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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

twentieth centuries, the sexuality of young single women became the 
focus of great public anxiety and the target of new policies of intervention 
and control by the state. Middle-class reformers and social experts ex- 
pressed mounting concern about the sexual dangers and temptations that 
appeared to surround young working-class women in American cities. 
They conducted many investigations, produced a barrage of reports, and 
organized nationwide purity campaigns calling for government attention 
to the problem. Their demands resulted in an elaborate network of legal 
codes and institutions designed to control the sexuality of young women 
and girls. In particular, age-of-consent laws made sexual intercourse with 
teenage girls a criminal offense, and newly established juvenile courts, 
reformatories, and special police monitored and punished young females 
for sexual misconduct. 

Campaigns for the moral protection of young women were not a new 
phenomenon in the late nineteenth century. Since the beginnings of urban- 
ization and industrialization in the United States, middle-class Americans 
had worried about the impact of major social changes on the morality of 
young working women. In the period from 1820 to 1850, reformers in 
northeastern cities engaged in numerous efforts to prevent the corruption 
of morals among wage-earning women. Inspired by evangelical Protes- 
tantism, they ventured into working-class neighborhoods to set up mis- 
sions, distribute Bibles, and establish rescue homes to convert wayward 
women to a Christian way of life.' What was new in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, however, was the broadened scope of the cam- 
paigns and the mounting demands for state regulation of the problem. 
Public anxiety about the morality of young women greatly intensified and 
spread to all regions of the country during this period of rapid urban and 
industrial growth. Instead of the religious and voluntary efforts pursued 
earlier, moral reformers now began to insist on a forceful response from 
the state. 



This book explores both the moral reform campaigns that produced new 
policies of sexual regulation and the actual enforcement of those policies at 
the local court level. I t  focuses on four sets of protagonists who had dis- 
tinct, often competing goals and interests in this process: middle-class 
reformers who led moral campaigns; state officials Cjudges, police, proba- 
tion officers) responsible for enforcing the new legal measures; working- 
class teenage girls who were the principal targets of sexual regulation; and 
working-class parents who became active participants within the legal 
system. 

The expanded state regulation of adolescent female sexuality was part 
of a broad trend toward greater control of sexual behavior in general. 
Expressions of sexuality that did not conform to a marital, reproductive 
framework were increasingly subjected to government surveillance and 
control, as evidenced by a range of legal measures enacted during the 
period. These included legislation prohibiting the dissemination of obscene 
literature, the criminalization of abortion, stringent measures targeting 
prostitution, and heightened legal repression of homosexuality. Such de- 
velopments reflected Americans' deep anxiety about the increased poten- 
tial for sexual expression outside of marriage-a situation that threatened 
middle-class Victorian ideals of sexual restraint and marital, reproductive 

The particular anxiety about adolescent female sexuality stemmed 
from profound changes in the lives of young working-class women and 
girls that increased their opportunities for social and sexual autonomy. 
Rapid urban growth and the expansion of industrial capitalism, which 
affected all aspects of national life, greatly altered the experience of ado- 
lescence for daughters in working-class families. New avenues of employ- 
ment and recreation in American cities drew them increasingly out of the 
domestic sphere and into a public urban world where they experienced 
unprecedented freedom from family and neighborhood restrictions. In- 
stead of being limited to domestic work or household manufacture, the 
main forms of female employment in the nineteenth century, young white 
women now had access to jobs in factories, department stores, and offices. 
These new prospects fundamentally altered the context of female labor as 
daughters worked in settings free of family supervision. Young African 
American women did not share in the new employment opportunities and 
were confined primarily to domestic service. But they too enjoyed greater 
social autonomy as they left farm households in the rural South to live and 
work in American ~ i t i e s . ~  



In the evenings after work, young women participated in a new world of 
commercialized leisure that further undermined familial control. The dance 
halls, movie theaters, and amusement parks opening in cities throughout 
the country catered to a young, mixed-sex crowd. In contrast to their moth- 
ers before them, young working women attended nightly entertainments 
with male and female peers instead of participating in family and neighbor- 
hood a~tivities.~ Within the youth culture that took shape in American 
cities, working-class daughters explored romantic relations and hetero- 
sexual pleasures outside of marriage. City streets, workplaces, and amuse- 
ment centers all provided spaces for ilktation and intimate encounters with 
young men away from the watchful eyes of parents and neighbom6 

As they earned wages in stores, offices, and factories and spent their 
leisure hours in dance halls and movie theaters, young women were con- 
structing a new social role for themselves. They were departing from a 
centuries-old pattern and ideal in which daughters had passed directly 
from the control and supervision of their parents to that of their husbands. 
An unprecedented number of young working-class women and girls now 
enjoyed a period of relative autonomy that lasted from the time they 
entered the paid labor force until they later settled into marriage. As they 
challenged traditional roles and expectations, working-class daughters be- 
came the focus of great social anxiety. Their move outside the home was 
linked to a host of social problems-prostitution and vice, venereal disease, 
family breakdown, and out-of-wedlock pregnancy. It  was in response to 
these fears that middle-class reformers organized their nationwide cam- 
paigns to demand state regulation of female sexuality. 

Delinquent Daughters traces two distinct stages of moral reform and 
regulation during this period that indicate an important shift in the way 
Americans conceived of and sought to control the sexual behavior of fe- 
male youth. In the f i s t  stage, which began in the mid-1880s, white purity 
activists launched a national effort to make sex with teenage girls a crimi- 
nal offense by raising the age of consent. Their demand was based on the 
belief that seduction by adult men was the major cause of moral ruin 
among young women and girls. Female reformers challenged a wide- 
spread perception of the "fallen woman" as depraved and dangerous by 
portraying her instead as a victim of male lust and exploitation. The way to 
protect young women from sexual harm, they argued, was to subject male 
seducers to criminal penalties. 

The second stage took shape during the first two decades of the twen- 
tieth century under a new generation of Progressive reformers and social 



workers, who replaced the model of female victimization with one of fe- 
male delinquency that acknowledged the sexual agency of young women. 
Instead of blaming evil men, Progressives looked to social and family envi- 
ronment to explain immorality among working-class female youth. Armed 
with this revised interpretation of the problem, reformers advocated new 
forms of sexual regulation that focused on controlling young women and 
their environments instead of their male partners. These measures in- 
cluded a reliance on special police officers, juvenile courts, detention cen- 
ters, and reformatories to monitor and correct female sexual delinquency. 

I make three main arguments about these crusades for sexual reform 
and regulation. First, moral campaigns to control teenage female sexuality 
were fueled by gender, class, and racial tensions in American ~ocie ty .~  
Middle-class white women stood at the forefront of such campaigns, and 
for them moral reform was part of a larger effort to overcome women's 
subordinate status in home and society. Age-of-consent reformers sought 
to address women's sexual vulnerability by challenging male sexual priv- 
ilege and the double standard of morality. Progressives targeted poverty, 
low wages, and other social conditions that posed moral dangers to young 
women and girls. Both groups of reformers called on the state to address 
these issues, and a t  the same time they worked to expand female influence 
within the criminal justice system to ensure adequate legal protection for 
the members of their sex. 

Moral reformers were motivated by concerns about class as well as 
gender relations. Even while they criticized male sexual behavior and 
attitudes, they were equally disturbed by assertions of sexual autonomy 
from young women wage-earners. Their campaigns for "protection" had a 
coercive aspect. Reformers assumed the authority to define an appropri- 
ate code of morality for female youth, one that was based on middle-class 
ideals of female sexual restraint and modesty. Young women who did not 
conform to these ideals were considered wayward and in need of control 
and rehabilitation by the state. 

Moral campaigns were shaped, too, by the deep racial divisions in 
American society. Middle-class white women might reach across class 
boundaries, but they did not attempt to cross racial boundaries to address 
the sexual dangers facing African American women and girls. Racism was 
especially pronounced in the age-of-consent campaign. Reformers made 
i t  clear that their efforts were on behalf of the "white slaves" of male 
lust. Progressive women in the early twentieth century were more inclu- 
sive in their protective work as they addressed the needs of immigrant 



and, to a more limited extent, African American women and girls. But, for 
the most part, the moral protection of black female youth was ignored by 
white reformers and left in the hands African American women's clubs and 
organizations. 

My second argument is that sexual regulation by the state had conse- 
quences that the reformers had not intended and could not necessarily 
control. They had succeeded in persuading legislators to enact criminal 
penalties for seducers and to establish juvenile courts and reformatories 
for wayward girls but could not ensure that the legal system would enforce 
these measures as they had planned. Male police and court officials respon- 
sible for enforcing age-of-consent legislation showed little concern for- 
and in some cases clear hostility toward-reformers' goals of ending the 
double standard and male sexual privilege. 

In the second campaign for moral protection, reformers succeeded in 
gaining some influence over enforcement through the appointment of 
women police, women judges, and women probation officers in juvenile 
courts. Nevertheless, they could not always administer policies in accor- 
dance with their goals of protection and rehabilitation of female youth. 
As professionals within the larger criminal justice system, middle-class 
women became implicated in repressive and discriminatory policies di- 
rected against young working-class women who violated dominant codes 
of female respectability. 

Finally, this book argues that the social and sexual autonomy of daugh- 
ters was a major source of conflict in working-class families and led many 
of them into court. Reformers may have created the new policies of sexual 
control, but working-class parents actively used them for their own needs 
and purposes. The sexual culture of urban youth clashed not only with 
middle-class morality, but also with the moral codes of many working-class 
parents. As their traditional forms of sexual regulation eroded, numerous 
parents-immigrant and native-born, black and white-sought court inter- 
vention to restrain their rebellious daughters. This parental use of the 
courts to discipline daughters calls for a reassessment of a common view of 
courts and related institutions as instruments of social control that aimed 
to impose middle-class values on a resistant working class.' We need to 
conceive of the court system instead as a complex network of struggles 
and negotiations among working-class parents, teenage daughters, and 
court officials. 

In recent years, several feminist scholars have presented a forceful cri- 
tique of the social control interpretation by demonstrating that working- 



class women attempted to use state and welfare agencies to challenge 
male authority and abuse in the family. Their work demonstrates the im- 
portance of taking gender, as well as class, into account when assessing 
the role of state institutions in American ~ocie ty .~  In addition, we need 
to consider the generational conflicts within working-class families that 
led them to seek state intervention. Parents, both fathers and mothers, 
sought the assistance of courts and public authorities to control disobe- 
dient daughters. 

We also need to rethink our understanding of working-class family rela- 
tions during the period studied here. Social historians have often por- 
trayed the working-class family as a cohesive group, bound by ties of 
loyalty and obligation, with each member contributing to family mainte- 
nance and s ~ r v i v a l . ~  But this characterization cannot account for the se- 
rious generational conflicts that erupted between parents and daughters 
over questions of sexuality and social autonomy. Heidi Hartmann offers a 
more compelling view of the family as a "locus of struggle" wherein people 
with different activities and interests often came into conflict with one 
another.1° I will explore in depth the disputes that brought working-class 
parents and daughters into court and elucidate their competing concepts 
of proper female behavior. 

This book examines campaigns for moral protection from a national 
perspective, using newspapers, reform publications, and the personal pa- 
pers of leading activists. It explores the actual enforcement of the new 
policies of sexual control through an analysis of criminal and juvenile court 
records from Alameda and Los Angeles Counties in California. The felony 
trial court records from the Alameda County Superior Court are par- 
ticularly fruitful for analyzing statutory rape prosecutions. For the study 
of female delinquency cases, there is a very rich and detailed set of records 
from the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court, one of the few sets of ju- 
venile court case files from the early twentieth century that have been 
opened to scholars. (See Appendix for more information on these case 
records.) 

Like much of the rest of the country, these two counties and their 
principal cities, Oakland and Los Angeles, experienced dramatic social and 
economic changes that fueled anxieties about female morality: rapid urban 
growth, an influx of immigrants, the expansion of new employment oppor- 
tunities for women and girls, and the emergence of mass commercialized 
amusements. California was also a major center of moral reform activity 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, although this 



fact has received little attention from historians.ll I t  is not surprising that 
reform flourished in the state, for along with immigrants and working- 
class laborers, many native-born, middle-class families also migrated to 
California during these years, bringing with them moral values and social 
reform traditions nurtured in the East and the Midwest. 

The first three chapters focus on the age-of-consent movement and the 
last three on the Progressive campaign to control female sexual delin- 
quency. Through an analysis of reformers, court officials, and working- 
class daughters and their parents, both sections explore the complex ways 
in which relations of family, gender, class, and race intersected on the 
terrain of adolescent female sexuality. 



CHAPTER I 

'WHITE 
SLAVES' 

AND 
'VICIOUS ............ 

MEN' ............ 

Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) lobbied legislators for a 
bill that was of great interest both to women in the state and also to the 
leaders of a national campaign. They aimed to amend the rape statute by 
raising the age of consent for women from ten to eighteen years. Under the 
proposed bill, men who had sexual intercourse with young women below 
that age would be guilty of statutory rape and subject to criminal penalties. 
The purpose of the law was to provide moral protection for young women 
and girls and to undermine the double standard of morality. For the pre- 
vious two years WCTU members had circulated a petition throughout 



California to gain support for the measure. The petition warned that "the 
increasing and alarming frequency of assaults upon women, and the fright- 
ful indignities to which even little girls are subject, have become the shame 
of our boasted civilization." I t  called on legislators to address this situation 
by enacting legislation "for the adequate punishment of crimes against 
women and girls."' 

The reformers encountered stiff opposition to their efforts from male 
legislators who objected to women's participation in politics and claimed 
the proposed law would make men vulnerable to blackmail by immoral, de- 
signing young women. Undeterred, WCTU members continued to lobby 
vigorously for the measure and achieved a partial victory when the legisla- 
ture raised the age of consent to fourteen. Still not satisfied that the law 
adequately protected young women, however, the WCTU continued to 
collect petitions and lobby legislators for the next eight years until state 
lawmakers voted in 1897 to raise the age of consent to sixteen2 

The effort to raise the age of consent in California was but one battle in 
a larger national campaign that originated in 1885 among a group of purity 
reformers in the Northeast and Midwest. At the time, the legal age of 
consent in most states was either ten or twelve years. This national re- 
form campaign sought to protect young women and girls from moral ruin 
by subjecting their male seducers to criminal penalties. Within ten years 
the campaign had spread to all regions of the country, achieving impres- 
sive legislative changes and drawing enthusiastic support from suffrag- 
ists, religious leaders, and labor organizations in addition to temperance 
advocates. 

The campaign found its largest following and most forceful leaders 
among middle-class white women. Their vigorous activity in the cause 
stemmed from deep gender, class, and racial tensions over the issue of 
female sexuality. Most reformers advocated a higher age of consent be- 
cause they believed that the moral downfall of young women was the 
direct result of male vice and exploitation. In speeches and campaign liter- 
ature, they constructed a narrative of seduction that portrayed male se- 
ducers as outwardly respectable, middle-class men and their victims as 
innocent, white, working-class daughters. Through this narrative, women 
reformers challenged male privilege and the sexual double standard. At 
the same time, they promoted an image of female purity and passivity that 
demonstrated the vulnerability of young working-class women by denying 
their capacity for sexual agency and desire. Moral protection, however, did 
not automatically extend to all working-class female youth. Reflecting the 



racism of the dominant society, purity activists largely ignored the sexual 
dangers facing African American women and girls. 

The age-of-consent campaign was part of a broad movement for social 
purity reform that developed in the United States in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century. The movement began in the 1870s as a response to 
attempts by physicians and public health authorities to institute a system 
of state-regulated prostitution in American cities. Social reformers, Prot- 
estant clergy, women's rights advocates, and former abolitionists joined 
forces to defeat such regulation bills in New York, Chicago, San Francisco, 
Philadelphia, and elsewhere. After their victory over the "regulationists," 
moral reformers expanded the scope of their activities. Moving beyond the 
defensive effort to end state licensing of prostitution, they now aimed to 
abolish prostitution altogether and to establish a single standard of moral- 
ity for men and women. The organization at the heart of this movement 
was the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of 
Vice, whose leaders included, among others, Abby Hopper Gibbons, Aaron 
Macy Powell, Anna Rice Powell, Emily Blackwell, and Elizabeth Gay. 
Although its membership was small and concentrated in the Northeast, 
the organization helped to publicize and coordinate purity reform efforts 
throughout the country through its journal, the Philanthropist. In 1895 
the New York committee joined with other moral reform groups to form a 
national organization, the American Purity Allian~e.~ 

Another important bastion of purity reform was the Woman's Christian 
Temperance Union. Founded in 1874 by middle-class Protestant women, 
the WCTU aimed to end trafficking in liquor, which its members consid- 
ered a serious threat to the home and family. They focused on moral sua- 
sion and the conversion of drunkards to achieve their goals, and they also 
engaged in political campaigns for local temperance laws. When Frances 
Willard became president of the WCTU in 1879 (a position she held for the 
remaining twenty years of her life), the organization embraced a much 
broader program of social reform. Under Willard's forceful and charis- 
matic leadership, members campaigned for a wide range of issues in addi- 
tion to temperance, including woman suffrage, prison reform, and the 
eight-hour day for workers. During this period of expansion, the WCTU 
also became a leader in the social purity crusade. In 1885 it established an 
official Social Purity Depa j m e n t  whose purpose was to promote a single 
moral standard for both sexes. The WCTU brought great strength and 
experience to the social purity cause. With nearly 150,000 dues-paying 
members by 1892 and branches in every state, all major cities, and thou- 



sands of local communities, the WCTU was the largest women's organiza- 
tion in the United States in the late nineteenth ~entury .~  

The WCTU and other purity organizations initially relied on moral 
education and voluntary efforts to stop the spread of prostitution and 
immorality. They established shelters and rescue homes to lead "fallen 
women" to a moral way of life. They also carried out preventive and pro- 
tective work with younger women and girls to keep them from going 
astray in the first place. They formed travelers' aid societies to direct 
young female migrants entering the cities to safe housing and employ- 
ment. Various groups in cities throughout the country opened boarding 
homes to provide low-cost lodging and moral guidance for young women 
workers, and they organized social clubs such as the New Century Guild of 
Working Women in Philadelphia and the Working Girls' Society in New 
York to offer wholesome entertainment in place of morally suspect urban 
 amusement^.^ 

Just as important as protective work with girls was the goal of trans- 
forming male sexual behavior and attitudes. Toward this end, WCTU 
members sponsored mothers' meetings to teach women how to impart 
moral education to their children, particularly their sons. The mothers 
were urged to teach boys "that their virginity is as priceless as their 
sisters'." Reformers also organized purity societies for young men to en- 
courage them to resist sexual temptation. In 1885 Episcopal clergymen 
established the White Cross Society, modeled after a similar organization 
in England, to promote social purity among young men. With the enthusi- 
astic support of the WCTU, branches of the White Cross were soon estab- 
lished in nearly every state and te r r i t~ry .~  

Social purity leaders considered voluntary efforts and moral education 
important, but they became convinced that these methods alone were not 
sufficient to protect young women and to control male vice in American 
cities. They began to demand state attention to the problem with the 
organization of the age-of-consent campaign in 1885, an effort to convince 
the government to enforce their vision of moral order by making sexual 
relations with young women a criminal offense. 

American groups were first alerted to the age-of-consent issue by the 
British purity movement. British reformers believed that an underground 
system of "white slavery" existed in London whereby English girls were 
abducted off the streets by evil procurers and forced into a life of prostitu- 
tion. Around this time, purity activists on both sides of the Atlantic began 
to use the term "white slavery" to describe the sexual exploitation and 



prostitution of young women. In so doing, they followed established con- 
ventions of female reform associated since the early nineteenth century 
with abolitionism and women's particular mission with regard to the end of 
~lavery.~ Yet the term also clearly exposes the limitations of the moral 
protection campaign, pointing to its racist dimensions. By identifying the 
abolition of "white slavery" as their goal, reformers implied that only 
young white women needed protection from sexual harm and that only 
white women's virtue was worth saving. This restricted ideological vision 
was fundamentally to shape the structure and the legal consequences of 
their movement? 

British purity activists sought to end the "white slave" traffic by de- 
manding that Parliament raise the age of consent for females from thir- 
teen to sixteen with the Criminal Law Amendment Act. When Parliament 
refused to pass the act, they enlisted the noted British journalist and 
reformer William T. Stead. Eager to use his pen to aid the purity cause, 
Stead published an expos6 of the underground traffic in girls in the Pall 
Mall Gazette in the summer of 1885. Described by one historian as "one of 
the most successful pieces of scandal journalism published in Britain in the 
19th century," "The Maiden Tribute to Modern Babylon" described in 
vivid detail the entrapment and ravishing of "five-pound" virgins by lech- 
erous aristocrats. To expose the evil of this system, Stead arranged to 
purchase a white working-class girl, Eliza Armstrong, from her mother, 
ostensibly for the purpose of prostitution. After the publication of the 
expos6, the police arrested Stead for abducting Eliza. Although they knew 
she was safe in a Salvation Army home, the police were anxious to punish 
Stead for the embarrassment he had caused them. He was found guilty 
and sentenced to three months in prison. Despite his arrest and imprison- 
ment, Stead had succeeded in stirring the British public into action. After 
publication of "The Maiden Tribute," a crowd estimated at 250,000 gath- 
ered at Hyde Park to demand legislation for the protection of young girls. 
Shortly thereafter, Parliament passed the Criminal Law Amendment Act, 
raising the age of consent to ~ ix t een .~  

Stead's expose and subsequent arrest generated great interest and con- 
cern among purity reformers across the Atlantic. Although some disap- 
proved of his methods, all praised his valiant effort to save young women 
and girls. In an article about Stead's trial and sentencing, one reformer 
called him the ?John Brown" of the "white slaves."1° Already disturbed by 
Stead's disclosures, American activists became even more alarmed when 
they discovered, several months later, that the legal age of consent in all 



states in their own country was even lower than that in England before 
the passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act. A survey of the laws 
conducted by WCTU member Georgia Mark revealed that in most states 
the age of consent was ten, in several others it was twelve, and in the state 
of Delaware the age was only seven (see Table 1). Mark presented her find- 
ings about American age-of-consent legislation in the Union Signal, the 
official journal of the National WCTU. "Those English laws that we have 
scarcely done condemning," she stated, "were far in advance of our own 
legislation on this subject, and indeed, there never was a period in English 
history, from the most ancient times to the present, when girlish innocence 
was so early left undefended by the law as it is now in our own land."ll 

The age of consent in American law was based on previously estab- 
lished standards developed over the centuries in England. Under English 
common law, the age of female discretion was held to be twelve years. A 
parliamentary statute in 1576 lowered the age of consent in sexual rela- 
tions to ten years and explicitly designated such relations with an under- 
age female, without benefit of clergy, as a felony. According to William 
Blackstone, the foremost British legal scholar in the eighteenth century, 
this statute superseded the older common-law standard of female consent 
in rape cases. Hence, any male over the age of fourteen who had inter- 
course with a female under twelve, with or without her consent, was guilty 
of the crime of rape. But whereas, in England, purity reformers had suc- 
ceeded in pressuring Parliament to raise the age of consent to thirteen in 
1875 and to sixteen in 1885, in the United States the ages remained at ten 
and twelve.12 

The revelation of these low ages of consent galvanized the American 
reform community into action. Members of the New York Committee for 
the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice immediately embarked on a 
campaign to raise the age of consent in New York. Leaders of the commit- 
tee circulated a petition demanding that the age be legally raised from ten 
to eighteen. Aaron Macy Powell and Emily Blackwell met with the chief 
justice of the New York Supreme Court to draft a model law to be intro- 
duced in the state legislature.13 The organization also used the pages of the 
Philanthropist to incite public concern about the issue. One editorial that 
appeared in January 1886 stated: "It will doubtless astonish many of our 
readers, who have hitherto avoided the subject as indelicate, or painful, to 
be told that the young girl of the Empire State is held by its criminal laws 
to be legally capable of giving 'consent' to her own corruption at the tender 
age of TEN YEARS!"14 



T A B L E  1. Legal Ages of Consent in  the United States, 1885 and 1920 

State 1885 1920 

Alabama 
Arizona 
Arkansas 
California 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
District of Columbia 
Florida 
Georgia 
Idaho 
Illinois 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maine 
Maryland 
Massachusetts 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hampshire 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 
New York 
North Carolina 
North Dakota 
Ohio 
Oregon 



TABLE 1. Continued 

State 1885 1920 

Pennsylvania 
Rhode Island 
South Carolina 
South Dakota 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 
Vermont 
Virginia 
Washington 
West Virginia 
Wisconsin 
Wyoming 

Sources: The official legal codes and statutes of the various states; Anthony and Harper, 
eds., state reports on legislative action and laws, in History of Woman Suflage, 4465-1011; 
Pivar, Purity Crusade, pp. 141-43; Benjamin DeCosta, "Age of Consent Laws-1886," Phi- 
lanthrupist, February 1886, p. 5; Leila Robinson, "Age of Consent Laws-1889," Woman's 
Journal, April 5,1889, p. 105. 

*The law in these states made sexual intercourse with underage females a criminal offense 
under a statute separate from the rape statute; the offense was typically referred to as "car- 
nal knowledge of female child." 

The low age of consent in the United States also stirred the Woman's 
Christian Temperance Union into action, and the political skills and tactics 
honed in the temperance movement allowed its members quickly to as- 
sume leading roles in the campaign. The WCTU drafted a petition de- 
manding that "the age at which a girl can legally consent to her own ruin 
be raised to at least eighteen years." This petition circulated among many 
local WCTU branches throughout the country, provoking a flood of letters 
to state legislatures in support of more stringent consent laws. The WCTU 
also organized a national petition drive to institute a higher age of consent 
in the nation's capital and the territories. Because of its extensive political 
network, the WCTU was better able than any single organization to build 
a formidable national campaign that touched every state in the country.16 

Purity reformers received strong support from white suffragists. The 



two competing national suffrage organizations-the American Woman 
Suffrage Association, headed by Lucy Stone and her husband Henry 
Blackwell, and the National Woman Suffrage Association, led by Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony-both considered the age-of-consent 
campaign an important battle in the larger struggle to overcome the sub- 
ordination of women in home and society. Stanton denounced the low age 
of consent as an "invasion of the personal rights of woman, and the whole- 
sale desecration of childhood." The major national suffrage publication of 
the period, the Woman's Journal, edited by Stone and Blackwell, kept its 
readers abreast of progress of the campaign and urged them to support 
age-of-consent efforts in their local communities.16 The many state suf- 
frage organizations joined purity groups in circulating petitions and lobby- 
ing legislators. They added the age of consent to their list of legislative 
priorities for the improvement of women's status, which included the right 
to vote, liberal divorce laws, married women's property rights, and equal 
guardianship rights over children.17 

Age-of-consent reformers found another important source of support 
among white workingmen's groups. When the WCTU organized its na- 
tional petition drive, Frances Willard sought the assistance of the Knights 
of Labor, the largest labor organization in the country a t  the time. After 
meeting with Willard, Knights president Terrence Powderly had copies of 
the petition sent to all local assemblies of the organization. When the 
petitions were presented to Congress in January 1888, the Knights of 
Labor had supplied half of the nearly 15,000 signatures.18 

The great appeal that the age-of-consent campaign had for white work- 
ingmen, suffragists, and middle-class women stemmed in large part from 
purity reformers' particular conception of sexual danger. Influenced by the 
Victorian belief in inherent female purity and passionlessness, reformers 
charged that male vice and exploitation were responsible for the moral 
ruin of young women and girls. In their publications and speeches, re- 
formers recounted numerous tales of seduction that followed a common 
pattern in which men of status and wealth took advantage of poor, innocent 
young women, using various forms of trickery and deception, and force if 
necessary. The fate of female victims was always disastrous; typically they 
were forced into prostitution or endured a cruel and lonely death. This 
narrative of seduction had long been popular in nineteenth-century melo- 
drama and romance novels, but reformers adapted it to their own social 
context and political purposes.1g The female victim was typically a white 
working-class daughter in the city, and her male predator a middle-class 



businessman. The seduction frequently occurred in one of the new places 
of work and recreation for young women that were emerging in urban 
areas in the late nineteenth century. 

Purity activist and suffragist Helen Hamilton Gardener re-created this 
narrative in two novels she wrote to assist the age-of-consent campaign. 
Reformers read her works avidly and distributed them to legislators and 
citizens in order to build support for their cause. The first novel, Is  This 
Your Son, My Lord?, sold over 25,000 copies in the first five months after 
its publication in 1890. With this book, Gardener said, she hoped to do for 
the "fallen woman" what Harriet Beecher Stowe had done for the black 
slave.20 

A strong condemnation of the double standard and male vice, the novel 
describes in lurid detail the ruin of an innocent young woman by two 
outwardly respectable men. One of these men, Mr. Mansfield, a wealthy 
mill owner and highly regarded member of his church and community, 
decides that i t  is time for his seventeen-year-old son, Preston, to become a 
man by having his first sexual conquest. Looking for a suitable victim, Mr. 
Mansfield takes Preston to New York City, where they befriend a white 
working-class girl of fifteen, Minnie Kent, who lives with her poor wid- 
owed mother. Mr. Mansfield invites the unsuspecting girl for a buggy ride 
in the park but takes her instead to a rooming house. After locking the 
door, he coaxes her to yield to his advances. When the frightened Minnie 
refuses, Mr. Mansfield takes a revolver from his pocket, forces her subrnis- 
sion, and threatens to kill her if she breathes a word to anyone. After 
ravishing the girl himself, Mr. Mansfield then turns her over to his son. As 
a result of this rape, Minnie bears an illegitimate child and is forced to 
become a prostitute; Preston and his father return to their comfortable 
bourgeois home and family. Mr. Mansfield lives a long and prosperous life, 
but Preston's fate is not such a happy one. He is tortured by guilt over his 
cruel treatment of Minnie and eventually commits suicide because his past 
immorality prevents him from marrying the virtuous girl he loves. 

Gardener's second novel, Pray You, Sir, Whose Daughter?, published in 
1892, offers a ringing condemnation of the low age of consent. This story 
begins just after New York legislators had voted to place the age of con- 
sent a t  twelve years. The law has terrible consequences for fourteen-year- 
old Ettie Berton, who works as a shop girl in a department store. Ettie's 
moral decline begins when she accepts an invitation to go to the amuse- 
ment park at Coney Island one Sunday with the manager of the store, a 
forty-year-old married man with a daughter Ettie's age. The manager 



takes Ettie first to the amusement park, then to a cafe, where he gives her 
wine to drink; later he seduces her. Because Ettie is over the age of con- 
sent, the man is held guiltless before the law. Whereas he suffers no conse- 
quences for his actions, Ettie is fired from her position in the store, re- 
jected by friends and family, and eventually dies a lonely and agonizing 
death. Another shop girl in the story, Frances King, is saved from a similar 
fate through the moral guidance of Gertrude Foster, the college-educated 
daughter of a respectable family in town. Instead of ignoring the issue, as 
women are expected to do, Gertrude tries to influence legislators to vote 
for a higher age of consent. In addition, she organizes a working girls' 
club to offer moral instruction and wholesome recreation for girls like 
F r a n c e ~ . ~ ~  

Gardener's seduction narratives illuminate the gender, class, and ra- 
cial conflicts that fueled the age-of-consent campaign. They express fe- 
male reformers' deep anger about women's sexual vulnerability in a male- 
dominated society. These reformers challenged the commonly held view of 
the "fallen woman" as inherently depraved and dangerous, portraying her 
instead as a victim of male lust and exploitation. They shifted the blame 
for moral wrongdoing from the young woman to her male seducer, whom 
they described in various accounts as a "fiend," "devil," "wild beast," and 
"moral monstrosity." Middle-class women's greatest anger was directed 
toward men of their own class, who, like the seducers in Gardener's sto- 
ries, used their status and influence to take advantage of working-class 
daughters. 

Purity activists charged that although such men were the aggressors in 
illicit encounters, society punished only their female victims. They con- 
demned this double standard, rooted in American law and custom, which 
held women to a high ideal of chastity yet tolerated sexual license on the 
part of men. Women who strayed from the ideal were considered perma- 
nently "ruined," whereas such behavior by men was at most a mild and 
pardonable offense. Sexual prowess could even enhance a man's reputa- 
tion among his male peers.22 Purity campaigners recounted numerous in- 
stances in which young women like those in Gardener's stories were cast 
out of society and forced to turn to prostitution, infanticide, or death, while 
their male seducers remained ensconced in respectable society. In an ad- 
dress before a large audience in the First Methodist Episcopal Church of 
Chicago, Frances Willard discussed a recent case of "betrayal and outrage 
of a young girl" in that city. Abandoned by her lover, the seventeen-year- 
old girl killed her newborn baby to escape the shame and disgrace of her 



situation. Willard protested the injustice of the legal system, which pun- 
ished the girl for the crime of infanticide yet allowed her seducer to walk 
away free of blame: "He, strong and well; she, weak and tortured with 
pain; he, pillowed that night in comfort; she, shivering in cold and shame; 
he, her worse than murderer, yet unpunished; she, his helpless victim, yet 
a 

Reformers called for legislation that would undermine the double stan- 
dard and male sexual privilege by making the seducers of underage women 
subject to criminal charges. The way to protect women and girls, Willard 
declared, was no longer to shelter and seclude them from the world. "It is 
rather by holding men to the same standard of morality which, happily for 
us, they long ago prescribed for the physically weaker.. . and by punishing 
with extreme penalties such men as inflict upon women atrocities com- 
pared with which death would be infinitely welcome."24 Men who in the 
past had walked away from illicit encounters unscathed should now be held 
accountable for their actions. 

Women reformers, however, did not trust men to carry out this task. 
They charged that patriarchal authority, both in the government and at 
home, had failed miserably in its responsibility to protect young women 
and girls. The tragic ends of Minnie and Ettie in Gardener's novels demon- 
strated the dire consequences of leaving moral protection in the hands of 
men. Mr. Mansfield, the key patriarch in the f i s t  story, had caused the 
moral corruption of his own son and destroyed the life of an innocent work- 
ing girl. In the second story, Ettie's own father had favored setting the age 
of consent at twelve years and thus had contributed to the downfall of his 
daughter. One purity activist charged that these "infamous" laws were 
"enacted by fathers, husbands and brothers for the furtherance of animal 
lust and moral degradation in men, and the destruction of maidenho~d."~~ 

The dismal failure of fathers convinced reformers that it was up to the 
mothers of the country to see that young women and girls were adequately 
protected. Frances Willard called on WCTU members to join the battle 
with the following declaration at the organizatidn,s annual meeting in 1885: 
"Women only can induce law-makers to furnish this most availing of all 
possible methods of protection to the physically weak. Men alone will 
never gain the courage thus to legislate against other men."26 

Since the early nineteenth century, Victorian culture had assigned 
middle-class women responsibility for the moral guardianship of the home 
and the moral training of children. By instilling values of sobriety and 
purity in their children, mothers would help to ensure a safe, moral social 



order. But this domestic role, reformers believed, no longer sufficed in the 
face of mounting sexual dangers and temptations that surrounded young 
women in American cities and towns. Women needed to enter the political 
sphere in order to carry out their role as moral guardians and protectors of 
the home. Gertrude Foster in Pray Ywu, Sir, Whose Daughter? served as 
an example for middle-class women, who, in order to control vice and 
protect girls from sexual danger, had to be willing to risk public censure 
and engage in political activities outside of the home. 

Initially, female reformers sought to exert their moral influence in the 
political realm by organizing petition drives and lobbying male legislators 
for age-of-consent laws. Soon, however, many came to argue that women 
needed the vote if they were to gain adequate protection for girls. Helen 
Gardener expressed the belief of many reformers when she claimed the 
low age of consent would never have been enacted in the first place if 
women had been allowed to v0te.2~ 

Class tensions, as well as gender tensions, also fueled the age-of-con- 
sent campaign. In the seduction model that informed the campaign, re- 
formers focused specifically on the sexual vulnerability of white, working- 
class daughters like the fictional Minnie and Ettie. In the words of purity 
activist Emily Blackwell: "There is no class in society so helpless, so sur- 
rounded by temptation, as young working girls just growing up." Among 
the well-to-do, Blackwell explained, "the daughters live at home, under 
the protection of parents and family connections, to mature age. . . . The 
case is entirely different with the majority of working girls where poverty 
obliges them to go to work as soon as they are capable of earning. Igno- 
rant, inexperienced, impulsive, they enter the great world of work, usually 
in wearisome and ill-paid labor, under the control and direction of men."28 

The standard narrative of seduction did not accurately depict the reality 
of most sexual encounters experienced by young working-class women 
during this period. They usually formed intimate relationships with young, 
unmarried men of their own class, not with older, middle-class empl0yers.2~ 
Though not based on reality, the seduction narrative nevertheless had 
great power among nineteenth-century audiences because it captured the 
deep social anxiety about the fundamental changes taking place in the lives 
of white working-class female youth. Urbanization and the expansion of 
the industrial economy were drawing more and more young women out of 
domestic and family settings and into a public, urban world of work and 
recreation. In the small towns and agrarian communities of nineteenth- 
century America, most daughters had worked in a family context under 



the close supervision of parents in farm households or small workshops, or 
as domestic servants in other households. They helped with cooking, clean- 
ing, child care, and the production of candles, soap, and other household 
goods, and they labored in the fields when needed. Daughters in artisans' 
households also worked primarily in a family setting, tending to domestic 
duties and helping in family-run shops or businesses. Young women some- 
times brought in additional income by engaging in household manufacture 
or the "putting-out" system, in which they made hats, matches, stockings, 
and other piecework goods in their own homes for local merchants.30 

As the nineteenth century advanced, economic pressures compelled 
some artisan and farm families to send their daughters out into the paid 
labor force. By midcentury, a number of young white women were em- 
ployed in textile mills and shoe factories in northeastern cities and towns, 
but factory workers still constituted only a small portion of the female 
labor force. The vast majority of young women who worked outside of 
their homes were employed as domestic servants in the homes of others. 
As late as 1870,61 percent of all women wage-earners worked as domestic 
servants or in related occupations, while only 18 percent were factory 
workers.31 

The expansion of the economy in the late nineteenth century drew ever 
larger numbers of young women into the work force and fundamentally 
altered the context of female labor, a development that had profound con- 
sequences for their social lives. The ranks of female laborers grew rapidly 
as native-born daughters left depressed rural areas and immigrant daugh- 
ters migrated with their families to American cities in search of work. The 
number of women in the paid labor force more than quadrupled between 
1870 and 1910 (see Table 2). In 1870 there were 1.72 million women wage- 
earners (15 percent of the female population); in 1890 there were 3.6 rnil- 
lion (19 percent of the female population); by 1910 that number had in- 
creased to 7.01 million (24 percent of the female population). Most female 
workers were young, single women who contributed their wages to the 
support of their families.32 

Even more significant than the numerical increase of women wage- 
earners were the profound changes in the nature of white female employ- 
ment. Instead of being limited largely to domestic work and household 
manufacture, they now had access to jobs in factories, department stores, 
offices, and restaurants. As a result, the percentage of working women 
employed as domestic servants decreased with every decade. Between 
1870 and 1910, it dropped from 61 percent to 26 percent. During this same 



TABLE 2. Number and Proportion of Women in  the U.S. Labor Force, 
1870-1920 

Total Labor % oi 
Force Working Women Women as % of Wom 

Year (millions) (millions) Labor Force Labor Force 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Sixteenth Census of the United States, 19h0: Cornpara- 
tive Occupation Statistics for the U.S., 1870-1940 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1943), p. 92, table xv. 

period, the proportion of women employed in factories grew from 18 per- 
cent to 23 percent, and that of women employed as saleswomen, clerks, 
and stenographers increased from 1 percent to 15 percent (see Table 3).33 
In the workplaces newly opened to women, daughters now labored in 
settings free of family supervision and control. 

