for the Suppression and
Prevention of the White Slave Traffic. In another text, Roe included multiple
"introductions" to one of his white-slavery texts, undoubtedly unable to choose between
one which credited him as being the "William Lloyd Garrison" of the white-slavery
crusade and another which called him the "best informed man in North America on the
question" of white slavery.3! For all of his credentials and his experience prosecuting
procurers, however, Roe's white-slavery narratives were not necessarily accurate
portrayals of what actually occurred, even with regard to his own courtroom prosecutions.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of court records from Roe's prosecutions of white
slavers have been destroyed, as have Roe's investigative notes, a situation which makes it
impossible, at this time, to fully verify or disprove what he presents as truthful

representations of his first-hand experiences in and out of the courtroom.32 Prior to their

to his text. The sensationalized movie "Traffic in Souls," similarly, claimed to be based on
Rockefeller's Grand Jury evidence, quite a stretch considering that the film itself
contradicts the Grand Jury's findings and portrays the leader of the white-slave ring as a
reformer who bore a strong resemblance to John Rockefeller Jr. himself. See Kauffman,
467-480; Robert C. Allen, "Traffic in Souls" Sight and Sound 44 (Winter 1974-75): 50-
52; Janet Stieger, Bad Women: Regulating Sexuality in Early American Cinema
(Minneapolis: University of Minneasota Press, 1995), 135-138.

31y G. Shearer, "Introduction," and B.S. Steadwell, "Introduction," both in Horrors of the
White Slave Trade: The Mighty Crusade to Protect the Purity of Our Homes, ed. Clifford
Roe (1911), 18-19.

32 According to Philip J. Costello, an archivist at the Cook County Circuit Court Archives,
these records were destroyed in the 1970s.



destruction, however, Roe's investigative and court notes were analyzed by Walter
Reckless, an associate professor of sociology at Vanderbilt University. In 1933, Reckless
examined 77 white slavery court records in Chicago and compared them to the literary
tales of Clifford Roe in Panders and Their White Slaves, including his portrayal of Agnes
and the prosecution of Panzy Williams, which, as we have seen, Roe presented as a factual
accounting of a court case that he himself had prosecuted, complete with first-hand
testimony from the white slave herself. The comparison is instructive.

According to the actual police and court records in this case, Agnes was not an

office worker and she was not an American. She was not at a dance, nor was she drugged,
and she makes no mention of whippings or of being guarded by a dark "Negress".
Instead, she was a young Swedish immigrant who did not speak English who slept with a
"colored man" in exchange for $5.00 and a place to stay for the night. She did end up in a
brothel but the woman who ran it was African American, not white, and she was not
imprisoned against her will. Far from being guarded and enslaved, when the madam
discovered in the newspapers that the girl had been reported missing by her uncle, she
asked Agnes if she wanted to return home and when Agnes said yes she drove the girl
back to her uncle's house. Agnes, however, changed her mind about wanting to go home
and returned to a saloon to solicit African-American men for a place to stay. It was during
one of these encounters that she was arrested.33 As a result of this analysis Reckless
concluded that the white slavery narratives, propagated by rumor, repetition, and the
literary manipulation of factual evidence, were more myth than reality. 34

As Reckless pointed out, the public was frequently stirred into action on the basis

o rumor "more easily than by dull and undramatic fact" and that is undoubtedly what Roe

33Walter Reckless, Vice in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1933; repr.,
Montclair: Patterson Smith Publishing Corp., 1969), 36-40.
341bid,, 32-55.
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was attempting to do.3> Roe certainly had a vested interest in propagating the white-
slavery stories as he was in the process of building a career, and a public name, as the
nation's foremost authority on white slavery. After resigning from his position as assistant
United States District Attorney, a tenure notable primarily for his work prosecuting white
slavers, Roe was retained by leading reformist groups in the city of Chicago to lead a new
movement against white slavery under the slogan "Protect the Girls."3¢ He was also
extremely active in national vigilance organizations and investigations, serving as an
advisor to John D. Rockefeller's investigations in New York, as President of the American
Alliance for the Suppression and Prevention of the White Slave Traffic, and as a member
of the National Vigilance Committee. The crusade against white slavery was the pinnacle
of Roe's career, a fact testified to by his obituaries which heralded him as the "leader" of
the national fight against white slavery.37 Obviously, Reckless, who was himself engaged
in his own political project of elevating his sociological "science" above the methods of
moral reformers like Roe, is also not an objective observer. He does, however, point to
the need for a critical interrogation of all historical sources related to white slavery, no
matter how "authoritative" the authors may seem.

Historians like Ruth Rosen have, of course, recognized that narratives on
prostitution cannot be taken at face value. Arguing that prostitution emerged as a "symbol
of an age" during the Progressive era, Rosen stresses that the stories that progressives
crafted about prostitution were a means for them to express their anxieties about the
changing nature of American society. As a result, their portrayals of prostitution and the
prostitutes themselves were frequently misrepresented or distorted by reformers who

constructed their prostitution narratives as jeremiads against everything from the

351bid , 35.

36 "Open War on Vice to Protect Girls," Chicago Sunday Tribune, 26 September 1909, 1.
37nC.G. Roe is Dead; Leader of White Slavery Fight," Chicago Tribune 28 June 1934;
"Clifford Roe Dead; Led Fight on Vice," New York Times 29 June 1934.
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breakdown of traditional values and the commercialization of society to the changing
nature of immigration, the growth of a youth culture centered around new forms of
leisure, and the seemingly low morals of young, working-class women.3® Through her
analysis of prostitution, Rosen attempts to sort out the truth from the fiction in the
Progressive era debates over the "social evil" by undertaking a thorough investigation of
her own, one which approaches prostitution as a rational, career choice by individual
women.3? Rosen's analysis was a pathbreaking attempt to explore both the nature of
prostitution and the devastating effects that prostitution reform had on individual
prostitutes' lives. It remains, eighteen years later, the definitive analysis of prostitution
during the Progressive Era.

Unfortunately, Rosen's analysis has also given rise to a new orthodoxy on white
slavery, one which does not go far enough in debunking the myth of the white slave.*? In
her chapter "White Slavery: Myth or Reality?", Rosen argues that white slavery was a real
phenomenon, although she believes it probably accounted for less than 10% of the

prostitute population.#! While Rosen does open this chapter by acknowledging that

38Ruth Rosen, The Lost Sisterhood: Prostitution in America, 1900-1918 (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 38-50. For other authors who approach
prostitution from this perspective see Joel Best, Controlling Vice: Regulating Brothel

Prostitution in St. Paul, 1865-1883 (Columbus: Ohio State University, 1998), 155,
footnote # 19 and 161, footnote # 70, Jacqueline Barnhart, Fair but Frail: Prostitution in

San.Enanmsm.l.SA&l&O_Q (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1986), 67-71, Francesco
Cordasco and Thomas Monroe Pitkin, IhcﬂMg_Slaxe_ILadg_and_the_lmmlgmnm_A

Chapter in American Social History (Detroit: Blaine Ethridge Books, 1981), Timothy
Gilfolye, City of Eros: New York City, prostitution, and the commercialization of sex,

1790-1920 (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., Inc., 1992), 259-265, and Roy Lubove,
"The Progressive and the Prostitute," in ELQSImen, vol. 9 of History of Women in the
United States: Historical Articles on Women's Lives and Activities, ed. Nancy Cott (New
York: K.G. Saur, 1993): 248-270.

391bid., 137-178.

40Rosen is cited as the "best analysis" of white slavery by Gilfoyle in City of Eros. See
406, footnote # 24. Rosen is also cited by Barnhart, Fair but Frail, 115, footnote #32 and
Nicki Roberts, Whores in History (London: HarperCollins Publishing, 1992), 264.
41Rosen, 133. While 10% is a moderate figure, given the estimate of 60% put forth by
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reformers sometimes exaggerated for political purposes and that entrepreneurs
sensationalized the white-slavery tales to make money, she remains firm in her belief that
"a careful review of the evidence documents a real traffic in women."*2 Her evidence is
heavily drawn from both reformers' narratives and more "official" sources, including vice
commission reports, the opinions of federal and state authorities, the tales of prosecutors

like Roe, evidence from police commissioners such as Theodore Bingham of New York,

and government publications such as the Reports of the Immigration Commission,
Importation and Harboring of Women for Immoral Purposes. As we have seen in the case

many vice reformers, it is still a problematic conclusion. There is, in the first place, the
issue of how Rosen arrived at her "less than 10%" figure. In her chapter on white slavery,
she wields numbers from different studies and vice reports from New York, Chicago,
Bridgeport, and Kansas and arrives at what she considers a conservative 7.5 percent figure
for women who listed white slavery as the reason for their entry into prostitution. This is,
however, contradicted in the following chapter on the causes of prostitution where Rosen
calculates, using most of the same sources, that only 2.8% cited white slavery as the
cause. Rosen accounts for this discrepancy by arguing that her second calculations were
based more heavily on studies which allowed women to list a/l the causes which
contributed to their becoming prostitutes. Women who were offered the wider set of
choices were, according to Rosen's calculations, most likely to pick "own choice" and
"economic need" as reasons for their current occupation. Rosen does not, however, list
the options given to the 7.8% of women who choose white slavery as the cause in her first
calculations so it is difficult to compare the two groups of responses If, however, their
options were confined to "naturally bad," "ignorance," or "easy money," they may have
opted for the cause which would elicit the most sympathy from the investigator. As Rosen
herself concedes, prostitutes were known for lying to the investigators and the
investigators themselves "probably interfered with the collection of data," sometimes
directing the women being interviewed on which choice to pick. Rosen does not analyze
how the options offered as causes or the direction of the interviewers shaped the
prostitutes responses and determined whether or not they presented themselves as white
slaves to the authorities. See Rosen, 134, 138, 146. For another historian who argues that
women and girls being questioned by reformers constructed the stories to conform with
what they thought the investigator wanted to hear. See Ruth Alexander, The Girl Problem:
Female Sexual Delinquency in New York, 1900-1930 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1995), 29-31.