In their leisure time outside of work, young women took part in new 
commercial amusements that further undermined family influence. Dance 
halls, movie theaters, cafes, and amusement parks opened in cities through- 
out the country, offering nightly entertainment to urban youth. These 
commercial ventures differed in important ways from earlier forms of 
recreation. Most leisure-time activity throughout the nineteenth century 
had taken place in family and neighborhood settings and involved all age 
groups. Small-town families had participated together in picnics, commu- 
nity entertainments, church socials, and dances. Urban workers, too, had 
enjoyed their leisure in familial and communal contexts as they gathered on 
street corners and stoops after a day's work, took weekend excursions to 
the park, or celebrated religious and ethnic holidays in community groups. 
The few forms of commercial recreation that existed were generally the 
preserve of men. Male friends and colleagues joined one another in saloons, 
pool halls, and sports clubs, while women stayed close to home and their 
local  neighborhood^.^^ 



TABLE 3. Percentage of Women Workers in Nonagricultural Occupations, 
1870-1920 

Clerks, All Other 
Sales- Nonagri- 

Servants women, Mill and cultural 
and Related Stenog- Factory Occupa- 

Year Occupations raphers Professions Workers tions 

1870 
(N = 1.44 million) 61 1 6 18 15 
1880 
(N=2.05 million) 47 2 9 21 21 
1890 
(N =3.24 million) 40 5 10 20 25 
1900 
(N =4.34 million) 33 9 10 22 26 
1910 
(N=6.27 million) 26 15 12 23 25 
1920 
(N = 7.47 million) 18 26 13 24 19 

Source: Hill, W a n  in Gainful Occupations, p. 45. 

The amusement resorts dotting the urban landscape in the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries departed from these earlier forms of 
leisure activity by catering primarily to a young, mixed-sex crowd. Ado- 
lescent sons and daughters often spent their evenings with their peers at 
amusement parks, theaters, and dance halls instead of participating in 
family and neighborhood gatherings. Similar developments had taken 
place earlier in more developed urban areas, such as New York City, but 
they became widespread throughout the country during the rapid urban 
and economic growth of the late nineteenth century.3s 

Urban and economic growth extended new possibilities but also new 
sexual risks to young working-class women. Increased social autonomy in 
work and recreation could also expose them to sexual harassment and 
assault by male employers, coworkers, and companions. Relations with 
boyfriends sometimes resulted in pregnancy and abandonment. In large 
cities with highly mobile populations, families could not force a marriage 



between pregnant daughters and their male partners as effectively as 
they had in smaller towns and communities. An out-of-wedlock pregnancy 
was a difficult, often traumatic experience for young women at this time. 
They had to bear the economic burden of caring for the child and faced 
social ostracism and possible family rejection. To escape this shame and 
financial hardship, young women sometimes resorted to extreme mea- 
sures, most notably infanticide or illegal and often dangerous abortions to 
end a pregnancy. The seduction narrative constructed by reformers ex- 
pressed this sense of sexual vulnerability and danger that young women 
faced.36 

Where middle-class reformers saw only sexual danger in the public 
world of work, however, working-class daughters also perceived new op- 
portunities. As they engaged in new jobs and urban recreations in Ameri- 
can cities, these young women explored romantic relations and heterosex- 
ual pleasures outside of marriage. City streets, workplaces, amusement 
centers, and parks all provided spaces for flirtation and intimate encoun- 
ters with members of the opposite sex away from the watchful eyes of par- 
ents and neighbors. Working girls used their earnings for fancy dresses, 
hats, and makeup; they frequented dance halls and caf6s unchaperoned; 
and they made acquaintances with men their parents did not know. Many 
working-class daughters also demonstrated a more open sexual ethic that 
tolerated premarital sexual intercourse in certain social contexts. Clearly, 
among some young women, particularly Catholics, traditional codes of 
female chastity prevailed. Even so, the increased rate of premarital preg- 
nancy-which rose from approximately 10 percent in the mid-nineteenth 
century to 23 percent in the period between 1880 and 1910-indicates 
a growing incidence of sexual experimentation among young unmarried 
women.37 

Such behavior conflicted sharply with the bourgeois conception of girl- 
hood sexual purity and innocence. Middle-class women criticized male be- 
havior, but they were equally troubled by the assertions of sexual and 
social autonomy on the part of female youth. Reformers assumed a posi- 
tion of moral authority toward white working-class daughters and sought 
to impose on them a code of morality based on middle-class ideals of female 
purity and modesty. They upheld the belief, shared by many conserva- 
tives, that the loss of sexual purity was the worst thing that could happen 
to a young woman. Colorado reformer Carrie Clyde Holly told legislators 
that a woman's virtue was more important to her than "life itself," and 
Frances Willard claimed the seducer was worse than a "murderer" to a 



young woman.38 Such attitudes reinforced the idea that young women 
involved in illicit encounters were "ruined" for life. 

Reformers further insisted that young women were passive and depen- 
dent in all illicit sexual encounters. Holly expressed a common view among 
purity activists when she asserted that "no virtuous woman of any age, in 
her right mind, fully conscious of the consequences, ever did, or ever can, 
consent freely and voluntarily, without either physical or mental coercion 
to give up the most precious jewel in the crown of her womanhood!"39 The 
only acceptable role for young women within the seduction drama was that 
of helpless victim. Working-class daughters who departed from the ideals 
of purity and passivity-by flirting with men on the streets, going to dance 
halls, wearing fancy clothes and makeup, or engaging in sex outside of 
marriage-were deemed wayward and in need of strict control by the 
state. The moral protection offered by middle-class reformers, then, came 
at a high price. It  demanded adherence to a rigid code of morality that 
denied women sexual desire and agency. 

Reformers established a hierarchical and custodial relationship with 
white working-class daughters, but that relationship excluded African 
American women and girls entirely. Purity activists emphasized that their 
campaign was waged on behalf of the "white slaves" of male vice and 
exploitation, and they ignored altogether the serious problems faced by 
young African American women in American society. These girls, too, 
experienced out-of-wedlock pregnancy, abandonment, sexual harassment, 
and assault as they migrated from farms and small towns to urban areas in 
search of employment. Even worse, black women and girls faced severe 
forms of sexual exploitation on account of their race. The demise of slavery 
may have limited, but clearly did not eradicate, the sexual victimization of 
black women by white men in the South. In fact, some southern men 
responded to Emancipation and the granting of political rights to former 
slaves by assaulting African American women. They used rape as a tool of 
racial intimidation and control over freed blacks in the South. During the 
Memphis race riot of 1865, a white mob attacked and killed blacks, burned 
their homes and schools, and raped black women at gunpoint. In 1871 the 
wife of a black radical Republican in Columbia, South Carolina, reported to 
a Congressional committee that Ku Klux Klan members had beaten her 
husband and gang-raped her to punish them for supporting the Republi- 
can Party. Another woman from Meridian, Mississippi, told the committee 
that Klan members had forced their way into her home, thrown her to the 
ground, and raped her at g~npoint.~O 



It was also common practice-particularly, though not exclusively, in 
the South-for white men of all ages and classes to make sexual advances 
to black women. Domestic servants were most vulnerable to this type of 
harassment. In a letter that appeared in the Independent in 1912, a ser- 
vant who worked for a white southern family described how she resisted 
the aggressive advances of her male employer and consequently was f red 
from her job. The servant concluded that "a colored woman's virtue in this 
part of the country had no protection. . . . I believe nearly all white men 
take, and expect to take, undue liberties with their colored female ser- 
vants-not only the fathers, but in many cases the sons also."41 Given the 
structure of relations between whites and blacks in the South, women who 
resisted such harassment could expect to be fred from their jobs or forc- 
ibly assaulted. African American men who attempted to prevent sexual 
assaults on their wives and daughters by white men found themselves 
subject to criminal arrest or physical attack. When the husband of the 
woman quoted above confronted the white employer for accosting his wife, 
the employer struck him and had him arrested. When the husband ap- 
peared in court, he was fined twenty-five dollars for his bold behavior.42 

Before the Civil War, white abolitionists had addressed the sexual ex- 
ploitation of black women under slavery. After the war, however, white 
reformers ignored this issue, particularly with the end of Reconstruction, 
when political control in the South was returned to southern white leaders. 
Suffragists and moral reformers, eager to win white southern support for 
their causes, did not address the sexual vulnerability of black women and 
girls in the South. 

Even though the white purity movement ignored African American 
concerns, black clubwomen and suffragists actively engaged in moral pro- 
tection work for the young women of their own race, but they did not take 
part in the age-of-consent campaign. African American purity reformers 
tended to be college educated; many worked as teachers and most were 
married to men of middle-class status such as ministers, educators, law- 
yers, and physicians. They shared with their white counterparts a belief in 
the values of morality for both sexes, wholesome marriage, and family life, 
and they assumed responsibility for instilling these values in the "lowly 
and fallen" of their race.43 A number of African American clubwomen sup- 
ported temperance and the social purity movement through the WCTU, 
usually working in separate black chapters. In the last two decades of 
the nineteenth century, black clubwomen Jane M. Kenney, Frances E. W. 
Harper, and Lucy Thurman served as superintendents of "colored work" 



for the temperance organization. The major national organizations of black 
women in the late nineteenth century also adopted social purity as an 
important goal. These organizations included the National Federation of 
Afro-American Women, the National League of Colored Women, and later 
the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), which was formed 
by a merger of the first two in 1896. Mary Church Terrell, the first presi- 
dent of the NACW, stated in 1899 that as "the more favored portion" of 
their communities, black clubwomen should "strive to illumine the minds 
and improve the morals of those who it is in their power to uplift." In pur- 
suit of this mission, black women's organizations distributed pamphlets 
and delivered talks on social purity at annual meetings; they pursued 
rescue and protective work for young women and the moral education of 
both sexes.44 

Moral reform, however, had a different set of meanings for black women 
reformers. It  was an integral part of a broad program of racial uplift that 
included efforts to improve education and health care, promote economic 
self-sufficiency, and end racial discrimination and violence toward African 
Americans. Black women reformers aimed, in particular, to counter the 
prevalent stereotype of black female immorality and to combat the sexual 
exploitation of black women at the hands of white men that had been a 
central feature of slavery and continued as a form of racial domination 
after the Civil War.45 Before a meeting of black clergymen in 1886, teacher 
and activist Anna Julia Cooper made a plea for the protection of "the 
Colored Girls of the South" who live "in the midst of pitfalls and snares, 
waylaid by the lower classes of white men with no shelter, no protection 
nearer than the great blue vault above."46 Black clubwomen thus defined 
sexual danger differently than white moral reformers. They worried about 
the sexual vulnerability that black women and girls faced in a racist so- 
ciety in which they had little power or control. 

Black women did not focus solely on the sexual aggression of white men. 
They also sought to reform the moral behavior and attitudes of the young 
men and women of their race through education and voluntary efforts 
within the black community. Local black women's organizations founded 
boarding homes, social clubs, and travelers' aid societies for working girls 
in their respective cities and towns. Led by Victoria Earle Mathews, the 
Woman's Loyal League of New York established the White Rose Home in 
1897 to offer housing, training, and moral guidance to young black female 
migrants to the city. Clubwomen organized similar homes and societies in 
numerous other cities during this period, including the Sojourner Truth 



Home for Working Girls in Washington, D.C., the Phillis Wheatley Clubs 
in New Orleans and Chicago, the Harriet Tubman House in Boston, and 
the Home for Working Girls in Kansas City.47 

Clubwomen and black ministers aimed to build the moral character of 
young men as well as women. Like white reformers, they were staunchly 
committed to a single standard of morality and sought to impress the 
men of their race with the importance of moral purity. At the Atlanta 
Exposition in 1895, members of the National Colored Woman's Congress, 
including Fannie Barrier Williams, Frances E. W. Harper, Victoria Earle 
Mathews, and Josephine Ruffin, made the following pledge, which was 
printed in the Woman's Era (the publication of the Boston Woman's Era 
Club and the f i s t  monthly journal published by black women in the United 
States): "That we require the same standard of morality for men as for 
women and that the mothers teach their sons social purity as well as their 
daughters."* To accomplish this goal, women reformers held mothers' 
meetings to discuss the moral education of sons and established purity 
leagues, clubs, and recreational programs for young men.49 

Although African American clubwomen supported the single standard 
and moral uplift, they did not embrace the campaign to impose criminal 
penalties on male sex offenders, nor was the issue taken up by the many 
local clubs throughout the country or the major national organizations of 
black women.50 They feared, with good reason, that the law would be used 
to target black men and would do little to protect young black women. 
African Americans had learned all too well that the criminal justice system 
would not deal fairly with them, particularly regarding sexual crimes. Law 
enforcement authorities repeatedly failed to prosecute assaults on black 
women by white men yet sanctioned the punishment and even the lynch- 
ing of black men in the South on false charges of interracial rape. After the 
end of Reconstruction, the lynching of African Americans increased in 
number and ferocity, reaching a peak average of 188 a year in the 1890s; 
between 1882 and 1930, 3,386 African Americans were killed by lynch 
mobs. Local white mobs carried out the burning, torture, and murder of 
blacks, but civic leaders and law enforcement officials did little to stop or 
punish mob leaders and often publicly sanctioned their actions. The stan- 
dard justification for this brutal crime was the rape of white women by 
black men, but in reality few lynchings were associated with sexual as- 
sault. Only 23 percent of the known victims of lynch mobs between 1882 
and 1946 were even accused of rape or attempted rape. The primary pur- 



pose of lynching was to instill terror in blacks and to maintain the system 
of white supremacy in the S0uth.5~ 

If African American women had any hope that white purity reformers 
would address the severe racial discrimination in the handling of sexual 
crimes, they were sorely disappointed. Throughout the purity campaign, 
white reformers steadfastly ignored the sexual exploitation that black 
women and girls faced on account of their race. Further, they failed to 
condemn the brutal treatment of African American men and the racist 
stereotype of them as dangerous rapists. 

When black clubwomen launched a campaign against lynching in the 
early 1890s, they approached Frances Willard, as the leader of an impor- 
tant Christian organization, and requested that she issue a public state- 
ment against the crime.62 Willard at first hesitated to do so for fear of 
alienating her white southern supporters. But when British temperance 
reformers took up the antilynching cause after black activist Ida B. Wells 
made a lecture tour in that country in 1893, Willard could hardly avoid 
taking a position. The WCTU passed an antilynching resolution at its 
annual convention that year, yet, in an effort to appease southern members 
of the organization, Willard made the following equivocal pronouncement 
in her presidential address: "Our duty to the colored people have [sic] 
never impressed me so solemnly as this year when the antagonism be- 
tween them and the white race have seemed to be more vivid than at any 
previous time, and lurid vengeance has devoured the devourers of women 
and ~hildren."~ This statement made only a vague reference to the prob- 
lem of lynching. Even worse, by referring to lynch victims as "the de- 
vourers of women and children," Willard accepted the argument of south- 
erners that the a d  was a response to assaults on white women by black 
men. The resolution passed by the WCTU the following year made a simi- 
lar claim. The organization expressed its opposition to "all lawless acts" 
but at the same time also condemned "the unspeakable outrages which 
have so often provoked such lawles~ness."~~ 

The response of Willard and other white women reformers angered 
black clubwomen throughout the country. An editorial that appeared in 
the Womn's Era in July 1895 acknowledged that Willard had accom- 
plished good work but lamented that "we have failed to hear from her or 
the Woman's Christian Temperance Union any honest, flat-footed denun- 
ciation of lynching and lynchers."55 The following month, the Woman's Era 
Club of Boston criticized the temperance organization for what appeared 



to be its "condonation of lynching."56 In an open letter printed in the Wom- 
an's Era in June 1894, black clubwoman Florida Ruffin Ridley chastised 
another white woman reformer, Mrs. Ormison Chant, for voting against an 
antilynching resolution at the National Conference of Unitarian Churches. 
Ridley defended the character of black men against the charges made by 
apologists for lynching: "We here solemnly deny that the black men are the 
foul fiends they are pictured; we demand that until at least one crime is 
proved upon them, judgement be ~uspended."~~ 

Black women were further angered by the failure of the legal system to 
protect black women and girls from assaults by white men. In the same 
letter Ridley wrote, 'We read with horror of two different colored girls 
who have recently been horribly assaulted by white men in the South. We 
should regret any lynchings of the offenders by black men, but we shall not 
have occasion; should these offenders receive any punishment at all it will 
be a Given the extreme racial bias within both the legal system 
and the ranks of purity reformers, it is no wonder that black women did 
not join the age-of-consent movement and instead relied on education and 
self-help within their own communities to protect black girls from moral 
dangers. 

Although white purity reformers did not seek or receive the support 
of African Americans, they did generate considerable public support for 
their cause. With the backing of religious leaders, labor organizations, and 
women's rights advocates, they achieved important legislative changes by 
1890. At the federal level, Congress had voted to raise the age of consent 
from ten to sixteen in Washington, D.C., and the territories. Reformers 
also led numerous successful campaigns at the state level in the 1880s. 
Twenty-four states had amended their age-of-consent legislation by the 
end of the decade. In three states-New York, New Jersey, and Pennsyl- 
vania-lawmakers had raised the age of consent from ten to sixteen. Simi- 
lar efforts met with more modest success in another twenty states, where 
lawmakers raised the age variously to fifteen, fourteen, or thirteen.59 

The greatest victory in the first stage of the campaign occurred in 
Kansas, which was the first state in the country to raise the age of consent 
to eighteen. This came about through the combined efforts of the local 
WCTU and the state suffrage association. The two groups had just re- 
cently led a successful drive to win municipal suffrage for women early in 
1887. One month later they convinced the legislature to raise the age of 
consent, thus lending credence to the belief of many suffragists and purity 



reformers that the enfranchisement of women would lead to better moral 
protection for girls.60 

Although support for the campaign was growing, strong opposition to 
the new laws still existed. This opposition was evident in the intense bat- 
tles over the issue that took place in most state legislatures and in efforts 
by some legislators to rescind the recent gains made in their states. In 
1889 Kansas legislators introduced a bill to lower the age of consent from 
eighteen to twelve. A similar measure introduced by New York senators in 
1890 aimed to reduce the age from sixteen to fourteen.61 

These lawmakers voiced several objections to the age-of-consent move- 
ment. Many were deeply opposed to women's participation in the political 
arena. They dismissed the campaign as the product of meddling women 
who did not know their place in society. One Nebraska legislator and phy- 
sician, Dr. McKeeby, declared that he was "opposed to upholding a mea- 
sure built on sickly sentimentalism, advocated by women who have not the 
least idea of law-making." Such remarks only thinly veiled the great antip- 
athy on the part of numerous legislators to women assuming a political 
role. One male legislator who supported the campaign explained that the 
opposition of his colleagues resulted from the "unuttered, but neverthe- 
less felt prejudice against widening the sphere of woman's activity."62 

The main objection legislators made to raising the age of consent was 
that young women would use the law to blackmail men. In contrast to the 
narrative of seduction elaborated by moral reformers, male legislators 
constructed an opposing narrative in which innocent young men were vic- 
timized by scheming, immoral young women.63 An Iowa legislator warned 
that raising the age of consent to eighteen would "open the field for black- 
mailing and designing females, who will inveigle unsuspecting and suscep- 
tible youth into situations in which a yielding to an almost irresistible 
temptation will place them within the power of the female."64 The fear of 
blackmail found expression not only in legislative halls, but among mem- 
bers of the medical community, who used the same argument to oppose the 
measure. An article that appeared in Medical Age, a medical journal pub- 
lished in Detroit, Michigan, argued that a higher age of consent would 
enable "the licentious, designing &mi wmndaine, many of whom are under 
the age of eighteen," to "entice an innocent ignorant schoolboy to her 
bagnio and after seducing him, institute criminal proceedings under pro- 
tection of the law."65 

Several legislators insisted that the age should be no higher than the 



onset of puberty, by which time, they argued, girls should know the differ- 
ence between right and wrong. According to the Judiciary Committee of 
the Vermont Legislature, "It is conceded on all hands that girls reach the 
age of physical and mental maturity earlier than boys." The committee 
argued that raising the age of consent "wrongs the weak boy, who falls in 
temptation thrown in his path by the more mature and often more wicked 
girl."66 Legislators found support from medical authorities on this issue. 
One physician held that girls reached physical maturity three to four years 
earlier than boys. He explained that "these physical changes in the body of 
girls are associated with equally rapid changes in the mind and social 
habits, changes which indicate greater maturity of girls within their own 
sphere than in boys of corresponding ages." In light of this, he warned that 
raising the age of consent would lead to "some disagreeable or unfair 
litigation and p~nishment."~~ Another medical authority even denied that 
it was possible to force a female who had reached puberty to have sexual 
relations against her will. "It is my confident belief," he wrote, "that under 
ordinary circumstances no female who has arrived at the age of under- 
standing, be she never so weak, so long as consciousness remains, can be 
forced against her will to participate in the act of copulation by a male be 
he ever so strong."68 

In the Victorian sexual ideology of the nineteenth century, an image of 
female passionlessness had replaced an earlier image of women as sexually 
aggressive. Yet beneath this belief in inherent female purity lay a double- 
edged view of women's sexual nature that was manifested in the age-of- 
consent campaign. The responses of male legislators indicate that the 
fears of a manipulative, dangerous female sexuality persisted. Although 
middle- and upper-class women were still perceived as pure and passion- 
less, working-class and African American women came to embody the 
dark, unruly, and promiscuous forces within women. 

Such views are particularly evident in the arguments raised against a 
higher age of consent in the South. In voicing their objections to the new 
laws, southern legislators revived the racist myth of "bad black women," 
which assumed a different sexual nature for black and white women and 
held that the former were naturally promiscuous. Representative A. C. 
Tompkins of Kentucky complained that the proposed law placed the "ne- 
gro female on the same plane as the white female." He relied on the author- 
ity of a Kentucky physician to assert that "negro girls" matured earlier 
than "white girls," for they began menstruating at eleven years, while 
most white girls did not menstruate until age fourteen. Tompkins further 



claimed that it was impossible to rape black women, for due to their "natu- 
ral complaisance," the male was "able to easily satisfy his desire without 
violence."69 He warned, 'We see at once what a terrible weapon for evil the 
elevating of the age of consent would be when placed in the hands of a 
lecherous, sensual negro woman, who for the sake of blackmail or revenge 
would not hesitate to bring criminal action even though she had been a 
prostitute since her eleventh year!"70 The myth about the inherent pro- 
miscuity of black women grossly distorted the reality of interracial sexual 
relations in the South and served to justify the sexual exploitation of 
African American women by white men. Men would not be held account- 
able for sexual harassment and assault as long as black women were de- 
fined as sexually aggressive and depraved by nature. 

Legislators in other parts of the country assigned the image of female 
depravity to working-class women, depicting working girls, servants, and 
prostitutes as licentious seducers of men. One legislator claimed that in 
Kansas, where the age of consent had recently been raised to eighteen, 
"several young men from highly respectable families" had been sent to the 
penitentiaries by such "immoral young women." Texas lawmakers pro- 
tested that under the proposed legislation, "working girls, especially type- 
writers, would blackmail their  employer^."^^ Opponents of the new law 
clearly feared that raising the age of consent would imperil their sexual 
prerogatives with working-class and black women. In an effort to temper 
this threat, many legislators insisted that consent laws should only protect 
females of previously chaste character. Although purity reformers vig- 
orously opposed this measure, several states included such clauses in their 
amended statutes. 

Despite the strong objections to their political involvement, female re- 
formers continued to lobby legislatures, collect petitions, and use the vote 
(where they had it) to press for higher consent laws. When legislators 
tried to revoke the gains made in Kansas and New York, women quickly 
organized to defeat their efforts. After senators in Kansas voted to lower 
the age of consent to twelve, the Kansas Equal Suffrage Association pub- 
licly condemned the action and organized a successful opposition to the bill. 
In response to a similar measure in New York, the local WCTU called on 
the citizens of the state to protest the "infamous bill." A WCTU represen- 
tative, Mary Hunt, appeared before the legislature to warn lawmakers: "I 
represent 21,000 women and any man who dares to vote for this measure 
will be marked and held up to scorr~."~~ A stream of protests followed, and 
the bill was eventually defeated. 



Other attempts to rescind recent gains in several states motivated pu- 
rity reformers to launch a broader and more forceful attack on the low age 
of consent in the early 1890s. As part of this effort, they enlisted Helen 
Gardener to write a series of articles about the issue in the Arena, a 
national journal devoted to social and political reform. Founded and edited 
by the zealous reformer Benjamin 0. Flower, the Arena supported a num- 
ber of other crusades, including the single tax, municipal government re- 
form, free silver, and prohibition of the liquor traffic.73 Between January 
and November 1895, Gardener published a series of five lengthy articles 
dealing with the age of consent. Entitled "The Shame of America," Gar- 
dener's first piece recounted the valiant efforts of purity reformers, espe- 
cially the members of the WCTU and the New York Committee for the 
Prevention of State Regulation of Vice, to secure better protection for 
girlhood. Although many gains had been made, there remained much to be 
done. Gardener reported that in eight states the age of consent was still 
ten or twelve, and in twenty other states it was under fifteen years. She 
declared that "the need of a vigorous crusade, in behalf of exposed girlhood 
and in the interest of public morality, against such shameful legislation, 
should be obvious to She called on the women and men of America to 
come to the defense of the country's daughters by demanding a higher age 
of consent. 

The stepped-up campaign generated a new flurry of moral reform ac- 
tivity across the country in the 1890s. Members of the WCTU and the New 
York Committee still stood at the forefront of the campaign, but they drew 
additional support from a range of other individuals and organizations. 
National suffrage leaders and many local suffrage groups continued to 
lobby for higher consent laws. Protestant ministers and church organiza- 
tions were now joined by Catholic clergymen. The General Federation of 
Women's Clubs and the Young Men's and Young Women's Christian Asso- 
ciations also added their voices to the chorus.75 

As the campaign expanded, purity activists also began to win the en- 
dorsement of some physicians. Reformers considered this a si@cant 
achievement, for in the past the medical community had been indifferent, 
if not hostile, to their work. But during the 1890s, an increasing number of 
physicians expressed their support for the social purity campaign. State 
medical societies passed resolutions in favor of raising the age of consent 
to eighteen. In New York, Arizona, Michigan, and several other states, 
physicians helped to push age-of-consent bills through the state legisla- 
t u r e ~ . ~ ~  Most physicians, however, gave different reasons for supporting 



this measure; they did not necessarily share reformers' feminist concerns. 
Unlike female reformers, they did not focus on the sexual vulnerability of 
women but rather emphasized the 9a l th  menace posed by illicit sexuality. 
The two state medical associations of New York supported age-of-consent 
legislation "in the interest of public health and clean heredity." Physicians 
warned that the state should not allow young women to engage in activ- 
ity that threatened society with disease and insanity or with "defective" 
off~pring.~~ 

The age-of-consent campaign also developed a strong following among 
southern white women in the 1890s and began to make important inroads 
in the South. Reformers considered this a major accomplishment because 
the South had been the region most resistant to earlier reform efforts. As 
late as 1893, no southern state had raised the age of consent above ten or 
twelve years. The conservative gender and racial politics of the region ex- 
plain the late response to the age-of-consent issue. Southern white women 
lived under a more restrictive system of male dominance and did not have 
the same access to education and public activism as their northern and 
midwestern sisters. Since the early nineteenth century, women in the 
North and Midwest had organized around a variety of causes, including 
antislavery, prison reform, suffrage, education for women, and temper- 
ance. Aside from church activities, Southern women had little experience 
with reform organizations until the WCTU began to organize in the South 
in the 1880s. Frances Willard's several southern tours during this decade 
stimulated the development of an active southern women's temperance 
movement. For the first time, numbers of southern women challenged 
their subordinate political role by speaking in public and petitioning legis- 
lative bodies about the temperance issueJ8 

Even as they began to participate in temperance reform, though, south- 
ern women initially shied away from the social purity program of the 
WCTU. When the national organization established a Social Purity De- 
partment, most local chapters in the country took up its work, but the 
southern chapters at first hesitated to ally themselves with the cause.79 
The reluctance of southern women to engage in purity reform stemmed 
not only from the general conservatism of the southern chapters (most 
also did not support suffrage for women), but also from the troubling racial 
issues it raised. To take on the double standard and male sexual license in 
the South could mean confronting the practice of interracial sex and the 
sexual vulnerability of black women and girls at the hands of white men. 
Southern women, however, were unwilling to challenge the system of 



white supremacy, even its tool of sexual control, which disrupted their own 
marital and family lives. 

When they finally did adopt the cause of social purity in the 1890s, 
southern reformers, like their northern counterparts, avoided the racial 
side of the issue altogether. This avoidance required considerable effort 
particularly in the South, for southern legislators made clear and frequent 
references to interracial sexual relations in their arguments against the 
age-of-consent law. Like legislator A. C. Tompkins, they claimed the mea- 
sure would subject white men to blackmail by "lecherous" black females.80 
As they did in their daily lives, southern white women chose to ignore 
these signs. Their campaign for social purity focused on the protection of 
white female chastity and did not challenge white men's sexual exploita- 
tion of black women. 

During the 1890s, purity reformers throughout the South began to con- 
front legislators with demands for higher age-of-consent laws.81 Their ef- 
forts met with varying degrees of success. The WCTU, joined by local 
suffrage organizations, made important gains in Tennessee and Louisiana, 
where the age was raised to sixteen, and in Texas, where it was raised 
to fifteen. Another three states, Alabama, South Carolina, and Virginia, 
raised the age to fourteen during the 1890s. In other southern states, 
legislators proved more resistant to the purity cause. In 1895, when female 
reformers from Atlanta lobbied state lawmakers to raise the age of con- 
sent, the bill never made it out of committee. During this period purity 
activists in Florida and Kentucky also failed in their initial attempts to 
convince legislators to raise the age of consent.82 

Despite some setbacks in the South, the age-of-consent campaign had 
achieved impressive legislative gains by the turn of the century. Reform- 
ers had succeeded in raising the age to eighteen in an additional eight 
states: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Missouri, New York, Nebraska, Utah, 
and Washington. Smaller gains had been made in another fifteen states, 
where legislators had raised the age to sixteen.83 Although most of the 
intense debate and activity surrounding the age of consent took place in 
the 1880s and 1890s, reformers continued their efforts in many states well 
into the twentieth century. In California, for example, suffragists and tem- 
perance reformers lobbied lawmakers throughout the first decade of the 
twentieth century to raise the age of consent to eighteen. When California 
women acquired suffrage in 1911, they made the issue one of their central 
legislative goals. Finally, in 1913, under great pressure from recently en- 
franchised women, legislators and the governor finally agreed to increase 



the age to eighteen.84 Numerous battles also took place in southern states 
during the early twentieth century. In 1901 purity reformers in Florida led 
a successful drive to raise the age of consent to eighteen when they pre- 
sented petitions bearing more than 15,000 signatures to the legislature. 
And in 1918, suffragists and reformers in Georgia finally convinced legisla- 
tors to raise the age of consent in their state. By 1920 nearly every state in 
the country had raised the age at which a woman could legally consent to 
sexual relations to either sixteen or eighteen years (see Table 

Purity reformers and women's rights advocates celebrated this devel- 
opment as a great victory for the female sex, but the legacy of the age-of- 
consent campaign is more ambiguous. Reformers had persuaded legisla- 
tors to enact a law that they thought would protect young working-class 
women from sexual harm. In the course of the campaign, they developed a 
forceful critique of the double standard of morality and male sexual priv- 
ilege, but one that did not extend to the particularly severe forms of sexual 
exploitation faced by black women in a white-dominated society. Further, 
in their efforts to gain protection for young white women, reformers pro- 
moted an image of female passivity and victimization that appealed to 
conservatives who did not share the reformers' feminist concerns. The 
moral protection offered by reformers demanded the denial of young wom- 
en's sexual desire and agency. 

In order to assess the full impact of the age-of-consent campaign, we 
need to move beyond the reform movement to the actual enforcement of 
legislation. Moral reformers had persuaded the government to enact new 
laws, but they could not control how and by whom these laws would be 
used. 
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% aising the age of consent in 
the United States brought many young working-class men and women 
into criminal court for engaging in sex outside of marriage. One typical 
case heard in the superior court of Alameda County, California, in 1915 
was that of a white couple, sixteen-year-old Ruth Hayes and Earl Morris, a 
young man who worked for the railroad. Ruth first met Earl at a dance in a 
town near San Francisco where she lived with her parents. The couple had 
visited each other regularly for almost two months when Earl asked her to 
live with him. Without her parents' permission, Ruth left home and moved 
in with Earl in a hotel in downtown Oakland, where they registered as 



husband and wife. Ruth's father, a skilled worker employed as a carpenter 
for the railroad, notified the police as soon as he discovered that his daugh- 
ter had left home. Two weeks later the police found the couple in the hotel, 
arrested Earl on a charge of statutory rape, and placed Ruth in the girls' 
detention home in Oakland to await the trial.' 

This case and other similar ones that came before California courts shed 
light on the enforcement of age-of-consent legislation within local commu- 
nities. In particular, they tell us about the role that parents played in the 
enforcement process and about the types of sexual encounters regulated 
by the new law. Middle-class reformers may have been responsible for 
raising the age of consent, but once this legislation was in place, working- 
class parents like Mr. Hayes used it for their own needs and purposes. In 
the California counties of Alameda and Los Angeles, working-class par- 
ents initiated approximately half of the prosecutions for statutory rape 
under the age-of-consent law.2 They, along with middle-class reformers, 
were greatly disturbed by their daughters' assertions of social and sexual 
autonomy. As traditional forms of sexual regulation proved less effective, 
some working-class parents turned to the courts to control teenage daugh- 
ters and their male partners. This chapter explores parents' use of the 
legal system through an analysis of statutory rape prosecutions in the 
Alameda County Superior Court for the decade 1910-20 (112 cases) and in 
the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court for the years 1910 and 1920 (31 
~ases ) .~  (See Appendix for more information on these case records.) 

The chapter also examines the nature of the sexual encounters regu- 
lated by law and the meaning of sexuality for working-class daughters. 
Like Ruth Hayes, the young women and girls who appeared in the Al- 
ameda and Los Angeles courts did not fit the images of female victim or 
evil temptress constructed by middle-class reformers and male legislators 
in the age-of-consent campaign. Most young women (72 percent of the 
Alameda cases and 77 percent of the Los Angeles cases) had willingly 
engaged in sexual encounters with young men of the same class back- 
ground.4 They had entered these romantic relationships for a variety of 
reasons-companionship, pleasure, marriage, and economic support. Even 
those cases that did involve forcible assault (28 percent of the Alarneda 
cases and 23 percent of the Los Angeles cases) present a different picture 
of sexual danger than that elaborated by purity  reformer^.^ They suggest 
that young women were most vulnerable to sexual abuse, not in the public 
sphere of work and recreation, but in the home, where they faced assaults 
by male relatives. 



The California counties of Alarneda and Los Angeles provide an instruc- 
tive setting for this exploration of the role of working-class families in the 
prosecution of statutory rape. Like many urban areas in the rest of the 
country, these counties witnessed tremendous population growth and eco- 
nomic development in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The principal cities of the two counties, Oakland and Los Angeles, grew at  
an especially rapid pace. Between 1880 and 1920, the population of Oak- 
land increased from 34,555 to 216,261 and the population of Los Angeles 
grew from 11,183 to 576,673.6 The expansion of transportation, trade, and 
industry in these cities contributed to their dramatic growth. In 1869 
Oakland was selected as the western terminus of the country's first trans- 
continental railroad. The arrival of the Central Pacific (later Southern 
Pacific) Railroad, along with its fine harbor, made Oakland the transporta- 
tion hub of the region. Over the next several decades, existing industries 
grew and dozens of new manufacturing and processing plants opened in 
and around the city to take advantage of the transportation facilities. The 
area boasted a diverse economy of lumber and cotton mills, breweries, 
brass and iron foundries, canneries, machine shops, shipbuilding plants, 
and textile and clothing factories. Even as manufacturing and trade flour- 
ished,.agriculture remained an important part of the economy of Alameda 
County. Large-scale farms produced a variety of fruits, vegetables, and 
dairy products. Because of its transportation facilities, Oakland became a 
center for the canning, processing, and shipping of the agricultural prod- 
ucts produced in Alameda County and northern California.' 