421bid., 114-116.
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of Roe's narratives, however, there are problems with approaching these "official" sources
as objective documents which contain the "truth" of white slavery.43

There is, in the first place, a problem with assuming that there are any historical
accounts of white slavery which are either politically neutral or wholly devoid of self-
serving motives on the part of the author.#4 The narratives of Women's Christian
Temperance Union missionary Charlton Edholm on the alleged sexual enslavement of
Chinese girls, which Rosen relies on, are, for instance, little more than unsubstantiated
allegations passed down through a grapevine of reformers. They were also highly
sensational and included inflammatory accounts of slave auctions and charges that the

Chinese girls were being surgically altered to make them more valuable as sex slaves.*?

43Rosen includes Reckless' text in her bibliography but does not apply his insights to her
analysis of white slavery. Instead, she utilizes Roe's narratives, including the white-slavery
stories in Panders and their White Slaves, as clear evidence that white slavery existed.
44This is true of a variety of sources used by Rosen, including the white-slavery narratives
crafted by New York reformers like George Kibbe Turner, who was attempting to
overthrough Tammany Hall and those constructed by Stanley Finch, Chief of the Bureau
of Investigation of the Department of Justice, whose public pronouncements on the
widespread dangers represented by traffickers was geared toward pressuring the
government to provide appropriations for his agencies white-slavery investigations. See
George Kibbe Turner, "Daughters of the Poor: a Plain Story of the Development of New
York City as a Leading Center of the White Slave Trade of the World, Under Tammay
Hall, " McClure's Magazine 34 (Nov. 1909): 45-61 and Stanley Finch, The White Slave

Traffic: Address by Stanley W. Finch, Chief of the Bureau of Investigation of the

(Washington D.C.: International Reform Bureau, n.d.), 1-3. White-slavery narratives were
also utilized by reformers as a means to raise money and pay their own salaries. See, for
instance, the ways in which Chicago's Midnight Mission used the issue to raise money to
raise money detailed in the letters in Ernest Bell Archives, Box 5, file 5-1; "Minutes of the
Director's Meeting of the Midnight Mission for Oct. 11, 1909," Bell Archives, Box 4, file
4-9; Letter from Victor Lawson to Ernest Bell dated Oct. 18, 1909, Bell Archives, Box 1,
file 1-11; Letter from Ernest Bell to Victor Lawson, dated Oct. 20, 1909, Bell Archives,
Box 1, file 1-11. For other examples of reformers using the narratives to raise money see,
Illinois Vigilance Association, The Vigil no. 10, 1 and J.C. Westenberg letter to Ernest
Bell dated Oct. 23, 1911, Bell Archives, Box 5, folder 5-2.

45Rosen, 122; M.C.G. Edholm, "A Stain on the Flag." Californian Illustrated 1 (February
1892): 165-166.
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The narratives were also not without their political purposes. Edholm's expose and her
argument that sexual slavery existed "wherever the Chinese have obtained a foothold,"
were extremely popular among opponents of the Chinese who were actively seeking to
eliminate the Chinese presence in the United States.*¢

In addition, it is problematic to approach the different white-slavery narratives
constructed by the reformers and other governmental investigation as independent sources
which provide discreet proof that white slavery existed. Reformers and officials constantly
relied on each other for information, a situation which resulted in so much evidentiary
plagiarism that it is extremely difficult to sort out mere repetition from corroborating
evidence. For instance, the Immigrant Commission, which Rosen argues conducted an
"extensive and well-researched" investigation into the importation of white slaves into the
United States, actually based much of its evidence on the findings of other reformers,
including Clifford Roe.47 Vice commissions convened on the state level showed a similar
tendency to back up their claims that white slavery existed with evidence culled from other

reports. The Syracuse vice report, for instance, did not find any local instances of white

46Edholm, 159. Edholm also argued that prior to the restriction of Chinese immigration
women and children were being sold in Chinatowns all over the country. An editorial
which follows Edholm's article makes the connection between her allegations and the anti-
Chinese movement even clearer. Citing Edholm's "shocking story", the editorial argues "It
is unquestionable true that the influence of the Chinese upon the American nation is bad,
unhealthy in every way" and calls for more repressive legislation aimed at these dealers in
slaves. See, "Questions of the Day," Californian Illustrated 1 (February 1892): 223. The
connections between the narratives on Chinese sexual slavery and the anti-Chinese
movement will be more fully discussed in chapter one.

47Rosen 199 footnote #25; U.S. Congress Senate ch_QELs_Qﬁthc_lmmlgcam

es (Washington
DC. Govemment Prmtmg Ofﬁce 191 1) 59, footnote e. The mvestlgatlons undertaken
by the Bureau of Immigration were also not without their political motives and their
white-slavery findings were frequently coupled with calls for the further restriction of the
immigration of Asians and Eastern Europeans. See Janet Mickish, "Legal Control of
Socio-Sexual Relationships: Creation of the Mann White Slave Traffic Act of 1910,"
(Ph.D. diss., Carbondale: Southern Illinois University, 1980), 190-193.
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slavery but still asserted that the phenomenon existed and borrowed heavily from the
Chicago vice commission report to make their case. They also relied heavily on the
opinions and writings of other white-slavery reformers like Clifford Roe, whom they cited
for evidence that the majority of women were tricked or trapped into prostitution. 43
Similarly, the Vice Commission Report issued in Portland, Oregon found no evidence of
white slavery in spite of conducting a very thorough local investigation but maintained that
women were being turned into white slaves, drawing all their evidence from cases in
Chicago.4?

The "official" investigations were further compromised by the fact that in addition
to borrowing each other's conclusions and evidence, a number of the investigations
borrowed each other's investigators. There really were, as Whitlock had alleged, a cadre of
"trained smut hunters," undertaking inquests across the country.>® George Kneeland,
Director of Investigations of the American Vigilance Association, made quite a career out
of conducting surveys in different cities around the country, including Chicago, New

York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Syracuse.5l The Syracuse report was, in fact,

48Moral Survey Committee of Syracuse, The Social Evil in Syracuse (Syracuse: 1913),

reprinted in Prostitution in America: Three Investigations, 1902-1914 (New York: Arno
Press 1976), 27.

49Report of the Portland Vice Commission to the Mayor and City Council of the City of
Portland, Oregon, January 1913 (Portland: Henry Russell Talbot, 1913), 213-215. The

importance of both Roe's narratives and events in Chicago to the white-slavery crusade

during the moral panic years will be explored in chapter two.

SOWhitlock, Forty Years of It, 270.

31George Kneeland, Commercialized Prostitution in New York (New York: The Century

Co. 1913) Vice Commission of Chicago, The Social Evil in Chicago: A Study of Existing
Conditions (Chicago: Gunthorp-Warren, 1911); The Vice Commission of Philadelphia: A

Report on Existing Conditions (Philadelphia: The Vice Commission of Philadelphia,
1913), Wmthrop Lane "Under Cover of Respectabllrty," in Howard Kelly (ed ) Ihc

(Nop, 1916) 10.
10; Moral Survey Committee of Syracuse, 2. Kneeland was also the director of field

investigation for New York's Committee of 14. See, Survey, 6 May 1911. For Kneeland's
promotion to Director of Investigation for the American Vigilance Association see The
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“conducted under the executive officers of the American Vigilance Association" who
supplied five investigators to conduct the field work.32 This cross-fertilization was
furthered by the tendency of cities to loan out their officials to assist other urban
investigations. When John D. Rockefeller wanted to hire someone to look into the dangers
faced by immigrant women in New York, for instance, he hired Clifford Roe from
Chicago.>3

The special investigators hired by the Bureau of Immigration were also veteran
white-slave sleuths. Marcus Braun, for instance, carried out numerous investigations for
the Bureau. Following surveys into European white slavery in 1903 and 1905, Braun
undertook investigations into whether or not the traffic in women was occurring in the
United States. In 1908 he was responsible for further inquiries on the white slave traffic in
Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Denver, Salt Lake City, Kansas City, St. Louis, Chicago,
Cleveland, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh and was then sent back to Europe to follow up on
his previous findings.>* Even though the Commissioner-General attached a note to this
report saying he felt some of Braun's finding were based on erroneous assumptions,
Braun continued to act as a special investigator for the Immigrant Commission in future
investigations.3> All of Braun's reports alleged that there were hoards of immigrant
women in the United States who had been imported for immoral purposes and widespread
trafficking which trapped innocent girls and women and forced them into prostitution.

Relying on the same investigator repeatedly over a two-year period turned up the same

Survey, 30 March 1912.

>2Moral Survey Committee of Syracuse, 7, 11. The American Vigilance Association urged
all states and cities undertaking investigations to read Kneeland's reports so they could get
a sense of what needed to be covered to get "satisfactory results." See "Department of
Investigation," Vigilance 26, no. 4 (April 1913), 19.

5 3Steiger, 121-122. Roe, in turn, borrowed detectives from the Citizen's Association and
the Chicago Law and Order League and gathered evidence from mission workers, such as
Ernest Bell, who were active in the fight against white slavery. See Roe, Panders, 33-36.
34For information on Braun's investigations see Mickish, 160-194.