The railroad also spurred population and economic changes in Los An- 
geles. With the arrival of the Southern Pacific Railroad in 1876 and the 
Santa Fe line in 1885, Los Angeles grew from a sleepy pueblo to the major 
metropolis of southern California. The transportation network, favorable 
climate, and availability of cheap labor (mostly from Mexico) contributed 
to the development of large-scale agriculture and the food-processing in- 
dustry. By the early twentieth century, the region had become one of the 
leading agricultural producers in the country. In the 1890s and 1900s, Los 
Angeles experienced marked commercial and industrial growth with the 
expansion of the port and the establishment of many lumber mills, found- 
ries, and slaughterhouses. Large canneries and food-processing plants 
were also built to handle much of the agricultural produce of the South- 
west. And with the major oil strikes of the early twentieth century, Los 
Angeles became an important refining center and manufacturer of pe- 
troleum equipmenL8 



Economic opportunities drew a succession of native-born and foreign- 
born workers to Oakland and Los Angeles. In the late nineteenth century, 
native-born white Americans and northern Europeans made up the bulk 
of the working-class population in the two cities. Irish, German, British, 
Scandinavian, and Canadian immigrants formed the largest non-native 
groups. After the turn of the century, thousands of southern and eastern 
Europeans, Mexicans, and Asians joined these earlier migrants to Califor- 
nia.g The immigrant communities of Oakland and Los Angeles, though 
smaller than those in some eastern and midwestern cities, were nonethe- 
less substantial. In 1910, approximately 58 percent of the inhabitants in 
Oakland and 42 percent of those in Los Angeles were either foreign-born 
or had at least one foreign-born parent.1° 

The influx of various native and foreign-born groups created a diverse 
labor force in which race and ethnicity shaped occupational prospects for 
both male and female workers. Among male workers, native-born white 
Americans, Canadians, and northern Europeans and their descendants 
dominated the skilled trades in transportation and manufacturing. They 
worked as teamsters, longshoremen, metal workers, and carpenters. 
Native-born white women and those of northern European background 
predominated in the higher-status female jobs in offices and department 
stores and the better-paid factory positions. 

The major southern and eastern European groups that moved into Cal- 
ifornia were the Italians, Portuguese, and Russian and Polish Jews. Many 
Jewish immigrants made their way to California after living first in east- 
ern and midwestern cities. They settled in the downtown neighborhoods of 
West Oakland and Los Angeles's Boyle Heights alongside other immi- 
grant groups and found employment as factory workers, store clerks, ped- 
dlers, and shopkeepers.ll Italian immigrants came from both northern and 
southern Italy, where most had worked in agriculture and a smaller num- 
ber in fishing. Once in Alameda and Los Angeles Counties, some continued 
to follow the fishing and agricultural trades, but most worked as laborers 
in the railroad yards, lumber mills, construction sites, canneries, and ship- 
yards. A number of families opened small commercial enterprises, such as 
fruit and vegetable stands, barbershops, and grocery stores.12 

Alameda County was one of the major centers of Portuguese settle- 
ment in the country. Most Portuguese had migrated from rural commu- 
nities in the Azore Islands, where they had worked as farm laborers or 
independent cultivators on small plots. In Alameda, they found jobs in 
canneries, shipyards, and cotton mills. Others engaged in agriculture, 



mostly as farm laborers or renters, but some managed to purchase small 
tracts of land for vegetable and dairy farming. Adolescent daughters and 
some wives took jobs in food-processing plants, clothing mills, and other 
factories to help support their families.13 

The nonwhite groups who settled in Alameda and Los Angeles were 
restricted to the lowest rungs of the occupational structure, where most 
worked as unskilled laborers. Mexican, black, and Asian men were largely 
excluded from skilled jobs in transportation and manufacturing and from 
nonprofessional white-collar jobs as clerks and salesmen. Women of color 
were typically excluded from positions in department stores and offices, 
except for businesses run by members of their own racial and ethnic com- 
munities. 

The massive immigration of Mexicans to southern California took place 
during the first three decades of the twentieth century. Between 1900 and 
1930, approximately 1.5 million people had left small towns and villages in 
rural Mexico to move to the United States. Most of them settled in the 
Southwest, seeking work in the region's expanding economy. Many Mexi- 
can immigrants worked as farm laborers in the huge agricultural enter- 
prises of southern California. In the city of Los Angeles, Mexican men 
were also employed as common laborers at construction sites and railroad 
yards, while women worked in canneries, packing houses, laundries, and 
clothing factories. A number of Women, usually older ones, worked in 
private homes as domestics. Many Mexican families and their children in 
Los Angeles also engaged in migratory farm labor for part of the year.14 

Oakland and Los Angeles were the major destinations of blacks migrat- 
ing to California in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Thousands of African Americans, mostly from the southern states, headed 
west in hopes of finding better economic opportunities and a more hos- 
pitable racial climate. Many came to Oakland to work for the railroad as 
sleeping-car porters, section hands, cooks and waiters, baggage handlers, 
and car cleaners. A small community of African Americans resided in Los 
Angeles before 1900, but the population increased sevenfold between 1900 
and 1920. In Los Angeles most black men worked as common laborers, 
janitors, porters, and waiters, and most women who worked outside of the 
home were employed as domestic servants or cooks. A small number of 
African American men and women in Oakland and Los Angeles worked as 
professionals or operated small businesses that served the black commu- 
nity, such as beauty salons, barbershops, bars, and restaurants.15 

This diverse population of working people in Alameda and Los Angeles 



Counties exhibited a range of sexual mores and practices. Many adhered 
to strict moral codes that placed great importance on the chastity of 
daughters. Some of these parents eventually turned to the legal system to 
enforce their moral order and to punish rebellious daughters and their 
male companions. Virtually all of the parents who filed statutory rape 
complaints in Alameda and Los Angeles were from the working class; that 
is, they andlor their spouses were employed as skilled, semiskilled, or 
unskilled workers. This group of parents reflected the diversity of the 
working-class populations in the two counties. They included native-born 
whites and blacks, skilled workers and common laborers, rural migrants 
and seasoned urban dwellers, and immigrants from Germany, Ireland, 
Italy, Portugal, Russia, Canada, and Mexico. 

Historians have usually associated the emphasis on female sexual purity 
with bourgeois Protestant culture and have drawn clear distinctions be- 
tween the sexual behavior and norms of middle-class and working-class 
people. They have shown that middle-class Americans in the nineteenth 
century developed an ideology of sexual restraint that emphasized female 
purity and male continence and relied on individual self-control to regulate 
passions.16 We know far less about the sexual mores of white, immigrant, 
and black working-class people during this period, but it is generally as- 
sumed that they were not bound by middle-class moral reticence. They 
supposedly had more fluid definitions of licit and illicit behavior, were more 
tolerant of sex outside of marriage, and did not stigmatize children born 
out of wedlock.17 

Although there clearly were important differences between middle- 
class and working-class expressions of sexuality, one has to be careful 
not to overgeneralize about the working-class experience or to neglect 
the strict moral codes that operated within many working-class and im- 
migrant communities. Concern with female chastity was not rooted in 
middle-class Protestant culture alone. It was also based in the patriarchal 
family structure of preindustrial societies, in various religious traditions, 
and in a code of honor that linked family reputation to the morality of 
wives and daughters. Many of the migrants to California came from rural 
communities and small towns in Europe, Mexico, and parts of the United 
States in which fathers had controlled both the labor and the sexual lives 
of their wives, children, and servants in ways that best supported the 
family economy. Sons could be required to delay marriage or sexual rela- 



tions until fathers had parceled out land to them. The stability of the 
patriarchal household demanded particularly close control over the sex- 
uality of wives and daughters. Out-of-wedlock births threatened the lim- 
ited economic resources of the family and the need to ensure "legitimate" 
male heirs.ls 

Religious teachings reinforced the importance of premarital chastity in 
preindustrial communities. According to the Judeo-Christian ideal, sexual 
intercourse before marriage, and after marriage except with one's spouse, 
was sinful. The Catholic Church, in particular, placed great value on vir- 
ginity. The church associated all carnal desire with the fall from grace and 
considered celibacy the highest state of godliness. Catholic doctrine for- 
bade sex outside the bonds of marriage and held that sex between married 
partners was strictly for the purposes of procreation.lg 

In theory, religious strictures on chastity applied to both sexes, but reli- 
gion competed with a popular ethos that expected moral purity in women, 
yet tolerated and even encouraged male sexual license. This double stan- 
dard of morality was deeply rooted in Anglo-American culture and shaped 
both law and social custom in Britain and the United States.20 The insis- 
tence on female chastity was just as pronounced in the Mediterranean 
societies from which Italian and Portuguese immigrants came and also in 
Mexico, where a code of honor linked a family's status and reputation to 
the sexual purity of its daughters and wives. Here again, though, the 
double standard was in operation, for whereas sexual promiscuity de- 
stroyed a woman's honor, it enhanced a man's prestige and status in so- 
ciety. I t  was the duty of male kin to guard the chastity of female relatives 
and to punish those who threatened the family name through promiscuous 
behavior. The loss of virginity had serious consequences for daughters, 
who might be ostracized by friends and villagers, abandoned by their 
families, or rejected as unsuitable for marriage. The code of honor was 
adhered to most strongly by the upper classes of society, but it also had 
considerable force among peasants and those who aspired to landholding 

Other working-class and immigrant groups came from communities 
that were somewhat less vigilant about guarding female chastity. In some 
small towns and rural villages of northern and western Europe and the 
United States, families tolerated sexual play and sometimes intercourse 
among young betrothed couples. Through the practice of "bundling," cou- 
ples were permitted to sleep together in the same bed as long as they 
remained clothed or kept a bundling board between them. Young couples 



also engaged in "nightcourting," in which they paired off in the evening 
and spent the night together in barns or in the young woman's home. They 
engaged in kissing and fondling, but were expected to refrain from inter- 
course, although, of course, not all did. Families and communities per- 
mitted such courting practices because it was expected that marriage 
would follow, particularly if pregnancy resulted. Families and community 
leaders could usually pressure a reluctant father to marry his pregnant 
girlfriend.22 

To regulate the sexual behavior of youths, preindustrial and rural soci- 
eties relied on external methods of control that operated best in relatively 
small, close-knit communities. Family, community, and church worked to- 
gether to monitor young couples and to channel sexuality into marriage. In 
the small towns and rural villages of the United States, Europe, and Mex- 
ico, most daughters worked in farm households or small workshops and 
family businesses, under the close supervision of their parents or other 
relatives. By the late nineteenth century, there was a small female factory 
proletariat among Jewish women in eastern Europe and among American 
women in the Northeast. But even within these groups, a home-based 
putting-out system was the more usual form of female labor, rather than 
factory p rod~c t ion .~~  The familial context of such work not only ensured 
that parents retained control over their daughters' labor and services, but 
also enabled them to monitor the young women's social activities and rela- 
tions with men. Families generally were well acquainted with the young 
men who courted their daughters. Couples usually met at the young wom- 
an's home or at  community events and celebrations under the watchful 
eyes of neighbors. In southern European and Mexican villages, daughters 
were usually chaperoned by family members whenever they left home to 
go to the market, attend religious services, or take part in social events.24 

Neighborhood gossip and various rituals of public shaming also served 
as checks on sexual impropriety. In Mexican communities, single women 
who engaged in illicit relations could be punished by having their braids 
snipped off. Local youths in western European villages sang profane songs 
under the window or placed a bad-smelling bush outside the door of any 
young woman suspected of immoral conduct.25 In various preindustrial 
communities, groups of young men (known as charivaris in France) gath- 
ered together to harass community members who had violated sexual 
norms by surrounding their homes and creating a racket with horns, 
pots, cowbells, and the singing of profane songs. Some immigrant groups 
brought this custom to the United States. In mid-nineteenth-century 



Brooklyn, for example, an Irish mob gathered to condemn a minister who 
had been accused of seduction and adultery. The group visited the minis- 
ter's house on his wedding day and shouted, groaned, and pounded drums 
and tin kettles for hours.26 

Among African Americans in the rural South of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, sexual mores and the methods used to regulate 
them resembled those of other preindustrial communities. Rural blacks 
accepted premarital sex as part of the courtship process. When a preg- 
nancy occurred, it was generally expected that marriage would take place. 
But although marriage did follow most prenuptial pregnancies, African 
Americans generally did not ostracize unmarried mothers, but instead 
accepted and cared for them and their children as members of the commu- 
nity. In addition, communal and religious sanctions helped to enforce mari- 
tal and sexual norms. For example, black churches might sometimes pun- 
ish people who were guilty of fornication and adultery by suspending them 
from the church, with acceptance of the sinner back into the religious 
community requiring the approval of other church membemn 

Even among experienced urban workers, as well as among migrants 
from rural areas and small towns, a preoccupation with female morality 
was evident. By the late nineteenth century, certain sectors of the Ameri- 
can working class had embraced standards of sexual respectability that 
resembled those of the middle class. This was particularly true of the 
aristocracy of skilled laborers-made up primarily of native-born Ameri- 
cans and workers of Canadian and northern or western European back- 
grounds (German, English, Irish, and Scottish)-and of the small elite in 
African American society. However, this development should not be read 
as a passive acceptance of bourgeois values, the end result of decades of 
moralizing by middle-class reformers and ministers, but rather, according 
to Jeffrey Weeks, as "a negotiated redefinition on the part of the respect- 
able working class." In other words, these white and African American 
workers reformulated dominant standards of respectability in response to 
their particular needs and social experiences. Many skilled workers and 
their wives embraced the values of female domesticity and moral purity 
yet a t  the same time mounted a radical attack on industrial capitalism, 
which, in their view, destroyed the home by forcing women and children to 
work for wages, thereby threatening their physical and moral well-being. 
These workers and their unions fought for a "family wage" that would 
enable them to keep their wives and young children out of the paid labor 
force. This strategy aimed both to protect male wages and the family's 



standard of living and also to preserve the moral respectability of wives 
and  daughter^.^^ 

Skilled workers in black communities also demonstrated considerable 
concern for sexual respectability. African Americans did not idealize fe- 
male domesticity as did some elite white workers; they continued to view 
employment and economic self-support as central to woman's role. But the 
small elite of black skilled workers and professionals did adopt similar 
values of moral respectability. During the late nineteenth and early twen- 
tieth centuries, paralleling the efforts of white purity reformers, black 
ministers and clubwomen organized to improve the home lives and sexual 
morals of their race through purity leagues, youth recreational programs, 
and homes and shelters for working girls. Moral respectability, however, 
had a distinct meaning for them. It  was part of a broad program of racial 
uplift that also included efforts to improve health and education, promote 
economic self-sufficiency, and protest racial discrimination and violence. In 
stressing moral improvement, African American men and women were 
particularly concerned to combat the charges of immorality and end the 
sexual exploitation of black women by whites that had been central fea- 
tures both of slavery and of race relations after Emancipati~n.~~ 

For a range of economic, cultural, and religious reasons, then, diverse 
groups of native-born and immigrant working people in Alameda and Los 
Angeles Counties placed a value on female chastity and used various 
means to enforce it. Traditional expectations of daughters and controls 
over their social interactions and relations with men, however, were se- 
riously challenged in the rapidly growing and changing urban environ- 
ments of Oakland and Los Angeles. In such large cities, earlier methods of 
regulating the sexuality of youth through family, community, and church 
were far less effective than they had been in villages and small towns. The 
great geographical mobility of workers, the crowded, ethnically diverse 
neighborhoods, and the growing number of young people living away from 
home made it difficult for parents or community leaders to ensure that 
marriage would automatically ensue when young women engaged in sex 
or got pregnant. Gossip and religious or communal sanctions did not have 
the same power to control deviant sexual behavior in large, heterogeneous 
cities as they had in small, face-to-face communities. 

Compounding the problem, working-class daughters began to challenge 
familial expectations and roles as a result of new forms of work and recre- 
ation that drew them increasingly into the public sphere, where they expe- 
rienced greater freedom from family constraints. Daughters continued to 



play a vital role in the family economy, for most working-class fathers did 
not earn enough to support the whole household on their wages alone. But 
the context of women's labor had changed dramatically. Instead of domes- 
tic work or industrial home work in family settings, the principal forms of 
female employment in the nineteenth century, daughters now worked in 
department stores, offices, factories, canneries, and restaurants. In Los 
Angeles some also had access to a variety of jobs in the burgeoning movie 
and entertainment ind~stry.3~ Most of these changes in employment op- 
portunities did not apply for African American women, who were barred 
from the higher-status female jobs and compelled to work mostly in do- 
mestic service. But even young black women experienced greater social 
autonomy during this period as they left their families and farm house- 
holds in the rural South to live and work in new urban  environment^.^^ 

Working out from under the supervision of family members, young 
women formed casual acquaintances with men they met on the streets or 
in the workplace. They used their status as wage-earners to assume priv- 
ileges such as staying out late, going to dance halls, and using part of their 
earnings to buy stylish clothes, makeup, or movie tickets. Some daughters 
took advantage of their new economic power to move away from home and 
live with friends or coworkers. Although most wage-earning daughters 
continued to live with parents or relatives, a growing number boarded in 
apartments and rooming houses with their peers.32 

The expansion and commercialization of leisure activities in Oakland 
and Los Angeles a t  the turn of the century created a youth-oriented, 
mixed-sex world of amusement that altered courtship patterns and fur- 
ther undermined family control of daughters. Urban youths spent many of 
their leisure hours with peers in the dance halls, movie theaters, and caf6s 
that sprang up in the downtown areas, and they also flocked to the amuse- 
ment parks built in the early years of the twentieth century in both cities. 
Opened in 1903, Oakland's Idora Park covered seventeen acres and offered 
numerous attractions to the thousands who visited daily: a carousel, a 
roller coaster, a vaudeville theater, a dance pavilion, and a skating rink 
featuring a Tunnel of Love. In Los Angeles young men and women could 
ride the trolley from almost anywhere in the county to the beachside 
amusement parks a t  Venice and Long Beach, which featured roller coast- 
ers, merry-go-rounds, penny arcades, shooting galleries, and brightly lit 
promenades with cafks and dancing pavilions. These new recreational fa- 
cilities provided social spaces for unsupervised flirtation and intimate en- 
counters with members of the opposite sex.33 



In response to these changes, immigrant and working-class families 
tried various strategies to monitor their adolescent daughters as they 
worked and played in American cities. Mexican and Italian families at- 
tempted to maintain a system of chaperonage by having a relative, often 
an older brother, accompany daughters when they left home. Some par- 
ents also tried to supervise their wage-earning daughters by having them 
work in establishments with other family members.34 In the rapidly grow- 
ing cities of Oakland and Los Angeles, however, such careful supervision 
was difficult to maintain. Over the objections of their families, daughters 
still went out in the evenings on their own, and they continued to form 
intimate relationships with young men they met at work, on the streets 
and beaches, and in the various amusement centers. 

When familiar methods of sexual regulation proved ineffective in mod- 
ern urban environments, some working-class parents turned to the courts 
for assistance. They used the age-of-consent law to restrain those daugh- 
ters and their male partners who violated traditional moral codes. Nu- 
merous working-class parents sought legal intervention to end intimate 
relationships that their daughters had formed with male companions. In 
one case, a fifteen-year-old Portuguese girl left home and stayed in a hotel 
for several days with a young man she had been dating. When her father 
found out, he first confronted the man in his place of employment and then 
had him arrested for statutory rape. He explained to court officials, "You 
know how I felt towards him, what I wanted to do when he ruined my 

One working-class mother called on the court when she learned 
that her fifteen-year-old daughter Louise was involved in a sexual rela- 
tionship with a young man nineteen years of age. The couple first met at  
the Majestic Dance Hall in Oakland and had been seeing each other for 
several months without the mother's knowledge. When the older woman 
discovered a letter from the young man that revealed the nature of the 
relationship, she beat her daughter, reported her to juvenile authorities, 
and had the young man arrested for statutory rape.36 

In a similar case, fifteen-year-old Edith Cook became sexually involved 
with her boyfnend, James, a nineteen-year-old who was training to be a 
mechanic. On several occasions, Edith invited James to sneak into her 
bedroom at night without her family's knowledge. On one of these occa- 
sions, Edith's brothers discovered James in her bedroom. They chased him 
with a revolver and threatened to kill him, but James escaped through the 
window. He was stopped by the police as he ran down the street and, at the 
brothers' insistence, was arrested for statutory rape.37 The Martinez fam- 



ily, immigrants from Mexico, also became very concerned when they 
learned of the romantic relationship their teenage daughter, Eleanor, had 
formed with a young Mexican man, Fernando Sandoval. Eleanor's older 
brother warned Fernando to stay away from his sister when he discovered 
a love note she had written to him. Several weeks later, Eleanor left home 
after an argument with her mother and spent the night with Fernando. 
When she returned home the next morning, her brother reported her to 
juvenile authorities and filed charges against the young man.38 

In numerous cases, parents used the law to retrieve runaway daughters 
and their male companions. During the late nineteenth and early twen- 
tieth centuries, female runaways presented a serious problem to families 
in Oakland and Los Angeles, as well as other urban areas in the country. 
The local newspapers contained daily notices about teenage girls missing 
from home. Parents and police often suspected that the girls had been 
kidnapped or enticed by white slavers. A typical notice in the Oakland 
Tribune read: "Grace Logan goes to pay a visit to friends in Alameda and 
drops from sight. . . . It  is the opinion of the girl's brother that she was 
either 'spirited away or has been the victim of white slavers.' " According 
to historian Mark Connelly, using white slavery abductions to account for 
missing and runaway girls was common throughout the country.39 

Court records and newspapers, however, reveal that the young women 
and girls had more complex reasons for leaving home. Some were seeking 
greater independence and freedom from strict parental supervision. The 
Oakland Tribune reported that the mystery surrounding one seventeen- 
year-old girl's disappearance was solved when her friend reported "she 
was tired of restrictions placed on her by parents and planned to leave 
home and seek employment to make her own way in the world."40 There 
was great conflict in many families over how late daughters remained out 
at night, whom they dated, and where they spent their leisure time. Such a 
dispute led to the case of two female cousins who, frustrated with strict 
familial control of their behavior, ran away one Sunday afternoon. They 
headed immediately for the dance pavilion in Oakland's Idora Park, where 
they met a young man employed as a sales clerk at a local store. After 
spending the evening with them at the amusement park, the man invited 
the teenagers to stay in his room for the night. The next evening, as the 
girls were on their way to another dance, they were apprehended by the 
police.41 

A number of other cases involved teenage girls who had run away to 
escape unhappy or abusive home situations. One Russian Jewish girl left 



her father's house because of his constant beatings. She moved in with her 
boyfriend, a young man who had previously boarded in her home until he 
was kicked out of the house because he tried to prevent the father from 
beating his daughter. The parents sent the police after the couple and had 
the young man arrested.42 Other young women also left home without 
their parents' permission to live with their boyhends. In one such case, 
sixteen-year-old Sara Gardner, who worked as a sales clerk, met a young 
French man, a musician, at a dance pavilion in San Francisco. Over the 
next few weeks, the man visited her home, met her parents, and took her 
out several times to the movie theater and ice-cream parlor. Then he per- 
suaded her to leave home and live with him in his Oakland apartment, and 
he helped her find a job in the same theater where he worked. Within a 
week Sara's mother, uncle, and the police tracked down the couple at the 
theater and had the man arrested for statutory rape.43 

Parents were particularly concerned about the sexual behavior of their 
daughters because of the threat of out-of-wedlock pregnancy, a problem 
that threatened both the economic stability and the social standing of 
many working-class families. Covering the costs of a daughter's pregnancy 
and the care of her child imposed a serious economic burden on those 
employed in a wage-labor economy. Additionally, parents lost their daugh- 
ter's crucial contribution to the family income if she had been working. 
Faced with an unmarried, pregnant teenage daughter, some families 
turned to the courts to pressure the suspected fathers into marriage or at 
least to obtain financial support from them for medical and child care 
expenses. Nonmarital pregnancy was a factor in 15 percent of the Alameda 
cases and 15 percent of the Los Angeles cases studied here. 

A single mother in Los Angeles, who was separated from her husband 
and no longer received financial support from him, faced an economic pre- 
dicament when her teenage daughter got pregnant. She filed a rape com- 
plaint against the suspected father and explained to court officials that 
she thought the young man or his family should help pay for medical 
expenses." A similar case that appeared before the Los Angeles court 
involved a young Mexican couple. Carmen Hernfindez, a teenage girl of 
fifteen, got pregnant several months after she began going out with a 
young Mexican man who worked as a farm laborer. When the man refused 
to marry her and then failed to contribute adequately to medical expenses 
during the pregnancy and to the support of the child, her parents-both of 
whom were employed as agricultural laborers-had him arrested for stat- 
utory rape.45 The resolutions of such cases are not consistently reported in 



the court records, but it is clear that in several cases judges ordered the 
alleged fathers to contribute to the support of the child and to the costs of 
the young woman's medical care. 

Although the economic costs of a nonmarital pregnancy were certainly 
distressing to working-class families, equally important were the costs 
to both the daughter's and the family's reputations. Families worried 
about the humiliation and limited marriage prospects their daughters 
would face as unmarried mothers. Such were the concerns of Mrs. Alvarez 
when she learned of her teenage daughter's pregnancy. Attempting to 
salvage her daughter's reputation, Alvarez first relied on community pres- 
sure to compel the man into marriage. She enlisted several female rela- 
tives and neighbors to confront the suspected father where he worked and 
urge him to marry the girl. When he still refused, Alvarez had him ar- 
rested. As she explained in court, "I did because I didn't want my daughter 
that way, because when a girl is that way, nobody thinks good of her. . . . I 
told him I wanted him to marry the girl just to give her a name."46 

In the eyes of some parents, a daughter's out-of-wedlock pregnancy 
brought shame and dishonor to the whole family, as illustrated in the 
case of Pauline Taylor. When Mr. and Mrs. Taylor discovered that their 
fourteen-year-old daughter was four months pregnant, they notified the 
juvenile authorities of Los Angeles County and filed a rape complaint 
against the suspected father. The Taylors, according to the probation of- 
ficer assigned to the case, were poor but respectable people. Mr. Taylor 
operated a peanut stand, and his wife also worked outside the home to help 
support their family of four children. The probation officer noted that 
the Taylors "had no suspicion that their girl was going wrong" and were 
"overwhelmed with the horror of the situation and seem helpless in regard 
to it."47 

The parents sent their daughter to the Truelove Home for unmarried 
mothers, where she was kept for nearly five months. Her placement in a 
maternity home served to hide the family's shame-the pregnant daugh- 
ter-from the public eye. When Pauline gave birth, she wanted to keep the 
baby, but her parents insisted that she put the child up for adoption. Mr. 
Taylor was so angry at his daughter and felt so disgraced by the situation 
that, according to the probation officer, he had not once visited his daugh- 
ter  in the maternity home and refused "to see or recognize the baby or 
assist in the support and will not allow [Pauline] to come home unless 
she gives up the child." Anxious to return to her parents, Pauline finally 
agreed to give up her b a b ~ . ~ 8  



As working-class parents turned to the courts to enforce traditional 
moral codes, their daughters struggled to assert their own social and sex- 
ual autonomy. The sexual encounters they described in court did not fit the 
image of male lust and female victimization promoted in the seduction 
narratives of purity reformers. Instead of being the helpless victims of evil 
men, most of the young women were willing participants in a more compli- 
cated sexual drama than middle-class reformers or public officials could 
imagine. In 72 percent of the Alameda cases prosecuted between 1910 and 
1920 and 77 percent of the Los Angeles cases in 1920, young women said 
they had consented to sexual relations with their male partners.49 The 
desire for pleasure, adventure, companionship, marriage, and economic 
support all figured in these young women's decisions about their sexual 
choices. Most of their male partners were young working-class men, not 
the older middle-class seducers portrayed by reformers. Seventy-three 
percent of the defendants in Alameda County were between the ages of 
eighteen and twenty-nine, the bulk of them between eighteen and twenty- 
four years.60 Seventy-four percent of those whose occupation is known 
were skilled or unskilled laborers.51 The young men charged with statu- 
tory rape in the Los Angeles Juvenile Court were between thirteen and 
nineteen years of age, with 74 percent between the ages of fifteen and 
s e ~ e n t e e n . ~ ~  They were employed in various working-class occupations 
such as store clerk, agricultural laborer, and teamster. 

The young women in these court cases also challenged prevailing con- 
ceptions of female sexual innocence and purity through their dress, lan- 
guage, and behavior. Many had flirted openly with young men on the 
street, dressed in the latest fashions, and attended dance halls, movie 
theaters, and amusement parks unchaperoned, often "picking up" young 
men once they arrived. In so doing, working-class daughters undermined 
the rigid classification of women as good and bad, angels and prostitutes, 
a division that was a staple of Victorian culture. They adopted many of 
the manners associated in the public's mind with prostitution-wearing 
makeup, smoking cigarettes, going out at night alone, and engaging in sex 
outside of marriage-yet they clearly disassociated themselves from pros- 
titutes. These young women had not accepted money for sexual favors, 
and several expressed their clear disapproval of that type of exchange. Yet 
they acknowledged women's sexual agency and condoned sexual relations 
in certain circumstances. 

Numerous young women had taken an active role in their romantic 
encounters. On the streets, in movie theaters, and in dance halls, they 



encouraged and sometimes initiated contact with young men. When asked 
how she met her sexual partner, one teenage girl explained to court offi- 
cials: "A flirtation. . . . I turned the corner and looked back and he was 
standing outside smoking, then I went down a little ways and I looked 
around again and he was standing on the corner, then he followed me."53 
Another teenager who appeared in court had apparently invited her boy- 
friend on several occasions to visit her in her bedroom at night without her 
parents' knowledge. Her family had learned of the relationship when they 
discovered the following note she had written to the defendant: "Dear 
[Daniel], I am sleeping in that little room and I felt rather lonesome and 
cold. I wonder if you couldn't come over to see me tonight about 11:OO. . . . 
From the one that loves you."" 

Eighteen-year-old Margaret Emerson explained in court how she and 
her girlfriends met the defendant, George Cheney, and his friends when 
they went to the "moving picture show" in downtown Oakland one Sunday 
afternoon. Wearing stylish dresses for the occasion, the girls attracted the 
attention of the young men, gave out their addresses in East Oakland, and 
made a date to go to Lincoln Park the following weekend. Margaret ex- 
plained to the court that "Mama would never let me talk to any fellows 
unless she saw them." Nevertheless, she went out with George twice 
before introducing him to her mother. After dating for several months, the 
couple decided to move in together and made plans to marry once George 
secured a divorce from his first wife. To get Mrs. Emerson's approval for 
this arrangement, they told her they had already married and did not 
mention George's previous venture into marriage.55 

Like Margaret Emerson, many young women formed intimate relation- 
ships with their "steadies," men they had been dating and planned to 
marry. Yet the expectation of marriage was not always a precondition for 
engaging in sex. One teenage girl of Mexican descent, Edna Morales, fell in 
love and became intimately involved with a nineteen-year-old man whom 
she met at the store where she worked in Los Angeles. When questioned 
by court officials, Edna plainly stated that she had not engaged in sex 
because of a promise of marriage, but because of the affection she felt for 
her partner. The probation officer assigned to the case reported that when 
she asked the young woman about her sexual relations, "she very boldly 
said, yes. . . . She did not seem to think there was anything wrong about it 
but refused to give me the young man's name."56 

For other young women, sex was not necessarily linked either to mar- 
riage or even to love but was simply a form of pleasure, part of an evening's 



entertainment and adventure. Julia Townsend, who lived with her parents 
in southern California, made occasional weekend trips to Los Angeles with 
her two girlfriends to visit dance halls and cafbs. On one of these trips, she 
and her friends arrived in Los Angeles on a Saturday evening, registered 
at a downtown hotel, and headed for Solomon's Dance Hall. Julia, who was 
employed as a stenographer, used her own money to pay for the trip and 
her share of the room. The young women met several young men at the 
dance hall and invited them to their hotel room. That night the police 
raided the hotel and arrested the three couples. Julia was charged with 
"visit[ing] hotels with men to whom she is not manied, sleeping and stay- 
ing in the same room and apartment with these men."" Another young 
woman expressed a liberal sexual standard similar to Julia Townsend's. 
According to the probation officer who handled her case, "She told me in 
talking with her that she did not believe there was any wrong in having 
sexual intercourse with boys, if she would not take money and if she did 
not become pregnant."68 

Other young working-class women exchanged sexual favors for an eve- 
ning's entertainment, a ticket to the amusement park, a meal, or a place to 
stay for the night. In a society that severely restricted women's access to 
economic independence and self-support, it is not surprising that many 
young women chose to barter with sex. Even though employment oppor- 
tunities for women had expanded during this period, they still earned only 
approximately 60 percent of the standard men's wages, and women work- 
ers typically earned less than the "living wage," which was estimated to be 
nine or ten dollars a week in 1910.59 Young women discovered early on that 
their sexuality was a valued commodity that they could trade for things 
they wanted or needed. Because of their low wages, working girls often 
depended on men to "treat" them if they wanted to take part in urban 
recreations or enjoy a night on the town. In return, the men expected 
sexual favors, which could range from affectionate companionship to sex- 
ual in te rco~rse .~~ 

When sixteen-year-old Annie Wilson was asked in court how she be- 
came intimately involved with the defendant, she explained that she and 
her sister had skipped Sunday school to go to the skating rink at Idora 
Park in Oakland. There they met Andrew Singer, who treated them to 
refreshments and rides in the park. Later that night Annie returned with 
the young man to his hotel room and stayed the night. In the meantime her 
family notified the police, who located her the next morning. When asked 
by the court why Annie behaved this way, her sister responded, "She 



didn't like to turn him down, he had given us lunch and paid our way into 
the rink and she didn't like to turn him down."61 

Fifteen-year-old Agnes Farrell and her friend Amelia made a similar 
exchange with sailors they met at the train station in downtown Los An- 
geles or at the navy dock in San Pedro. They accompanied the sailors to 
dance halls and to the amusement park at Long Beach and on several 
occasions spent the night with them in hotels along the beach. Agnes 
explained to court officials that they did not expect to receive money from 
the sailors but were merely interested in being taken out and shown a 
good time.'j2 

A number of girls used their sexuality as a strategy for survival after 
running away from home. Runaways often relied on boyfriends or men 
they met along the way to pay for meals and hotel rooms. In return for 
such support, the young women engaged in sexual intercourse with their 
male companions, following an arrangement that was often unspoken. A 
teenage runaway with no viable means of economic support often had only 
her sexuality to trade. One teenage girl left home to escape the heavy 
domestic duties her family demanded of her. She had no money with which 
to rent a room, but she met a young man in downtown Los Angeles who 
found and paid for a hotel room and later helped her to find a job at a 
nearby cafeteria. In return, she had sexual relations with him.63 A fifteen- 
year-old African American girl found herself in a similar situation when 
she left her aunt's home in a small town in northern California, where she 
had been living ever since her mother died. She ended up stranded in 
Oakland with no means of support until she ran into a young black man she 
knew. He offered to pay for her room and board, and the two lived together 
for several days until they were arrested by the police.@ 

Other young women exchanged their sexuality, not for entertainment 
or shelter for the night, but for a promise of marriage. Some hoped mar- 
riage would offer a way out of tedious employment or an unhappy or 
overly strict home. Such was the situation of Louise Howard, who met her 
boyfriend, Robert Camarillo, at an Oakland dance hall. After they had 
dated for several weeks, Louise suggested that they get married. She 
desperately wanted to leave home because of the constant fights she had 
with her stepfather. Robert promised to marry her once he received the 
approval of his father. In the meantime, he wanted her to prove her love by 
having sex with him. Louise agreed to his request, but whenever she 
brought up the question of marriage, Robert claimed he was still waiting 



for his father's approval. Eventually Louise's mother learned of the cou- 
ple's relationship, reported her daughter to juvenile authorities, and had 
the young man arrested.65 In another case, a fifteen-year-old Portuguese 
girl, who worked in a telephone office, agreed to spend the night with a 
young man she had been dating after he promised to marry her. She was 
eager to leave her own home because she did not get along with her par- 
ents and was particularly distressed by their plan for her to marry a 
Portuguese man they had selected for her9 

Sexuality was a means of rebellion for young women, but it was also 
clearly an area in which they were exploited. Engaging in sex outside of 
marriage involved serious risks for them-pregnancy, disease, abandon- 
ment, social ostracism. Although they were far from the helpless victims of 
reformers' accounts, young women nevertheless entered the sexual rela- 
tionship from a greatly disadvantaged position compared to their male 
partners. They had far more restricted access to economic independence 
and faced greater condemnation for their sexual transgressions. Despite 
the purity reformers' campaign against the double standard, families and 
society still punished women more harshly than men for illicit sexual ac- 
tivity. Young women also had to contend with a popular male culture that 
viewed them as sexual bait yet ostracized those who acquiesced as "loose," 
not fit to be wives and mothers. One young man refused to marry the 
pregnant teenage girl he had been dating because, as he told court officials 
in Los Angeles, she was "a girl of easy morals."67 

One of the greatest risks of sexual experimentation for working-class 
daughters was out-of-wedlock pregnancy. Mary Reed rebelled against the 
strict moral code established for young women by drinking with men, 
going to caf6s and dances unchaperoned, and engaging in sexual inter- 
course. She became pregnant by one young man she had been dating. He 
refused to marry her and, when arrested, told the court that Mary was 
promiscuous and had slept with several other men. The court had little 
sympathy for someone who had violated the social code as Mary had done. 
Her sexual adventures ended in pregnancy without marriage, a humiliat- 
ing interrogation by the police and court, and very likely confinement in a 
reformat~ry.~~ 

Margaret Emerson also found herself unmarried and pregnant after 
she agreed to move in with her boyfriend, George Cheney. Although 
George had promised they would marry as soon as he secured a divorce 
from his first wife, he continually delayed the marriage and finally moved 



out when Margaret became pregnant a year and a half later. Alone and 
with few resources, Margaret filed a rape complaint against George and 
told the court she thought he should marry her and help support the 
baby.69 

The grave social and economic costs of out-of-wedlock pregnancy led 
some young women to resort to illegal abortion, a dangerous and some- 
times fatal procedure. One young woman in Los Angeles nearly died from 
blood poisoning after a botched abortion she received from a local doctor.70 
Another pregnant teenage girl in Alameda County died from an "opera- 
tion" shortly after an unsuccessful attempt to make her boyfriend marry 
her by taking him to court?' 