35Mickish, 171.
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clues and the same conclusions in report after report. Tellingly, a new batch of
investigators for the Bureau of Immigration found they were unable to corroborate these
findings with their own research less than a year later. These investigators found that when
they tried to pursue stories regarding the traffic in women they were either proven false or
they received no response from the parties that alleged they had evidence to prove them.>°

The ways in which the white-slavery narratives borrowed their definitions, facts,
figures, and stories from each other and the ways in which the investigations employed the
same investigators who repeatedly found the same conditions everywhere they looked,
makes it difficult to assess whose proof is whose. In effect, the evidence begins to take on
a circular quality which is, to the historian attempting to sort it out, dizzying in its effects.
To be certain, however, the cross-fertilization of official publications, the vice reports, the
reformer's tracts, and the investigations themselves makes the use of them as distinct
sources which buttress each other's proof extremely misleading. It implies that different
groups and authorities found similar conditions and came to similar conclusions when, in
fact, it was frequently the same individuals discovering the same conditions and coming to
their usual conclusions.

Rosen's analysis of white slavery runs into trouble because she does not apply her
insights into how antiprostitution narratives were being shaped by a range of factors, many
of which had more to do with the anxieties of the reformers than with prostitution itself, to
her analysis of white slavery. As a result, her analysis fails to fully reveal the ways in which
the sources she cites as offering credible proof as to the existence of white slavery are all
sources which were actively constructing, not merely documenting, the phenomenon of
white slavery. This is undoubtedly due, in part, to the fact that Rosen roots her analysis of

white slavery in the work of Kathleen Barry, whose text Female Sexual Slavery argues

that all women, as a group, experience sexual abuse that is so pervasive that it amounts to

361bid., 189-191



sexual slavery 37 Barry's analysis, rooted as it is in a transhistorical, universalizing
conceptualization of all unequal sexual relations as rape and sexual slavery, is ill-suited as
a framework for a nuanced, contextualized, historical assessment of prostitution and the
phenomenon of white slavery.>® Using Barry as her guiding force leads Rosen to not only
merely accept the existence of white slavery but also to argue, as Barry does, that
doubting the reality of white-slavery narratives results from "a tendency to deny the
historical and current reality of male violence against women.">?

This association of white-slavery skepticism with an antifeminist agenda which
seeks to deny the reality of male violence against women is not necessarily borne out by
the sources. Walter Reckless, for instance, both argued that white slavery was a myth and
stressed that women were abused, some brutally, by pimps, panders, and their lovers, a
phenomena which he discusses under the heading "Man's Inhumanity to Woman: A
Patriarchal Pattern." Ascribing the abuse to "the patriarchal pattern according to which
wife beating was a male prerogative", Reckless' conclusions can hardly be read as an
antifeminist denial of male violence against women.60 They are, instead, quite in keeping
with Barry's own arguments that patriarchal societies condone violence against women.

In addition, all of the contemporaries who questioned the veracity of white slavery
were not conservative antifeminists, as Barry argues, or, as Rosen argues, politicians,

police, liquor interests, and property owners who benefited from the traffic.6! Instead,

'K athleen Barry, Female Sexual Slavery (New York: Avon Books, 1979). See also

Kathleen Barry, The Prostitution of Sexuality (New York: New York University Press,
1995).

38For a critical assessment of feminist's readings of prostitution which present
transhistorical, totalizing views of female sexuality and deny women's sexual autonomy
and sexual agency see Shannon Bell, "Writing the Prostitute Body: Feminist
Reproductions," Reading, Writing, and Rewriting the Prostitute Body (Bloomington:
Indlana University Press, 1994): 73-98.

Rosen 114.
6OReckless 42 and 48.

®!Barry, Female Sexual Slavery, 1-10; Rosen, 115-116
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there were those who were suspicious of the reformers and their efforts to "protect" the
female victims of prostitution because they could see the negative consequences of the
reform effort. Brand Whitlock's disdain for white-slavery crusaders and his skepticism
regarding their stories was, for instance, firmly grounded in his assessments of the impact
of the white-slavery reforms on both society and the putative "victims" themselves, the
prostitutes. Arguing that the new raids and the new laws designed to stop white slavery
had turned a "horde" of agents, detectives, and inspectors "loose on the land," Whitlock
warned that this endangered both men, who could now be charged with a felony for
traveling with a woman, and prostitutes, who Whitlock saw as being the real victims of the

white-slavery scare.%2 Whitlock argued that the laws passed to suppress white slavery:

have not only failed, they have not only stimulated and intensified the evil, but they
themselves have created a white slavery worse than that of the preposterous tales
and sentimental twaddle that circulate among the neurotic, a white slavery worse
than any even imagined by the most romanticistic of the dime novelists or by the
most superheated of the professional reformers. Every one of these laws has been
devised, written and enacted in the identical spirit with which the Puritans in
Massachusetts branded the red letter on the scarlet woman. Every one of them is
an element of that brutal and amazing conspiracy by which society makes of the
girl who once "goes wrong," to use the lightest of our animadversion, a pariah
more abhorred and shunned than if she were a rotting leper on the cliffs of
Molokai.63

According to Whitlock, it was the white-slavery panic itself which turned the prostitutes
into victims by shackling them with the heavy chains of "Puritan conscience."®* The ways
in which these assessments of the effects of the white-slavery agitation mirrors those put
forth by Rosen, almost seventy years later, is striking. When Rosen argues that the anti-
prostitution crusade had the unintended consequences of worsening the plight of the
prostitutes by throwing them out on the street where they were more vulnerable and of

converting them into a group of criminal outcasts, she is echoing the conclusions that

62Whitlock, Forty Years of It, 279.
631bid ., 288-289.

641bid., 290.
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Whitlock and other white slavery skeptics were drawing in the immediate wake of the
reforms.63

Whitlock could also hardly be considered an antifeminist but, as he recognized, to
question the stories was "to make oneself particeps criminis, a sort of accessory after the
fact."06 On the issue of prostitution reform, Whitlock advocated de-criminalization,
stressing that since society seemed unable to do anything for prostitutes it should stop
doing things to them and leave them alone.®” He also advocated woman suffrage, calling
the feminist movement a "marvelous phenomena" which would bring about a single
standard of morals and should be the means by which women gained economic
independence.68 Critics of the white slavery narrative, then and now, are not necessarily
denying the historical legacy of male violence against women, or putting forth an
antifeminist agenda. In fact, it is the disbelief in the narratives themselves which led
Whitlock and others to ask the questions about where the narratives came from, why they
arose when they did, and what their consequences were. This is the first step toward
analyzing white-slavery narratives as a discourse which was constructed and circulated as
a means to create knowledge, consolidate and challenge existing power relations, and

effect change in the material world .67

85Rosen, 169-178.
66 Whitlock, Forty Years of It, 278.
671bid ., 290-291.
68]bid., 294.
69 This dissertation's approach to the discourse on white slavery is heavily influenced by
the theories of Michel Foucault which argue that discourse, as a set of practices and ideas,
is a means to wield social power and create knowledge. It also presumes that discourses
are highly protean and contradictory, which allows for their manipulation by a range of
Social actors pursuing a diverse set of political agendas. The use of the term narrative in
this dissertation refers to the specific texts crafted by reformers which both drew from and
Were part of the larger discourse on white slavery. See Michel Foucault, The History of
ity, vol.1 (New York: Vintage, 1978).

21




Scholars have, however, failed to build on this first step. Even those who have
attempted to read the narratives for their cultural meanings have portrayed the stories of
white slavery as simple portrayals or reflections of middle-class anxieties. In so doing they
have painted the white-slavery panic as a masculine, conservative attempt to turn back the
clock to a simpler time, emphasize women's passivity, reinforce older gender boundaries,
and avoid looking at socioeconomic issues. Mark Connelly, for instance, argues in his text
The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era that the plotlines of the white-slavery
narratives were "strikingly uniform," portraying a chaste, native-born American country
girl who falls victim to an evil, foreign procurer after she leaves her idyllic rural home for
the evil, dangerous city. Because he has only focused on the narratives which fit this
description he reads the white-slavery scare as primarily "an allegory of the passing and
debasing of rural farms" which conveys American's fears of urbanization and industrial
change.”0

Similarly, Mary Linehan argues that the white-slave narrative (singular) was
created by predominantly male, reactionary reformers who felt threatened by industrial
transformations and who "retreated behind the white slave metaphor where a powerless,
innocent, country girl could symbolize them and their struggle against modernity."
According to Linehan, they were also not really interested in reform and only "wrote white
slave narratives to express their anger and frustration." 7! Intent on forcing the white-
slavery reformers into the reactionary pigeonhole she has allotted for them, Linehan is
incapable of seeing how her analysis misses the multiplicity of white-slavery narratives and

is thus unable to grasp the ways in which reformers from across the political spectrum

used them as weapons in a wide range of crusades, reactionary and progressive. Not all

7OMark Connelly, "Seventy Thousand Innocent Girls a Year: The White-Slavery Scare,"

The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era (Chapel Hill: The University of North

Carolma Press, 1980), 114-135
Ma.ry Linehan, "Vicious Circle: Prostitution, reform and public policy in Chicago, 1830-
I 93 O " (Ph.D. diss., University of Notre Dame, 1991), 177-178.
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public actors are, of course, equally powerful and it is frequently the male, reactionary
viewpoint which gets inscribed in legislation but to approach the white-slavery narratives
only from this perspective distorts the contested nature of the white-slavery discourse
itself and overlooks a great deal of progressive agitation which was, in one way or
another, rooted in the white-slavery panic.”2

Unfortunately, the only full-length assessment of the white-slavery narratives
which approaches them as cultural myths, Frederick Grittner's White Slavery: Myth,
Ideology, and American Law, re-creates the problems inherent in Connelly and Linehan's
analyses.”3 Frederick Grittner, avoiding what he terms the "false dichotomy of myth and
reality” that shaped early historical writing on the topic of white slavery, approaches the
phenomenon as a cultural myth which holds more importance for "its symbolic
explanations of sexuality, morality, gender roles, and prostitution, than for its accurate
description of common deviant practices."’* His assessment reads the narratives, however,
only for what they can tell us about gender and asserts the white-slavery panic was
fundamentally a boundary crisis involving women, sexuality and the family provoked by an
increase in divorce, a loosening of sexual morality, and the increasing personal freedom of
women.”> Drawing on the analysis of John D'Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, which
argues that the Progressive crusades for sexual order blamed the "enslavement" of young
white girls on alien procurers and constricted the roles available to white women, Grittner

reads the purpose of the myth of white slavery as one which "told young women to

"2For an analysis which reads narratives of sexual danger for their contradictory results,
highlights the contested nature of the debates and stresses the uneven power of the
different discursive interventions see Judith Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight:

Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press 1992).