Young women's increased social autonomy could also make them vul- 
nerable to forcible assault. At times the boundaries and limits of the sys- 
tem of sexual exchange were not entirely clear. In some cases, girls who 
were reluctant to comply with the expectation of sexual favors were forc- 
ibly raped.72 This was the case with Ruby Haynes, a teenage girl who 
accepted a date with a young man she met at the movie theater in Oakland. 
The night they met, Jason Strand took her to the beach, walked her home, 
and made a date to go to the nickelodeon a few days later. As they were 
walking home after the second show, Jason took Ruby into a vacant lot and 
urged her to have sex with him. When she refused, he threw her to the 
ground and raped her.73 

Although most of the girls in the court cases studied here had willingly 
engaged in sex, a number, like Ruby Haynes, had been forcibly assaulted. 
Wenty-eight percent of the statutory rape cases before the Alameda 
court were, in fact, forcible assaults.74 These cases present a different 
picture of sexual danger than that elaborated by reformers and court 
officials, who focused on extrafamilial forms of sexual harm, specifically 
prostitution and white slavery. They believed young women encountered 
danger when they left home to work in factories and department stores 
and to play in the new centers of urban recreation. The majority of forcible 
rape cases, however, suggest that sexual harm was more prevalent in the 
home itself, where young women and girls faced assaults by male relatives 
and neighbors, or by male employers if they were domestics.75 

Forty-three percent of the female victims of sexual assault were at- 
tacked by male relatives-fathers, stepfathers, uncles, and brothers. An- 
other 27 percent were assaulted by neighbors or close family friends. Sev- 
enteen percent were raped in their place of employment, and all but one of 
these was employed as a domestic servant.76 Fifteen-year-old Catherine 



Schultz was sexually abused by her father from the time she was seven 
years old. When her mother died several years later, her father began 
having sexual relations with her every night. Catherine tried to stop him 
by locking her bedroom door; when her father threatened to climb through 
the window, she nailed it shut. Her father became so angry at her growing 
resistance that he refused to give her any spending money and threatened 
to put her in a detention home. With the support and encouragement of 
their twenty-five-year-old housekeeper, Catherine finally reported her fa- 
ther to the 

In other cases, girls were sexually abused by stepfathers, uncles, broth- 
ers, or other male relatives in a position of authority over the girls. One 
fourteen-year-old girl was repeatedly abused for several years by her 
stepfather, who always waited until his wife was away from home to as- 
sault the daughter. The girl hesitated to tell her mother because she was 
afraid of her stepfather and also because she feared her mother's reaction: 
"I didn't tell her anything about it because she has heart failure and I know 
when I tell her anything she gets sick." When the mother overheard her 
daughter warning a younger sister about the abuse, she reported her 
husband to the p0lice.7~ 

Domestic servants also faced sexual assault by men residing in the 
households where they worked. Domestic workers were probably more 
vulnerable to sexual abuse than female wage-earners in department 
stores, factories, and offices. They were more isolated and lacked the pres- 
ence and support of fellow women workers to protect them. Often left 
alone in the house, they were easy targets for assault by men who lived 
and boarded there.79 A fifteen-year-old black girl who boarded with and 
worked as a domestic servant for a black couple was raped by the man 
when his wife was away from home one evening. She left the house and 
notified her father with the following letter: "Dear Papa: I am sorry that I 
am not going to stay with Mrs. and Mr. [Jones] because he is always so 
dirty, and you know what that means. I can tell you better when I see you. 
I am not going to stay here and be disgra~ed."~ 

A seventeen-year-old Portuguese girl, Isabelle Silva, was assaulted by 
the male head of the household in the home where she worked as a domes- 
tic servant. One day when his wife was away from home, the man followed 
the young woman into the barn where she was gathering eggs, knocked 
her to the ground, and raped her. When Isabelle told her parents about the 
assault, they confronted the man the next day. At frrst he denied their 
accusation, then offered to pay them a hundred dollars if they agreed not 



to report him to the police. The Silvas refused his offer and had him ar- 
rested on a charge of statutory rape.81 

It  is difficult to know just how widespread the sexual abuse of young 
women within the home was. Most cases were not reported to law enforce- 
ment officials, and even fewer were prosecuted in court. Recent historical 
studies, however, suggest that the problem was far more common than 
previously believed. Linda Gordon and Paul O'Keefe found evidence of the 
sexual abuse of children, almost all girls, by male relatives and guardians 
in 10 percent of the case records from three Boston social work agencies 
between 1880 and 1960. In a study of gender relations in nineteenth-cen- 
tury New York, Christine Stansell has argued that "sex with girl children 
was woven into the fabric of life in the tenements and the streets: out-of- 
the-ordinary, but not extra~rdinary."~~ 

I do not mean to suggest that the public spaces of work and recreation 
were free of sexual danger. Young women clearly faced assaults by male 
employers and coworkers in factories and offices and by men they met 
in recreational venues. But they were particularly vulnerable to sexual 
abuse in the home because of their greater economic and psychological 
dependence on male guardians. Domestic servants, and daughters in par- 
ticular, depended on male heads of households for food and shelter. Some of 
these victims of familial abuse could and did work, but they rarely earned 
enough to support themselves independently of their families. As in Cath- 
erine Schultz's case, a father could use his daughter's economic depen- 
dence to force her compliance to his sexual demands. When Catherine 
resisted, her father threatened to deprive her of spending money and to 
throw her out of the 

Economic dependence aside, most young girls were raised in male- 
dominated households where they learned subservience to male authority. 
A number of the victims of familial sexual abuse did not physically resist 
the sexual advances of their male relatives. When questioned by judges 
and attorneys about their passivity, the girls said they were afraid or 
that the man had threatened to harm them if they reported the assaults. 
Taught at an early age to obey the orders of fathers and other male adults, 
these girls hesitated to challenge male authority even in cases of sexual 
a b u ~ e . ~  

One clear example is provided by the case of a thirteen-year-old girl 
who had been sexually abused by her twenty-seven-year-old brother for 



several years, until an older, married sister found out and reported the 
offense to the police. Court officials could not understand why the girl had 
not reported the incident sooner or actively resisted her brother's ad- 
vances. But as she explained in court, "I couldn't do anything against him, 
we were the only ones home." She told the judge that she was afraid of her 
brother, "afraid he'd get me into trouble, afraid of my father too. . . . He 
might put me away or s~mething."~~ 

In a similar case, a fourteen-year-old girl did not actively resist the 
sexual advances of her uncle, a man fifty-six years of age. She had lived 
with him and her grandmother from the time she was an infant, after the 
death of her parents. The following exchange between the girl and an 
attorney in court demonstrates how difficult it was for young women and 
girls to challenge sexual abuse by men in authority over them. 

Attorney: What you did, you did of your own free will? 
A. No, I couldn't help it. 
Attorney: You just told the Court that he unbuttoned one side of your 

panties and you unbuttoned the other side. 
A: Yes. 
Attorney: That don't look as though you were fighting very hard, did it. 
A: No. 
Attorney: You were willing? 
A. Yes, well yes, I was because I couldn't help it. When he come near 

me, I just couldn't help it, I had to do it. 
Attorney: Why? Were you afraid of him? 
A: I was, yes. 
Attorney: Did you want to do it? 
A: No, I didn't. 

The uncle used his position of authority within the home to compel the 
girl to submit to his sexual demands. The girl's grandmother reported in 
court that her son locked her out of the house when he planned to have 
sexual relations with his niece. He told the girl as he took her to the 
bedroom, "You got to mind me. . . . I am the one that you got to mind."% 

Given the economic, psychological, and legal factors discouraging them, 
it is remarkable that some girls did actively resist sexual assault by family 
members. The older ages of these girls and the support of other women 
apparently encouraged resistance. Catherine Schultz, for example, sub- 
mitted to her father's advances until age fifteen, when she gained the 
courage, with the support of the family housekeeper, to report her father 



to the police. Another fifteen-year-old girl had endured her stepfather's 
abuse for two years when she finally declared to her sister that she would 
"shoot Papa if he tried to grab hold of her again."87 

Considering the prevalence of domestic sexual abuse, it is at first d B -  
cult to understand why public officials and women reformers neglected the 
issue. Clearly the private nature of such offenses and the reluctance of 
families to report them made the problem a difficult one to address. More- 
over, a general cultural silence about sexual abuse within the family per- 
vaded this period. Although they must have encountered it in the course of 
their work, police officers, physicians, and court officials ignored the prob- 
lem, for they were unwilling to seriously challenge male authority within 
the family. The family was considered a bastion of the social order in 
America, a place where children supposedly received protection, care, and 
moral instruction. The very notion of incest made a mockery of this con- 
cept of the family. Rather than deal with the problem, it was easier to deny 
it, to assume that the young women and girls who accused their fathers 
and other male relatives of sexual abuse were lying. This denial is evident 
in the case of Catherine Schultz. The male physician who examined Cath- 
erine criticized the family housekeeper for encouraging her to file a com- 
plaint against her father. He called the housekeeper "a dirty liar" and 
accused her of putting words in the girl's mouth. "You are putting this girl 
up to say that and do you realize the trouble you are causing?" he de- 

The court apparently shared the physician's view and eventually 
dismissed the rape charge against Catherine's father. 

Women moral reformers had been more willing than most to criticize the 
institution of the family. In the campaigns for temperance and social purity, 
for example, they criticized the misuse of male authority within the family 
and attempted to extend women's domestic inf l~ence.~~ They did not, how- 
ever, seek to undermine the male-dominated family, but rather to reform it. 
They took their critique only so far both because of powerful opposition by 
defenders of conservative family values and because of their own depen- 
dence on and identification with the family. Middle-class women were de- 
pendent on fathers and husbands for economic support. Further, they 
derived their sense of identity and social purpose from their roles as moth- 
ers, as the providers of nurturance, love, and moral guidance to children 
and husbands. Given these constraints, it was more acceptable for them to 
address public forms of sexual danger like prostitution and white slavery. 
But in the end, these campaigns may have diverted attention away from 
the more imminent sources of sexual harm facing young women and girls. 



CHAPTER 3 

STATUTORY 
RAPE 

PROSECUTIONS ............ 
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CALIFORNIA 

rested George Fields, a young man of nineteen years who worked as a 
jitney bus driver, on a charge of statutory rape. George sat in the county 
jail for several weeks until his case was heard in the Alarneda County 
Superior Court. Law enforcement officials also apprehended his female 
partner, thirteen-year-old Louise Blake, and placed her in the county de- 
tention home for wayward girls to await the trial. Louise admitted to court 
officials that she had engaged in sexual relations with the defendant on 
several occasions. At first George denied any sexual involvement with her 
but later pleaded guilty to the charge. At the sentencing hearing, the 



county probation officer recommended probation for the defendant. The 
young man, he informed the judge, "had previously borne an excellent 
reputation," while his female partner in the case "was not a pure girl." The 
officer concluded, "The circumstances of this case are such as would test 
the moral backbone of persons far better equipped to resist than he had 
been." Persuaded by this reasoning, the judge granted the young man 
pr0bation.l 

The case of George Fields and Louise Blake, along with others heard 
before the Alameda County Superior Court and the Los Angeles County 
Juvenile Court, allow us to explore how the criminal justice system re- 
sponded to the age-of-consent law. (See Appendix for more information on 
these case records.) Many male court officials were deeply ambivalent 
about the new legislation and the assumptions on which it was based. 
Moral reformers had been able to persuade legislators to raise the age of 
consent but could not ensure that the legal system would enforce the law 
as they had intended. Like the probation officer and judge in the Fields 
case, many court officials did not accept the model of female sexual victim- 
ization promoted by purity reformers, nor did they share the reformers' 
commitment to a single standard of morality for both sexes. Rather, they 
held to a different moral code that tolerated sexual license on the part of 
men yet expected women to remain chaste. Informed by such attitudes, 
courts were reluctant to apply the criminal penalties the law called for, 
particularly in cases in which, like George Fields, the male offenders were 
young and white and their female partners were thought to be immoral. 

With the passage of age-of-consent legislation, the state assumed an 
active role in monitoring the sexual behavior of working-class women 
and girls and their male partners. Police officers patrolled train stations, 
amusement parks, caf4s, and dance halls in search of suspected immoral 
behavior. They also conducted periodic raids of downtown hotels and ar- 
rested couples who had violated the law. Adult men arrested for statutory 
rape typically were detained in the county jail until a preliminary exam- 
ination could be held in one of the police or justice courts in the county. 

At the preliminary hearing, the judge sought to determine if there was 
sufficient evidence to hold the accused man for trial in superior court, 
which was the central criminal court for counties in California. Both the 
prosecution and the defense were permitted to call witnesses for exarni- 
nation and cross-examination. Once the judge decided that prosecution 
should go forward, which was the outcome in most cases, he set bail to 
guarantee the defendant's appearance at superior court. If the defendant 



could not raise bail, he remained confined in the county jail until the trial.2 
At least 36 percent of those charged with statutory rape in the Alameda 
County Superior Court spent anywhere from one week to six months in 
jail while awaiting trial.3 

Although the age-of-consent law was intended to "protect" young 
women, the prosecution of statutory rape cases proved to be a punitive 
process for them as well as for the male defendants. Young women and 
girls were frequently confined in the county detention home for delinquent 
youth to await court hearings. While in detention, all girls were subjected 
to compulsory pelvic exams to determine whether they were virgins. If 
the physician found evidence of sexual experience (a ruptured hymen or 
relaxed vaginal opening), the girls faced rigorous questioning about their 
sexual activities by female probation officers, who pressured them to re- 
veal the names of their sexual partners, then turned these names over 
to the police. During a cross-examination in a police court in Alameda 
County, the defense attorney asked one girl why she had filed a complaint 
against the defendant. The girl responded: 

A: They made me tell. 
Defense: Who made you tell? 
A: Miss Rich [probation officer at  the detention home]. . . . 
Defense: Well, did you tell her you had had sexual intercourse with 

anyone? 
A: Well, she knew it after I was examined. . . . 
Defense: How did she happen to have you examined by a doctor? 
A: Well, as far as I know, all the girls are who go there.4 

These inquiries sometimes led to the arrest of several young men for 
the rape of one girl. In one such case, an unmarried, pregnant teenager, 
Mary Reed, told the probation officer that the father of her unborn child 
was a young man she had been dating steadily for the past year. Under 
questioning by the probation officer, she also confessed to sexual intimacy 
with several others prior to her current relationship. Rape complaints 
were fled against all of the young men, even though Mary insisted she only 
wanted her child's father a r r e~ ted .~  

Young women involved in statutory rape cases faced long interroga- 
tions about their sex lives at the preliminary hearing. The hearings were 
meant to determine if sufficient grounds existed to prosecute the defen- 
dant, but they usually focused on the moral character of the female wit- 
ness, too. Male defendants were not required to testify in these hearings, 



and the vast majority did not. But the young women were routinely ques- 
tioned by both the prosecution and defense attorneys about their sexual 
relationships with the accused and usually about past sexual experiences 
as well. Qpical questions included: Where and when did the sex act occur? 
How did you become undressed? Where did he touch you? What type of 
underwear were you wearing? What did you say during intercourse? How 
many times did you have intercourse? The experience was humiliating for 
many young women and girls, who were compelled to give explicit details 
of their sexual activities, as in the following exchange between the pros- 
ecutor and one female witness: 

Prosecutor: And he got on top of you? 
A: Yes sir. . . . 
Prosecutor: How were your legs when he had this act of sexual 

intercourse with you, were they close together or apart? 
A: They were apart. 
Prosecutor: And how did they get apart, you put them apart yourself, 

didn't you? 
A: No sir. 
Prosecutor: Sure about that? 
A: Yes sir. 
Prosecutor: Who put them apart? 
A: He did. . . . 
Prosecutor: What were you doing when he put them apart? 
A: Nothing. 
Prosecutor: Where were your hands when he put them apart? 
A: Down at the side. 
Prosecutor: What did you say during the time he was putting your 

limbs, your legs, apart? 
A: Didn't say an~th ing .~  

In response to these questions, many young women and girls spoke in 
low voices and gave short, one-word answers whenever possible. One 
teenage girl expressed the pain and embarrassment that many felt before 
this type of examination: "Really I don't wish to tell it all," she told the 
judge. "It humiliates and disgraces me and I don't want to." When the 
judge threatened to pronounce her in contempt of court and send her to 
the city jail, she said, "You will have to send me, I can't tell it."7 One fifteen- 
year-old African American girl, who had run away from home and moved 
in with a young man, was asked repeatedly for specific details about her 



sexual relationship with the defendant. When asked, "What did he do to 
you when he got into bed with you?" she responded impatiently, "Do you 
expect me to tell the whole history of my life? . . . I am not going to tell the 
whole history of my life." After the trial of her male partner in superior 
court, the district attorney complained that "the little girl was a very 
unwilling witness while on the stand and did everything possible to shield 
him, as she said she expected to marry him.'y8 

One of the central questions raised in the preliminary hearings was 
whether the female witness had consented to the sexual act. This issue 
should have been immaterial in cases of statutory rape, because the law 
prohibited sexual intercourse with female minors, regardless of their con- 
sent. Nonetheless, judges routinely allowed attorneys to question female 
witnesses about their willingness to engage in sex. When the defense 
attorney in one case asked a female witness if she had consented to sex 
with the defendant, the prosecutor objected: "It is absolutely immaterial, 
Your Honor. The question is whether he had an act of sexual intercourse or 
not and how he obtained that is not a matter for us here." The judge, in this 
case and numerous others, demonstrated a marked ambivalence about the 
issue. He admitted that the question was immaterial but nevertheless 
permitted the defense attorney to continue his line of questioning: "While 
I don't believe it is relevant, if you want to ask any direct question as to 
whether he overpowered her by force or anything of that kind at the time 
of the act, you may do 

During another hearing, the judge himself asked the young female wit- 
ness: 'Whatever you did, you did of your own free will?" When she re- 
sponded affirmatively, the judge demanded: "Well how did you happen 
to complain against him, then?" The prosecutor became exasperated with 
the judge's disregard for the law: "Don't you know what the statute is, 
Judge?" "Yes, I know all about it," he replied, "but I am not so touchy upon 
this subject [that I can't] try to find out some of the reasons which I have 
been fishing for since this statute has been changed." The judge continued 
to badger the witness: ' m a t  did you go in the house for? . . . What did you 
take your clothes off for and go to bed with him?. . . Did you know what you 
were going to get when you were undressing yourself?"1° 

It is understandable that judges would want to distinguish between 
forcible and consensual intercourse; a major problem with the age-of-con- 
sent law was that it conflated the two by denying women under eighteen 
years of age the capacity to consent to sex. But judges and attorneys went 
well beyond establishing consent. They viewed a young woman's willing- 



ness to engage in sex as a sign of moral depravity, and they often harassed 
such young women and girls in court hearings, labeling them "depraved," 
"wayward," or "loose" and blaming them for the moral transgression.ll 

Like male legislators who had opposed the age-of-consent campaign, 
some judges and court officials reversed the seduction narrative promoted 
by moral reformers by portraying teenage girls as temptresses who had 
lured young men into wrongdoing. In one case, a twenty-three-year-old 
defendant, employed as a streetcar motorman, had engaged in sex with a 
teenage girl whom his roommate had met on the street and invited to their 
apartment. The girl explained in court that she did not want to have sex 
with the young man and told him so, but she did not actively resist his 
advances. She had recently left the home where she had been employed 
as a domestic, was stranded with no money, and needed a place to spend 
the night. Later the next day, probation officers apprehended and ques- 
tioned the girl and had the man arrested for statutory rape. Upon hearing 
the case, Judge Frank B. Ogden of the Alameda County Superior Court 
claimed that the male defendant was the true "victim" in the case. "A man 
is a man under those circumstances," he explained. "With a girl over the 
age of 16 years and of mature appearance it would be pretty hard for a man 
indeed to so control himself as to eliminate himself from all present dan- 
ger.  . . and under the circumstances it would be a pretty strong man who 
could escape, a pretty strong man."12 

In a similar case, a young man of twenty years was arrested for having 
sexual intercourse with a sixteen-year-old girl who had recently run away 
from home. She met the defendant at a cd6, where he worked as a janitor. 
At his request, the girl agreed to stay at the apartment he shared with sev- 
eral friends until she could find work. During that time the couple formed 
an intimate relationship. In his report on the case, the probation officer for 
the court called the young woman "the instigator of the acts" and argued 
that "there ought to be some protection of youths of his age against girls 
who get into their beds."13 The image of female entrapment constructed by 
court officials, like the seduction narrative of the reformers, served mainly 
to obscure the actual lived experiences of young working-class women and 
girls. 

Even in cases of forcible assault, judges sometimes scolded the female 
victims for tempting defendants into immoral behavior. In one instance, 
sixteen-year-old Ruby Haynes was raped by a young man she had been 
dating. On their way home from the nickelodeon one evening, the young 
man pushed Ruby into the yard of a vacant house and demanded that she 



have sex with him. When she refused, he threw her to the ground and 
raped her. The judge became impatient with Ruby during the preliminary 
examination and demanded to know why she had not put up a stronger 
resistance: "Why didn't you scream, that's what I don't understand. Why 
don't these girls scream out? Why do you lend yourself to the proposi- 
tion?"14 Such encounters, now defined as acquaintance rape, did not fit the 
court's definition of forcible assault.16 In the eyes of court officials, Ruby 
had invited the assault by going out unescorted with a young man she only 
recently met. She had violated what they considered appropriate codes of 
conduct for respectable women, thereby becoming "fair game" for men. In 
commenting on Ruby's case, the judge said, 'Wherever she went and 
whatever she did with that man was voluntary, no force to it at  all; she 
knew what she was going to get when she got it."16 

Officials responded in a similar fashion to a fourteen-year-old Portu- 
guese girl who was sexually assaulted by the janitor in the cannery where 
she worked. At the end of a workday this janitor, a twenty-two-year-old 
man, asked the girl to come into an office. When she did, he pushed her to 
the floor, held his hand over her mouth to keep her from screaming, and 
raped her. Once the defendant pleaded guilty, the county probation officer 
recommended that he be granted probation. "She was an inexperienced 
girl, it is true, and entitled to protection," the male probation officer stated, 
"but her willingness to accompany [the defendant] into the office alone, 
placed him under special temptation." The judge apparently agreed with 
this reasoning, because he granted the man probation.17 

At other times, judges might claim that young women and girls had not 
resisted strongly enough. The court scolded one thirteen-year-old who had 
been sexually abused by her twenty-seven-year-old brother: "Why did you 
let him do this, [Pearl], you knew that it was naughty, didn't you? Didn't 
you know that he hadn't any right to do it to you? . . . Why did you let him?" 
Pearl tried to explain that the acts were committed against her will: "I 
couldn't do anything against him. We were the only ones home."l8 In cases 
like these, the victims of forcible rape were made to feel that they had done 
something wrong and immoral and had somehow invited the attack. 

Questions in preliminary hearings furthermore were not confined to the 
specific sexual encounter or relationship with the accused man. Rather a 
young woman's entire sexual past was put on display in the courtroom. By 
the late nineteenth century it had become routine, in rape trials involving 
adult women, to permit the defense to introduce evidence about the vic- 
tim's prior sexual experience in an attempt to discredit her before the jury. 



This practice stood in stark contrast to the handling of male defendants in 
rape cases. Courts prohibited similar inquiries into a male defendant's 
sexual history, arguing that such evidence would unfairly prejudice the 
jury against him. Judges allowed such questions about rape complainants 
because they held that a woman's sexual past was related to a key issue: 
whether she had consented to the sexual act. The assumption was that if 
she had consented to sexual relations in one situation, she was likely to do 
so in others.lg As one state appeals court judge pronounced in 1915: "No 
impartial mind can resist the conclusion that a female who had been in the 
recent habit of illicit intercourse with others will not be so likely to resist 
as one who is spotless and pure."20 

The practice of questioning rape complainants about their sexual pasts 
was eventually incorporated into standard legal texts on evidence. Ac- 
cording to John H. Wigrnore, the leading legal scholar on the law of evi- 
dence at the time, 'When the woman consents to the act, no crime of rape 
is committed; on such a charge, then, the main issue often is whether the 
woman did consent. Here the woman's disposition to unchastity would 
have probative value, and would be admissible on behalf of the accused."21 

But even after it had become standard legal practice in rape trials to 
question adult women about past sexual acts, such tactics were still consid- 
ered improper in cases involving underage females. As Wigmore wrote, 
"But in a trial for a sex offense where the woman's consent is immaterial 
and not in issue, it follows that the woman's unchastity would also be 
immaterial, e.g., a charge of carnal knowledge of a minor (usually miscalled 
in the statutes 'rape under age' or 'statutory rape')."22 Despite this rule, it 
was nonetheless a common practice in Alameda courts to question under- 
age female witnesses about their sexual experience. Some judges did pro- 
hibit such questions. One interrupted a defense attorney when he asked 
the young woman on the stand about her sexual relations with men other 
than the defendant. "You can't ask her that, [Mr. Brown], she might be a 
common prostitute, but being under 18 years of age her mouth is closed 
by But other judges were quite willing to bend the rules of evi- 
dence. When the prosecution objected to a question about the previous 
sexual experience of one female witness, Judge Weinmann overruled the 
objection, explaining, "I will allow a certain number of questions bringing 
out that side of it, because I think it is no more than fair, while I don't 
think it is strictly legally admissible."24 Some judges actually introduced 
questions themselves about the sexual pasts of female witnesses. Judge 
George Samuels, for example, asked one teenage girl, "You understood 



what it was all about, it wasn't your first time? . . . You had been out with 
these boys more or less quite a number of them right along, that is right 
isn't it?"2S 

Alameda court officials clearly interpreted the purpose of age-of-con- 
sent legislation differently than women reformers did. They saw the law as 
a tool to be used not so much to protect women from sexual harm as to 
protect the interests of fathers, future husbands, and the state. According 
to this view, fathers needed to preserve the chastity of their daughters in 
order to uphold the family name and reputation and to ensure the daugh- 
ters' marriageability. One judge chastised a male defendant charged with 
statutory rape for injuring the father's home and family name by having 
intercourse with his daughter. According to several judges, the state also 
had a great interest in the preservation of female chastity. I t  was neces- 
sary, they argued, to ensure the production of a healthy, moral citizenry. 
Judge Mortimer Smith explained that the "philosophy" behind the law 
was "that the country depends upon its women to produce good citizens, 
and a woman who is debauched, that has its effect upon the mind of every 
child that is born to her and therefore, a sound public policy demands that 
no man shall have intercourse with a woman under the age of 18 unless he 
is married to her, and if he does so, that he interferes with the well-being of 
the ~omrnunity."~~ In a similar vein, Judge Frank Ogden stated that the 
law aimed "to conserve the woman who is the mother of the children and 
of the future generations called upon, perchance to rule and govern the 

Given their understanding of the law and its purpose, it makes sense 
that court officials were preoccupied with the moral character and sexual 
experience of young women in statutory rape cases. They deemed sexual 
intercourse with an "unchaste" girl a less serious offense than the same act 
with a "chaste" girl. The former was already "ruined," already a liability to 
her family and a danger to the state, and apparently did not deserve the 
same legal protection as the latter. One defense attorney stated in court 
that a man who had relations with a sexually experienced girl, while tech- 
nically guilty of rape, "has not committed a crime that is as heinous as it 
would be if he had raped a pure girl."28 Even the prosecuting attorney 
expressed this view in the case of a young man of nineteen years charged 
with the statutory rape of a pregnant meen-year-old girl. "This boy is a 
pretty respectable boy," the prosecutor explained in court. "This girl has 
been running around with many people, Judge. I t  is one of those cases 
where it is too bad that any complaint had been filed at 



The trial records from Alameda County clearly demonstrate that the 
sexual double standard still held sway in the courtroom. Male judges, 
attorneys, and probation officers were impervious to the ideals of male 
continence and a single standard of morality for men and women, so ar- 
dently promoted by purity reformers. Court officials continued to act on 
traditional views of male and female sexuality. As one judge stated, "The 
passions concerned are the strongest to control in men, it has been or- 
dained so."30 The general stance taken in the courtroom was that it was 
man's nature to be lustful and woman's responsibility to maintain moral 
standards. Men were expected to "sow their wild oats" during their youth. 
They could engage in illicit sex and still remain respectable, but when a 
young woman made a slip of this kind, she was considered permanently 
"ruined"-a moral threat to society. 

Moral reformers in California and elsewhere became increasingly frus- 
trated by the failure of the legal system to enforce the age-of-consent law 
as they had envisioned, and they pursued various strategies to counter the 
reluctance of law enforcement officials. In San Francisco and Oakland, 
members of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) organized 
to locate violators of the law and pressure courts to prosecute these "cases 
of outraged girlhood." Rose French of San Francisco was particularly 
active in this campaign. According to a report issued by the WCTU of 
Northern California, French helped to initiate numerous prosecutions of 
male sex 0ffenders.3~ Purity reformers in other parts of the country also 
worked to ensure the enforcement of age-of-consent legislation. Members 
of the American Purity Alliance joined forces with the New York Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children to find and prosecute men who 
had sexual intercourse with underage females. Women's clubs in Chicago 
established a special organization, the Protective Agency for Women and 
Children, that brought cases of rape and seduction to the attention of the 
police and the courts. Members of the agency encouraged young women to 
file complaints and offered them legal assistance in the prosecution of their 
ca~es .3~  

Clubwomen also monitored trials of men charged with sex offenses. 
Women's organizations in Oakland, for example, arranged to have their 
members in daily attendance at the 1906 trial of a man who was accused of 
assaulting a young woman.33 Their object was to provide emotional sup- 
port for the women who had to testlfy in court and to assert their moral 
influence in a courtroom dominated by men. The Protective Agency for 
Women and Children carried out this work on a regular basis in Chicago 



courts. According to the Union Signal, the official publication of the Na- 
tional WCTU, members of the agency "have repeatedly gone to the police 
court, and stood by the girl through all the trying ordeal. Their presence 
changes the moral tone of the police court, and imparts courage to the 
timid girl whose very innocence coduses her in the presence of strange, 
sneering men."34 

Although important, this type of moral support in the courtroom was 
limited in what it could accomplish. Organized clubwomen came to believe 
that they needed to have real power within the political and legal systems 
to influence the prosecution of sex offenses. Political enfranchisement 
would enable them to shape legislation and to elect judges and prosecutors 
who were sympathetic with their goals. Concern about sex crimes helped 
to fuel the burgeoning suffrage movement of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, and it was a key issue for California suffragists. After 
they won the vote in 1911, one of their first legislative goals was to raise 
the age of consent from sixteen to e igh tee~~5  

Once that goal was achieved, clubwomen and reformers used their 
newly acquired political voice to recall a San Francisco police court judge 
because of his lenient treatment of male sex offenders. The recall effort 
began in 1913, when Judge Charles Weller lowered the bail of a defendant 
charged with the rape of a young woman. The accused man made bail; 
shortly thereafter he left the city and was never located by law enforce- 
ment officials. Angered by the judge's action, clubwomen investigated his 
record and found that Weller consistently set low bail for rape suspects 
and dismissed cases in face of what they considered incriminating evi- 
dence. They formed the Weller Recall League and circulated petitions to 
have the recall placed on the ballot for the next election. The struggle to 
oust Weller became a cause c616bre for clubwomen throughout the state.36 
The California Federation of Women's Clubs threw its support behind the 
campaign and printed the following statement from the Recall League in 
its journal, the Woman's Bulletin: 'We are working steadily and faithfully 
that this condition of injustice and immorality we have inherited from the 
fathers in our city, who have allowed this system of vice to grow, may be 
uprooted by the mothers of our city and be supplanted by courts of justice 
which do not belie their names and where a girl's virtue may be considered 
the foundation of good ~itizenship."~~ Recall proponents gathered enough 
support to defeat Weller and to elect another judge, Wiley Crist, who 
pledged to use his office to protect womanhood. 

After the success of the recall campaign, women reformers in California 



broadened their quest for authority in the courtroom by demanding the 
right to sit on juries. The California Civic League (earlier the California 
Equal Suffrage Association) organized its members to lobby for a state 
law that would extend jury service to include women. The absence of 
women on juries, they argued, prevented fair rulings, particularly in the 
prosecution of sexual offenses. As one female activist explained, "Women 
witnesses, often young, often wronged, often ignorant, need the protection 
of their own sex in the hour of trial as well as of t empta t i~n . "~~  Their efforts 
finally paid off in 1917 with the passage of the Woman Jury Bill, which 
made California one of the first states to legalize women jurors. The actual 
implementation of this bill, however, comprised an ongoing struggle be- 
tween women reformers and a reluctant criminal justice system.39 

The reformers' concerns about sexual offenses evoked greater sympa- 
thy from male justices on the juvenile court. The juvenile court was a 
product of the late-nineteenth- and early twentieth-century movement to 
reform the criminal justice system. Established in California in 1903, the 
juvenile court removed youths from the adult criminal justice system and 
handled them in special courts designed to address their particular prob- 
lems. The first judges on the Los Angeles Juvenile Court had played an 
important role in the foundation of this system, and they shared many of 
the goals and ideals of women reformers. Curtis D. Wilbur, who served on 
the court from 1903 to 1913, helped to draft the Juvenile Court Law of 
California. He and Judge Sidney Reeve, who served on the court from 1915 
to 1921, worked closely with women activists in Los Angeles to enact and 
enforce penal reform measures.40 

Under Judges Wilbur and Reeve, the prosecution of statutory rape 
proceeded very differently than in the adult criminal court of Alameda 
County. In court hearings Wilbur and Reeve spoke out against the double 
standard of morality and chastised young male moral offenders for their 
wrongdoing. Judge Reeve sounded remarkably similar to women moral 
reformers when he scolded one young man for having sexual relations with 
a teenage girl: "There is not a meaner beast on earth than a fellow who will 
start a girl or try to induce a girl who has been a good girl before on a 
career of that kind. He is the meanest kind of cuss, just a low down cuss, 
just a little beast; and that is what you have been."41 When another teen- 
age boy charged with statutory rape appeared before him, Judge Reeve 
lectured about the dangers that illicit activity posed for future genera- 
tions: "The life that you lead from the time you start in past the period of 
adolescence up to the time you die, is reflected in future generations two- 



fold. I want to tell you that. And just through parties such as were pulled 
off here, through associations such as are pulled off here, conditions de- 
velop where we have the defective and we have the blind-they are with 
us all the time and you can put them all right down to just ~arelessness."~~ 

During these juvenile court hearings judges tried to impress upon 
young men the importance of the single standard of morality, to instruct 
them that men as well as women had a responsibility to remain chaste. 
When one sixteen-year-old boy tried to excuse his behavior by claiming his 
female partner was "of easy morals," Judge Reeve scolded him: "Now, 
there are no two standards in this world; there is only one. It  doesn't make 
any difference if this girl had sexual intercourse with 20 men, it wouldn't 
lessen your offense under the law. But the part I hate to see is that when 
these boys get in trouble, they say, Well, I was not as much to blame as the 
girl.' " Reeve went on to remark, "You might be in the eyes of some boys a 
hero, but you are not. . . . Supposing some fellow went along and did what 
you did to this girl, to your sister."43 To emphasize the seriousness of the 
offense, judges often made male youths read aloud the law on statutory 
rape, particularly the section stating that a man found guilty of this crime 
faced up to fifty years in prison. (In California, the penalty for both forcible 
rape and intercourse with girls under sixteen was a maximum of fifty 
years; the punishment for intercourse with girls between sixteen and eigh- 
teen was either confinement in the county jail for not more than one year 
or in the state prison for not more than fifty years.)44 

In their pursuit of male sex offenders, the juvenile courts met with 
resistance from police departments and from the adult criminal justice 
system. Judge Reeve became particularly disturbed in one instance when 
the police and the district attorney failed to follow up a complaint that had 
been filed against a nineteen-year-old sailor. According to the report filed 
by a probation officer for the juvenile court, the sailor had engaged in 
sexual relations with one teenage girl in Los Angeles and was responsible 
for the pregnancy of another young woman he had dated earlier. Judge 
Reeve criticized the leniency shown to male offenders by the police: "Now 
the great difficulty is that it seems the double standard is very promi- 
nently fmed in the eyes of the Police Department and they want the girl 
filed on and put away and they want to let the boys be turned loose. I don't 
believe in it and never have believed in it. I don't believe there is any boy 
that has ever been tied up and forced to commit an act of this kind."46 In an 
effort to correct police bias and to send a message to other young men, 
Reeve sentenced the sailor to one year in a reform school. 



TABLE 4. Disposition of Statutory Rape Cases in Alamedu County, 
Califbrnia, 1910-1 920 

Total Cases Consent Cases Force Cases 
Disposition N % N % N % 

Dismissed by court 17 15 14 18 3 10 
Convicted by jury 18 16 4 5 13 43 
Acquitted by jury 14 13 8 11 4 13 
Transferred to 6 5 6 8 0 0 

juvenile court 
Guilty plea 54 48 44 58 10 33 
Guilty plea to lesser 3 3 0 0 0 0 

charge 
Total 112 76 30 

Note: The number of cases in the Consent and Force columns do not add up to the total num- 
ber of cases because in six eases the court records did not indicate whether or not force had 
been used. 

Most young men prosecuted for statutory rape in the Los Angeles Ju- 
venile Court, however, did not face institutional confinement, because ju- 
venile offenders were not subject to the same criminal penalties as their 
adult counterparts. Judges for the juvenile court were expected to devise 
a sentence appropriate to each individual case, based on the youth's char- 
acter, attitude, and family background, as well as the particular offense he 
committed. Juvenile officials tried to avoid the incarceration of young 
criminal offenders whenever possible. The favored form of correctional 
treatment was probation, which aimed to rehabilitate delinquent youth in 
their own homes under the supervision of a probation officer.46 The court's 
handling of statutory rape cases generally followed a predictable pattern. 
After administering a severe scolding in the court hearing, judges typ- 
ically released the young men from detention and placed them on proba- 
tion. Of the twenty-three defendants charged with statutory rape before 
the Los Angeles court in 1920, more than four-fifths (82 percent) were 
placed on probation and less than one-tenth (9 percent) were sent to re- 
form institutions. The remaining cases were either dismissed or sent to 
adult criminal court. 