3Frederick K. Grittner, White Slavery: Myth, Ideology. and American Law (New York:
Garland Publishing, 1990).

Ibld 5.

Ibld 128-129.
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beware the city, the immigrant, her sexuality, and ultimately, her freedom."76 In keeping
with these arguments, Grittner defines the myth of white slavery as "the enslavement of
white women or girls by means of coercion, trick, or drugs by a non-white or non-Anglo-
Saxon man for purposes of sexual exploitation" and the reformers who created the myth
as white, male, and middle class.”’

As in the case of Connelly and Linehan's analyses, this conceptualization fails to
capture the complicated nature of the struggle against white slavery in a number of ways.
In the first place, Grittner limits his gender analysis of the narratives to what they have to
say about women, overlooking the ways in which they were also cautionary tales for men.
He also fails to recognize that the category of "women" was split by race, age, and class, a
crucial oversight given that the narratives did not construct all groups of women as equally
vulnerable to white slavers.”® While in theory white slavers could snatch any woman,
according to the majority of the reformer's tracts, male and female, they did not. As Judith
Walkowitz argues, the social purity movement, of which the campaign against white
slavery was a part, "generated practices and narratives that empowered and disabled
women of different classes in complicated ways."? Failing to read for race, class and age,
Grittner is unable to explicate this.

In addition, Grittner argues that the crusade against white slavery did not begin
until the twentieth century, an assertion which leads him to underestimate both the
discursive and institutional connections between the twentieth-century moral panic over

the issue and the earlier nineteenth-century crusade against the trafficking in both "yellow'

76John D'Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in
America (New York: Harper and Row, Pub., 1988), 221; Grittner, 8-9; Grittner

acknowledges his debt to D'Emilio and Freedman's analysis in his preface.
77Gn'ttner, 5 and 29.
"8For an analysis which discusses the fractured nature of the category "women" see

Denise Riley, "Am I That Name": Feminism and the Category of "Women" in History

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988).

"*Walkowitz, The City of Dreadful Delight, 133.
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and "white" slaves.80 This is a particularly damaging oversight because it obscures the
early role of women in constructing the white-slavery discourse and leads Grittner to
underestimate the popularity of the discourse to a range of reformers, both male and
female, some of whom utilized the narratives to challenge, rather than shore up, the
exclusion of women from the public realm. This was true in both the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries and reformers such as Jane Addams and Maude Miner, women whom
Grittner claims did not focus on white slavery, did wield white slavery narratives in their
push for the abolition of prostitution.8! In effect, Grittner midjudges both the diversity
contained within the discourse and the range of authors who crafted white-slavery texts.

Previous scholarship on the white-slavery narratives, in other words, distorts both
the complexity of the white-slavery narratives themselves and seriously underestimates
their discordant, multivocal nature. This is unfortunate as the white-slavery narratives are
full of cultural meaning. As Judith Walkowitz argues in her analysis of late-Victorian
London, sensationalized narratives of sexual danger, like those constructed around white
slavery, "highlighted and managed the boundary disputes paradigmatic of metropolitan
life."82 They were "public fantasies" which, when analyzed carefully, can shed light on the
cultural dynamics and social struggles that informed their construction and can reveal the
contested nexus of class, race, gender, age, and sexuality as it emerged on the urban
landscape.83 This dissertation aims at reading these "public fantasies" in this light.

It will do so by following the lead of other historians who have sought to utilize

discursive analysis to investigate how cultural meanings are produced, articulated, and

80Grittner, 42-52. Connelly, similarly, focus only on the twentieth-century narratives
whlch emerged after the outbreak of the moral panic. See Connelly, 114.

81Grittner, 128; Jane Addams, A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil (New York:
MacMillan Co., 1912), 27, Maude Miner, "White Slave Traffic" in Slavery of Prostitution:
a.ElQaibLEmanmpanQn (New York: MacMillan Co., 1916), 88-124. The W.C.T.U.

mvolvement in crafting these narratives will be discussed in chapter two.

Walkowntz The City of Dreadful Delight, 80.
Ibld 2.
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contested within a historically specific material context.8* It will approach the narratives
of white slavery as a mutable discourse which was produced by individuals who sought
empowerment through the manipulation of public discourse and who crafted interventions
into a range of issues in American cities at the turn of the century in an effort to have their
voices heard and their visions implemented. It will, further, contextualize the discursive
interventions in their material context and will analyze the effects these interventions had
on everything from definitions of masculinity, the battle for woman suffrage, the gendered
nature of the public sphere, and the push for a living wage. In analyzing these
interventions and the narratives of urban, sexual danger they produced, this dissertation
hopes to shed light on some of the social struggles which reverberated through urban
America at the beginning of the twentieth century.

In turn-of-the-century American cities there were plenty of social struggles to go
around and a plethora of boundaries, both real and imagined, that seemed to need policing.
White slavery had a lot of things going for it as a "public fantasy" which contributed to the
rise of a full blown white-slavery panic in the years from 1907-1915. It was, in the first
place, sensational in and of itself. Even those who tried to wield it only in a "factual”
manner found that that was easier said than done. Second, it really was an incredibly pliant
discourse. By changing the details of who the white slaves were, what made them
vulnerable, who the white slavers were, and where they found their white slaves, reformers
transformed the story of white slavery into a number of different tales of sexual danger

which were then harnessed to a number of different initiatives for reforming the city and

84The theoretical underpinnings of this dissertation are heavily indebted to Judith
Walkowitz and her analyses of the social purity movement in Britain as well as the
narrative of sexual danger surrounding white slavery and Jack the Ripper. See Walkowitz,

The City of Dreadful Delight, "Jack the Ripper and the Myth of Male Violence," Feminist
Studies 8, no. 3 (Fall 1982): 543-574, "Male Vice and Female Virtue: Feminism and the

Politics of Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century Britain," History Workshop Journal 13
(Spring 1982): 77-93, and her contributions to "Patrolling the Borders: Feminist

Historiography and the New Historicism," Radical History Review 48 (1989): 23-43.
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its residents. There were as many different tales of white slaves and white slavers as there
were authors of white-slavery stories. To be sure, there were certain regularities in the
stories, certain methods which were commonly used to trap girls or certain places they
were vulnerable, but there was enough diversity even in these details to make the
discourse exceptionally malleable. As such it became an exceptionally popular "public
fantasy" at a time when there was a range of competing social actors looking for a way to
re-organize the city according to their own vision.

When Emest Bell closed his book Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls or War on
the White Slave Trade with the plea "For God's Sake Do Something" in 1910 he probably
could not imagine how many "somethings" people would actually try to do.85 Reformers
of all stripes and in all parts of the country used white-slavery narratives like Bell's to
pursue a variety of political agendas. Contrary to Linehan's arguments, reformers who
used the white-slavery narratives were not merely venting their anger. They had real plans
for reforming the city, the capitalist system, the working class, immigration policies, and
sexual practices. In addition, these initiatives were not predominantly reactionary, anti-
feminist efforts to scare women out of the public realm and force them back into the
private sphere. Instead, many of the reforms pursued were explicitly aimed at expanding
middle-class woman's opportunities and increasing the wages paid to working-class
women. In keeping with the broad vision of reform, the reformers who utilized the white-
slavery narratives aimed at a wide array of targets. Everyone and everything, from white,
middle-class men and immigrants to public spaces and capitalist practices were scrutinized
and patrolled through recourse to these narratives of sexual danger. These interventions
had serious consequences for the groups being targeted.

In many instances, the interventions resulted in real improvements in the city.

Businessmen were pressured to pay a living wage, immigrant and working-class women

85Ernest Bell, "For God's Sake Do Something," in Fighting the Traffic, 472-476.
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were afforded a means of protection against exploiters, and middle-class women increased
their power and position within the urban landscape. Unfortunately, these interventions,
rooted as they were in the white-slavery discourse, made for a politics rife with
contradictions and unintended consequences. As other scholars have demonstrated,
narratives of sexual danger can follow a logic unforeseen by their initiators in ways which
subvert their original intentions and result in regressive legislation and policing.3¢ In other
instances the logic which led to repressive policies was implicit in the initiatives
themselves. The white-slavery narratives were no exception to either of these phenomena.
Their construction and sanctioning resulted in a host of repressive laws on the state and
federal level, increased the surveillance of working-class women, authorized the policing
of working-class subcultures, increased the number of immigrants facing deportation, and
criminalized non-marital, "deviant" sexuality. These narratives of white slavery,
purportedly aimed at making the city safer for some, ultimately made it a more dangerous
place for others.

Chapters one and two will contextualize the growth and dissemination of
narratives on the traffic in girls in America during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Chapter one will trace the growth of concern over the traffic in Chinese women, which
came to be known as "yellow slavery," as it emerged in the nineteenth-century debates
over Chinese immigration in California during the 1870s and the development of narratives
on "white slavery" on the East Coast and in the Midwest during the last two decades of
the nineteenth century. Chapter two will analyze the outbreak of a moral panic over white
slavery in the first decade of the twentieth century.

Chapter three will begin a thematic analysis of the white-slavery discourse by

assessing how the narratives were used by reformers to police the boundaries of

86These theoretical insights are drawn from Judith Walkowitz, "Male Vice and Female
Virtue."
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masculinity. Specifically, this chapter will analyze how the construction of the foreign or
non-white procurer in the narratives served as a cautionary tale to middle-class white men
as to the consequences which would result if they failed to live up to prevailing standards
of white manhood and will interrogate how some white-slavery reformers turned the battle
against the trafficking in girls into a crusade to save the nation's boys from the dangers of
white slavery. Chapter four will investigate how the white-slavery narratives were used by
a variety of reformers as a means to criticize and police the upper classes and capitalists.
In addition to interrogating the relationship between "wage slavery" and "white slavery"
and the ways in which anti-prostitution forces handled the question of wages throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this chapter will assess how the discourse on white
slavery was used by reformers to push for minimum wage legislation.

Chapter five will address how the white-slavery narratives were used by middle-
class women eager to expand their access to political rights, public space, and career
opportunities. Specifically, this chapter will analyze how different groups of middle-class
women constructed a class-specific portrait of urban female vulnerability which authorized
new public and governmental roles for themselves while simultaneously policing and
restricting working-class women's access to public space. Chapter six will analyze the
ways in which working-class women accused of crimes, particularly prostitution,
harnessed the narratives of white slavery to their efforts to avoid prosecution by the state
and will also take some tentative steps toward assessing the impact of the white-slavery
panic on the subjectivity of women who defined themselves as white slaves. By way of
conclusion this dissertation will trace the waning influence of white-slavery narratives in

the years immediately prior to W.W. .
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Chapter 1
"Yellow Slaves" and "White Slaves:" Narratives on Sexual Trafficking in the Nineteenth

Century

In April 1876, the Senate of the State of California convened a committee of seven
Senators to take testimony in an effort to determine whether or not the "presence of the
Chinese element" was detrimental to the state and to the nation. There was, however,
never really any question as to what their findings would be.! As one historian has argued,
the cormmittee had chosen their witnesses and framed their lines of questioning to assure
that no pro-Chinese testimony would go on record.? Their conclusions, issued in the form
of a "Memorial" to the United States Congress and an "Address" to the American people
were unequivocal: the Chinese presence in America was both detrimental to the state and
a danger to the entire country. The immigration of the Chinese onto American shores, they
claimed, had to be stopped. Their reasoning and their "evidence" focused on a variety of
"unsavory" Chinese characteristics but one of their strongest allegations centered on their
argument that the Chinese were human traffickers who were importing enslaved Chinese
‘Women into the United States to work as prostitutes.

The narratives on the trafficking in Chinese girls which emerged in the context of
the anti-Chinese movement in California during the 1870s are an appropriate starting point
for an analysis of the American discourse on female trafficking and white slavery. The

Teformers who crafted them were, in the first place, the first to pursue their political

Specnal C ommittee on Chinese Immigration, Chinese Immigration. The Social, Moral and
Whmmlmmmmjﬁmmmx (Sacramento: State Printing Office,

1
= B76), 1. Hereafter referred to as Special Committee, Testimony.

C §°gef Daniels, Asian America: Chinese and Japanese in the United States since 1850

©attle: University of Washington Press, 1988), 45.
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objectives by arguing that women were being trafficked and forced into a life of sexual

slavery on American soil. As a result, they provide the earliest proof that narratives on

female trafficking, like other narratives on prostitution, cannot necessarily be accepted as
accurate representations of historical reality. The narratives crafted by the anti-Chinese
forces are also illustrative of the ways in which the discourse on female trafficking drew
from existing American discourses, particularly those on African-American slavery, as a
means to portray the Chinese as dangerous slave traffickers who were reintroducing
slavery into the United States.

The narratives on Chinese trafficking are also representative of the ways in which
the discourse on female sexual slavery could serve a diverse political constituency and
functioned to patrol a number of boundaries, only some of which were related to gender.
Initially designed to serve the cause of exclusion, the narratives on enslaved Chinese
prostitutes were also adapted by other individuals, not all of whom were opponents of the
Chinese. Female missionaries, for instance, used the narratives to carve out a larger public
and political role for themselves in ways which call into question the traditional reading of
the narratives on female trafficking as primarily a means to push women out of the public
Sphere. As historians have noted, the narratives also proved useful to Chinese women
Who took advantage of missionaries efforts to "rescue" them from prostitution to improve

their conditions and escape abusive situations.>

Ultimately, the narratives on "yellow slavery" were both an important precursor to
andan integral part of the larger battle against "white slavery" which was emerging on the
East coast and in the Midwest in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Like the struggle
Against Chinese prostitution on the West coast, the crusade against the traffic in girls in the

East was Part of a larger movement to reform American society by eliminating what

P gy Pascoe Relations of Rescue: The Search for Moral Authority in the American

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 51-56, 96.
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reformers perceived was a grave threat to the nation's health. The threat in this case,
however, was prostitution itself. Concerned that municipalities in the East were leaning
toward legalizing prostitution by instituting systems of regulation, social purity reformers
waged a spirited battle in the late nineteenth century against the "social evil." A major
component of their crusade was the construction and propagation of narratives on
enslaved prostitutes and while the initial impetus for taking up the issue of white slavery
came from Britain, rather than the West coast, the battles against both "yellow" and
"white" slavery eventually merged into a widespread campaign against both evils in the
closing years of the nineteenth century. This nineteenth-century movement was itself an
important precursor, both discursively and institutionally, to the moral panic over white

slavery which spread throughout the country during the first decade of the twentieth

Century.

The Exclusionists and the Narratives of Yellow Slavery

By the time the California State Senate convened their committee in 1876 to give
its recommendations on Chinese immigration, the state was already the recognized center
OFf a widespread anti-Chinese movement whose goals included halting any additional
Chinese immigration and forcing the Chinese already in the United States to return to
C hiina4 The effort to stop the Chinese from immigrating had, in fact, begun almost

il"'"ll'nediately after Chinese immigrants began arriving on the West coast in the wake of the

41\’Iost of the anti-Chinese forces believed that stopping the immigration was only the first
Stepin cleansing the United States of the Chinese menace. The California Senate

C O rumittee thought ending immigration would bring about the repatriation of all the

— hui nese to China, arguing that the combination of exclusionary laws and the anti-Chinese
A= i tation against the Chinese in California would "compel the departure" of the Chinese.

See Special Committee on Chinese Immigration, Chinese Immigration. The Social, Moral

S (Sacramento:
tate Printing Office, 1877), 8. Hereafter referred to as Special Committee, Policy.
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discovery of gold in California in 1849, part of a larger anti-Chinese movement that
included the passage of ordinances aimed at persecuting them where they lived and
worked, and violent fatal attacks on their communities.> By 1876, however, the stakes
were higher. In the first place, the number of Chinese arriving in the United States was
growing and western states like California were finding themselves incapable of stopping
the flow of these "undesirable" immigrants. From 1850 to 1880, the Chinese population in
America increased fifteenfold, from 7,520 to 105,465. By 1870, they comprised 8.6
percent of California's total population.® California's legislators were clearly anxious to
stem what they perceived as the growing tide of Asian immigrants settling in their state
and began passing restrictive legislation as early as 1855. Their efforts, however, proved
futile as the state Supreme Court struck each of the laws down ruling they were
unconstitutional and infringed on the federal prerogative to regulate immigration.’
These rulings convinced California's legislature of the necessity of forcing the
federal government and the U.S. Congress to create and pass legislation excluding the
Chinese from the United States and, with this goal in mind, they undertook a propaganda
< ampaign to convince the federal government and the rest of the country that the Chinese

“YWere a menace to the nation. The California Senate committee, convened in 1876, was a

S¥F ©r a thorough description of the anti-Chinese movement see Daniels, 29-66.

SR onald Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in 19th-Century America (New York:
0B'Ci‘ord University Press, 1990), 216. For a general description of the nature of Chinese

lIllrmgratlon see Ronald Takaki, Strangers from a Different Shore: A History of Asian
(New York: Penguin Books, 1998) and Sucheng Chan, Asian Americans: An
(New York: Twayne Publishers, 1991).
The California legislature had tried to prevent Chinese immigration in 1855 by instituting
A tax of $50 on immigrants to the state who, like the Chinese, were ineligible for
A twralization. It was declared unconsitutional by the state Supreme Court. They tried
A= A in with two different bills in 1858, both of which were unconstitutional, and again in
8] “70 when the passed a bill stipulating that immigrants form China and Japan had to either
P st abond or convince a Commissioner of Immigration that they were of "good
Sha yacter." This too was struck down, on the grounds that regulating immigration was a
feden prerogative. See Daniels, 35-39.
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major part of this campaign and was designed to construct and disseminate a discourse on
the "yellow peril" that would convince the American public and legislators from across the
country that the Chinese presence in the United States was eroding American institutions
and undermining American civilization. For three months the Senators took testimony
from sixty witnesses from Sacramento and San Francisco. Seemingly everyone and anyone
who had anything negative to say about the Chinese were called to testify as to what they
knew or, more often, what they had heard about Chinese immigration and how the
Chinese lived and worked in California. With witnesses chosen for their sympathy toward
exclusion and questions designed to construct the Chinese as a dangerous foreign presence
it is not surprising that the resulting picture of the Chinese was anything but flattering.8
In constructing Chinese immigration as dangerous to the country, the Senators
built on a number of stereotypes and negative portrayals of the Chinese that had been
Circulating in the anti-Chinese movement for years. They argued, for instance, that the
Chinese immigrants were criminals who were "virtually pariahs-the dregs of the
Population" in China who would, through their dishonesty and lawlessness, undermine the
rule of law which supposedly prevailed in America.? They also stressed that the Chinese
“VWere incapable of assimilating. Arguing that the safety of American institutions rested on
the "homogeneity, culture, and moral character of our people," the Senators stated that
Aamny hope that the Chinese would eventually assimilate had been dispelled by the fact that

At er living in California for a quarter of a century, the Chinese were as "separate, distinct

8I\ccording to the final report issued by the Senate an unarmed invasion of Chinese was
T'€©ady to overwelm the entire Pacific Coast and turn it into a "colony of China." To help
<O mnvey the magnitude of the threat, the Senate attached a number of anti-Chinese

A O cuments to their final report, one of which portrayed "900,000" Chinese marching

T O \wvard the United States and another titled a "Map of the Chinese Invasion of California,"
YW hich showed the numbers of Chinese in each county in 1873. Anticipating that the

AP proximately 100,000 Chinese in America would soon be 900,000 was, however, only

P axy of the Senators' plans to convince Congress and the American public that their way of
l‘fe, and the country itself, was in danger. See Special Committee, Policy, 48-49.