Those convicted in adult criminal court were more likely to be incarcer- 



TAB L E 5. Sentenciw in Statutory Rape Cases, Alameda County, 
Cali;f~rnia, 191 0-1 920 

Sentence 
Total Cases Consent Cases Force Cases 
N % N % N % 

Probation 37 49 33 66 4 17 
County jail 10 13 8 16 1 4 
State prison 25 33 8 16 16 69 
Juvenile institution 3 4 1 2 2 9 

Total 75 50 23 

Note: The number of cases in the Consent and Force columns do not add up to the total num- 
ber of cases because in two cases the court records did not indicate whether or not force had 
been used. 

ated than were juvenile offenders, but they, too, had a decent chance of 
receiving probation. Adult probation, introduced in California in 1903, of- 
fered an alternative to imprisonment in felony cases. It  became common 
for defendants to plead guilty in the hopes of receiving a lighter sentence, 
preferably probation.47 Forty-eight percent of the defendants charged 
with statutory rape in the Alameda County Superior Court between 1910 
and 1920 pleaded guilty. Another 13 percent were acquitted by a jury, 16 
percent were convicted, and 15 percent of the cases were dismissed before 
going to trial (see Table 4).48 The high number of guilty pleas indicates the 
growing use of plea bargains in which the defendant made a deal with the 
prosecution, promising to plead guilty in return for a lesser charge or a 
reduced sentence. Many defendants entered a guilty plea immediately; 
others first pleaded not guilty and later changed their plea to guilty, a sign 
of probable bargaining between the defense and pro~ecution.~~ Defen- 
dant's hopes of receiving probation were often fulfilled. Approximately 
half (49 percent) of those found guilty of statutory rape in the Alameda 
County Superior Court were granted probation (see Table 5).50 

Various factors-including the defendant's age, the nature of the sexual 
encounter (whether or not force was used), the moral character of the fe- 
male witness, and the defendant's race and ethnicity-determined whether 
convicted men would receive probation or incarceration. In particular, 
judges were far less likely to send younger men to prison or jail. Sixty-four 
percent of convicted defendants age thirty or younger were placed on 



probation, while just over a third (36 percent) were incarcerated in prison, 
jail, or reform In contrast, approximately one-Mh (22 percent) of 
the convicted defendants over age thirty received probation, while nearly 
four-fifths (78 percent) were incar~erated.~~ Courts tended to be lenient 
with young offenders because, as one official explained, 'With a youth up 
to the early twenties a slip of this kind can be condoned."53 The age of 
a twenty-one-year-old defendant clearly influenced Judge William Dona- 
hue's decision to grant him probation. As Donahue explained, "In your case 
you are young. I can understand why a man of the age of twenty-one only, 
and the girl was about seventeen, how that could occur, and there might be 
extenuating circumstances. If you were an older man I would not place you 
upon probation. I would send you to prison. But seeing you are a young 
man I am going to give you probation."" 

Superior court judges were also less likely to order incarceration in 
cases in which the female partner had consented to intercourse. Sixty-six 
percent of those convicted of statutory rape in consent cases were granted 
probation, and 32 percent were sent to prison or jail.s6 But only 17 percent 
of those found guilty in cases involving forcible rape were placed on proba- 
tion, while 73 percent were incarcerated in prison or jail (see Table 5).56 

Even in cases of forcible assault, judges typically showed more concern 
for the loss of female chastity than for the physical and emotional harm 
done to young women and girls. Male perpetrators received harsh sen- 
tences not so much because they had raped a young girl, sometimes with 
violence, but because they had destroyed her moral purity. After sentenc- 
ing one man to prison for raping an eight-year-old girl, the judge lamented 
that she was now "marred and marked.. . with the stigma that will attach 
to her in the future."67 In another case, a fifteen-year-old girl was raped by 
her male employer in the home where she worked as a domestic. The judge 
sentenced the man to prison, but he expressed little interest in the harm 
done to the girl, instead stressing the importance of female chastity for the 
creation of a racially and morally pure social order. "[Olur children, our 
girls," he stated to the defendant, "should be kept clean from contamina- 
tion so they can become mothers of a better race. I t  devolves upon the 
court to sentence you, and after you have gained your liberty I hope that 
you may come out a better man."68 

When determining sentences, court officials also took into account what 
they judged to be the moral character of the female witness. Young women 
were deemed immoral on a variety of grounds: if they had consented to 
sex; if they had previous sexual experience; if they engaged in what was 



considered inappropriate behavior for respectable women, such as walk- 
ing the streets at night, going out alone with men, drinking liquor in cafbs, 
or living away from home. Judges frequently granted lenient sentences to 
defendants in cases involving young women of suspect character. Judge 
J. D. Murphey based his decision to award probation to one defendant on 
the supposed immorality of the fourteen-year-old female witness. The de- 
fendant had met the teenager and her girlfriend at a dance and invited 
them to stay in his hotel room for the night. After studying the case, Judge 
Murphey ordered the man released from custody and placed on probation: 
"The record appears to me to sustain the proposition very fairly that these 
girls themselves were not good at all. They were wayward girls and dis- 
posed to do anything probably, and while, understand, it is not any excuse 
from a legal point of view, [Anderson], it may in a way assist the Court 
upon the recommendation of all your friends to see its way clear to grant 
you this requested probati~n."~~ 

The dubious character of the fifteen-year-old female witness in another 
case led Judge James G. Quinn to grant probation to a fifty-seven-year-old 
man. Quinn stated in court that "this is the first case of a serious nature 
such as this, with a man of this age, where probation has even been consid- 
ered." The older man deserved leniency, he explained, because the teen- 
age girl "has the appearance of being a much older woman," and "her 
habits and morality are not alone questioned, but are absolutely proved to 
be bad."60 

Other factors that influenced sentencing decisions in the Alarneda 
County Superior Court were the ethnicity and race of the defendant. It is 
impossible to provide firm statistical evidence of the relation between 
sentence and ethnic background because court records do not consistently 
indicate the ethnicity or birthplace of male defendants. The court tran- 
scripts do, however, suggest that judges took this factor into account. 
Louis Albertoli, a twenty-four-year-old Italian immigrant, faced deporta- 
tion and a five-year prison sentence for having sex with a fourteen-year- 
old girl who lived in his neighborhood. In handing down his decision to 
incarcerate the young man, Judge Ogden explained that American society 
could not afford to tolerate the supposedly degraded customs of certain 
immigrant groups: 

I do not feel that we ought to have people come to this country unless 
they are able and willing to abide by our laws. I realize that in some 
foreign countries the same code of morals is not present that is present 



in this country. . . . It is a fact that in some of the countries today a 
man can forcibly take his woman that he looks to and wants to have 
for his own and these consider it a marriage, but of course, we do not 
call those countries civilized, but as I said before if we permit these 
customs to prevail upon this soil instead of having the higher code of 
ethics, we would descend to the code of ethics and morals of the other 
communitie~.~~ 

A stronger case can be made for the role of race in shaping sentencing 
decisions. Both statistical data and court transcripts indicate that African 
American men were more likely to be incarcerated for engaging in sex 
with female minors than were white defendants. All five of the African 
Americans prosecuted for statutory rape in Alameda County during these 
years received the court's harshest punishment-incarceration in the state 
prison. In one of these cases, a young black man, Raymond Thompson, was 
arrested when he was found living with Lucy Somers, a black teenager 
of fifteen years. Lucy had left her aunt's home and decided to move in 
with Raymond. The couple had known each other for several months and 
hoped to marry soon, despite the aunt's objections. Like most defendants 
in similar cases, Raymond pleaded guilty in the hope of receiving lenient 
treatment. At the sentencing hearing, his attorney urged the judge to 
grant Raymond probation. He explained that the couple wanted to marry 
and that Raymond was currently employed in a good job as a barber and 
was capable of supporting a wife. But in contrast to other cases of this 
nature, the prosecutor pressed hard for a prison sentence. He pointed out 
that Raymond had been married before and was therefore unreliable as a 
husband. 

The prosecutor also made an issue of Raymond's race in presenting his 
case for incarceration. A stiff sentence, he argued, would serve to warn the 
black community to reform their supposedly lax and immoral habits. "It is 
about time that we should educate these colored people and tell them that 
they have to obey the laws," the prosecutor explained to the judge. The 
defense was quick to point out that white defendants typically received 
probation even in violent cases: "For the last two years, I can show fifteen 
cases where the circumstances and facts have been of the most aggravated 
character in rape cases where white people have had probation, but the 
trouble is that Mr. Smith [prosecutor] is biased against the probation prop- 
osition." The defense attorney also made use of racial stereotypes in pre- 
senting his case to the judge. He argued that the court should not expect 



blacks to maintain the same moral standards as whites. In the end, the 
prosecutor's arguments proved more persuasive, and the judge sentenced 
Raymond to ten years in San Quentin.62 

The court clearly had different standards for black or foreign-born and 
for native-born white defendants. Judge Ogden, who sent Louis Albertoli 
to prison, granted probation to a twenty-three-year-old white man in a 
similar case because he believed the man was the true "victim." I t  would 
require a very strong man, he had explained, to escape from the trap set by 
the sixteen-year-old female witness.63 When a white man had sex with an 
underage female, he was seen as the victim of her loose and immoral ways. 
When an immigrant or African American man did the same, he was labeled 
a product of an uncivilized and depraved racial group. 

As all these cases show, the actual enforcement of age-of-consent legis- 
lation in California had consequences that moral reformers had not in- 
tended and could not control. Most male police and court officials in the 
criminal justice system showed little concern for, if not outright hostility 
to, the reformers' goals of ending the double standard and male sexual 
privilege. In their hands, enforcement of the law became a punitive pro- 
cess for the young women and girls it was meant to protect, as they faced 
possible confinement in detention centers and reformatories and had to en- 
dure grueling interrogations by male judges and attorneys who frequently 
labeled them promiscuous and immoral. Furthermore, officials used the 
law to reinforce racial bias within the legal system by targeting African 
American and immigrant men for the harshest forms of punishment. 
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Frances mllard in 1895. 
As president of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 

from 1879 to 1898, Willard was a major national leader in the age-of-consent 
campaign in the late nineteenth century. 

(Reprinted from Gordon, Beautihl Lge of Frances Willard, 1898) 



Many Americans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries believed 
that "white slavery" rings were operating in cities throughout the country, 

kidnapping young women and girls and forcing them into lives of prostitution. 
This illustration, which appeared in a white slave tract in 1910, depicts a young 

woman trapped inside a brothel with an evil procurer lurking behind her. 
(Reprinted from Bell, Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls, 1910) 



Reformers and public offidah canBidered public dance hall8 padiculdy 
dangerous placm for young women b m u e  of the drinkhg and elm dancing 
that went on and the strange men they e n m t e m d  there. In Ln dlwtration, 

a suspicious-looking man lures an innant  young woman into a dance M. 
lReprinted h n  Bell, ~ ~ n g  t h  l&a* in Ymng G F ~ ,  1910) 



In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
young women found new employment opportunities 

that took them outside of the home. 
They often labored alongside men in workplaces free of 

family supervision and control, such as in this fruit-packing factory 
in Los Angeles County (ca. 1915) and the telephone company office 

shown in the next photograph. 
(Courtesy of the California Historical Society/Title Insurance 

and l h s t  Photo Collection, Department of Special Collections, 
University of Southern California Library) 



Women office workers at a telephone company 
in Los Angeles County, circa 1910. 

(Courtesy of the Security Pacific National Bank 
Photograph Collection, 

Los Angeles Public Library) 



Set at the edge of the ocean, 
the amusement park at Long Beach, California, 

known as the Pike (shown here in 1920), 
was one of the most popular entertainment spots 

for young people in Los Angeles County 
in the early twentieth century. 

(Courtesy of the Security Pacific National Bank 
Photograph Collection, 

Los Angeles Public Library) 



Young working men and women flocked to the promenade 
at the Long Beach amusement park, shown here in 1909, 

to enjoy the cafes, ice-cream parlors, penny arcades, shooting galleries, 
and the Majestic and Silver Spray dancing pavilions. 

(Courtesy of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California) 



Young women model their stylish 
bathing costumes in the surf at Long Beach in 1910. 

(Courtesy of the California Historical SocietyITitle Insurance 
and Trust Photo Collection, 

Department of Special Collections, 
University of Southern California Library) 



Young immigrant women and men, 
like these Mexican youths at Venice Beach (ca. 1925), 

joined the crowds on the beaches of southern California 
to enjoy their leisure hours away from work. 

(Courtesy of the Security Pacific National Bank 
Photograph Collection, 

Los Angeles Public Library) 



Alice Stebbins Wells, 
who joined the Los Angeles Police Department in 1910, 

was the first female police officer in the country. 
She is shown here with her police badge 

soon after her appointment. 
(Courtesy of the Charles Pierce Collection, 

Department of Special Collections, 
University of California, Los Angeles, Library) 



Janie Porter Barrett, 
president of the Virginia 
Federation of Colored 
Women's Clubs, was 
founder and director of one 
of the first Progressive 
reformatories for Bean 
American youths, the 
Virginia Industrial School 
for Colored Girls, which 
opened in 1915. (Courtesy 
of the Harnpton University 
Archives) 

In 1911, under pressure from Progressive reformers, Los Angeles County 
opened a new juvenile detention center, known as Juvenile Hall, to keep young 

offenders out of city jails. Juvenile Hall was also the place where female 
referees presided over the cases of delinquent girls. (Reprinted from 

Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors, Annual Report, 1914) 



Miriam Van Waters, shown here in 1925, 
promoted Progressive policies for adolescent girls in the 

various positions she held in the juvenile justice system of 
Los Angeles County. She was superintendent of Juvenile Hall 

from 1917 to 1920, founder of the El Retiro School for Girls in 1919, 
and referee of the juvenile court from 1920 to 1929. 

(Courtesy of the Miriam Van Waters Papers, 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College) 



CHAPTER 4 

'DELINQUENT 

PROGRESSIVE ............ 
REFORM 

even as purity activists continued to battle the courts and the legislatures 
over the age of consent, a new generation of white women reformers began 
to view female immorality in a different light and, consequently, sought 
different methods of regulating it. College-educated women involved in 
the Progressive movement disagreed with the Victorian assumption of 
girlhood sexual passivity and victimization. Instead, they acknowledged 
female sexual agency and thought of young women who engaged in illicit 
encounters as "delinquents" in need of guidance and control. These re- 
formers did not blame evil men for young women's moral downfall, but 



rather, influenced by recent trends in the social sciences, they looked to 
societal and family environments to explain sexual delinquency among 
young working-class women. 

With this reformulation of the problem came efforts to find new meth- 
ods of sexual regulation. Progressive reformers advocated a much broader 
program of state intervention that focused more directly on controlling 
working-class females and their social environments instead of their male 
partners. They called for the establishment of special police forces, juve- 
nile courts, detention centers, and reformatories to monitor and correct 
sexual misconduct among young women and girls. Past experience with 
male police officers and court officials led reformers to demand that women 
be given a role in the enforcement process. They insisted that women 
professionals should manage the new institutions set up to oversee the 
treatment and care of delinquent girls; they lobbied successfully for the 
appointment of women police officers, juvenile court judges, probation offi- 
cers, and staff a t  the correctional institutions. Policing working-class fe- 
male sexuality thus expanded female authority within the criminal justice 
system and created new professional opportunities for educated, middle- 
class women. 

This new interpretation of the problem of female immorality emerged 
at a time when public anxiety about the sexuality of young, unmarried 
women had greatly intensified and had spread well beyond the circle of 
moral reformers who launched the age-of-consent campaign. During the 
first two decades of the twentieth century, public officials, business lead- 
ers, physicians, and social scientists, in addition to women reformers, ex- 
pressed mounting concern about the apparent rise in sexual promiscuity 
among young working-class women in American cities and cautioned that 
such behavior posed serious moral, social, and health threats to the rest of 
society. A heated antiprostitution campaign that took shape in the Pro- 
gressive Era  heightened public fears about the sexuality of young, unmar- 
ried women. Vice crusaders warned that many young women workers and 
migrants to the city were being lured into prostitution. In response to such 
concerns, most major cities in the country formed vice commissions to 
investigate and find solutions to the problem of pro~titution.~ 

The eugenics movement linked illicit sex on the part of young women to 
racial decline and degeneration. Its advocates considered the "immoral" 
young woman a major threat to their goal of purifying the genetic composi- 
tion of the American population. They regarded her behavior as a result of 
faulty heredity and asserted that she endangered society through the 



propagation of defective and degraded children. Eugenicists adopted in- 
creasingly racist tones in the face of an influx of immigrants from southern 
and eastern Europe, Mexico, and Asia, who, they declared, threatened to 
pollute the nation's gene pooL2 Sexually active young women supposedly 
presented another danger by spreading venereal disease. In the early 
twentieth century, physicians and public health experts launched a na- 
tional campaign to combat venereal disease through social hygiene educa- 
tion and the repression of prostitution and illicit sex. Influenced by pre- 
vailing social attitudes rather than medical reality, they identified the 
"immoral" woman as the primary source of infe~tion.~ Americans soon 
came to perceive the sexuality of young, unmarried women as a major 
social problem that threatened society with vice, family breakdown, dis- 
ease, and racial degeneration. 

During this time of social turmoil over illicit sex, competing cultural 
perceptions of female sexuality circulated in American society and the 
popular media. The older images of female victimization and female de- 
pravity that fueled the debates over the age of consent in the late nine- 
teenth century persisted well into the twentieth century. Many vice cru- 
saders remained convinced that young prostitutes had been victimized by 
evil "white slavers." They warned that an international ring of pimps and 
procurers operated in American cities to entrap young women and girls 
and force them into pro~titution.~ 

The agitation over white slavery was expressed vividly in numer- 
ous books, films, and articles. Polemical tracts on the subject flooded the 
American public between 1909 and 1914 under such titles as The Great 
War on White Slavery, Fighting the BafJic in  Young Girls, The Girl That 
Disappears, House of Bondage, and M o d m  Herodians m Slaughterers of 
Innocents. Films like The Tram in Souls and The Inside of the White 
Slave Bafic were shown in theaters throughout the country, attracting 
large audiences. All these books and films told variants of the same tale of 
an innocent, native-born white girl who left the safety of her home in the 
country for the adventures and opportunities of the city. Once there, she 
typically fell victim to sinister procurers who used various forms of trick- 
ery-a drugged drink, the promise of marriage, and violence if necessary- 
to lure her into a life of prostit~tion.~ Public anxiety over this problem 
led to numerous municipal investigations in the 1910s and a U.S. Senate 
investigation in 1909-10. Various antivice groups pressed for legislation 
that would punish procurers and "white slave" traders. Eventually, forty- 
four states passed laws prohibiting "compulsory prostitution," and in 1910 



the federal government passed the "White Slavery" or Mann Act, which 
prohibited the transportation of women across state lines for immoral 
p ~ r p o s e s . ~  

The image of innate female depravity also persisted into the Progres- 
sive Era, particularly among proponents of the eugenics movement, who 
attempted to give scientific validity to the view that female moral offend- 
ers were inherently depraved and dangerous to men. Eugenicists held 
that sexual immorality, like other forms of deviant behavior, was the result 
of an inherited mental defect, or "feeble-rnindedness" as it was called 
a t  the time. The feeble-minded girl supposedly posed a grave social men- 
ace because she contributed to the spread of immorality, disease, and the 
propagation of "defective" and "unfit" offspring. A leading eugenicist, 
Walter E. Fernald, stated a t  a meeting of the National Conference of 
Charities and Corrections in 1904: "It is well known that feeble-minded 
women and girls are very liable to become sources of unspeakable de- 
bauchery and licentiousness which pollutes the whole life of the young 
boys and youth of the community. They frequently disseminate in a whole- 
sale way the most loathsome and deadly diseases, permanently poisoning 
the minds and bodies of thoughtless youths a t  the very threshold of man- 
hood.n7 Henry Goddard of the Vineland Training School, another key pro- 
ponent of eugenics, wrote in 1911 that mentally defective girls "must al- 
ways be a trouble, must always be a disappointment, incapable of bearing 
the responsibilities that have been put upon them, and, what is worse, they 
will be, as many of them already are, mothers of more feeble-minded and 
deficient per~ons."~ 

Eugenicists and their supporters advocated rigorous measures to con- 
trol female moral offenders. Offering little hope of reforming such women 
and girls because of the supposed hereditary nature of their condition, 
they argued that the best course of action was permanent incarceration in 
a growing number of custodial institutions for the feeble-minded. Some 
eugenicists also advocated sterilization to remove even the slightest pos- 
sibility of such a person's reproducing her own kind. In response to eugenic 
concerns, forty-three states had established institutions for the feeble- 
minded by 1923, and by 1931, thirty states had passed laws allowing for the 
sterilization of "unfit" and feeble-minded  person^.^ 

I t  was within this context of conflicting perceptions of illicit female 
sexuality that Progressive women reformers developed their new frame- 
work for explaining the problem and worked to shape public policies in 



accordance with their view. Rejecting the conventional images of female 
victimization and depravity, they constructed a model of delinquency that 
both acknowledged the sexual agency of teenage girls and emphasized 
their lack of experience and need for guidance. The Progressives' explana- 
tion of female immorality blamed neither male vice nor innate mental 
defect, but rather the difficulties of adolescence and the social conditions in 
which working-class girls lived.1° 

Progressive women differed in several important respects from the 
female moral reformers who had launched the age-of-consent campaign in 
the late nineteenth century. Most had attended college, and a number went 
on to graduate school to obtain higher degrees in law, medicine, social 
work, and the social sciences. They tended not to follow the traditional 
path for women of marriage and motherhood but devoted their lives to 
public service and social reform. Instead of religion-based organizations 
like the Woman's Christian Temperance Union, they were drawn to more 
secular reform efforts such as social settlements, the Women's Trade 
Union League, the Juvenile Protective Association, and the National Con- 
sumer's League. A number of these reformers became self-supporting 
professionals who forged new career paths for women in the areas of social 
work, public health, and nursing.ll 

This new generation of women reformers comprised an important part 
of the Progressive movement that swept through American cities in the 
period from 1890 to the end of World War I. This movement was composed 
primarily of middle-class men and women who attempted to address the 
array of social problems that accompanied rapid urban growth and indus- 
trialization, including poverty, crime, disease, political corruption, labor 
unrest, and the abuse of corporate power. Ideologically, Progressives 
stood between American socialists, who called for a radical restructuring 
of the economic system, and conservative business leaders and politicians, 
who adamantly opposed government interference in economic affairs and 
saw nothing wrong with existing power structures. Progressives aimed to 
reform the worst abuses of the capitalist system without, in the end, un- 
dermining that system. To accomplish this goal, they sought a wide range 
of economic, political, and social reforms, such as antitrust legislation, civil 
service reform, factory inspection laws, pure food and drug laws, and social 
insurance for victims of industrial accidents.12 Female reformers were 
especially active in efforts that aimed to protect women, children, and the 
home from the harmful effects of rapid urban growth and industrial cap- 



italism. They targeted issues of child labor, juvenile delinquency, prostitu- 
tion, unsanitary housing, and low wages and poor working conditions for 
women laborers. 

Several characteristics distinguish Progressivism from earlier middle- 
class philanthropic efforts. First, Progressive reformers developed inno- 
vative methods of social analysis. They used the techniques of empiri- 
cal research and sociological investigation to study the ills that afflicted 
American society. Second, they did not see poverty and unemployment as 
the result of individual moral failings, as did nineteenth-century charity 
workers and philanthropists, but rather as the result of environmental 
forces over which the poor had little control. Finally, these reformers 
developed new solutions to the social problems they addressed. In a depar- 
ture from strict laissez-faire principles, they called on the state to inter- 
vene in social and economic relations in order to protect the common good 
and provide opportunity for everyone. Progressives applied the principles 
of science and efficiency in developing their reform programs. They cre- 
ated bureaucracies and commissions to manage social problems and relied 
on trained experts to develop and administer policies. 

This reform context underlay Progressive women's new approach to 
the problem of female immorality. Instead of telling melodramatic stories 
of seduction as nineteenth-century moral reformers had, they conducted 
systematic studies of young working-class women in urban neighbor- 
hoods. Three works in particular illustrate their reinterpretation of ado- 
lescent female sexuality. In The Delinquent Child and the Home, pub- 
lished in 1912, Sophonisba Breckinridge and Edith Abbott assessed the 
causes of juvenile delinquency among Chicago youths based on court and 
reformatory records from the first ten years of the Cook County Juvenile 
Court and interviews with court officials and the families of delinquents.13 
They wrote their study while employed as researchers for the Chicago 
School of Civics and Philanthropy. Both women had doctoral degrees in 
the social sciences from the University of Chicago and were part of the 
reform community living a t  Hull House. 

The following year, the National Federation of Settlements conducted 
an investigation of the "problem of the adolescent girl of the tenement- 
house family and the city factory or department store" and published the 
results in a book entitled Young Working Girls. Edited by the federation's 
secretaries, Robert A. Woods and Albert J. Kennedy, the study was based 
on information provided by two thousand social workers from across the 
country. They reported on the family backgrounds, employment, recre- 



ational activities, and moral behavior and attitudes of the working-class 
girls in their neighborhoods. Ruth True, a social investigator for the Bu- 
reau of Social Research of the New York School of Philanthropy, produced 
a similar study that examined the nature and causes of moral delinquency 
among working-class girls living on New York's West Side, an Irish and 
German neighborhood aloqg the Hudson River. True and her two assis- 
tants conducted lengthy interviews with sixty-five girls and published the 
results in 1914 in The Neglected Girl.14 

In forming their analyses, women investigators were influenced by sev- 
eral intellectual developments of the period. One was the new theory of 
adolescence developed by eminent psychologist and child study expert G. 
Stanley Hall. Hall was the f i s t  to develop a systematic conceptualization 
of adolescence as a distinct stage in life. He wrote numerous papers on 
the subject in the 1890s and in 1904 published a monumental two-volume 
study called Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology, 
Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion, and Education, which had 
a great effect on educators, social workers, and social scientists. Hall de- 
scribed adolescence as a turbulent period of physical, emotional, and sex- 
ual development during which youths needed to be shielded from adult 
duties and expectations. This theory encouraged the prolongation of a 
period of dependence and segregation of youths from the world and the 
pressures of adulthood.15 

In his writings about adolescent sexuality, Hall was influenced by the 
work of Sigmund Freud and other European sexologists. He considered 
sexual urges and desires a normal part of adolescent development for both 
girls and boys. This marked a clear departure from Victorian notions of 
female passionlessness and childhood sexual innocence. The adolescent 
girl, according to Hall, was acutely aware of her sexuality and exhibited a 
keen interest in the opposite sex. "The other sex as such now dawns upon 
her horizon," he wrote. "A year or two ago boys were just playmates, often 
too rough, teasing, and perhaps generally horrid; and in the affairs of older 
gentlemen and young men she had no part or lot. . . . But now individual 
young people of the male sex begin to stand out from the mass, and she 
gradually begins to practice the great selective function of women in com- 
paring and judging, approving and disapproving."l6 Although Hall consid- 
ered sexual urges normal for adolescents, he did not encourage the open 
expression of these feelings. Rather, he held that adolescent sexual energy 
needed to be sublimated and directed into other channels, such as religion, 
athletics, education, or music, until adulthood and marriage. Hall consid- 



ered this redirection particularly critical for girls, because he believed that 
sexuality occupied and defined their lives to a far greater extent than it did 
for boys.17 

Hall recommended close supervision and guidance of young girls during 
adolescence, particularly by their mothers. He explicitly instructed moth- 
ers and educators in the proper care of adolescent girls, calling for plain 
diets, plenty of sleep, little mental strain, regular exercise, and careful 
instruction in sex hygiene. Hall particularly urged mothers to teach their 
daughters about sex with an emphasis on motherhood rather than on the 
sex relation itself. "In this way," he explained, "the girl will be anchored 
betimes to what is really the essential thing, viz., reproduction and the 
carrying beneath her heart and then bearing children which are the hope 
of the world. . . . Love when it came would thus never be entirely divorced 
from thoughts of motherhood."ls 

Reformers did not accept many of the conservative conclusions Hall 
drew from his understanding of female adolescence and sexuality. For 
example, he spoke out strongly against higher education for women for 
fear that the mental strain would interfere with their reproductive capaci- 
ties. But Progressive reformers did assimilate Hall's portrayal of female 
adolescence as a time of emotional upheaval and sexual awakening that 
required careful supervision and guidance. The study of working girls 
conducted by the National Federation of Settlements clearly reflected the 
influence of Hall's thinking when it described female adolescence as a 
"period of feverish physical, mental, and emotional activity." The authors 
explained that during this time: 

A practically overwhelming consciousness of sex, combined with a 
growing desire for companionship, leads the girl into short-lived and 
cliquey alliances with those of her own sex, and into various forms of 
adventure with members of the opposite sex. She develops an absorb- 
ing interest in the individualizing, aesthetic, and associational aspects of 
dress. She longs to be popular with men, craves a "beau" or "steady," 
and begins to think of marriage. The longing for companionship adds 
strength to the natural desire for a "good time," and intensifies her 
delight in parties, "shows," and dances.lg 

Hall's theory of adolescence defined a middle-class experience. Most 
working-class families possessed neither the economic resources nor the 
cultural values that would have supported such an extended period of 
dependence and close supervision of youth. Thus, when reformers exam- 



ined the adolescent experience of working-class daughters, they found 
much to alarm them. The conditions of these young women's lives seemed 
to promote sexual delinquency. Ruth True warned that the working-class 
daughter did not have athletics, education, and wholesome recreation to 
divert her newly awakened sexual urges. With the dawn of adolescence, 
she was swept "inevitably out of the simplicity of little girlhood into the 
thousand temptations of her environment, if not, perhaps, into one of the 
commonest of neighborhood t ragedie~."~~ 

Another influence on Progressive theories was the environmental ex- 
planation of deviancy. The dominant school of criminology in the late nine- 
teenth century had traced criminal behavior to inherited physical and 
mental traits. By the early twentieth century, some social scientists began 
to challenge hereditarian explanations and to stress the role of family life, 
education, and economic conditions in the development of criminal and 
delinquent behavior.21 In keeping with this trend, Progressive women re- 
formers looked to social and environmental factors to explain female sex- 
ual delinquency. They identified poverty, premature entrance into the 
work force, modern commercial amusements, and inadequate home life as 
the major causes of illicit behavior among young women and girls. 

In The Delinquent Child and the Home, a classic Progressive explana- 
tion of juvenile delinquency, Sophonisba Breckinridge and Edith Abbott 
argued forcefully that one had to look to the harsh economic and social 
conditions in which working-class youth lived in order to explain their 
deviant behavior. 'When we see all the wide background of deprivation in 
their lives," they wrote, "the longing for a little money to spend, for the 
delights of the nickel theater, for the joy of owning a pigeon, or for the 
glowing adventure of a ride on the train, it is not hard to understand how 
the simple fact of being poor is many times a sufficient explanation of 
delinquency." Urbanization and industrialization, they argued, had caused 
great economic hardship and disrupted family life among workers and 
immigrants. Crowded, unsanitary housing, congested neighborhoods, and 
the meager earnings of their parents deprived working-class children of a 
safe, wholesome ~pbr inging .~~ 

Progressive reformers also pointed to the numerous moral dangers and 
temptations that surrounded working-class daughters as they entered the 
paid labor force. Their places of employment in factories, stores, and of- 
fices did not provide the kind of supervision that was deemed necessary for 
adolescent girls. They worked alongside men in poorly regulated work 
environments, a situation that encouraged girls to "become careless in 



their conduct, slack in manners and conversation, immodest in dress, and 
familiar to a degree that lays them open to danger."23 Social investigators 
also feared that the low wages typical of most women's jobs caused some 
working girls to turn to prostitution and led others to offer sexual favors to 
their male partners in return for new clothes or a ticket to the movies or 
amusement park. 

The moral dangers associated with wage work were nowhere more 
glaringly apparent to reformers than in department stores, an increas- 
ingly popular place of employment for young women. Members of the 
National Federation of Settlements feared that the salesgirl, surrounded 
by expensive clothes, jewelry, and other finery, would develop a longing 
for an extravagant lifestyle and hence "become dissatisfied with simple, 
wholesome living." Unable to purchase the store's fine items on her mea- 
ger salary, she was likely to sacrifice her moral virtue to obtain them. 
Furthermore, the store setting exposed her to solicitation and flattery 
from male bosses, coworkers, and strangers passing through the store. As 
Woods and Kennedy explained, "Her work locates her in such a way that 
she may with fatal ease become involved with traveling men, procuresses, 
and other designing people."24 So great was the public anxiety about the 
"department store girl" that reformers and vice investigators conducted 
special analyses of the problem in several cities, including New York and 
C h i ~ a g o . ~ ~  

Another perceived source of moral danger for working girls was the 
commercialized amusements that they were so eager to attend in the eve- 
nings after work. Social investigators acknowledged that a "deep-seated 
desire for spontaneous action" was a normal part of adole~cence.~~ The 
problem was that working-class girls lacked wholesome forms of recre- 
ation and instead sought diversion in the dance halls, amusement parks, 
and movie theaters so prevalent on the urban landscape. Such entertain- 
ments, reformers charged, exploited youths' need for play and encouraged 
illicit behavior. They considered the public dance hall, in particular, "a 
source of evil." With "its air of license, its dark corners and balconies, its 
tough dancing, and its heavy drinking," the dance hall supposedly weak- 
ened moral inhibitions and led many girls a ~ t r a y . ~  

In assessing the problem of female delinquency, Progressives drew spe- 
cial attention to the difficulties faced by young immigrant women. Abbott 
and Breckinridge found that many female youths charged with delin- 
quency in Chicago were immigrants or the children of immigrants, but 
they rejected the nativist view that the foreign-born were innately more 



prone to criminality. Instead, they attributed the delinquent behavior to 
economic hardship and the trauma of adjusting to life in modern American 
cities and factories, an adjustment that was particularly hard for immi- 
grant families of rural  background^.^^ To a more limited degree, Progres- 
sive reformers also noted the dangers facing young African American 
women in American cities. They pointed to poverty, poor housing, lack of 
adequate educational and employment opportunities, and racial discrimi- 
nation as the major causes of delinquent behavior among black female 
youths.29 

Through their studies and investigations, Progressive reformers directed 
public attention to the economic and social conditions that contributed to 
female delinquency. They indicted the modern city and urban industrial- 
ism for failing to meet the needs of young immigrant and working-class 
women and called on local and state governments to address the problem. 
Their environmental analysis, however, also targeted working-class home 
life as a major cause of female delinquency. Abbott and Breckinridge as- 
serted that deviancy was inevitable when children were raised in "de- 
graded" homes, "homes in which they have been accustomed from their 
earliest infancy to drunkenness, immorality, obscene and vulgar language, 
filthy and degraded conditions of living."30 Unlike many nineteenth- 
century philanthropists and charity workers, Progressive reformers did 
not think that working-class people were inherently depraved. Rather, 
they held that urbanization and industrialization had disrupted their fam- 
ily lives and made it difficult for them to provide a safe, moral upbringing 
for adolescent girls. 

Progressives nevertheless placed the working-class home at the center 
of their analysis of the causes of female delinquency. And a major thrust 
of their reform program involved the reconstruction of working-class fam- 
ily life according to middle-class standards. This understanding was ex- 
pressed clearly in the study produced by the National Federation of Set- 
tlements: "It is easily evident that practically all the sources of moral 
contamination to which girls are exposed find an approach through some 
failure or inadequacy in home and family life; and that the home, therefore, 
marks the chief point at which constructive social work must center."31 

The family ideal envisioned by reformers consisted of the nuclear family 
of father, mother, and two to three children who resided together in a 
private home. Fathers were the breadwinners for the family, while moth- 



ers stayed at home caring for the children and keeping house. According to 
Woods and Kennedy, "The good mother must be a thrifty and capable 
housewife, in possession of stable moral standards, and with time and 
energy to give to the needs of her children." In this ideal family, the par- 
ents would not depend on adolescent children to assume wage-earning 
responsibilities at too early an age, because, during the turbulent period of 
adolescence, they belonged at home or in school, where they would receive 
careful guidance by mothers and teachers.32 

Working-class home life, according to reformers, fell short of this ideal 
and thereby contributed to daughters' delinquency in numerous ways. The 
"overcrowded" working-class household was repeatedly blamed for caus- 
ing a decline in moral standards. Many working-class parents had more 
children than the middle-class norm; furthermore, they often shared their 
homes with extended family members-aunts, uncles, cousins, and grand- 
parents-and frequently took in boarders to supplement the family in- 
come. Reformers referred to such living arrangements as "confused family 
groupings." They asserted that overcrowding in the home "breaks down 
the feeling of privacy, and hence brings on loss of self-respect, of modesty, 
of order, of neatness."33 According to Breckinridge and Abbott, almost any 
departure from the nuclear family norm apparently threatened proper 
adolescent development: 

If the family is large, if the home is crowded, if the mother is distracted 
by the presence of many children and can give little attention to any one 
of them; if the burden of custody and discipline during her absence falls 
upon the eldest or upon the eldest at home; if there are relatives or 
lodgers lending complexity to an already confused situation; if there is 
an unsympathetic step-parent and a mixed family of children, there is 
little hope that the nervous system of the child, started unfavorably on 
its career, will have its proper chance to mature into self-control, or the 
character to develop into dignified manhood or w~manhood.~~ 

Reformers held that working-class parents further endangered the 
moral development of their adolescent daughters by pushing them pre- 
maturely into the work force so that they could contribute to the family 
income. Working for wages not only exposed adolescent girls to moral 
dangers in the workplace but also gave them a level of power and auton- 
omy within the family that reformers considered inappropriate and even 
dangerous for ones so young and unstable. Daughters, they feared, would 
use their new status to demand privileges such as staying out late or going 



to dance halls unchaperoned. As Woods and Kennedy warned, the wage- 
earning daughter "begins to enter into hitherto forbidden amusements, 
and justifies herself by the claim, 'I am earning my own living and can do as 
I please.' "36 

In their scrutiny of working-class home life, reformers paid particular 
attention to the role of mothers. According to the middle-class conception 
of adolescence, the mother bore more responsibility than anyone else for 
guiding her daughter safely through the stormy period of adolescence. But 
reformers concluded that many working-class mothers, although perhaps 
concerned about their daughters, were largely incompetent in dealing 
with them. With large families and heavy domestic duties, they were often 
too tired and overworked to devote sufficient time to their daughters. 
Furthermore, working-class mothers, particularly the foreign-born, failed 
to understand the current environment in which their daughters lived. 
According to the National Federation of Settlements study, "Their stan- 
dards are often wholly inept and they find themselves incapable of supply- 
ing that advice which would meet the daughter's more modern experience 
and common sense."36 

One of the gravest moral dangers for girls, to the reformers' way of 
thinking, was the working mother. Because she was away from home for a 
good part of the day, she could not provide the careful guidance and super- 
vision that adolescent girls supposedly needed, and social reformers per- 
ceived a direct connection between this neglect and the delinquent child. 
Abbott and Breckinridge asserted that "almost inevitably the fact that the 
mother goes out to work means that the home is cheerless and untidy and 
that the children have every opportunity to stay away from school and live 
that life of the streets which is at once so alluring and so dem~ralizing."~~ 
The link between working mothers and juvenile delinquency was increas- 
ingly emphasized in the writings of reformers and social workers in the 
late 1910s and 1920s. 

Women reformers were not unaware of or insensitive to the difficult 
conditions that propelled some mothers into the work force. They under- 
stood that the low wages, unemployment, and disabilities that beset many 
husbands forced working-class mothers to find jobs outside of the home 
and that the situation was particularly dire for single mothers who had lost 
their husbands through death or desertion. But in addressing the prob- 
lems of needy mothers and their children, reformers ultimately supported 
a conservative solution. They continued to insist on the incompatibility 
of motherhood and paid labor. They advocated mothers' pensions, which 



would maintain women's primary roles as mother and housekeeper, over 
policies that would strengthen their positions as wage-earners, such as 
state-supported child care and job training.38 

Progressives had shifted the focus from the male seducer to the home and 
social environments as the critical elements in a girl's moral downfall. Their 
reformulation of the problem of female immorality led them to call for dif- 
ferent methods of sexual regulation than those advocated by nineteenth- 
century moral reformers. In place of the legal restraint and punishment 
of male seducers, Progressives advocated policies that aimed to control 
young women and their social surroundings. 

Historians have generally argued that one of the hallmarks of Progres- 
sive reform was an emphasis on environmental strategies to eliminate 
vice, crime, and delinquency. According to this interpretation, Progres- 
sives rejected an earlier emphasis on institutionalization and legal coercion 
and sought instead to prevent deviant behavior by improving the home, 
workplace, and city e n ~ i r o n m e n t . ~ ~  It is true that Progressive women re- 
formers did advocate a wide array of preventive measures to deal with the 
problem of sex delinquency: higher wages and limited hours of work for 
women wage-earners; employment bureaus to direct them to safe jobs; 
public parks, social clubs, and regulated dance halls to provide wholesome 
recreation; mothers' pensions, compulsory schooling, and child labor legis- 
lation to reform family life; and supervised boarding homes for young 
women living apart from families. These preventive strategies have re- 
ceived considerable attention from historians of Progressivism and female 
reform movements.40 

What has received far less attention is the extent to which women re- 
formers also relied on legal coercion to deal with female delinquency. The 
distinction between "environmental" and "coercive" strategies, between 
preventive and institutional solutions, is not as clear as some historians 
have suggested. The same women reformers who proposed preventive 
measures also supported the expansion of the criminal justice system-the 
creation of special police bureaus, juvenile courts, detention centers, and 
reformatories to monitor and correct the sexual misconduct of working- 
class female youth. The Progressive Era, in fact, witnessed the dramatic 
growth of a state institutional and legal network for the surveillance and 
control of young female moral offenders. Scholars' confusion over this de- 
velopment in part stems from the way in which reformers understood and 



described their policies on behalf of female youth as "protective work." 
They did aim to shield teenage girls from sexual exploitation, unfit homes, 
and dangerous forms of work and recreation, but the protective work they 
advocated had a coercive side. I t  entailed using the state for the purposes 
of surveillance, legal prosecution, detention, and institutionalization of 
young women and girls who engaged in suspect behavior. 

In calling for state regulation of female sexuality, women reformers 
specifically envisioned a maternal state. Their experience with the crimi- 
nal justice system had shown them that male police and legal officials 
often treated female offenders unfairly and ignored their particular needs 
and problems. Reformers thus insisted that trained women professionals 
should handle young female sex offenders in order to provide them with 
the maternal care and guidance they supposedly lacked in their own 
homes. Progressives maintained that they could make "the State as near 
as possible a real mother to the girls" if they could get women appointed as 
police officers, juvenile court judges, probation officers, and superinten- 
dents of correctional facilities for female youth. In this way, they simulta- 
neously tackled the problem of female delinquency, extended female au- 
thority within the criminal justice system, and created new professional 
opportunities for educated, middle-class women.41 

The reform of the juvenile justice system proceeded at varying speeds 
in cities throughout the country. Women reformers and social workers in 
Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles were among the first to implement 
innovative legal policies to deal with female delinquency. In doing so, they 
drew upon a nineteenth-century tradition of penal reform in the United 
States. Women prison reformers in the Northeast and Midwest first initi- 
ated the demand for women's control over female offenders in the 1840s. 
Outraged by the neglect and poor treatment of female inmates in men's 
prisons, they called for the establishment of separate institutions for 
women under the control of female staff and administrators. They believed 
that women prisoners faced abuse and degradation when handled by male 
officials and that women, because of their maternal qualities, were better 
suited to protect and reform female offende~-s.42 In a similar vein, Progres- 
sive women criticized the existing male-controlled criminal justice system 
both for dealing too harshly with young female offenders and for neglect- 
ing their special needs. 

Though following in the footsteps of nineteenth-century prison reform- 
ers, Progressive women differed from them in several important respects. 
The Progressives aspired to a much broader role for women within the 



criminal justice system. They hoped to extend female authority to all as- 
pects of the system, including prevention programs, police surveillance, 
and judicial processing as well as institutional care. Furthermore, refcrm- 
ers believed that maternal sympathy, although important, was not enough 
for the effective control and rehabilitation of female delinquents. As part 
of the new generation of college-educated reformers and professionals, 
they emphasized the importance of "scientific" methods of diagnosis and 
treatment.43 This emphasis was a critical part of the new approach to 
juvenile corrections developed during the Progressive Era. Scientific di- 
agnosis entailed physical and mental examinations and extensive social 
investigations of delinquent youths, the results of which supposedly en- 
abled court officials to assess the individual needs of the offender and to 
determine the appropriate form of correctional treatment.44 The women 
professionals who filled the new positions in the juvenile justice system 
attempted to combine maternal values with those of "scientific" social 
work in their work with young female offenders. 

One of the f i s t  goals of Progressive reformers was the hiring of women 
police officers. Beginning in the early years of the twentieth century, they 
began to lobby municipal governments to hire female officers to monitor 
and work with delinquent girls. In May 1910, Los Angeles social reformer 
Alice Stebbins Wells, with the support of prominent clubwomen in the city, 
petitioned the mayor of the city to appoint her as a police officer to do 
"preventive-protective" work with wayward women and girls. Wells ar- 
gued that she could better address the problems of young female moral 
offenders if she had an official position within the police department in- 
stead of working simply as a volunteer for a charity organization. "A vol- 
unteer cannot keep order nearly as well as someone with authority," she 
explained. Under the instructions of Progressive mayor George Alexan- 
der, the Los Angeles police department hired Wells on September 13,1910. 
With her appointment, Los Angeles became the first city in the country to 
hire policewomen on a permanent, full-time basis. A second policewoman 
was hired in 1912, and by 1914, five female officers were patrolling the 
streets of Los Angeles.& 

Wells's appointment immediately attracted national attention and pro- 
voked both enthusiastic and hostile responses. Some journalists portrayed 
her as a masculine, gruff woman with glasses, wearing her hair in a tight 
bun and grasping a revolver. Despite such caricatures and the staunch 
opposition of some police departments, her success in Los Angeles gener- 
ated demands for women police in many other cities. She was inundated 



with speaking requests from women's clubs, civic organizations, churches, 
parent-teacher associations, and universities. During the next few years 
Wells spoke in over 100 cities in all regions of the country. By 1915 at least 
25 other cities had hired full-time, paid policewomen, and by 1920 at least 
146 cities employed women officers. Women officers gained professional 
legitimacy with the formation of the International Association of Police 
Women in 1915 and with the establishment of university training pro- 
grams for them in numerous cities by 1920.46 

Though female officers theoretically exercised full police powers, their 
actual duties differed from those of male officers. Their primary func- 
tion, according to Wells, was "protective work for women, children, and 
the home."47 "The woman officer does not and should not do the kind of 
work our police officers are actually doing," explained Chicago settlement 
worker Edith Abbott. "She is not a 'policeman' engaged primarily in de- 
tecting crime; she is a social worker engaged in the most difficult kinds of 
public welfare 

One of the central tasks of women officers was to monitor young women 
in public places and to apprehend those who seemed in moral danger. 
Aletha Gilbert, one of the first policewomen hired in Los Angeles, de- 
scribed the work of women officers in this way: 'We shall have three 
women patrolling the streets from 3:30 to 11:30 and when young girls are 
found standing on street corners ogling men and boys or hanging about 
theater entrances, they will be taken home. And we will then try to find 
out why their parents did not know what they were doing."49 Policewomen 
performed another important function through the questioning and inves- 
tigation of young women held in custody. According to Los Angeles Police 
Chief Charles Sebastian, "Such work is delegated solely to these women 
assistants, who by their womanly sympathy and intuition are enabled to 
gain the confidence of their younger sisters."60 

Setting their sights beyond the police department, reformers also aimed 
to shape policies and extend female authority within the juvenile court 
system. Contemporaries considered the foundation of juvenile courts one 
of the most significant of Progressive penal reforms. These courts, the first 
of which was established in Cook County (Chicago) in 1899, removed chil- 
dren and youths from the adult criminal justice system and handled them 
in special proceedings that emphasized rehabilitation instead of punish- 
ment. The primary aim of juvenile courts, in contrast to criminal courts, 
was not to determine guilt or innocence but to assess the conditions in a 
youth's life that had led to delinquency. Judges and probation officers fo- 



cused more on the youth's character, habits, family background, and up- 
bringing than on the particular offense he or she had ~ o m m i t t e d . ~ ~  

Once the juvenile courts were in operation, women reformers called for 
the hiring of female probation officers to handle girls' cases, and in re- 
sponse, the courts appointed a number of college-educated women, often 
with social work experience, to  work with the delinquent girls. Because 
they were responsible for investigating the nature and causes of delin- 
quent behavior and for monitoring the girls who were placed on probation 
by the court, probation officers played a critical role in the regulation and 
correction of femal sexual del inquen~y.~~ 

Not content with probationary work, however, women reformers broad- 
ened their demands for female authority within the juvenile justice system 
to include calls for women judges. Members of the National Association of 
Women Lawyers, an organization based in New York City, argued stren- 
uously for this cause in a series of articles and editorials published in the 
Women Lawyers' Journal between 1912 and 1915. The writers held that 
male judges either handled the cases of female juvenile offenders super- 
ficially to avoid the embarrassment of a thorough examination, or they 
destroyed the girls' "feminine modesty" by interrogating them about inti- 
mate matters before an audience that included men. The attitude of most 
men toward a girl's immorality, asserted one writer, "is far too light and 
flippant a one." They failed to understand that a girl's "misstep is more vital 
to the race than destruction of millions of dollars' worth of property, or 
even destruction of life. It is an attack upon motherhood, it is the poisoning 
of the sources of life, it requires more immediate, intimate and expert 
attention than bodily ailments which require the woman physician. Place 
a mztn at the task and you dam the mainspring of a better race a t  its 

Bowing to this kind of pressure, several juvenile courts did hire women 
to handle girls' cases. In 1913 juvenile court judge Merritt Pickney of 
Chicago appointed the lawyer and settlement worker Mary M. Bartelme 
to hear cases involving young women and girls. Acting in the position of 
assistant to the judge, she held private hearings with the girls and their 
parents and made recommendations about the cases to the judge. Bar- 
telme served in this capacity until 1923, when she was elected circuit court 
judge for Cook County, which gave her full judicial authority over girls' 
cases. In 1927 she became the presiding judge of the juvenile court, a 
position she held until she retired in 1933.= 

The Los Angeles Juvenile Court, however, was the first in the country 



to grant women full judicial authority over girls' cases. In 1915 women 
reformers and their supporters successfully lobbied California legislators 
to create the position of a female "referee" who was responsible for han- 
dling such cases in juvenile court. The reformers had succeeded in convinc- 
ing juvenile court judge Sidney Reeve that "a woman dealing with women 
would naturally have a better understanding of any given case and a bet- 
ter conception of the method of reformation or correction than a man." In 
November 1915, Orfa Jean Shontz, a lawyer and former juvenile probation 
officer, was appointed the first female referee of the Los Angeles Juvenile 
Court. When Shontz resigned in 1920, Miriam Van Waters, a social worker 
and graduate of Clark University, assumed the position of referee and 
played a major role in juvenile justice reform until she left the city in 
1929.55 

When they heard girls' cases, these women professionals sought to 
avoid any resemblance to a typical criminal court hearing. In Los Angeles, 
referees held private, informal hearings with the girls in Juvenile Hall, 
away from the Hall of Justice where criminal trials were heard. The ref- 
eree wore street clothes instead of a robe and sat at a table with the girl 
and her parents instead of presiding over them from a judge's bench. 
According to one account, in the courtroom of Orfa Jean Shontz, "There 
are good pictures on the walls, curtains, not bars, at the windows; and a big 
vase of roses, fresh from the garden is in front of the girl." Most important, 
male court officials were excluded from these hearings; the clerk and bai- 
liff, as well as the judge, were women: "When a girl is brought into this 
little courtroom she sees only three faces and they are the faces of three of 
her own sex, whose hope is to aid and not to punish."56 

Women reformers attempted to foster a maternal approach in juvenile 
detention centers as well as in the courts. Progressives strongly objected 
to young female offenders being held in jails and police stations, where 
they supposedly faced further corruption by more hardened adult crimi- 
nals. As an alternative, reformers called for "detention homes" that would 
be staffed by trained female superintendents. Maude Miner, a probation 
officer for female offenders in New York City, played an instrumental role 
in promoting the detention home idea. Miner, who graduated from Smith 
College and received a master's degree from Columbia University, worked 
as a probation officer for the magistrates' court in New York City from 
1906 to 1909. While serving in this position, and with the help of other 
reformers in the city, she founded a private detention home in 1908, called 
Waverly House, for young female offenders awaiting trial. The founders 



formed the New York Probation and Protective Association and assumed 
responsibility for managing Waverly House and for administering a pro- 
gram of "reformative and protective work" to aid delinquent women and 
girls.57 Thanks to the success of Waverly House, the association convinced 
city officials in 1910 to establish a municipal detention center for female 
offenders and to hire a female superintendent. 

Miner and social reformers in other areas of the country popularized the 
detention home idea in numerous published articles and talks they gave 
before public officials and civic groups. Through their efforts, detention 
centers modeled along Progressive lines were quickly founded in numer- 
ous cities. By the end of 1910, at least fifteen states had passed laws requir- 
ing the establishment of detention homes for juvenile offenders to keep 
them out of  jail^.^ 

The juvenile detention center served not only as a temporary "home" 
but also as a center for the scientific diagnosis of delinquent youths. Physi- 
cians and psychologists conducted physical and mental examinations of all 
detainees in order to identify medical conditions and mental problems that 
might have contributed to delinquent behavior. In addition, all female 
inmates faced compulsory pelvic exams to determine if they were virgins 
and compulsory testing and treatment for venereal disease. Treatment 
typically entailed confinement in a detention hospital until they were con- 
sidered cured. At the same time, probation officers also conducted detailed 
social investigations that would enable judges to assess the causes of delin- 
quency and the best method for correcting it. The officers questioned 
delinquent girls, parents, relatives, employers, teachers, and neighbors for 
information about the girls' behavior, lifestyles, and associates. Their find- 
ings, along with the results from the physical and mental exams, were 
compiled in a report for the judge to study before hearing the case.59 

In addition to new policies governing court procedures, women reform- 
ers and social workers devised new methods of correctional treatment for 
delinquent girls. Juvenile justice reformers of the Progressive Era re- 
jected the prevalent nineteenth-century belief that delinquents were of a 
single type and were best treated through a single program of institution- 
alization. They promoted alternatives to incarceration with delinquency 
prevention measures and, most important, with the use of probation, 
which sought to rehabilitate delinquent youths in their own homes, under 
the supervision of a probation officer, rather than sending them to correc- 
tional  institution^.^^ 

In spite of the growing enthusiasm for juvenile probation, though, re- 



formers and court officials continued to promote institutional commitment 
for female sex delinquents. Delinquent girls, they argued, more often re- 
quired institutionalization than delinquent boys, for several reasons. Set- 
tlement workers Edith Abbott and Sophonisba Breckinridge explained in 
The Delinquent Child and the Home that the girl's offense was of a far 
more serious nature. The delinquent girl, they wrote, "is in a peril which 
threatens the ruin of her whole life, and the situation demands immediate 
action. . . . The delinquent boy, on the other hand, is frequently only a 
troublesome nuisance who needs discipline but who, as the probation of- 
ficer so often says, is 'not really a bad boy' and 'with a little watching he is 
sure to come out all right.'" Furthermore, social workers believed that a 
girl's delinquency more often resulted from a degraded or inadequate fam- 
ily life and that her rehabilitation demanded prompt removal from that 
environment. According to Abbott and Breckinridge, "the only hope is to 
remove her entirely from influences that threaten destruction and to place 
her in an institution until the critical years are past."61 

Juvenile court statistics from this period indicate that girls were, in 
fact, more likely to be institutionalized and less likely to receive probation 
than boys. A study covering the first ten years of the juvenile court in 
Chicago found that 59 percent of the boys who appeared there were re- 
turned to their homes under the care of a probation officer, and only 21 
percent were sent to institutions. With girls the proportions were re- 
versed. More than half (51 percent) were committed to institutions, while 
only 37 percent were placed on probation. Similar low rates of probation 
and high rates of institutional commitment for girls in juvenile court dur- 
ing this period have been reported for other cities, including Memphis, Los 
Angeles, and Milwa~kee.~~ 

The growing number of young women and girls arrested for sexual de- 
linquency, coupled with the courts' reluctance to place them on probation, 
prompted the establishment of many new state reformatories for girls 
during the Progressive Era. Before that time, most existing institutions 
for girls were private religious homes, such as the Florence Crittenton and 
Salvation Army homes administered by Protestant missionaries. A Cath- 
olic order of nuns, the Sisters of the Good Shepherd, had also founded 
correctional schools for girls in numerous U.S. cities and towns in the 
nineteenth century. These institutions relied on a combination of religious 
instruction and domestic training to reform wayward girls.63 In the early 
years of the twentieth century, Progressive women reformers began to 
agitate for the establishment of state-run public reformatories that would 



utilize modern methods of rehabilitation. As a result, the early twentieth 
century witnessed a dramatic increase in the number of state reformato- 
ries for girls throughout the country. In the period between 1850 and 1910, 
an average of fewer than five new public correctional institutions for girls 
were established per decade. Between i910 and 1920, however, twenty- 
three new reformatories were founded. Furthermore, older institutions 
were expanded in size, staff, and clientele during this decade.64 

The women behind the reformatory movement took their cue from re- 
cent trends in penal reform that emphasized rehabilitation instead of pun- 
ishment and individualized treatment instead of regimented control. Re- 
former and social worker Martha Falconer was at the forefront of this 
effort. Falconer served as superintendent of Sleighton Farm, a reforma- 
tory for girls in Pennsylvania, from 1906 to 1918 and in this position intro- 
duced many of the Progressive measures that other girls' reformatories 
later adopted. Miriam Van Waters called Falconer "the beloved builder of 
the new idea of correctional education for wayward youth." Before her 
appointment a t  Sleighton Farm, Falconer had been a settlement worker at 
the Chicago Commons and one of the first probation officers for the Cook 
County Juvenile Court. She also worked for seven years with Hastings 
Hart at the Illinois Children's Home and Aid Society in Chicago, where she 
handled child placement and juvenile probation matters. At the end of 
1905 Falconer left Chicago to become superintendent of the Girls' Depart- 
ment of the House of Refuge in Philadelphia. In 1910 that institution was 
moved to a farm near the town of Glen Mills, Pennsylvania, where it be- 
came known as Sleighton Farm.65 

At Sleighton Farm, Falconer sought to create a home environment for 
the girls by organizing the reformatory according to the cottage system 
(as opposed to the congregate system), whereby inmates were divided into 
individual surrogate "families," each headed by a matron. The families, 
Falconer noted, would serve as a "socializing element" for the girls. Sleigh- 
ton Farm did away with guards, uniforms, and harsh forms of punish- 
ment such as flogging, solitary confinement, and limited diets. The girls at 
Sleighton Farm were permitted to wear their own clothes and were disci- 
plined in a gentler, noncorporal fashion, mainly by deprivation of priv- 
ileges. Perhaps Falconer's most widely acclaimed reform was the intro- 
duction of student government. Inmates elected officers and held regular 
student body meetings in which they planned activities, aired complaints, 
and exercised a limited role in the institution's affairs.66 

Falconer recruited a number of college-educated women to staff the in- 



stitution and to administer a program of academic training, cultural devel- 
opment, and recreational activities. This diverse program distinguished 
Sleighton Farm from more traditional correctional institutions where fe- 
male inmates spent most of their time doing heavy domestic work in con- 
gregate kitchens and laundries. At Sleighton Farm, all girls spent half of 
each day in the classroom, where they received instruction from trained 
teachers. The reform school also regarded recreation as an important part 
of the rehabilitative process and hired a recreation leader to plan and 
supervise a program of exercise and play. Occasionally girls were permit- 
ted to leave the institution, accompanied by a staff member, to visit the 
park or attend concerts and lectures in town.67 

Although Falconer had moved away from the single-minded focus on 
domestic labor that characterized traditional institutions, domestic train- 
ing and housework still formed a critical part of the rehabilitation program 
at Sleighton Farm. A central goal of the reformatory was to train girls to 
become good housewives and mothers, to channel their misguided sexual 
energy into preparation for marriage and motherhood. This was accom- 
plished with daily doses of domestic work for inmates, leading to their 
placement as domestic servants when the girls were paroled from the 
institution. After their half-day of schooling, inmates spent the rest of the 
day performing domestic chores in the institution. "The new girl enters 
the washing department," explained Falconer. "When she has learned to 
wash she is promoted to the ironing room; then to plain sewing, dress 
making, etc., until by the time she is ready to leave the house she has been 
thoroughly trained in all kinds of general house~ork ."~~ 

Girls who completed their sentences at Sleighton Farm were not simply 
released into the community to return to their homes and old neighbor- 
hoods. As Falconer explained, "If the girl were simply dismissed from 
the house when her term expired, in all probability she would drift back 
among her old associates, into the bad environment that caused her former 
offense." To prevent such an occurrence, parolees were typically placed 
with a private family as a "mother's helper" to perform domestic work and 
child care. In a study of girls on parole in Massachusetts, Edith Burleigh 
and Frances Harris strongly recommended this form of placement for 
several reasons. Service with a family, they argued, "helps to confirm into 
habits the rules of hygiene inculcated at the Industrial School," which her 
"poor or ignorant home" could not teach her. Also, "an intelligent employer 
will be more keen and alert in providing protective care for the girl than an 
ignorant mother, no matter how much she loves her child." And finally, 



"living in a family often helps to crystallize for the girl her vague hopes and 
longings for a home and children of her Through its policies of 
institutional commitment and parole, then, the reformatory aimed to mold 
delinquent girls into the middle-class ideal of respectable womanhood by 
changing their attitudes about sex and fostering in them a desire for home, 
marriage, and family. 

The Progressive methods Falconer introduced at Sleighton Farm were 
adopted a t  a growing number of girls' reformatories headed by energetic, 
reform-minded superintendents. Foremost among these superintendents 
and their institutions were Fannie French Morse a t  the Sauk Center Re- 
form School in Minnesota, Mary "Molly" Dewson a t  the Massachusetts 
Industrial School for Girls, Carrie Weaver Smith at the Texas State School 
for Girls, Janie Porter Barrett a t  the Virginia Industrial School for Col- 
ored Girls, and Miriam Van Waters a t  the El Retiro School for Girls in Los 
Angeles County. A survey of thirty-eight girls' reformatories, conducted 
by Van Waters in 1921 and financed by Chicago reformer Ethel Sturges 
Dummer, clearly showed the Progressive influence in correctional homes 
for delinquent girls. Following the Sleighton Farm model, many institu- 
tions had abolished corporal punishment and the wearing of uniforms. 
They had adopted the cottage plan of organization, instituted student gov- 
ernments, and developed programs that combined academics, recreation, 
and vocational and domestic training, administered by staffs of educated 
w0men.7~ 

The Progressive reformatory has been viewed by its contemporaries 
and by some historians as more humane and sympathetic than traditional 
custodial in~titutions.7~ But although the reformatory movement certainly 
improved conditions for female inmates, it is also important to remember 
that it expanded state surveillance and control of working-class female 
youths. As a result of the reformatory movement, many more young 
women and girls were institutionalized for moral offenses than had been 
previously. Furthermore, they frequently faced long commitment terms of 
several years. Teenage girls remanded by the Los Angeles Juvenile Court, 
for example, remained in the state reformatory an average of 2.6 years; 
those committed at age fourteen stayed an average of 3.7 years. Women 
court officials and superintendents believed that an extended period of 
institutionalization was necessary for successful rehabilitation, and they 
considered it best to have girls committed throughout the critical years of 
adolescence. 

African American clubwomen and reformers also engaged in "preven- 



tive-protective work" for the young women in their communities during 
the Progressive Era. Though still relying mainly on voluntary efforts 
within the black community, they too began to ask the state to address the 
problem of female delinquency. Like white women reformers, they sup- 
ported the formation of juvenile courts and reformatories for delinquent 
youths, but at the same time they were very concerned about the problem 
of racial discrimination within the legal system. They called for the hiring 
of African Americans to oversee the care of black boys and girls in juvenile 
institutions, for experience had shown them that white officials either 
ignored or mistreated troubled black youths. Numerous state and local 
women's clubs, supported by the National Association of Colored Women 
(NACW), organized and raised funds for the hiring of black juvenile proba- 
tion officers and for the establishment of reformatories staffed by black 
superintendents and teachers.72 

A leading figure in the reformatory movement among African Ameri- 
can women was Janie Porter Barrett. Barrett founded the Locust Street 
Social Settlement in Hampton, Virginia, the first settlement in Virginia 
and one of the first in the country for African Americans. In 1908 she was 
elected president of the Virginia State Federation of Colored Women's 
Clubs. Under her leadership, the federation launched a campaign to estab- 
lish a reformatory for delinquent black girls that would be staffed by black 
women. Barrett spoke before women's clubs, civic organizations, and the 
state legislature to gain attention and raise money for the project. She 
explained that African American girls charged with delinquency were 
being sent to jails and prisons because there were no proper juvenile facil- 
ities for them. After three years of fund raising, the federation purchased a 
farm north of Richmond in 1914 and the following year opened the Virginia 
Industrial School for Colored Girls at the location. Barrett became the res- 
ident director of the institution and remained in this position for the next 
twenty-five years. She incorporated Progressive correctional methods by 
instituting the cottage system, prohibiting corporal punishment, and pro- 
viding educational and vocational instruction to the girls. In 1920 Barrett 
was able to persuade the state legislature to fully fund the ins t i t~ t ion .~  
Following in Barrett's footsteps, members of the Alabama State Fed- 
eration of Colored Women's Clubs organized and raised funds for a girls' 
reformatory, which was opened in Mt. Meigs, Alabama, in 1921. By the 
mid-1920s, seven new reformatories for black female youths had been es- 
tablished that were wholly or partially supported through public funds.74 

Despite establishing some reformatories, however, African American 



women ultimately had far less access to professional positions within the 
juvenile justice system than did white women and thus had little ability to 
influence public policies concerning female delinquency. They exercised no 
judicial or police authority and met with only limited success in their cam- 
paign for black juvenile probation officers. A few black officers were hired 
in Chicago, Denver, Pittsburgh, and Atlanta, but most local governments 
refused to consider African Americans for this position. In Los Angeles, 
for example, African American citizens had organized in 1914 and 1921 to 
demand the instatement of black juvenile probation officers, but the pro- 
bation department would not alter its hiring practi~es.7~ 

A study published in 1909 by Atlanta University commented on the 
serious barriers that African Americans faced when they tried to influence 
the state's handling of delinquency and crime in their communities. For 
the most part, they were denied any voice in the legal system, particularly 
in the South, where most blacks lived. According to the study, "In the 
South, and especially the lower South, the colored people are almost help- 
less; they have few or no representatives on the police force; no influence 
in the police courts; no control over the jail and methods of punishment. 
Personal influence may do something, but for the most part, they have 
to sit by and see children punished unintelligently and men and women 
unjustly."76 

Given their exclusion from the criminal justice system, African Ameri- 
can women continued to rely heavily on private, self-help efforts within 
their own communities to address the problem of female delinquency; 
these efforts, begun in the late nineteenth century, expanded greatly in 
the early years of the twentieth. The reformers worked primarily through 
an extensive network of women's clubs and organizations and relied on 
donations from African American organizations and individuals and occa- 
sionally from interested white philanthropists. Clubwomen engaged in a 
range of activities to prevent young women from going astray. They estab- 
lished traveler's aid societies, social clubs, and boarding homes in cities 
throughout the country to provide moral protection and guidance for 
young black women who lived and worked away from their families. 

Jane Edna Hunter, a nurse and social welfare leader in the black com- 
munity of Cleveland, was particularly active in the latter area. In 1913 she 
established the Phillis Wheatley Home for the protection of young black 
women workers. The home provided lodging, vocational instruction, and a 
recreational center, employment department, and cafeteria for its resi- 
dents. The Cleveland home became the model for a network of residences, 



clubs, and employment services throughout the country sponsored by the 
NACW? In addition to setting up boarding homes for the moral protec- 
tion of female youths, black clubwomen also carried out reformatory work 
with young women and girls "who are already fallen into vice." Local 
women's clubs established and administered private reformatories and 
maternity homes for wayward girls in numerous cities, including Pitts- 
burgh, New York City, Topeka, St. Louis, Los Angeles, Kansas City, and 
Indianap0lis.7~ 

Whereas African American women were excluded from the legal system, 
white, middle-class women came to administer an extensive legal and in- 
stitutional network for the correction and control of female delinquency 
through the positions they held in reformatories, detention centers, juve- 
nile courts, and police stations. But even though they acquired consider- 
able influence, these women could not always administer programs and 
institutions in accordance with their goals of protection and rehabilitation. 
As they worked within the larger criminal justice system, they sometimes 
became implicated in repressive and discriminatory policies directed 
against young female offenders. 

This tendency was most clearly demonstrated during World War I, 
when the problem of the female sex delinquent assumed national propor- 
tions. According to military and government pronouncements, promis- 
cuous girls posed a serious danger to soldiers through the spread of vene- 
real disease. To combat the threat, federal officials embarked on a massive 
and ambitious campaign to eliminate immorality and disease from the 
armed forces, and as part of that campaign they enlisted the services of 
women professionals who had been active in juvenile corrections. These 
women initially viewed their appointments as a great opportunity to dis- 
seminate Progressive policies for the prevention and control of female 
delinquency. They soon discovered, however, that working for the federal 
government meant enforcing a punitive program of compulsory examina- 
tions and the quarantine of morally suspect women and girls. In April 
1917, soon after the United States began to mobilize for war, Secretary of 
War Newton Baker created the Commission on Training Camp Activities 
(CTCA), which was charged with making military training camps whole- 
some environments, cleansed of sexual vice and venereal disease. The 
CTCA, under the direction of lawyer and reformer Raymond Fosdick, 
launched a comprehensive program of educational and coercive measures. 



Within the camps themselves, the commission organized recreational and 
athletic activities to develop soldiers' self-control and redirect their sexual 
impulses. Troops also received regular instruction in social hygiene to 
warn them of the moral and health threats posed by illicit sexual acti~ity.~9 

More than just a program of education and uplift of the soldier, the 
CTCA plan also involved an aggressive campaign against prostitution to 
prevent the spread of venereal disease. Military and medical authorities 
viewed prostitution as a major source of venereal infection and believed its 
repression was essential to the health, moral virtue, and efficiency of the 
armed forces. This view lay behind the passage of section 13 of the Selec- 
tive Service Act, which prohibited prostitution within a five-mile radius of 
all training camps. The CTCA created a Law Enforcement Division to 
monitor these "moral zones" and to eliminate prostitution and liquor from 
cities and towns near the training camps. With the support of local officials, 
the division maintained a vigorous offensive against vice; by the end of the 
war, it claimed to have closed down 110 red-light districts.80 

Eventually, however, CTCA officials came to realize that prostitution 
was not the sole source of immorality and disease. Fosdick received re- 
ports from investigators and social workers throughout the country that 
"khaki-mad girls" who were not professional prostitutes were flocking to 
training-camp cities in search of love, excitement, and adventure. Warren 
Olney, chairman of the California division of the CTCA, wrote to Fosdick 
in August 1911: "One of the very difficult problems to meet in connection 
with military camps and posts at the present time is that of young girls, 
innocent and otherwise, visiting the camps and hanging about. The inevi- 
table result is all kinds of trouble and demoralization." An article in The 
Survey confirmed the findings of Olney and others. "The social hygiene 
problem created by this war," wrote the author, "is not a problem of com- 
mercialized prostitution. I t  is a problem of the individual soldier and the 
individual girl-the man cut away from his ordinary amusements and so- 
cial life, the girl responding to the unusual and romantic glamour of the 
uniform."81 

To address the "girl problem," as it came to be called, Fosdick created 
the Committee on Protective Work for Girls (CPWG) in September 1917 
and sought the support of women professionals and social workers in the 
field of female delinquency. He appointed Maude Miner of the New York 
Probation and Protective Association to head the CPWG and named Chi- 
cago reformer Ethel Sturges Dummer and Martha Falconer of the Sleigh- 



ton Farm reformatory, among others, to serve as advisory members of the 
~ommit tee .~~ 

As director of the CPWG, Miner proposed a broad program of "protec- 
tive work" aimed at preventing sex delinquency among young women and 
girls, She urged the hiring of "protective officers" to patrol the streets, 
dance halls, and amusement parks in training-camp towns. These officers 
performed duties very similar to those of policewomen. As Miner ex- 
plained, "They do scouting work on the city streets and in the parks, and 
speak to young girls who are going off into the dark places with soldiers. 
They go to the dance halls and the moving picture theatres and to the 
amusement parks to see if ordinances are enforced and to find girls in need 
of protective care. They discover the young runaways who have come to 
camp cities and often send them back to their homes."= 

Protective officers also did "personal work with girls"; they visited 
them at home, talked with their mothers, and got them involved in girls' 
clubs and other wholesome activities. Women officers also had police pow- 
ers to arrest and detain female moral offenders when necessary. Within 
the first several months of the founding of the CPWG, Miner hired 
seventy-five female protective officers and six district supervisors to work 
near national army and navy training stations and in cities where large 
numbers of soldiers and sailors were stationed.@ The country's f rs t  po- 
licewoman, Alice Stebbins Wells, who at the time was president of the 
International Association of Policewomen, held a summer course at the 
University of Southern California to  offer training in "preventive and 
protective police work" for women officers and social service workers to 
address the wartime emergen~y.~~ 

It soon became evident that there was a marked conflict between the 
goals of government officials and those of women social workers. Fosdick 
and other CTCA officials were primarily concerned with eliminating dis- 
ease and vice from the military bases, while the social workers emphasized 
the prevention and rehabilitation of female delinquency. This conflict was 
obvious in the educational program of the social hygiene campaign. Miner 
originally proposed that the CTCA adopt the educational series developed 
by the National Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA). The 
YWCA had appointed more than fifty female physicians to meet with 
young women near camp communities "to promote sex instruction and to 
emphasize the responsibility of women and girls for right social stan- 
d a r d ~ . " ~ ~  The physicians also met with mothers of teenage girls to dis- 



cuss their concerns about female adolescence and sexual development. In 
March 1918, CTCA officials did adopt the YWCA program, but they al- 
tered its purpose and direction. Fosdick appointed Katherine Bement 
Davis to direct the education campaign through the CTCA's newly created 
Social Hygiene Division. Under Davis, educational efforts concentrated 
primarily on keeping soldiers free of vice and disease by warning women 
and girls about the serious moral and health risks associated with illicit 
sex. In addition to presenting a lecture series, the Social Hygiene Division 
carried out its work through the distribution of pamphlets, placards, ex- 
hibits, and a film called End of the Road. All these materials were intended 
to frighten young women and girls into chaste behavior by demonstrat- 
ing the horrible illnesses, physical deformities, and terrible social conse- 
quences that could result from venereal disease. During the war and de- 
mobilization period, a staff of 145 women physicians traveled across the 
country and delivered over six thousand lectures, reaching an audience of 
nearly one million women and girls.87 

Maude Miner became increasingly disturbed by the narrow focus of the 
CTCA campaign and complained to Fosdick that the social hygiene pro- 
gram "does not permit of the broader scope which this Committee had in 
view in the educational Their disagreement intensified when 
Miner submitted a budget for a broad program of "protective and reforma- 
tive" work that included funding for protective officers, probationary 
work, and institutional care for young women and girls. After reviewing 
the proposed budget, federal officials appropriated funds only for institu- 
tions to house women infected with venereal diseases and rejected all 
other funding requests.89 

The conflict came to a head in early 1918, when the Law Enforcement 
Division of the CTCA adopted a policy of compulsory physical exami- 
nation, detention, and quarantine of women suspected of harboring a ve- 
nereal disease infection. With strong encouragement from the Law En- 
forcement Division, local governments enacted laws that allowed for the 
detention of any woman "reasonably suspected" of carrying venereal dis- 
ease; she could be arrested and detained without bail until examined and 
found free of disease. By March 1918, thirty-two states had enacted such 
measures. The U.S. attorney general not only endorsed these local regula- 
tions but also ordered that trials of female offenders could be delayed until 
they were examined and treated for venereal disease.g0 

The policy of compulsory examination and detention prompted protests 
from a small number of female reformers and eventually led Miner to 



resign from the CPWG in April 1918. "I could not be satisfied," she ex- 
plained, "to see the girls' interests entirely subordinated to the interests of 
the soldier and the only reason for caring for the girls in the detention or 
reformatories reduced to just that."g1 It was not that Miner and other 
opponents of the new policy objected to the detention and examination of 
female moral offenders. As already seen, they had helped to implement 
such policies before the war in New York, Los Angeles, and other cities. 
What they frowned upon was the use of reform institutions merely to 
track down female venereal disease carriers and isolate them from the rest 
of society. Miner thought these institutions should seek to rehabilitate 
female offenders and provide them with education and job training. Re- 
formers also objected to the clear sex bias in the CTCA policy. 'Why 
should women be imprisoned for a disease when the man, as responsible, 
goes scott free?" Ethel Sturges Dummer demanded to know.92 Despite the 
protests, CTCA officials made no effort to detain and quarantine infected 
men during the war. 