Ibid, 4-5.
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from, and antagonistic to our people in thinking, mode of life, in tastes and principles, and
are as far from assimilation as when they first arrived." 10 Given the post Civil War
context, however, the most potent argument in the committee's discursive arsenal was the
construction of the Chinese as either slaves or masters who were undermining American
institutions and American freedom by reintroducing slavery onto American soil. In
particular, they alleged that the Chinese were engaging in the organized trafficking of
unwilling Chinese women for the purposes of prostitution and were creating a system of
female sexual slavery in America that made African slavery appear as a "beneficent
captivity."11
The emergence of concerns over Chinese prostitution within the anti-Chinese
discourse is not surprising given the high percentage of Chinese women who were
working as prostitutes during the last half of the nineteenth century in California and other
Wwestern states. The numbers of Chinese female immigrants in the United States was itself
small. Out of a Chinese population of over 63,000 in 1870, only 5,000 were female. 12
M ost of these women were serving as prostitutes to the larger Chinese bachelor
C ommunity. Historian Judy Yung estimates that in 1860, 85-97% of all Chinese women in
the United States were prostitutes. The percentage was, however, declining rapidly. By
1 880, Yung argues, only 21-50% of Chinese women in the country were still engaged in

P rostitution. 13 In spite of this decline, enslaved Chinese prostitutes were still a favorite

1 ?Ibid., 14-15. Similarly, they argued that the Chinese had never desired to become

C12tizens or adapt to the educational system. They failed to note that both of these avenues

O£ assimilation were closed to the Chinese who were ineligible for naturalization and were

IDI‘evented from attending California's schools. See Special Committee, Policy, 7.
Ibld 5.

See Takaki, Iron Cages, 237.

Yung, 29. In explaining the high percentage of prostitutes among the first waves of
l’11nese: female immigrants, historians have stressed a combination of race, class, and
& eny(er factors. Echoing arguments put forth by Hirata, Judy Yung posits that the demand
Of _American capitalists for a large mobile labor force of single men combined with Chinese
Sl tural values and American immigration policies created a large Chinese bachelor
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target of opponents of the Chinese undoubtedly because it was one area in which the
federal government had proven themselves willing to restrict Chinese immigration. In
1875 the United States Congress passed the Page Law which aimed, in large part, at
halting the importation of involuntary prostitutes from Asia.14 It was an effective piece of
legislation from the standpoint of the exclusionists for it made it difficult for all Chinese
women to gain entry into the United States regardless of whether or not they were
prostitutes. In the six years following the passage of the law, the number of Chinese
women entering the country declined 69% compared to the prior seven-year period. !>
Even with the importation of enslaved Chinese prostitutes effectively checked, however,
the allegations that the Chinese were continuing to both traffic in and enslave Chinese
women remained an effective allegation for the anti-Chinese movement throughout the
nineteenth century. In large part this was due to the ways in which the specter of slavery
continued to haunt the nation in the years following the Civil War. 16
The discourse on slavery was deeply intertwined with the anti-Chinese movement
1n, asis often the case, highly contradictory ways. The Chinese men were, first of all,
Continually cast as "coolies," unfree laborers who worked for such low wages ‘that they

thureatened the livelihood of the white, working class.!” They were also, as Ronald Takaki

C. O mmunity. This male community, who were cast adrift from their wives at home and,
£ 1ven the rabidly anti-Chinese sentiment and anti-miscegenation laws, were unable to forge
e unions with single white women, created a large profitable market for prostitutes. See
I“Ilrata, 4-8 and Yung, 29-30.
The law also forbade the entry of contract laborers and criminals. .
1 6Yung, 32-33.

Xor an analysis of how the post-Civil War context and the issue of slavery shaped the

antl-Chmese movement see Stuart Crelghton Miller, The Unwelcome Immigrant: The

(Berkeley: University of California Press,
} Do9).
X or the ways in which the Senate committee linked the Chinese immigration to the
€ struction of white, working-class manhood and American civilization see Special
O mmittee, Policy, 41-47. For additional descriptions of the ways in which white laborers
Amnd the anti-Chinese movement focused on the economic threat that the Chinese
TP resented to white, working-class families see Daniels, 52-53. For an analysis of both

36



has argued, racialized with characteristics typically applied to African Americans in ways
which portrayed them as slaves and as enemies to a free labor society.18 The Senate
Committee certainly perpetuated and built on these constructions of Chinese males as
slave laborers. They argued, in fact, that all the Chinese were in a state of servitude even
where no actual slavery existed, stating that even where the labor the Chinese performed
was not involuntary, the "unalterable structure of their intellectual being" made them
"voluntary slaves."!® Chinese slavery was, according to the Senators, both lacking the
"beneficial influence" present in Southern black slavery and more subversive to American
institutions than slavery in the South had ever been.29 If, however, the California Senators
were constructing the Chinese as slaves by both contract and nature, they were also
equally interested in disseminating the idea that these slaves were also masters, masters
engaged in trafficking Chinese women into lives of sexual slavery.

In what would become an enduring image of Chinese prostitution in America
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Senators argued that Chinese
WwWomen were forced to become sexual slaves, victims of a patriarchal culture in China
W hich encouraged their parents to sell them to slave traders and an organized system of

traffickers who shipped them to America and sold them to the highest bidder. Under the

title "Human Slavery," the Senator's final report stated:

the working conditions and wages of Chinese immigrants and the ways in which white
S ployers used them against both the African-American and the white working class see
'11‘8akaki, Strangers, 79-99.
1 g’I‘akaki, Iron Cages, 217.

Special Committee, Policy, 7.
. Xbid., 47. One of the documents attached to this report pictured a portrait of a Chinese
"Traigrant carrying laundry baskets over his shoulders over the caption "The new System
OTF" Silavery Introduced" alongside a portrait of a well-dressed African-American man above
tl}e caption "The Old System of Slavery Abolished." Two African-American children are
P2 Ctured behind the African-American man walking toward a school building.
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The Chinese have, through certain guilds or companies, established a peculiar, but
revolting, kind of slavery upon the Pacific Coast. Hundreds of Chinese women are
bought and sold at prices ranging from three hundred to eight hundred dollars.
These women are compelled to live as prostitutes for the pecuniary profit of their
owners; they are under constant and unceasing surveillance; they are cruelly beaten
if they fail to make money for their owners; and they are left to starve and die
uncared for when they become sick or unprofitable.2!

According to the Committee, the trafficking and slavery was being carried out by an
organization which was "all-powerful" against the municipal and State governments of
California.22 Editing together all the inflammatory comments the committee had managed
to gather on the nature of this enslavement during three months of testimony, the
committee appeared to offer incontrovertible proof to back up their claims. They had, of
course, edited out any testimony which challenged their allegations. The testimony of a
Minister to China, who responded "No" to the question of whether of not women were
shipped here against their will and "Yes" to the question of whether or not they were
shipped with their consent, was not included.23 Nor was the testimony of Chin Fong
Chow, president of the Yan-Wo Company, who had testified that Chinese women who
came to America did so by making their own arrangements.24

What remained was the testimony of reverends, police clerks, police officers, and
Chinese men with connections to the police departments, all of whom appear as discreet
witnesses testifying from their own knowledge about separate incidents. Rev. Otis Gibson,
a clergyman of the Methodist church, testified that the Chinese women were "as a general
thing" held as slaves and that the traffic in women was run by an organized company

Called Hip-ye-tong, a view seconded by Rev. Loomis, of the Presbyterian church, who

;lIbid., 20.
2Tbid., 20-21.

; 3 Special Committee, Testimony, 13.
4Ibid., 98. This testimony is also, obviously, not unbiased and was being put forth in an

e¥T()rt to counteract the dominant portrait being crafted by the Commitee. The exclusion of
di S senting voice from the final report is, however, telling.
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stated that the women engaged in prostitution were slaves who were anxious to leave the
life. Others, particularly police officers from San Francisco and Sacramento, concurred,
testifying that they knew either from first-hand experience or hearsay that women were
being bought, sold, and held in brothel slavery in both cities.2> Sacramento Police Officer
Charles P. O'Neil even suspected that he may have even been an unknowing participant in
a sale, testifying that he had been called in to witness the exchange of $450 between a
woman and a man. As the contract he witnessed was in Chinese, he could not understand
it but, he said, the woman told him, before committing suicide, that her boss had sold her
for $450 to a man she did not like.26 If O'Neil had, however, only suspicions, others
produced more definitive evidence. Alfred Clark, the Clerk to the Chief of Police in San
Francisco, for instance, supplied more than hearsay and impressionistic accounts. He
supplied documentary proof.

When Alfred Clark appeared before the Senate Committee on April 17, 1876 he
submitted what he termed a "bill of sale of a Chinawoman" written in Chinese and a

translation of the document. The translation read:

An agreement to assist the woman Ah Ho, because coming from China to San
Francisco she became indebted to her mistress for passage. Ah Ho herself asks Mr.
Yee Kwan to advance for her six hundred and thirty dollars, for which Ah Ho
distinctly agrees to give her body to Mr. Yee for service of prostitution for a

term of four years. There shall be no interest on the money. Ah Ho shall receive no
wages. At the expiration of four years, Ah Ho shall be her own master. Mr Yee
Kwan shall not hinder or trouble her. If Ah Ho runs away before time is out, her
mistress shall find her and return her, and whatever expense is incurred in finding
and returning her, Ah Ho shall pay. On this day of agreement Ah Ho, with her own
hands, has received from Mr. Yee Kwan six hundred and thirty dollars. If Ah Ho
shall be sick at any time for more than ten days, she shall make up by an extra
month of service for every ten day's sickness. Now this agreement has proof-this
paper received by Ah Ho is witness.

Tung Chee?’
; 5Specia.l Committee, Policy, 20-25.
jlbid., 115.
Special Committee, Testimony, 63.
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When he was recalled for further testimony he presented an additional contract which he
said he had found searching through office papers and gave additional details on the
organization of the traffic in women, backing up Gibson's allegations that it was controlled
by an independent company called the Hip-ye-tong. While he testified that he was not sure
what their involvement was in importing the women, he stated that their books, captured
during a raid, showed they controlled one hundred and seventy women.28 The Senate was
so impressed with Clark's testimony that not only did they recall him to testify twice in
their original hearings, they also reprinted his testimony and the contract for Ah Ho in
their final report.2® It was a crucial part of the larger construction of the Chinese as slave-
traders and traffickers in women that the Senators hoped would convince Congress and
the country that they were a "unarmed invasion" that was threatening to undermine

American institutions and destroy American civilization.3°

Missionaries and the Chinese "slave girls"

The Chinese had few defenders in California during the latter half of the nineteenth
century but there were some exceptions and among the most vocal were the missionaries
working among the Chinese in cities like San Francisco.3! Rev. Otis Gibson, head of the
Chinese Mission for the Methodist Episcopal Church in San Francisco, was one of these

defenders and has been dubbed the "the paladin of the pro-Chinese forces" by one

ggspecial Committee, Testimony, 69-70.
2For more of Clark's testimony see Special Committee, Testimony, 63-64, 69-70, 91-92.
For the excerpts of his testimony reprinted in the final report see Special Committee,
Policy, 22-23.
3OSpecial Committee, Policy, 43.
For a description of the pro-Chinese forces, including their ambivalence with regard to
the Chinese themselves, see Daniels, 48-52.
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historian.32 He earned the title for his constant efforts to act as a countervailing force to
the mainstream anti-Chinese movement and their arguments that Chinese immigration
represented a special danger to the United States. During his testimony in front of the
Congressional Joint Commission of Investigation on the subject of Chinese immigration in
1876, for instance, Gibson argued that immigration from Asia represented no special
threat to the country.33 Instead he stressed that European immigrants, who were eligible
to become citizens and vote, were a greater danger to U.S. institutions.34 He also stressed
that the Chinese did well when compared to the European immigrants on a number of
levels, including immorality, vice, pauperism, and criminality and argued that "The Chinese
excite less riots, commit fewer assaults and murders than almost any other foreign element
among us."3> These arguments and others concerning his belief that the Chinese did not
depress wages in California made him a controversial witness at the Congressional
Hearing. There was no question as to how the anti-Chinese forces felt about him. He was
burned in effigy at an "Anti-Coolie Mass Meeting" following his testimony.3¢
Gibson's testimony and his defense of the Chinese is interesting for while he
defended the Chinese against many of the allegations made against them, arguing for
instance that the Chinese men in America were not slaves and stressing that they came
here voluntarily, he did not refute the idea that the Chinese women in America were
victims of large-scale trafficking.37 Instead, he was an active agent in constructing the

discourse on the trafficking in women that was being used by the anti-Chinese forces. As

32Daniels, 51.

33This U.S. Congressional Joint Commission of Investigation was convened after the
California Senate Committee hearings. For a description of the proceedings see Daniels,
46-47.

34'I'estimony quoted in Rev. O. Gibson, The Chinese in America (Cincinnati: Hitchcock
glgd Walden, 1877), 388.

36Ibid., 392-395.

37Ibid., 381.

For Gibson's arguments regarding the voluntary nature of Chinese male immigration and

labor see, Gibson, 396-397.
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his testimony in front of both the California Senate Committee and at the U.S.
Congressional Hearings indicates, he believed that Chinese women were being trafficked
and held in a system of sexual slavery and he provided a great deal of evidence for the
anti-Chinese hearings, including the written contracts and their translations.38
Given his opposition to exclusionary legislation, Gibson was obviously not
propagating the image of the enslaved Chinese prostitute to help the anti-Chinese forces
achieve their goals. Instead, he had his own reasons for constructing his narratives on the
sexual enslavement of Chinese girls that had nothing to do with patrolling the boundaries
of immigration. Gibson helped create and perpetuate the image of the enslaved Chinese
prostitute as a means to increase the public prominence of his mission, which was making
a name for itself as a protector of slave girls who had "escaped" from their bondage.3?
Gibson, having heard that other California Missions were providing asylum for
Chinese women who had allegedly fled from their sexual captivity, resolved in 1870 to
connect a "Female Department" to his Methodist Mission in San Francisco to work

toward elevating the Chinese women on the Coast. As he relates it, the four rooms set

38gee Special Committtee, Testimony, 25-35, Special Committee, Policy, 21, and Gibson,
388-403. Gibson states in his text that he procured and translated both of the documents
Alfred Clark introduced himself, an allegation backed up by a police officer in San
Francisco who testified that he had had bills of sale translated by Gibson. See Gibson,
139-140; Special Committee, Policy, 24. Gibson also claimed he was responsible for the
raids on the Hip Yee Tong Society that allegedly resulted in the seizure of the books
which Clark alleged proved they controlled one hundred and seventy women. See Gibson,
140-142, Special Committee, Testimony, 69-70. For more on Gibson's opinions on the
trafficking, including his claim that over nine-tenths of all Chinese women in the United
States had been "sold into a hopeless bondage worse than death" see Gibson, 134-138,
144-145. Gibson also drew on the spectre of African-American slavery to describe the
Plight of these women, arguing that he had heard "dark hints" about the fact that the girls
Were being taken to a place called the "Queen's Room" where they were being "critically
©Xxamined after the fashion of African slave-dealers not many year ago." See Gibson, 138.
ZReverend Loomis, who also provided testimony as to the enslavement of Chinese girls
to the California Senate Committee was similarly involved in rescuing these "slaves." See
S pecial Committee, Policy, 21-22 for his testimony and Gibson, 201 for the involvement

OF his Mission in the rescue work.
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aside in the Mission for the work of this Female Department lay empty for a year. Even
their effort to establish a day school for girls was unsuccessful.#? The "heathen women"
did not, apparently, want the kind of salvation being offered at the mission and they also
did not want their children educated by the mission. Things began to turn around for this
ineffective Female Department, however, in 1871 when they found themselves acting as
the protector for a Chinese girl whom Gibson claimed was so desperate to escape her life
as a prostitute that she had thrown herself into the bay. Her suicide attempt was foiled by
a "colored man with a long boat hook" who pulled her out of the icy water and turned her
over to the police.41

At the police station, Gibson alleged, Jin Ho refused to speak with anyone except a
"Jesus man" and Alfred Clark, the Senate committee's other star witness on Chinese
prostitution called for Gibson. Upon arriving at the police station Gibson claimed he met
Jin Ho, whom he described as a "poor wretched, stupid, forlorn looking woman--an
apology for a human being" and whom repeatedly stated that she did not want to go back
to her life as a prostitute.42 After speaking with her for a few minutes Gibson convinced
her to accompany him back to his Mission House, an act which apparently rejuvenated
both Jin Ho, whom Gibson claimed was unrecognizable to all who knew her in six months
time, and the "Female Department" of Gibson's mission which converted itself into an
"Asylum" for Chinese prostitutes. 4> When they began opening their doors to women
seeking to "escape" their lives as prostitutes, Gibson's the mission found its niche. Gibson
estimates that between the years 1874-1877, between 20 and 26 women were regularly

housed at the Asylum.44

40Gibson, 202.
411bid., 205.
421bid., 204.
431bid., 205.
41bid ., 213.
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Gibson's Methodist Mission in San Francisco, as even he recognized, was not the
first California mission to act as an asylum for runaway Chinese prostitutes. Instead, it was
a popular activity for missionaries, particularly female missionaries, who used the tales of
enslaved Chinese girls to claim an expanded role for themselves within their churches and
to justify their transgressions into "dangerous" public arenas. They did so by constructing
themselves as the appropriate ones to both rescue and care for young, Chinese prostitutes.
Caring for the Chinese women who made their way to the mission was, from the
beginning, perceived as women's work and the earliest asylums founded to house them
were led by women. The Presbyterian Mission, for instance, established the "San
Francisco Ladies Protective and Relief Society" in the 1860s to care for Chinese women
who had reportedly escaped from their servitude. The various Methodist Mission Homes,
including Gibson's, soon followed suit, organizing "Women's Missionary Societies" and
"Female Departments" to minister to the "heathen women" in the region.*>

The female missionaries were not, however, content to wait for the women
needing their help to come to them. Instead, they took their ministering to the street and
began visiting the Chinese women and girls where they lived, including the brothels and
vice districts in Chinatown.*® This exposure convinced the women missionaries that there
were other women and girls who would like to "escape" their conditions but didn't know
how to do it or where to go.4” It also convinced them that they needed to turn their
authority to minister to the "heathen" women and care for the Chinese girls who made it to
their homes into a heroic crusade to emancipate the Chinese slave girls themselves. As
Peggy Pascoe has noted, Protestant women in San Francisco were, by the 1880s, engaging

in more "aggressive 'rescue’ work" on behalf of the Chinese prostitutes as part of a larger

451bid, 200-222. For greater description of the activities of these missionary women see
Charlton Edholm, "A Stain on the Flag," Californian Illustrated Vol. 1, no. 3 (Feb. 1892):
159-170.