Aside from a small vocal opposition, most female social workers did not 
publicly protest the repressive measures adopted by the CTCA. In fact, 
numerous women such as Martha Falconer, Jane Deeter Rippen, Kathar- 
ine Bement Davis, Jessie Binford, and many local female police and court 
officials continued to work with the CTCA and helped to implement its 
aggressive campaign against female sex offenders. Fosdick appointed 
Jane Deeter Rippen to replace Miner as director. He renamed the commit- 
tee the Section on Women and Girls and placed it under the Law Enforce- 
ment Division of the CTCA. As a result of this reorganization, the section 
was charged with helping the Law Enforcement Division to enforce vice 
laws against women and to apprehend those thought to be carriers of 
venereal disease. The duties of "protective officers," now known as field 
agents, changed accordingly. Field agents helped to track down venereal 
disease carriers and arranged for their examination and incar~eration.~~ 

At this time, the CTCA also recruited Martha Falconer to direct the 
Section on Reformatories and Houses of Detention, which was to oversee 
the construction of additional facilities for the incarceration of delinquent 
women and girls. In February 1918, President Woodrow Wilson set aside 
$250,000 from the National Security and Defense Fund for this purpose. In 
July 1918, Congress also took action by enacting the Chamberlain-Kahn 
Bill, which created a "civilian quarantine and isolation fund" to assist 
states with building institutions for the incarceration and treatment of 
suspected venereal disease carriers.94 Falconer attempted to implement 



the Progressive policies of delinquency control that she and other social 
workers had developed over the previous decade. She called for the estab- 
lishment of detention homes to provide scientific analysis and treatment of 
female offenders and proposed the construction of reformatories based on 
the Sleighton Farm model, with a program of schooling and vocational 
training, a staff of educated women, and a system of self-government.95 

Despite Falconer's intentions, the detention centers and reformatories 
constructed and used during the war were used mainly to identify and 
isolate venereal disease carriers. These institutions often resembled pris- 
ons, complete with barbed wire and guards, instead of the homelike in- 
stitutions envisioned by Progressive reformers. The Los Feliz Hospital in 
Los Angeles, for example, was surrounded by a high barbed-wired fence 
to keep its female inmates from escaping. Even one major supporter of the 
wartime venereal disease policy in California admitted that the fence gave 
"the sense of oppression which one feels on entering a prison."96 Instead of 
receiving schooling and job training, the women confined in Los Feliz 
spent their days performing heavy domestic labor. 

Regardless of these harsh measures, Falconer did not question the pol- 
icy of compulsory examination and quarantine. She, like many social work 
professionals, came to accept the government's interpretation of the prob- 
lem. Female offenders must be made to realize, Falconer stated, that the 
government will "come down harder and harder upon them as they prove 
a menace to our effi~iency."~~ With Falconer's assistance, the federal gov- 
ernment helped to finance the construction and expansion of numerous 
other institutions throughout the country for the incarceration of female 
moral offenders. Between April 1918 and July 1920, federal funds totaling 
$427,089 were used for the construction of twenty-three new detention 
centers and four new reformatories and for the expansion of sixteen exist- 
ing correctional institutions for women. Throughout the remainder of the 
war and the demobilization period, field agents and law enforcement offi- 
cials apprehended an estimated 30,000 women and girls suspected of illicit 
activity, prostitution, or venereal disease. Many of these were found to be 
fist-time offenders and were therefore released on probation, but at least 
18,000 were committed to institutions between 1918 and 1920.98 

Through their involvement with the CTCA, women reformers and so- 
cial workers played a central role in implementing this massive wartime 
program of incarceration and compulsory examination. Drawing on their 
experience and expertise, they sought to disseminate modern methods 
of delinquency prevention and control to other regions of the country. 



These methods were originally intended both to protect and to rehabili- 
tate women and girls and to prevent the spread of vice and disease among 
the armed forces. The CTCA campaign, however, increasingly focused on 
the eradication of venereal disease through the incarceration of morally 
suspect females. Unable to alter this direction, some reformers resigned, 
but most accepted the government's reasoning and lent their services to 
the repressive campaign. 

With the end of the war, the social hysteria about venereal disease 
subsided, along with the mass arrests and detention of young women and 
girls. What remained, however, were the legal mechanisms of sexual con- 
trol-female police and probation officers, the courts, detention centers, 
and reformatories-which continued to monitor and regulate working- 
class female sexuality. 



CHAPTER 5 
............ 

MATERNAL ............ 
JUSTICE ............ 
IN THE . . . . . . . . . . . .  

JUVENILE ............ 
COURT 

Gilbert appeared before the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court on a 
charge of sexual misconduct. She had been arrested by the police for hav- 
ing intercourse with a young Hungarian man she had been dating. A fe- 
male probation officer investigated the case and learned that Thelma and 
her partner f i s t  met at a hotel in Long Beach where they both worked. 
They had been dating for a while and had talked about getting married. 
The probation officer later discovered that the man already had a wife and 
child in Hungary and was seeking to end that marriage. The court had him 
arrested, and he was sentenced to a ninety-day jail sentence on a charge 



of disorderly conduct. Thelma was held in the juvenile detention center 
known as Juvenile Hall, where she was examined by a woman physician 
and closely questioned by the probation officer about her sexual activities. 
At the court hearing the referee, Miriam Van Waters, lectured Thelma 
about the dangers of sex outside of marriage. "If you care for anyone 
enough to marry him," she said, "you better find out if he is married 
already and you better not have intercourse with him until you are mar- 
ried, understand that?" The court detained Thelma in Juvenile Hall for 
two months and then sent her away from Los Angeles to live with rela- 
tives in Kansas.' 

Middle-class white women in southern California had succeeded in 
gaining significant influence within the juvenile justice system through 
the appointment of women probation officers, judges, police officers, and 
reform-school superintendents. Their professional victory, however, had 
ambiguous consequences for the working-class teenage girls, like Thelma 
Gilbert, who were subject to court control. On the one hand, these women 
professionals rejected the harsh attitudes toward and discriminatory 
treatment of female moral offenders that had been common in the existing 
criminal justice system. They sought to understand and ameliorate the 
social circumstances that led young women into trouble. On the other 
hand, women officials exercised extensive authority over the lives of 
working-class girls and their families in their effort to correct the problem 
of sex delinquency. In the name of "protection," they disciplined young 
women and girls for sexual misconduct and their parents for supposedly 
inept methods of child rearing. (See Appendix for information on the case 
records used in this chapter.) 

The creation of official positions for women within the juvenile justice 
system attracted an impressive group of women professionals to Los An- 
geles, where they worked together to implement Progressive policies for 
the care and rehabilitation of delinquent girls. They helped to create and 
administer one of the most innovative and humane systems of female juve- 
nile justice in the country at the time; an examination of this system dem- 
onstrates well both the accomplishments and limitations of Progressive 
juvenile justice at its best. 

Foremost among the pioneering women professionals in Los Angeles 
were the first female judges or referees of the juvenile court, Orfa Jean 
Shontz and Miriam Van Waters. Born and raised in Iowa, Shontz moved to 
California in 1911 and studied law at the University of Southern Califor- 
nia. She was admitted to the bar in 1913, one year before her graduation. 



In 1911, while in law school, Shontz became one of the first female proba- 
tion officers for the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court, and in 1915 she 
was appointed the first female referee of the court. She resigned from this 
position in 1920 to become city clerk of Los Angeles, but she maintained 
close ties with her former colleagues in the juvenile justice system and 
continued to support their work.2 

Shontz's close friend and ally in juvenile justice reform was the young 
social worker Miriam Van Waters. Van Waters was born in 1887 in Greens- 
burg, Pennsylvania, and grew up in Portland, Oregon, where she lived 
with her parents and three younger siblings. She attended the University 
of Oregon, where she graduated with honors in philosophy in 1908 and two 
years later earned a master's degree in psychology. Encouraged by her 
professors, Van Waters applied for and won a fellowship for graduate 
study at  Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts. She graduated in 
1913 with a doctoral degree in anthropology. After her graduation from 
Clark, Van Waters became active in juvenile justice reform. She worked 
first as an agent for the Boston Children's Aid Society, where she was in 
charge of girls appearing before the juvenile court. In 1914 she returned to 
Portland to serve as superintendant of Frazer Hall, the county juvenile 
detention center, and in this position introduced numerous reform mea- 
sures. When she moved to Los Angeles in 1917, she quickly became a 
leading figure in the juvenile justice system, promoting Progressive pol- 
icies for female juvenile offenders in a variety of positions she held: as 
superintendent of Juvenile Hall from 1917 to 1920, as founder of the El 
Retiro reform school for girls in 1919, and as referee of the juvenile court 
from 1920 to 1929.3 

Van Waters soon gained national recognition for,her work in juvenile 
corrections in Los Angeles and for her extensive body of writing, which 
included many articles and two major books, Youth in ConJict (1925) and 
Parents on Probation (1927). In 1927 Felix, Frankfurter invited her to take 
part in the Harvard Law School Crime Survey, and two years later, Presi- 
dent Herbert Hoover asked her to serve on the National Commission on 
Law Observance and Enforcement (the Wickersham Commission) as a 
consultant on juvenile corrections. That same year, Van Waters was elec- 
ted president of the major professional organization of social workers in 
the country, the National Conference of Social Work.4 

Van Waters and Shontz firmly opposed the harsh attitudes and meth- 
ods of punishment that were commonly leveled against young female of- 
fenders in the existing criminal justice system. They rejected the use of 



guards, confining walls, uniforms, and corporal punishment in the juvenile 
institutions that they managed.5 In place of this punitive approach, they 
promoted a model of juvenile corrections that conceived of the juvenile 
court and its related institutions as substitute parents. As Van Waters 
wrote in one article, "In theory this court is parental, a court of guardian- 
ship-not a criminal or quasi-criminal court, but a court where the para- 
mount issue is the welfare of the childT6 Female juvenile offenders, she 
argued, should not be treated as criminals but as troubled youths in need 
of maternal guidance and supervision. 

In keeping with this view, women professionals rejected the view, held 
by many male police officers and legal officials, that young women who 
engaged in sex were permanently "ruined" and became a source of moral 
contamination for the rest of society. Miriam Van Waters was particularly 
adamant in contesting this belief. In a speech delivered at the California 
Conference of Social Agencies in 1920, Van Waters dismissed the notion 
that "an anatomical condition which once having been reached in a young 
girl forever separates her from the good woman." As she wrote to her 
friend and supporter Ethel Sturges Dummer, "One need only go to an El 
Retiro Student Meeting to discover what rot all that is!"7 

Instead of dispensing moral condemnation, these women argued, those 
who worked with delinquent girls should focus on the social conditions that 
led them to sexual delinquency. Van Waters urged, "By all means let us let 
go of the concept of the moral judgment and seek as patiently as social 
physicians must, the causes that underlie behavi~r."~ She and her col- 
leagues in Los Angeles believed that young female offenders could be 
reformed through the wise counseling and guidance of trained women 
social workers. 

Shontz and Van Waters promoted their ideas about juvenile justice 
throughout the Los Angeles community. They spoke regularly before wom- 
en's clubs, churches, and parent-teacher organizations on such subjects 
as "Preventive Work and the Juvenile Detention Home," "The Woman 
Judge," and "The New Opportunity of the Juvenile Court." In 1918 Van 
Waters delivered more than forty lectures and talks to, among others, the 
Catholic Bureau of Charities, the Colored Federation of Women's Clubs, 
the Friday Morning Club, the State Normal School, the Hollywood Chris- 
tian Church, the Pasadena Methodist Church, and the Boyle Heights 
Parent-Teacher Association.9 

As they developed their contacts with community organizations, Van 
Waters and Shontz also established close ties with other young profes- 



sional women working within the juvenile justice system. They recruited 
like-minded, college-educated women to fill staff positions in the court, 
Juvenile Hall, and El Retiro and provided a source of support and compan- 
ionship for them at  the home they shared with two other colleagues. The 
Colony, as they called their home, became a place where women profes- 
sionals gathered to thrash out their ideas and strategies for reform.1° 

Backed by this support network, Van Waters and Shontz defended and 
expanded Progressive policies within the juvenile justice system in Los 
Angeles in the 1910s and 1920s. During this time, however, they also en- 
countered considerable opposition to their reform agenda from conserva- 
tive public officials and law enforcement authorities. A continual source of 
trouble was the district attorney's office. In 1921 D.A. Thomas Woolwine 
backed a bill before the state legislature that would have made juvenile 
offenders subject to adult criminal court proceedings. With the help of 
local clubwomen and concerned citizens, Van Waters and Shontz managed 
to defeat this bill, but they faced Woolwine's continued opposition the 
following year when he supported a conservative judge to head the juve- 
nile court, a man whom Van Waters described as "utterly inexperienced 
and committed to the policy of ignoring the legislation providing for the 
juvenile court." The Progressive group once again blocked the district 
attorney's plan by getting their own candidate for judge appointed to the 
juvenile department.ll 

Women reformers and professionals faced yet another struggle in 1921, 
this time with county supervisors over the hiring of a new superintendent 
of Juvenile Hall. As a political favor to an influential supporter, the super- 
visors agreed to appoint to the position a certain man who had little train- 
ing in juvenile corrections. When women officials learned of the plan, they 
worked quickly and effectively to block it. In a letter to her father, Miriam 
Van Waters denounced the supervisors' action and vowed to fight it. She 
wrote, "How any sane person could think a man could run an institution for 
children, one half of whom are girls, and one fourth of whom are suffering 
and in need of hospital care for venereal infection is more than I can see.. . . 
Of course I have not the slightest idea of letting them do this, but unless I 
were here a man would surely go in."12 She called on prominent local and 
national women reformers (including Martha Falconer) to write letters to 
the board of supervisors detailing the problems with male superinten- 
dents. In response to the pressure, the board agreed to appoint Margaret 
Bullen, a young woman whom Van Waters had personally trained and 
selected for the position.13 



A particular target of conservative officials was the Progressive pro- 
gram of rehabilitation in place at the El Retiro reformatory. Van Waters 
had designed the plan for El  Retiro when it opened in 1919, and although 
she held no official position at the institution, she continued to influence its 
administration and hiring decisions during the time she was referee of the 
Los Angeles County Juvenile Court. Influenced by Martha Falconer's 
work at Sleighton Farm in Pennsylvania, Van Waters prohibited the use of 
corporal punishment, guards, bars in the windows, and uniforms for the 
young inmates. She introduced a system of self-government and staffed 
the institution with educated women who administered a well-rounded 
program of schooling, recreation, and vocational training.14 Ethel Sturges 
Dummer, a major philanthropist and reformer in Chicago, was so im- 
pressed with the institution when she visited in 1920 that she commis- 
sioned Van Waters to conduct a national survey of girls' reformatories in 
order to disseminate El Retiro's methods throughout the country. Van 
Waters discussed the results of this study in an article, 'Where Girls Go 
Right," that appeared in the national reform journal The Survey in 1922.15 

Despite this national recognition, Van Waters and her colleagues faced 
opposition from local county officials who objected to the lenient disciplin- 
ary methods and to what they considered the "free and easy manners" of 
the El Retiro girls. At one point the chief of the county probation depart- 
ment threatened to build a fence around El Retiro to tighten security and 
discipline there.16 In 1923, when Van Waters had a staff member fired for 
hitting inmates, the county supervisors warned her against further inter- 
ference with the management of the school. Van Waters, however, con- 
tinued to oversee policies and staff appointments at El Retiro. As she 
explained to a friend, "But I have made this statement to officials that I 
simply assume the right to see that the girls are properly treated and that 
the school maintains its tradition. If they deny that right they must prove 
that I do not possess it. They must challenge it!"17 

In 1920 Van Waters introduced a policy that was particularly controver- 
sial when she permitted El Retiro girls to enroll in the local high school in 
San Fernando. Her reasoning was that reform school girls should be inte- 
grated into the community as far as possible in order to remove any sense 
of shame and isolation they might feel. Her action met with stiff opposition 
by a group of businessmen from the chamber of commerce, who argued be- 
fore the board of education that inmates from El Retiro posed a serious 
moral threat to the other students and should not be permitted in the 
school. Van Waters countered the businessmen's resistance by meeting 



separately with mothers of the high school students and by speaking with 
parent-teacher organizations and members of the board of education. Per- 
suaded by her arguments and the community support she had attracted, 
the board voted a week later to permit El Retiro girls to attend the 
school.18 

Even as they battled the opponents of Progressive correctional meth- 
ods, women officials were exercising a far-reaching authority over young 
female offenders within the system. Although they rejected harsh forms of 
correctional treatment, women court workers never doubted that young 
women and girls should in fact be apprehended and disciplined for sexual 
misconduct. They used their legal authority to monitor and correct sexual 
delinquency among working-class teenage girls and to instruct the girls' 
parents in proper methods of child rearing. 

The system they administered targeted primarily working-class and 
poor teenage girls. Most (80 percent) of these girls' fathers or male guard- 
ians were employed in a range of skilled, semiskilled, or unskilled occupa- 
tions as carpenters, teamsters, tailors, railroad workers, factory hands, 
fruit packers, and agricultural laborers. The rest (19 percent) either 
owned small shops or worked in low-level white-collar jobs as clerks or 
salesmen. Only one father, a physician, worked in a professional occupa- 
tion.lg A fairly large share of the mothers or female guardians also worked 
outside the home. In 1920, when only one-ninth of all married women were 
wage-earners, almost one-third (31 percent) of the mothers of delinquent 
girls were employed in the paid labor f0rce.2~ These working mothers were 
concentrated in low-paying occupations as domestics, laundry workers, 
and janitors. Only two of the working mothers were professionals, both 
nurses, and only four were skilled workers, all employed as seamstresses. 

The girls themselves came from a range of racial and ethnic back- 
grounds. Fifty-four percent of the girls arrested in 1920 were native-born 
whites, 5 percent were native-born blacks, and 41 percent were either 
immigrants or the children of immigrants. Half of the immigrant families 
were of Mexican origin, and the rest came from a number of different 
countries including England, Canada, Italy, Germany, and RussiaF1 

Most of the girls and their families-native-born as well as immigrant- 
were newcomers to California. Of the native-born girls whose birthplace is 
known, only 25 percent were born in California. The rest came from all 
regions of the country. The largest number (34 percent) were from the 
Midwest; 21 percent were from the West, 13 percent from the Northeast, 
and 7 percent from the 



Many of these teenage girls came from homes marked by poverty, hard- 
ship, and family instability. Their parents faced unsteady employment, low 
wages, and poor health as they struggled to raise their children, and some 
relied on public and private charities in an attempt to make ends meet. 
Others had been forced to place their children temporarily with relatives, 
foster families, or in orphanages while they coped with economic diffi- 
culties. By the time they appeared in court, most of the girls had experi- 
enced severe family disruptions that contributed significantly to the eco- 
nomic insecurity of their lives. Sixty-six percent came from homes in 
which one or both natural parents no longer resided. Twenty-five percent 
of the girls had parents who were divorced or separated, and 41 percent 
had faced the death of one or both parents.23 Although some divorced or 
widowed parents did remarry, more than half (52 percent) of the girls still 
lived in single-parent households, most of these headed by mothers or 
female guardians. Single mothers, in particular, struggled against great 
hardships to raise their children. Many were compelled to enter the paid 
labor force, where they typically were relegated to the lowest-paying jobs 
as domestics, janitors, and unskilled factory laborers. Furthermore, they 
received little help in the way of child care or financial assistance from 
public and private agencies and thus had to juggle work and family respon- 
sibilities on their own.24 

Such straightened circumstances led many teenage girls to work out- 
side of the home to help support their families. These girls typically left 
school at age sixteen-or even earlier-to take jobs as waitresses, sales 
clerks, factory hands, office workers, and domestics. In addition, many of 
the girls shouldered heavy responsibilities in their own homes, where they 
were expected to do domestic chores and care for their younger siblings 
after work to assist their parents. 

These young women ended up in juvenile court through a variety of 
channels. %enty-seven percent were sent there by law enforcement offi- 
cials, often by policewomen. Another 25 percent were reported by school 
officials (principals, teachers, and attendance officers), social welfare agen- 
cies, and private individuals. Nearly half (47 percent) of the cases were 
initiated by parents, guardians, or relatives of the girls.25 

Under the California juvenile court act, youths under the age of twenty- 
one could be arrested and detained for a wide range of activities, including 
incorrigibility, disobeying parents, skipping school, running away from 
home, associating with disreputable companions, or simply being "in dan- 
ger of growing up to lead an idle, dissolute or immoral lifeTZ6 The vast 



majority of girls (81 percent) were apprehended for moral or sexual of- 
fenses. Most (63 percent) were charged with "sex delinquency," which 
meant engaging in heterosexual intercourse outside of marriage. Others 
(18 percent) were charged with moral offenses that officials feared would 
lead to sex delinquency, such as attending dance halls and cafes unchaper- 
oned, drinking alcohol, flirting with sailors, staying out late at night, or 
dressing in a provocative manner? In one such case, a school principal 
reported a female student to juvenile authorities because she "persisted in 
wearing tight skirts, high-heeled shoes, and silk stockings and dressing 
her hair in a manner disapproved of by the teacher."% The vice-principal of 
another school reported twelve-year-old Guadalupe Rodriquez to court 
authorities because she had been "idle and in conversation with boys on 
Main St. and various places and finally I thought for the good of the other 
girls something must be done."29 The court apprehended a seventeen- 
year-old girl for loitering at beachside cafes until late hours, drinking alco- 
hol and smoking cigarettes with young men.30 

The more common, and more serious, charge levied against female 
youths was that of having sex outside of marriage. Many of these teen- 
agers were intimately involved with one partner, often a steady boyfriend; 
other young women had sexual relations with several men; very few (less 
than 1 percent) were involved in prostitution. Many girls who initially 
were apprehended for non-sex-related offenses, such as stealing, running 
away, or disobeying their parents, found themselves labeled "sex delin- 
quents" if court officials discovered that they had engaged in intercourse 
at  any time in the past. 

The charge of sex delinquency does little to explain the complex social 
circumstances, needs, and longings that figured into the sexual relation- 
ships of working-class female youths. For many of these girls, sex was a 
form of self-assertion and rebellion against rigid social conventions, paren- 
tal restrictions, and lives scored by poverty, neglect, and instability. A 
number of them had been sent to court for engaging in sexual relations 
with their boyfriends. These girls were exploring sexual intimacy in the 
context of steady relationships, sometimes-but not always-with men 
they intended to marry; but their behavior often conflicted with parental 
and societal expectations of proper female conduct. Such was the case of 
nineteen-year-old Cora Stevens, who left home over the strong objections 
of her father and moved in with her boyfriend, a young man employed as a 
machinist. Before this, Cora had lived with her widowed father and her 
one-year-old daughter from a previous marriage. She and her boyfriend 



were planning to marry but had to wait until her divorce was final. They 
decided to live together until that happened, but they were arrested by 
juvenile authorities within a few weeks.31 

Sixteen-year-old Augusta Garland was also arrested for engaging in 
sex with her boyfriend. Garland's sexual behavior was an assertion of 
social autonomy in the face of parental restrictions and confining moral 
codes. When her parents prohibited her from going out at  night with her 
boyfriend, she moved out of the house, found a room in a downtown hotel, 
and worked to support herself. Once on her own, Augusta spent her eve- 
nings as she pleased and on several occasions invited her boyfriend to 
spend the night with her. The couple had been dating for three months and 
had plans to marry unti! they were apprehended in the hotel one evening 
by a woman police officer. The officer sent Augusta to Juvenile Hall, with a 
police report stating: "She confesses to having sexual intercourse with him 
at this time and many times before."32 

Although some young women like Cora and Augusta formed sexual 
relationships with men they intended to marry, others did not necessarily 
link sex with marriage. Edna Morales, a teenage girl of Mexican descent, 
became intimate with a nineteen-year-old man she had been dating. The 
couple met and fell in love while working together in a store in Los An- 
geles. When questioned by court officials, Edna explained that they had no 
particular plans to marry but had engaged in sex because they cared so 
much for one another.33 

For other girls, sex was part of a search for excitement and pleasure in 
the context of lives that were circumscribed by economic hardship and 
family instability. They sought relief from the difficulties of their everyday 
lives by enjoying the night life and commercialized leisures of the big 
city-venues in which it was easy to meet and form romantic relationships 
with young men. Los Angeles offered many opportunities for pleasure and 
romance at its beaches, coastal amusement parks in Venice and Long 
Beach, dance halls, cafh, and movie theater~.3~ 

Eighteen-year-old Rose Lafite was eager to take part in this urban 
youth culture. As the oldest child in a poor, female-headed home, Rose 
bore considerable family responsibilities. During the day she performed 
household chores and cared for her three younger siblings while her 
mother worked as a domestic. In the evenings Rose worked at a local cafe 
to earn money for the support of her family. After a long and tiring day, the 
teenager insisted on spending her free time as she wished. Several nights 
a week after work she went dancing with her "girl chums" in the Silver 



Spray Dance Hall at the Long Beach amusement park. Rose also insisted 
on her right to sexual freedom and autonomy; she often dated young men 
she met a t  the dance hall and formed sexual relationships with some of 
them. Police officers found Rose and her male partner together in a hotel 
room one evening and arrested them.35 

An African American teenager, Mattie Wright, also looked for excite- 
ment in the urban amusements and night life of the city. Mattie lived with 
her divorced mother and younger brother. The year before she was ar- 
rested, Mattie was forced to leave school in order to help support her 
family. She worked as a domestic, virtually the only type of employment 
open to African American women, who were excluded from the higher- 
status jobs as office workers, store clerks, and factory 0peratives.3~ Mattie 
sought relief from the tedium and strenuous labor of her job by frequent- 
ing dance halls and caf6s with friends at night after work. She soon started 
going out with young men and on several occasions stayed out all night 
with them, until her mother notified the juvenile a ~ t h o r i t i e s . ~ ~  

A number of teenage girls became involved in sexual relationships as a 
strategy for survival. This was particularly true for runaways, who con- 
stituted one-fifth (20 percent) of those charged with delinquen~y.~~ As they 
struggled to live on their own, runaway girls often depended on boyfriends 
or men they met to pay their living expenses and, in exchange, had sex 
with them. These girls left home for a variety of reasons. Sixteen-year-old 
Stella Browne wanted to escape the restrictions her family had placed on 
her. She lived with her aunt and uncle because her own parents could not 
care for her. Stella's mother was an invalid, and her father had abandoned 
the family when Stella was a small child. Stella paid her aunt and uncle 
room and board from the wages she earned as an operator for the tele- 
phone company; in return, she expected to enjoy a certain amount of inde- 
pendence. She wanted to go out at night with her friends, but her aunt pro- 
hibited this and punished Stella when she disobeyed. Tired of her aunt's 
strict control, Stella left home to try to make it on her own. She found a job 
as a waitress in a small town near Los Angeles but was struggling to make 
ends meet. Then she started dating a young man and soon moved in with 
him, and he helped to pay for her room and b0ard.3~ 

Other young women left home to escape physical and sexual abuse at 
the hands of their guardians or relatives. Fourteen percent of the girls in 
the court cases studied here had been victims of physical or sexual assault 
in their homes.40 This figure clearly underestimates the true number of 
incidents, in part because families were hesitant to reveal such problems 



to court authorities. One eighteen-year-old Jewish girl, Bess Fanburg, 
endured a particularly abusive upbringing. Her father began having sex 
with her when she was sixteen, soon after her mother's death. Later Bess 
began to resist her father's advances, but she paid a high price for her 
rebellion: "As I got older," she explained to court officials, "I would not 
have anything to do with him and then he got cruel to me and would be 
cross at me all the time and beat me and not buy me any clothes or let me 
go out any place at all." When Bess started dating a young man, her father 
became very angry and forbade her to see him. The couple continued to 
meet on the sly, became engaged, and eventually Bess left her father's 
house.41 

Another girl of fourteen, Elizabeth Danton, left her parents' home to es- 
cape the constant fighting, physical abuse, and overwork she faced there. 
Her father was a heavy drinker who regularly fought with his wife and 
sometimes beat her and the children. When her mother became ill, condi- 
tions grew worse for Elizabeth, who was made responsible for all the 
housework and the care of her invalid mother and younger sister. Accord- 
ing to the probation officer's report, Elizabeth ran away because "she got 
tired of this work and no one seemed to think she needed any relief or 
change." After she left home, however, Elizabeth was stranded without 
adequate means of support. She managed to find various jobs as a waitress 
and chorus girl and also relied on men she met to help pay for meals and 
hotel rooms; in exchange, she had sexual relations with them. She was 
eventually picked up by the police and sent to Juvenile Hall.@ 

The search for social and sexual autonomy led teenage girls into serious 
trouble. Due to their age, gender, and class, working-class teenage girls 
faced grave social, economic, and physical risks when they engaged in sex 
outside of marriage. Despite their defiance of strict moral codes, these 
young women still lived in a sexist culture that labeled them as ruined, 
immoral, and unfit for marriage because of their sexual experience. A 
number of teenage girls were distressed to learn that the men who had 
been so eager to date them and to have intimate relations had no intention 
of marrying them or even treating them as serious girlfriends. In one case, 
the male partner of a teenage girl claimed that the only reason he made a 
date with her at all was because he heard she was "easy" and he expected 
to have sex with her? Another young man refused to marry the pregnant 
teenage girl he had been dating because he claimed that she was "a girl of 
easy morals."44 

Sexual experimentation could also be physically dangerous for teen- 



age girls. Thirty-five percent of the girls in the Los Angeles court cases 
were infected with venereal disease, which could lead to serious illnesses, 
sterility, and pelvic disorders. Another problem faced by approximately 
one-tenth (9 percent) of the girls was out-of-wedlock pregnancy.45 For 
working-class girls, such a pregnancy often led to financial hardship, social 
ostracism, and family rejection. When sixteen-year-old Anna Jones discov- 
ered that she was pregnant, she was abandoned by her male partner and 
kicked out af her home. Anna had been orphaned as an infant and had spent 
the first fourteen years of her life in a Catholic orphanage before she was 
adopted by her aunt, Mrs. Patterson. But once the aunt learned of Anna's 
pregnancy, she refused to take her back home. According to the probation 
officer, Patterson stated "that she wished the girl put somewhere, wher- 
ever the court judged best, and that the baby should be adopted out and 
she refused to assume any further responsibility in the matter."46 

The pregnancy of another teenage girl proved a traumatic experience 
for her and her family. When Pauline Taylor first discovered she was preg- 
nant, she drank turpentine in a failed attempt to induce an abortion. Her 
parents were greatly distressed when they learned of her condition and 
had her placed in a home for unwed mothers. Mr. Taylor, in particular, was 
so angry that he refused to have any contact with his daughter. According 
to the probation officer, the father "had not visited the girl since she was 
taken away from home. Until very recently he did not even inquire after 
her welfare." Once she gave birth, Pauline wanted to keep the child, but 
her parents insisted that she give it up for adoption before they would 
allow her to return home.47 

Another danger that some teenage girls encountered in their search for 
social freedom was sexual assault. Several young women and girls had 
been raped by boyfriends or by strangers whom they met in dance halls, 
parks, and on the street. One sixteen-year-old girl was assaulted by a 
young man she had been dating. Before going out together one evening, he 
asked her to accompany him to his home so that he could introduce her to 
his mother. Once they were inside the house, he locked the door and raped 
her? Another young woman was assaulted by five young men she met at a 
dance hall one evening. The men offered to give her and two of her girl- 
friends a ride home from the dance. After dropping off the two friends, the 
men gang-raped the young woman who was left in the car.49 

Although the search for social and sexual freedom led to serious hard- 
ship and pain for many young women, numerous others safely negotiated 
their sexual relationships until the time of their arrest by juvenile court 



officials. Some were experienced at using birth control methods to avoid 
out-of-wedlock pregnancy. Furthermore, not all young women encoun- 
tered exploitation and rejection in their sexual interactions with men. 
Some had developed solid relationships with men who cared for them and 
did not consider them unfit for marriage because of their sexual activity. 
This was the experience of Stella Browne, who had left home to escape her 
aunt's punishment and moved in with a young man she met while living on 
her own. The couple cared for one another, shared living expenses, and had 
made plans to marry. Stella's arrest and detention by juvenile authorities 
interfered with these  plan^.^ 

Regardless of how well some teenage girls managed their relationships, 
women officials nonetheless perceived it as their duty to apprehend the 
girls for sexual misbehavior and then to reform them. These women dealt 
with young female offenders in a distinctly different manner than that of 
most male law enforcement officials. Assuming the role of maternal guard- 
ians, they rejected conventional attitudes within the criminal justice sys- 
tem that their charges were inherently bad and menaces to society. In- 
stead, they held that young female offenders could be rehabilitated if given 
the right training, and that their problems were largely the result of poor 
social and home environments. In the case of fourteen-year-old Elizabeth 
Danton, women officials clearly articulated their differences with their 
male colleagues. The male police officers who arrested Elizabeth wanted 
to have her locked up, claiming that she was "a girl of the street" and 
"common property for anyone and everyone who came along." Women 
juvenile authorities adamantly denied those accusations. They countered 
that "the child's trouble was largely due to home conditions" and insisted 
that "she is a very promising child and can, with proper training, grow into 
a good, clean young woman."51 

In their handling of delinquency cases, women probation officers and 
referees tried to address the difficulties that teenage girls faced as a result 
of their sexual activities. Whenever possible, they arrested the male part- 
ners and tried to hold them accountable for out-of-wedlock pregnancies 
and sexual assaults. Women officials had the male partner of pregnant 
teenager Anna Jones arrested and prosecuted for statutory rape. He was 
eventually granted probation, but was ordered to contribute to the sup- 
port of the While investigating the case of Thelma Gilbert, the 
probation officer discovered that Thelma had been sexually abused by her 
older brother. The court made a concerted, though ultimately unsuccess- 
ful, effort to locate and arrest this man for his crime.53 



In their role as maternal guardians, women court officials showed great 
concern and sympathy for the teenagers who came under their care, but at 
the same time they expected to exercise considerable authority over the 
young women's lives. Acutely aware of the gender biases that influenced 
male police and legal functionaries, women officials were far less sensitive 
to the class and ethnic biases that shaped their own responses to delin- 
quent girls. They assumed that the working-class girls who passed through 
the court system needed supervision and rehabilitation and that middle- 
class women professionals were the best ones to provide it. Women officials 
tried to reform the sexual behavior and attitudes of working-class teenage 
girls by instructing them in middle-class standards of female respectability 
and by dispensing the maternal guidance and discipline supposedly lacking 
in the girls' own homes. Referees and probation officers scolded their 
charges for wearing too much makeup and dressing in a provocative man- 
ner. One referee warned an eighteen-year-old, "Any girl who will go before 
the public with her hair and eyelashes beaded and paint on her face is going 
to attract attention. . . [and] is surely inviting t r ~ u b l e . " ~  

Other girls were chastised for visiting amusement resorts that the 
court deemed inappropriate and dangerous for adolescents. Women offi- 
cials had identified several areas in Los Angeles as trouble spots; these 
included the so-called "rough') dance halls, such as Solomon's and Ruther- 
ford's, and the beachside amusement parks at Venice and Long Beach. 
Referee Miriam Van Waters cautioned one teenager, "The dance halls, 
[Patricia], are no place for young girls. You will get in very serious diffi- 
culty if you frequent them."ss She lectured another girl for spending her 
evenings at the Long Beach amusement park, known at the time as the 
Pike. The Pike, insisted Van Waters, "is nothing but a place of assigna- 
tion. . . . The beach is no place for a girl."66 

Women officials stressed the idea that sex before marriage was wrong 
and would lead to hardship and trouble. When Edna Morales was ap- 
prehended for having intimate relations with her boyfriend, court officials 
were disturbed to learn that she did not see anything wrong with her 
behavior. Her probation officer reported, "I talked with her and asked her 
about it and she very boldly said yes. . . . She did not seem to think there 
was anything wrong about it but refused to give me the young man's 
name." Edna was confined in Juvenile Hall and received a stern lecture 
from referee Orfa Jean Shontz about the dangers of illicit sex. Under 
pressure, Edna eventually revealed her lover's name and acknowledged 
her wrongdoing. "There is not any danger of my ever doing anything 



anymore again," she promised the referee. Once she agreed to stop seeing 
her boyfriend, the court permitted Edna to return to her family.57 

Particularly disturbing to court officials was the casual attitude toward 
sex displayed by some young women. For a number of girls like Rose 
Lafite, sex was not linked to marriage or even to love, but was just part of 
an evening's entertainment. Rose was arrested with her male partner in a 
hotel room after they had spent the evening together at a dance hall. Police 
officers reported that they had seen the couple enter a drugstore to buy 
condoms before going to the hotel. The referee sharply reprimanded Rose 
for her behavior: "You know little girl you have gotten your foot in a nice 
mess and you don't seem to realize it at  all. Your actions and answers are 
defiant. You think you have a perfect right to do these things and no one 
should say a word about it. I want to tell you this is a serious matter 
and you don't realize it in any way." Rose was detained in Juvenile Hall 
and eventually her case was transferred to the juvenile court in Orange 
County, where she lived with her mother. Before releasing the teenager to 
Orange County officials, the referee threatened to send her to the state 
reformatory if she was picked up by the Los Angeles police again.58 

In their efforts to reform delinquent girls, women officials often carried 
out policies that stigmatized the girls and subjected them to punitive and 
intrusive methods of control. To a large extent, they were constrained by 
the system in which they operated. Women professionals had chosen to 
deal with the problem of adolescent female sexuality through the criminal 
justice system. They had worked hard to reform that system; they sought 
to make the juvenile court into a concerned and caring surrogate parent. 
But the court was still part of the criminal justice system and as such 
relied on coercive methods-arrest, surveillance, detention, and institu- 
tionalization-to accomplish its ends. As officials within that system, the 
women became implicated in its repressive and discriminatory policies. 