46Edholm, "A Stain," 167.

47Gibson, 201-202.
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effort to enhance their "female moral authority."3 Their actions also expanded their
access to public and official spaces in the city by justifying their presence in some of the
most "dangerous" vice districts in the city and another predominantly male realm, the
court house.4?

Through their efforts to "rescue" the slave girls of California's Chinatowns, women
missionaries created new roles for themselves as heroic public actors and skillful
investigators. Donaldina Cameron is undoubtedly the quintessential example of the ways in
which this was accomplished. Cameron, Superintendent of the Chinese Mission Home in
San Francisco, was not the first to initiate rescues of California's Chinese prostitutes but,
as Superintendent of the Chinese Mission Home from 1900-1934, she perfected the
methods both for rescuing these women and for immortalizing her own exploits. In
addition to staging widely publicized photographs portraying the rescue of Chinese
prostitutes by Cameron and hatchet-wielding policemen, narratives on Cameron's activities
glorified her as an extraordinary investigator who possessed incredible daring and who
staged unbelievable rescues, some of which involved her risking life and limb by
undertaking rescues in the worst parts of town, traversing Chinatown over rooftops, and
physically wrestling male Chinese "highbinders" whose job it was to "protect" the girls
from abduction by missionaries.>® Cameron, it was said, was an expert detective and
valuable ally to the police, whose "intuitive" and "secret" information was never wrong
and whose ability to detect secret trapdoors foiled many an effort to hide the prostitutes

from their would-be rescuers.3! Her reputation was well known by contemporaries and

48pascoe, 95-96.

49For an assessment of this activism which reads it in a particularly conservative light see,
Mary Ryan, Women in Public: Between Banners and Ballots, 1825-1880 (Baltimore: The
John Hopkins University Press, 1990), 120-123.

50Narratives on the exploits of Cameron and Culbertson also stressed that they risked life
and limb to effect the rescues of the Chinese girls. See Edholm, 167 and Carol Green
Wilson, Chinatown Quest (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1931), 49-61.

Slwilson, 3, 17, 33, 41, 50, 121, 209. See also "Everyroof in Chinatown," 49-61. For
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her narratives, in the form of her reports to the Mission Board, were published throughout
the country.3? Propagating sensational tales of their heroic rescues of prostitutes was a
highly effective strategy for female missionaries seeking to carve out new roles for
themselves as public actors on the city's streets.

It was also an effective way to gain access to another typically male bastion of
public power, the court house. Female missionaries in California repeatedly entered the
court room in an effort to secure guardianship over the girls that they had reportedly
rescued from their enslavers.?3 Their presence was not always welcomed or encouraged.
When Miss Culbertson, Cameron's predecessor at the Mission Home, petitioned for
guardianship of a young Chinese girl whom she alleged was being groomed for a life of
sexual slavery she was accompanied in court by large numbers of women from the
Occidental Board, which oversaw the Mission Home. One of the women present noted
that "It has been the custom of lawyers who take up these cases to make the affair so
unpleasant that no lady would care to appear in court." The lawyers, she stated, asked
Culbertson "indecent and insulting questions" in an effort to blemish the reputation of the
female missionaries and make them too uncomfortable to appear in this public arena. "This
plan," she argued, "will not work now" for the women were "determined to see this matter
through." Imagining that the fate of "little girls" hung in the balance, these women resisted
all efforts to keep them out of previously masculine preserves 34
Culbertson, Cameron and other white missionary women were not the only

females using the narratives as a means to improve their positions and change their

information on, and examples of, the staged photographs see Pascoe, 96-99.

32See, for instance, Edward Janney, The White Slave Traffic in America (New York:
National Vigilance Committee, 1911), 45-49. Cameron's biographer also alleges that she
undertook rescues in cities as far off as Chicago. See Wilson, 199-205.

33For details of the involvement of Cameron and the Mission Home with the courts see
Wilson, "Friends at Court," 62-82.

34Edholm, 169.
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futures.>> Instead, the Chinese prostitutes were themselves using the narratives as a means
of empowerment. As Peggy Pascoe has argued, case files of the Chinese women at the
Presbyterian Mission Home in San Francisco suggest that the Chinese women who sought
refuge there did not actually perceive themselves as sexual slaves. Barring serious abuse,
many did not seek "asylum" at the Missions as primarily a means to escape sexual slavery
and many did not even perceive themselves as being enslaved. Instead they perceived
prostitution as a means to make a financial start in America or as a way to find a husband.
According to Pascoe, they sought out the assistance of the missionaries only when they
were subjected to what they considered extreme abuse or when they perceived that their
other "avenues of escape" were "cut off.">¢ Not all of the Chinese prostitutes who found
themselves on the receiving end of the missionaries assistance, however, were happy about
recieving it. Gibson's efforts to assist these women, for instance, involved helping the
police "round up" and arrest Chinese prostitutes who were then put in jail over their
"howling" protests.37 Despite the fact that the general crusade against Chinese prostitution
resulted in the rounding up and imprisonment of women who were not looking to be
rescued, the establishment of the Mission Homes and their efforts to "rescue" Chinese
women were clearly a boon for a number of individual women and children who used the
services and protection they offered to avoid arranged marriages or escape abusive
situations. As Pascoe points out, by the late nineteenth century, proportionately more
children than prostitutes were being housed in the Presbyterian Mission Home. In spite of
this, and the fact that the numbers of Chinese prostitutes was declining dramatically, the

Mission workers continued to utilize the narratives on Chinese sexual slavery into the

35Pascoe also notes that other groups of Chinese women were empowered through the
narratives as a result of the policy of the Missions to use "native helpers" as assistants. See
Pascoe, 112-145.

6Pascoe, 96.

57See Ryan, 116-117 and Gibson, 146-155.
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twentieth century, undoubtedly because they were a powerful weapon in the struggle to
expand white women's access to public arenas.’3

To be sure, there was not a clean fit between the narratives on the traffic in women
crafted by missionaries and those constructed by anti-Chinese exclusionists. Take, for
instance, the narratives of Otis Gibson. Gibson's general advocacy of the Chinese and his
position as the head of the Methodist Episcopal Chinese Mission in San Francisco, led to
discursive innovations and arguments which would not find their way into the vitriolic
anti-Chinese narratives being propagated by others, no matter how fond they were of
Gibson's contracts and translations. Gibson was, for instance, prone to arguing that the
anti-Chinese forces were involved in the traffic itself. Stating that he could barely describe
the "deep disgust and utter abhorrence" all decent people should feel against the white
men "who have enriched themselves by aiding and abetting this abominable traffic" he
argued that some of these men had become "very loud-mouthed in denouncing Chinese
immigration, and exposing Chinese villainies, while they themselves are parties to, and
profit by this woman traffic, the sum of all Chinese villainies.">? Gibson also recognized,
as most did not, that a number of the Chinese girls "sold" in America were being
purchased as "secondary wives" who lived with their new husbands in "strictly family
relations."%0 While still considering this part of the traffic in women, Gibson did allow that
this was "such an improvement upon general and promiscuous intercourse," he was
"inclined to approve the practice as the lesser evil."®! In addition, Gibson tried to propose

solutions to the problem of the Chinese traffic in girls, which did not involve eliminating

38pascoe, 97-98.

59Gibson, 138.

60Rev. Loomis also recognized this, arguing in his testimony in front of the California
Senate Committee that many of the women were "sold" into marriage as wives or
secondary wives with legitimate children. The senators were not fond of this line of
testimony and immediatly switched the topic back to the enslaved prostitutes. See Special
Committee, Policy, 22.

61Gibson, 138.
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the Chinese presence in America. Instead, he stressed that the problem of Chinese
prostitution and the enslavement of Chinese girls would disappear if the municipal
government would move to suppress the entire system of prostitution, Chinese and white.
Arguing that "To wage a war against Chinese prostitution while granting immunity to all
others is as absurd as it is unjust," Gibson attempted to shift the blame for the traffic in
women from the Chinese to the municipal government and their system of regulation.52
Ultimately Gibson and the other advocates of Chinese immigration found
themselves unable to stem the tide of anti-Chinese sentiment. In 1882, the United States
Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, barring the immigration of Chinese laborers
for 10 years and denying naturalized citizenship to Chinese immigrants already here.3 The
passage of the law, however, did not signal the end to anti-Chinese hostilities or signal the
demise of the narratives on enslaved Asian prostitutes. Instead, the discourse continued to
thrive in the West, in part due to the fact that the exclusionary legislation, until it was

extended indefinitely in 1904, required renewal every ten years 5% The narratives, as Peggy

621bid., 157. Other advocates for the Chinese proposed other solutions for dealing with
the prostitution issue. George Seward, for instance, accepted the conclusions drawn by
Gibson that Chinese prostitution was a unique system of slavery but argued that all that
was needed to stop it was to stop the <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>