In their various positions as policewomen, probation officers, and ref- 
erees, women officials assisted state efforts to monitor and correct female 
sexual delinquency. When a girl was arrested, probation officers ques- 
tioned her relatives, neighbors, employers, and school officials to gather 
details about her sexual misconduct and, in the process, alerted them that 
she was a delinquent in trouble with the law. Once apprehended, the teen- 
age girls were usually detained in Juvenile Hall, where they were interro- 
gated about their sexual lives. During these interrogations, court officials 
did not focus solely on the specific act leading to the arrest but wanted to 
know a girl's entire sexual history, beginning with the first act of inter- 



course. They pressured the young women to reveal the names of their 
male partners, the time and place of each encounter, and the number of 
times they had had sexual relations. Those who failed to give satisfactory 
answers faced court discipline. In the following exchange, referee Van 
Waters questioned one seventeen-year-old girl who had initially refused to 
reveal the details of her sex life: 

Referee: Now, [Eliza], when you were at the beach how many men or 
boys did you have intercourse with? . . . 

A: I have not had anything to do with anyone but [Franklin]. . . . 
Referee: How long had you known him when this happened? 
A: 24 hours. 
Referee: You want us to believe that is the only one you had intercourse 

with while you were away? 
A: Yes it is so. 
Referee: [Eliza], you can easily see we don't place reliance on what you 

have said. . . . You tell us the truth now or we will send you back 
where you came from. You have got to come across now with a clean 
sheet.59 

Although they had objected to similar lines of questioning by male 
judges and probation officers, women court officials themselves felt no 
hesitancy in probing for the intimate details of girls' sexual relations. They 
felt that, as female professionals, they were best equipped to address the 
special problems of delinquent girls. And in order to carry out this task, 
they needed full access to the girls' social and sexual histories. Miriam Van 
Waters defended such procedures in one of the numerous articles she 
wrote about the juvenile justice system. The juvenile court, she explained, 
"can demand the whole truth because it has the power to save, to protect, 
and to remedyV6O 

As part of the court process, female youths also had their bodies probed 
and examined for signs of sex delinquency. Women court officials helped to 
make pelvic examinations and testing and treatment for venereal disease 
routine procedures for all delinquent girls, defending such procedures on 
the grounds that they were necessary health measures and provided im- 
portant evidence for determining the causes of delinquency and the proper 
methods of rehabilitati~n.~~ But in practice, these measures also served to 
stigmatize and punish young women and girls who had engaged in unsanc- 
tioned sexual behavior. 

Women physicians in Juvenile Hall conducted compulsory pelvic exam- 



inations of all young women charged with delinquency to determine if they 
were virgins. Even girls originally arrested for non-sex-related offenses 
such as truancy or stealing were forced to undergo the exams. Physicians 
would examine the condition of the hymen and the size of the vaginal 
opening and report these findings to the girl's probation officer and the 
court referee. A medical report by one physician in 1910 read as follows: 
"Have examined [Ida Woods] and find her not a virgin, the hymen is de- 
stroyed and she admits practicing self-abuse. She admits having been with 
a boy of twenty."62 By 1920 most medical reports on young women who had 
sexual experience simply stated that there was "clinical evidence of delin- 
quency." These girls were labeled "sex delinquents" and confined to a 
special ward in Juvenile Hall to separate them from the presumably inno- 
cent girls. 

Another routine procedure was compulsory examination and treatment 
for venereal disease. In response to the national social hygiene campaign 
to combat venereal disease, Los Angeles court officials arranged to test all 
youths detained in Juvenile Hall for syphilis and gonorrhea. A woman 
physician administered the tests to girls using the latest diagnostic meth- 
ods-the Wasserman blood test for syphilis and microscopic smears for 
gonorrhea. In 1915 Juvenile Hall also opened a detention hospital and 
instituted compulsory treatment for all infected girls. Staffed by a full- 
time female physician and a nurse, the hospital was equipped to handle up 
to twenty girls. During and immediately following World War I, when the 
social anxiety about venereal disease greatly intensified, the hospital held 
as many as fifty girls at a time.'j3 

This concern with disease was not unfounded, considering that more 
than one-third (35 percent) of the girls who came before the court in 1920 
tested positive for venereal d i s e a ~ e . ~  Court policies, however, were sex- 
ually biased and unnecessarily harsh. Juvenile Hall physicians tested boys 
but did not require their quarantine and confinement, as they did for girls. 
In fact, the hospital had no facilities for housing boys and thus permitted 
them to receive treatments on an outpatient basis. In contrast, girls found 
to be infected were detained in the hospital for the course of their treat- 
ments, which generally lasted from one to three months and sometimes as 
long as a year. During that time, the girls were not allowed to mingle with 
the rest of the youths in Juvenile Hall and, unlike the other inmates, were 
compelled to wear gray nightgowns at all times instead of their street 
 clothe^.^ 

Once their cases had been investigated and analyzed, delinquent girls 



faced correctional treatment and rehabilitation. Women court officials re- 
lied primarily on three methods: (1) closely supervised probation in the 
home of parents or other relatives; (2) placement in a private home to 
perform domestic work; or (3) institutionalization in a private or public 
correctional facility, Probation was a central feature of juvenile justice 
reform in the Progressive Era. Reformers and court officials increasingly 
viewed it as a more humane and effective form of rehabilitation than in- 
stituti~nalization.~~ As noted in the last chapter, however, the juvenile 
courts were more willing to grant probation to boys than to girls. In the 
Los Angeles Juvenile Court, only 26 percent of the teenage girls charged 
with delinquency were placed on probation after the initial court hearing, 
compared with 44 percent of the b0ys.6~ 

Women referees typically required specific changes in behavior and 
lifestyle before they would agree to probation. They instructed teenage 
girls to end relationships with their boyfriends, to stay out of dance halls, 
or to quit certain jobs that were considered inappropriate. Once the girls 
were permitted to return to their parents, they remained under the super- 
vision of probation officers, usually for a period of several years and often 
until they turned twenty-one. During this time, the officers visited homes, 
workplaces, and schools to ensure that the girls and their families were 
abiding by court instructions. Those who violated court orders could be 
sent back to Juvenile Hall to face more rigorous methods of punishment. 

Nearly half (47 percent) of the girls charged with delinquency were 
removed from their homes and placed in institutions or private homes to 
work as domestics at some point between the initial petition and the final 
dismissal of the ca~e .6~  The court's reliance on domestic service to rehabili- 
tate the girls seems odd in light of the goals of Progressive women regard- 
ing women's work and self-support. Through their efforts on the court and 
at  El Retiro, reformers like Miriam Van Waters and Orfa Jean Shontz 
sought to provide young women with education and job training that 
would enable them to pursue a wide range of occupations in business, 
clerical work, sales, and manufacturing. Van Waters, in fact, considered 
domestic service one of the least desirable forms of employment for young 
women because of the "long hours, monotonous routine, restricted oppor- 
tunities for harmless social life, few companions their own age, and insuffi- 
cient protection from domestic conflicts in homes where they labor."69 

Nevertheless, the court administered by Shontz and Van Waters placed 
30 percent of all the young women who were removed from their parents' 
care in private homes to do domestic work. This decision was in large part 



a function of limited public funds. It was cheaper for the county to place 
girls as domestics than to provide them with job training. But it is also 
clear that women officials thought that placement in a middle-class home 
would provide teenage girls with the maternal supervision and household 
training supposedly lacking in their own homes. Regardless of the inten- 
tions of court officials, however, most teenage girls detested live-in domes- 
tic service. They considered it a degrading form of work and objected to 
the greater restrictions and demands on their time that it entailed. One 
girl probably expressed the feelings of many when she told her probation 
officer that she would rather go to hell than work as a domestic servant.70 

Still other girls faced a more stringent form of rehabilitation. The court 
determined that one-third (33 percent) of those charged with delinquency 
required institutional commitment to one of several private and public 
custodial facili t ie~.~~ Women reformers in California had worked hard to 
establish public reformatories for girls that incorporated Progressive 
ideas about correctional treatment. These included staffing by trained 
women professionals, the abolition of corporal punishment, a system of 
student government, and a diverse program of schooling, job training, and 
recreational activities for the female inmates. The reformers achieved 
considerable success when California legislators opened the first state 
reformatory for girls in Ventura in 1915 and the county of Los Angeles 
established the El Retiro School for Girls in 1919.R 

These victories notwithstanding, most teenage girls sent to institutions 
by the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court did not experience Progressive 
correctional methods. In the first place, Progressive institutions often 
failed to live up to the ideals of their founders. This was particularly true 
for the state reformatory at Ventura, where the court placed 9 percent of 
its institutional cases in 1920.n Within three years of its opening, the 
reformatory faced charges by the State Board of Charities and Correc- 
tions for using inhumane punishments to discipline the girls, including 
restricted diets of bread and water, solitary confinement, deprivation of 
medical care, and hosings with cold water.74 

The El Retiro reform school came much closer to achieving the Pro- 
gressive ideal, largely due to the efforts of Miriam Van Waters. Van Wa- 
ters kept a close eye on the management of the institution and made sure 
that the girls were treated decently and that they had access to proper 
schooling, recreation, and job training. She forbade the use of corporal 
punishment and fired staff members who resorted to such measures. Fur- 
ther, she encouraged the teachers and staff at El Retiro to form personal 



relationships with the girls, for she believed that human warmth and inter- 
action were important in the rehabilitation process. Van Waters herself 
developed close ties with many of the El Retiro inmates. During her years 
in Los Angeles, she visited the institution weekly, had dinner with the 
girls, and attended student body meetings and the plays and concerts they 
organized. She took an avid interest in the girls' lives and counseled them 
about marriage, education, and family problems. Some girls referred to 
her as "Mother" or "Aunt Miriam," and many continued to stay in touch 
with her through letters and visits long after they left El R e t i r ~ . ~ ~  

Despite Van Waters's achievements at the reform school, the court 
sent only 25 percent of its institutional cases to El Retiro in 1920, dem- 
onstrating the second reason that few girls experienced Progressive re- 
habilitation: the juvenile court continued to rely heavily on more tradi- 
tional private correctional facilities run by religious groups. In 1920 the 
court placed nearly half (44 percent) of its institutional cases in such facili- 
ties, including the House of the Good Shepherd, which was administered 
by Catholic nuns, and the Florence Crittenton Home and the Truelove 
Home for unmarried mothers, which were under the direction of Protes- 
tant mis~ionaries.~~ 

The House of the Good Shepherd alone received 30 percent of the 
court's institutional cases, making it the most frequently used institution 
of all. Built in 1904, the House could hold up to 120 inmates and accepted 
girls of all races and creeds. Rather than the Progressive methods prac- 
ticed at  El Retiro, the sisters of the Good Shepherd relied on heavy doses 
of prayer and labor to reform delinquent girls. When a girl entered the 
institution, her family name was dropped and never mentioned again "till 
she has retrieved her right to it, as she goes forth purified and strength- 
ened for a new life." Instead, each female inmate bore the name of a saint 
during her confinement. The sisters kept the girls busy throughout the 
day, either praying or working in one of four areas-laundry, sewing, cook- 
ing, and cleaning. According to a report by the State Board of Chari- 
ties and Corrections, inmates sixteen years and older worked forty-eight 
hours a week and received little or no schooling. Those under sixteen 
labored thirty-three hours a week and attended classes for only twelve 
hours a week.77 

Whatever the nature of the correctional facility, it is clear that young 
women perceived institutionalization as a severe and unjust form of pun- 
ishment. Even many of those sent to El Retiro strenuously objected to 
being taken away from their families. A rare collection of writings by El 



Retiro inmates in the 1920s allows us to explore what they thought and felt 
about their experiences with the juvenile justice system. These girls ap- 
parently were asked to express their views of the juvenile court as part of 
an assignment. Many used the opportunity to protest the court's policy of 
institutionalization. They argued that it was unnecessarily harsh, particu- 
larly in light of the kinds of offenses they had committed. One teenager 
expressed the views of numerous others when she wrote, "I think the 
cause of unhappiness today and of a lot of the girls today is the Juvenile 
Court. In a lot of cases it isn't justice. If a girl gets in Juvenile Hall for the 
first time and for some petty offense she is sent out here [El Retiro] or to 
Good Shepherd. And when she has a home and parents I think it is a crime. 
The object of being in the Hall and of having court and all that should be 
enough punishment for the first offense. And a girl that can make good, if 
she is given a chance realizes that."78 

Another girl criticized the court's tendency to penalize poor youths and 
their parents for failing to live up to middle-class standards of home life: 
"If a child is taken under the court the first thing that is done is to investi- 
gate the child's home, if that home doesn't suit the investigator's critical 
eye the child is generally taken from his home. His or her parents aren't 
wealthy, they can't possibly find a nicer looking home and it isn't always a 
wise thing to take a child away from its mother. There is always a better 
time for everyone, and these parents may be trying their best to get a nice 
house, but they have to wait for more money."79 

A number of other girls emphasized the hardships that their families 
had suffered as a result of their removal from home. The situation was 
particularly difficult for female-headed families, who depended heavily on 
the wages and domestic help of teenage daughters. As one girl explained, 
"I think that boys and girls should not be taken away from their mothers 
and fathers so frequently as they are being taken. Especially boys and 
girls that have no fathers. Their poor mothers left to grieve. I think that 
nine out of ten would do right if they were given more chances for their 
mothers' sake. . . . Why must we be taken away. My own mother has 
suffered hell and no doubt many others have. On account of courts, always 
courts."80 Another El Retiro girl voiced a similar criticism of the court's 
policy of institutionalization. She wrote: "When there is only the mother 
and daughter alone and the mother has had a hard struggle all thru life I 
firmly believe the child and mother should not be separated, also when 
there is a large family and only one older child they should be allowed to 
stay home." She went on to argue that "there are plenty other ways de- 



vised to show the girl is in the wrong other than taking them away from 
home."81 Despite such protests, these young women had little ability to 
alter the court's placement decisions. Court officials continued to view 
institutionalization as an important and necessary means of rehabilitation 
for delinquent girls. 

The juvenile court functioned as a place of moral instruction and disci- 
pline of working-class parents as well as their daughters. Parents were 
required to attend court hearings with their daughters, and there they 
frequently found themselves subject to the scrutiny of court officials. In- 
fluenced by current social-work literature on juvenile delinquency, most 
probation officers and referees considered a troubled family life a lead- 
ing cause of sex delinquency among female youths. As they investigated 
working-class homes, these women officials did frequently encounter se- 
rious problems, which they tried to address. Many of the teenage girls 
lived in poor, unstable homes; they were deprived of adequate schooling, 
often overworked, and sometimes treated harshly. Their parents were 
struggling against poverty, sickness, and family dislocation and could not 
always provide their children with a secure, well-supervised home life. 

Even though they confronted indisputably real problems, court officers 
often carried out policies that exacerbated the hardships facing teenage 
girls and their families. These officials tended to judge working-class 
homes according to a middle-class ideal of family life. In this ideal setting, 
fathers were the full-time breadwinners while mothers remained at home 
to care for the children and the household. Daughters remained in school 
until they had completed high school, and when they did enter the labor 
force, their parents ensured that they found safe, well-supervised jobs. 
Many working-class parents had neither the economic resources nor the 
cultural values to maintain this model of family life. Those who refused or 
were unable to live up to such standards faced court censure and risked 
having their daughters removed from their care. 

Such was the case of Mr. Tanner, a shipyard worker who lived in Los 
Angeles with his sixteen-year-old daughter, Mae. Tanner was called into 
court after Mae had been arrested for having sexual relations with a sailor. 
According to women officials, Tanner fell short of court family standards 
and contributed to his daughter's delinquency in several ways. He was 
divorced from his wife and lived alone with Mae in an apartment building. 
His worst offense, in the eyes of the court, was that he had consented to let 
his daughter work in one of the concession stands at the Pike, the amuse- 
ment park in Long Beach. It was there that Mae had met young men and 



arranged dates with them. As the referee in the case, Miriam Van Waters 
chastised Tanner for allowing his daughter to take such a job. But Tanner 
had a different idea of his parental role and responsibility. "She said she 
had got a job," he told the referee. "I don't believe in her being idle. I was 
willing to meet the bills and thought an idle person got into mischief." The 
referee responded: "Most of the jobs on the Pike are for girls to get boys' 
money. It is nothing but a place of assignation and everyone knows it. She 
used this job for the purposes of meeting young men who afterward took 
her to the hotel and had intercourse with her." The court ultimately re- 
moved Mae from her father's care and placed her as a domestic with a 
family who lived outside of Los Angeles. When Mae's relatives objected to 
this decision, the probation officer warned them not to interfere with the 
court's policies. They were told that Mae "has been placed with a very nice 
family here in the city where she can earn her own living and at the same 
time have the proper supervision that a girl in the city needs and if you are 
wise you will not say anything to make her dissatisfied or in any way 
unhappy in these new  surrounding^."^^ 

Mr. Franz, a German father, was also taken to task for his child-rearing 
practices when his sixteen-year-old daughter Marguerite appeared in ju- 
venile court. Women officials criticized Franz for taking his daughter out of 
school when she was only fourteen and sending her into the work force. 
They were further disturbed to learn that Franz frequently yelled at his 
two teenage daughters and sometimes hit them when they disobeyed his 
orders. The probation officer noted in her report that Franz "has not un- 
dertaken his duty as to the training of his child, the girls are in perfect 
horror of him all the time, and [Marguerite] says this, she thinks he wants 
her to go to work so that she will give him the money." Franz clearly had a 
different understanding of the roles and responsibilities of his adolescent 
children. He believed that wage-earning was an obligation that youths 
owed their parents for supporting them through childhood. He told the 
court that his daughter was too old for school and did not learn anything 
useful there, anyway. Court officials judged that Marguerite's home was 
unfit for an adolescent girl. They first tried to place her as a domestic in a 
private home and then, when she refused to stay there, sent her to the 
state reformatory in V e n t ~ r a . ~ ~  

Mothers were the objects of particularly close scrutiny by the court, 
because they were thought to have the primary responsibility for the 
upbringing of their daughters. As court referee, Van Waters reproached 
one mother for allowing her daughter to skip school during the day and 



stay out at night. Mrs. Warren, a single mother with three children, ex- 
plained that she was sick and needed her daughter's help at home. She 
further informed court officials that whenever her daughter went out at 
night she was always accompanied by neighbors. When the referee next 
complained about the girl's style of dressing, Warren responded defen- 
sively, "Now look here, that is what makes me so mad. Because she has to 
wear things that are given her, she has got to be criticized. We do the best 
we can on what we have got." Van Waters then reprimanded the mother, "I 
am talking about this girl's appearance as a young girl. She is over dressed, 
her hair and general appearance is anything but modest and girlish. You as 
a mother should be very glad to have her told so."84 The court eventually 
removed this girl from her mother's care and sent her to live with her 
grandmother, who promised to see that she attended school regularly and 
dressed in a modest fashion. 

The court held another mother responsible for her daughter's sexual 
misconduct and late-night carousing. Fifteen-year-old Julia Anderson had 
been frequenting the cafes and amusement park at Venice beach with her 
boyfriend and on severa! occasions had stayed out all night. When a proba- 
tion officer investigated the girl's home, she learned that Julia was the 
oldest of nine children in her family. Her father had died the previous year, 
leaving her mother to raise the children on her own. To make ends meet, 
Mrs. Anderson received assistance from county charities and also relied 
heavily on Julia's help with child care and household tasks. The probation 
officer attributed the girl's trouble to her mother's inept parenting. Ander- 
son, she wrote, "seems to have no interest in her children excepting to get 
all the work out of them that is possible. [Julia] was called upon day after 
day to work at tasks which were bound to be very uncongenial, for in- 
stance, washing diapers, and naturally rebelled at the constant labor." At 
this officer's recommendation, Julia was removed from her mother's care 
and placed in the El Retiro reform school. "To permit her to return," wrote 
the officer, "would be to invite a repetition of the acts which brought her 
here in the first place." The court's decision clearly worsened the plight of 
this female-headed family, for Anderson was deprived of the crucial assis- 
tance of her eldest daughter. Julia was also very unhappy with the deci- 
sion, and she ran away from El Retiro several weeks after being sent 
there.85 

One of the court's greatest concerns was the working mother. Referees 
and probation officers believed that having a mother who worked outside 
the home contributed to a daughter's delinquency. Working mothers, they 



thought, could not provide adequate supervision and guidance and thus 
exposed their daughters to moral dangers and temptations. Referee Van 
Waters considered one mother's employment a major cause of her daugh- 
ter's delinquency and instructed her to quit this job. Mrs. Goldman, a 
Russian Jew, was separated from her husband and worked nights as a 
waitress at a local cafe. Her seventeen-year-old daughter Beatrice had 
been arrested in a hotel room in downtown Los Angeles with two other 
teenage girls and four young men. Although Beatrice denied any wrongdo- 
ing, her physical exam at Juvenile Hall indicated that she had engaged in 
sexual relations, if not on this particular night, then on previous occasions. 

At the court hearing, Goldman as well as her daughter came under the 
referee's critical eye. Van Waters reprimanded Goldman, taxing her in 
particular for working away from home: "Then while you are away at work 
you don't know what your girls are doing?" Goldman admitted her guilt, 
saying, "I think myself, it is more my fault than her fault." She promised, 
"I am going to do no more night work." Van Waters ordered that Beatrice 
remain in Juvenile Hall: "The girl will have to stay here until further order 
and you will have to change your work and make different arrangements 
so you will be home evenings." 

At a subsequent court hearing, Goldman reported that she had adjusted 
her home situation to meet the court's requirements. She no longer worked 
outside the home but instead earned an income by taking in boarders. 
Perhaps in an additional effort to please the court, she explained that 
she had decided to live with her husband again. Van Waters permitted 
Beatrice to return to her parents but issued a final warning: "I want it 
understood if this girl goes home, there is not going to be any foolishness 
about it at all. She has fooled you and everybody and fooled her father and 
she has got in this trouble, now she is going to behave herself or we will 
know why and if it is your fault we will get after you."s6 

Though they concentrated primarily on the reformation of delinquent 
girls and their parents, women officials also used their legal authority to 
discipline male moral offenders, with the aim of undermining the double 
standard of morality that had long operated in the criminal justice system. 
Qpically, women probation officers and referees urged parents to file legal 
complaints against the men who had engaged in sex with their daughters 
and called on judges and police officers to arrest and prosecute the offend- 
ers. Men in such cases could be charged either with statutory rape or with 
contributing to the delinquency of a minor. 

The referee and probation officer in Bessie Simons's case made a con- 



certed effort to identify and arrest her sexual partner. Once the teenage 
girl identified seventeen-year-old Daniel Cameron, referee Van Waters 
ordered the young man to appear in juvenile court, where she chastised 
him for his immoral behavior. Van Waters then encouraged Bessie's father 
to file a statutory rape complaint against the young man: 

Referee: Well, Mr. [Simons], what do you think of this young fellow 
sitting there beside you taking advantage of your daughter this way 
and hurting her reputation? 

Mr. [Simons]: I think it is the meanest, terrible thing he could do. Of 
course I can't understand it. 

Referee: It is your privilege to defend your daughter. I t  would be a 
good thing for him if you would take him out and horsewhip him. We 
will put him in charge of the sheriff. 

At the referee's urging, Simons did file a complaint against Daniel, who 
was arrested on a charge of statutory rape.87 

In yet another case, women court officials vigorously pursued the arrest 
of four teenage boys who had sexual intercourse with a pregnant teenage 
girl, Pauline Taylor. The boys were made to appear at Pauline's court 
hearing, where they received a severe scolding from Van Waters: "Now 
you four boys are not going to get out of this as easily as you think. This girl 
will be marked the rest of her life and every one of you boys have had a 
hand in marking her. Every one of you are going to be arrested and you are 
going to answer to the superior court for treating this child as you have 
and that other Van Waters urged Pauline's parents to file statutory 
rape complaints against the young men, explaining that "if they put this 
girl in this condition, they will do it to others." Their arrest, she pointed 
out, would be a warning to other boys "to straighten up and behave them- 
selves."89 The Taylors, like numerous other parents, subsequently filed 
complaints that led to the arrest of the young men. 

Other parents were not as cooperative, however. Some were reluctant 
to press charges because of the notoriety it would bring to their daughters 
and families. When Van Waters urged the aunt and guardian of a pregnant 
teenage girl to file a complaint against the young man involved, the woman 
refused, explaining: "We don't want any publicity at all. If we can keep the 
girl-I feel that among our own people, anyway, and our friends around, 
she has still got a good name, they still don't know anything about the 
trouble [Evelyn] has been in-we want to keep it to ourselves."g0 

In their pursuit of these male moral offenders, women officials encoun- 



tered more serious resistance from the police department itself. Male po- 
lice officers proved reluctant to arrest men who had been sexually in- 
volved with female minors. In numerous cases, they detained the young 
women but released the men found with them in hotel rooms or other 
trysting spots. When two policemen discovered Eliza Hayden and a young 
sailor "in the act of sexual intercourse," they took the couple to the police 
station, booked the young woman as a vagrant, and returned the sailor to 
his bat t le~hip.~~ The unequal treatment of male and female offenders be- 
came a bone of contention between the police and the Progressive officials 
who staffed the juvenile court. In Eliza Hayden's case, referee Van Waters 
upbraided the two officers for releasing the young sailor. "You merely 
turned him over to the battleship?" she asked with exasperation at the 
court hearing. Then she instructed one of her assistants to follow through 
with the arrest of the sailor.g2 

In a similar case involving a nineteen-year-old sailor, juvenile court 
judge Sidney Reeve also criticized the lenient treatment accorded male 
moral offenders by the police. "Now the great difficulty," he declared in 
court, "is that it seems the double standard is very prominently fixed in 
the eyes of the Police Department and they want the girl filed on and put 
away and they want to let the boys be turned loose. I don't believe in it and 
never have believed in it."93 Reeve and other male juvenile court judges 
generally cooperated with women officials in their efforts to hold male sex 
offenders accountable for their actions. In court hearings, these judges 
chastised the young men and lectured them on the importance of the sin- 
gle standard of morality. Judge Reeve warned one sixteen-year-old boy 
charged with statutory rape: "Now there are no two standards in this 
world; there is only one. It  doesn't make any difference if this girl had 
sexual intercourse with 20 men, it wouldn't lessen your offense under the 
law. . . . You might be in the eyes of some boys a hero, but you are not."" To 
impress upon the accused youths the seriousness of their offenses, judges 
made them read aloud the state law on statutory rape, which stated that 
men accused of this crime faced up to fifty years in prison. 

Despite these efforts, a strong gender bias persisted within the juvenile 
justice system. This is evident both in the different types of charges lev- 
eled against male and female youths and in the different degrees of punish- 
ment they received. As noted earlier, the vast majority (81 percent) of 
charges fled against girls were for moral offenses. In contrast, less than 5 
percent of male youths who were arrested faced such charges. Most boys 
(67 percent) were arrested for criminal offenses, primarily theft and as- 



~ a u l t . ~ ~  Young women also faced stiffer punishments for their offenses 
than did their male counterparts. The court was far more likely to separate 
girls from their families and place them in institutions or foster homes. 
Nearly half (47 percent) of the girls but only one-quarter (25 percent) of 
the boys were removed from their homes by the court. Furthermore, girls 
were more likely to be institutionalized than boys. Whereas one-third (33 
percent) of the girls faced long-term institutional confinement, only one- 
m h  (21 percent) of the boys did.96 The inequality of punishment appears 
even greater when one examines the sentences for moral offenders. Male 
juvenile court judges may have given stern lectures and threatened harsh 
punishments, but they generally handed down lenient sentences to young 
male sex offenders. Only 9 percent of the juvenile boys charged with statu- 
tory rape in 1920 were removed from their homes and sent to institutions 
or foster homes. Four-fifths (82 percent) were granted probation and re- 
leased to their families. The remaining cases (8 percent) were either dis- 
missed or transferred to the adult criminal court.97 

?tYo cases provide specific examples of the unequal treatment meted 
out to male and female juveniles charged with moral offenses in juvenile 
court. When Bessie Simons and her partner, Daniel Cameron, were ap- 
prehended for engaging in sex, the female referee had Bessie detained for 
two months in Juvenile Hall and then placed her in the House of the Good 
Shepherd for a longer period of confinement. Daniel, on the other hand, 
received a stern scolding from Judge Reeve but was permitted to return to 
his home after the court hearing?8 Pauline Taylor also received a harsher 
punishment for her sexual activity than did her male partners. The court 
did order the young men to contribute to the cost of caring for Pauline 
during her pregnancy, but none of them was held in detention or institu- 
tionalized as she was.99 

Although juvenile court officials made some effort to hold male partners 
responsible for their part in sexual encounters, they ultimately punished 
the young women who were involved more often and more rigorously. 
Even though women professionals had gained some influence within the 
juvenile justice system, they still confronted serious restrictions on their 
ability to shape the operation of justice. They were confined to handling 
girls' cases and thus could not control how judges and law enforcement of- 
ficials dealt with male offenders. But women, too, bear some responsibility 
for the continuation of the gender bias. Despite the legal system's lenient 
treatment of male offenders, they continued to subject young women and 
girls to arrest and to stringent methods of control for sexual misbehavior. 
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officer with the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court received the following 
letter concerning a teenage girl: 

As an interested mother I wish to call your attention to a fourteen- 
year-old girl which had been running around three and four nights a 
week with street car conductors on the Stephenson Ave. car line until 
eleven, twelve, one at night. Her mother has been dead one year and 
her father seems to have no control over her and came to me to ask my 
advice and to report it to head quarters. 



She is a girl that has a very bad temper and is very headstrong and 
uses such profane language, making it very hard to reason or control 
her. Her father wishes that she be taken to the detention home until 
they know what is to be done with her. . . . We have reasons to know that 
she is an immoral girl as she has said so in her talk. 

Please call at the earliest convenience as the father is anxious to act 
at once. The father does not want the child to know that this letter has 
been written and at his request I write these few lines.' 

As the father requested, a woman probation officer visited the home soon 
after receiving this letter and took the daughter to the juvenile detention 
center, where she was held until her court appearance. After hearing the 
case, the court referee placed the teenager in an institution for wayward 
girls. 

In this case, as in many others involving female delinquency that were 
heard by the Los Angeles court in the early twentieth century, it was the 
parents who were responsible for reporting their daughters to juvenile 
authorities. In fact, family members-mostly parents-initiated almost 
half (47 percent) of the girls' cases that came before the court in 1920.2 (See 
Appendix for more information on these case records.) 

Middle-class reformers and professionals created and administered the 
juvenile justice system to promote their own agenda: to control and reform 
the socially unacceptable habits of working-class youths and their parents. 
But once this system was in place, working-class parents attempted to use 
it for their own purposes, namely to restrain children whose behavior con- 
flicted with family needs and expectations. In addition to initiating pro- 
ceedings against their daughters, parents also tried, although not always 
successfully, to influence the court's decisions in accordance with their in- 
terests. Rather than seeing the court system as a top-down model of class 
control, then, we should conceive of it as a triangulated network of strug- 
gles and negotiations among working-class parents, their teenage daugh- 
ters, and court  official^.^ The first part of this chapter explores the conflicts 
that originally brought parents and daughters into court. The second part 
examines the complex negotiations that took place between parents and 
court officials over the care and treatment of delinquent daughters. 

Working-class parents from a wide range of racial and ethnic backgrounds 
turned to the courts for help in dealing with rebellious daughters. The 



majority (72 percent) were from white working-class families, including 
both native-born Americans and immigrants from Canada and various 
European countries. Twenty-one percent of the parental referrals in 1920 
came from Latin American immigrants, most of these from Mexico. Afri- 
can Americans comprised another 6 percent of the parents who sought 
court interventi~n.~ 

These parents all hoped that the court would help strengthen their 
flagging authority over the social and sexual activities of their teenage 
daughters. Many families were experiencing serious generational conflicts 
as daughters asserted increasing autonomy over their lives. The mas- 
sive economic and social changes taking place in early twentieth-century 
American cities expanded opportunities for young working-class women 
and offered them unprecedented freedom from family  restriction^.^ As 
they became wage-earners and began to spend their leisure hours in dance 
halls and movie theaters, young women and girls also began to challenge 
traditional family expectations and to resist their parents' attempts to 
control their labor, free time, social interactions, and sexuality. Some re- 
fused to turn their wages over to their parents; others neglected to per- 
form the domestic tasks expected of them, preferring instead to go out in 
the evenings. Still others insisted on dating and marrying young men of 
their own choice, over their parents' objections. Many daughters chal- 
lenged family moral codes by engaging in sex outside of marriage. 

Generational conflicts proved particularly intense among immigrant 
families, in which the growing social autonomy of young women in Ameri- 
can cities conflicted most sharply with traditional family roles and ex- 
pectations. Many of the non-native families who turned to the courts-a 
group that included Mexican, Italian, German, RussianJewish, Irish, and 
Canadian immigrants-came from peasant or artisanal societies in which 
families expected to exercise considerable control over their daughters' 
labor power, social lives, and courtship activities. Such societies were 
based on a family structure that was both patriarchal and cooperative. The 
fathers controlled economic resources and determined the responsibilities 
of all members of the family unit-wife, children, and servants. Everyone 
who lived in the same household pooled their labor and any wages they 
might earn for the economic maintenance of the whole family.6 In the 
towns and rural communities of Europe and Mexico, daughters usually 
worked under the supervision of family members in farm households or 
family workshops and small businesses. There was a growing female fac- 
tory proletariat among some groups, such as Eastern European Jews, but 



even in those cases industrial homework was still far more common than 
factory labor? 

Once settled in the United States, immigrant families still relied heavily 
on daughters' contributions to the family economy, but now the young 
women worked outside of family settings, in stores, factories, canneries, 
and laundries. Although many groups initially disapproved of women 
working outside of the home, economic need compelled them to send their 
daughters into the paid labor force; at the same time, though, these fam- 
ilies continued to depend on adolescent girls to assist with cooking, clean- 
ing, and the care of younger siblings, particularly if their mothers were 
sick, deceased, or also worked outside the home. 

Some daughters, however, used their newly gained economic power as 
wage-earners to challenge familial control over their labor and free time, 
which became a major area of conflict in some immigrant families and led 
many parents to seek court intervention. Such was the case of Heinrich 
Franz, a native of Germany, who reported his sixteen-year-old daughter 
Marguerite to the juvenile court authorities. As he complained to the 
referee, "She don't mind when I tell her she is to stay at  home. She makes 
her toilet and breakfast and she wants to go out of the house, and out she 
goes, and then she comes in about 9:00 and goes back, and does nothing at  
the house. She said, 'I don't want to w~rk."'~ When he f i s t  settled in Los 
Angeles, Franz was unable to support his wife and children on his earnings 
alone. To supplement the household income, his wife worked as a waitress 
and his daughter left school at  age fifteen to enter the labor force. Franz 
expected his daughter to return home immediately after work to assist her 
mother with household chores, but Marguerite soon began to resist this 
strict control by skipping work occasionally and neglecting her domestic 
duties to attend movies with friends. Franz first tried to discipline his 
daughter with reprimands and beatings; then, when this failed, he turned 
her over to the juvenile court. 

Most immigrant daughters did not refuse to work, but they did insist on 
a certain amount of social autonomy once they began earning an income for 
the family. Some used a portion of their wages to buy clothes and makeup 
or to attend movies and other entertainments. Like their brothers, they 
were eager to participate in the new urban amusements in the evenings 
after work, to the alarm of their parents, who expected the girls to return 
home and spend their leisure time in the safety of the family and neighbor- 
hood. One Italian family was greatly disturbed when the sixteen-year-old 
daughter began to attend dance halls on a regular basis. Mr. Alberti com- 



plained to juvenile authorities that his daughter Patricia stayed out late at 
night at disreputable dance halls, often without the protection of a chap- 
eron. The referee, Miriam Van Waters, requested that the family appear in 
court the following week to discuss the matter. 

At the hearing, it became clear that Patricia's behavior had been a 
source of conflict within the family for some time. To support a family of 
seven children, Alberti worked as a laborer and also depended on the 
wages of the two eldest children, Patricia and her older brother. Patricia 
had quit school the previous year to work in a department store. Although 
they needed her wages, her parents were increasingly upset by the inde- 
pendent manners she had demonstrated since starting this job. She had 
adopted the styles of her American coworkers by plucking her eyebrows 
and wearing makeup. And despite her father's objections, she insisted on 
going out every Saturday evening. "She goes about seven or eight and 
comes back at twelve, and sometimes twelve thirty and I don't know 
where she goes," he complained to the referee. Her mother admitted that 
Patricia often went out at night without her consent: "She told me she was 
going out. She said she was going to a dance. I said, 'I don't want you to go.' 
She says, 'I am going to have a good time."' Mrs. Alberti also objected to 
her daughter's American companions. "They are not of our language," she 
explained in court. Like the Albertis, many immigrant parents blamed 
their daughters' delinquency on the influence of American culture and 
practices. In so doing, they reversed the analysis of middle-class reform- 
ers, who traced juvenile delinquency to immigrant family life and the 
inadequate training provided by immigrant parents. 

Patricia's older brother had tried to carry out his expected role by 
accompanying his sister to dances. But on those occasions when he told her 
to stay home, she insisted on going to the dances alone. "So now," he 
explained, "I don't pay much attention to her and let her go about her own 
business." In her defense, Patricia claimed that she did not attend the 
"rough" dance halls and said that, although she did not always remain with 
her brother, "I never come home with any boys we don't know." 

As the court referee, Van Waters helped to reinforce parental authority 
within the Alberti family. She instructed Patricia to obey her parents by 
not "painting her face" and by staying out of public dance halls, and she 
urged the brother to adhere to his duty as chaperon. "I think you have 
some responsibility for your sister's welfare," she told him, "and I think 
you will have to assume your share of giving her recreation and see it is 
the right kind." Her parents agreed to let Patricia attend safe and respect- 



able amusements two evenings a month. The referee urged the family to 
work together with the probation officer who would be visiting the home 
regular l~ .~ 

Immigrant parents also used the court to attempt to enforce traditional 
courtship and marriage customs. Many of these immigrants came from cul- 
tures in which families still arranged marriages for their children. In Jew- 
ish shtetls and Mexican and Italian villages, for example, families had tra- 
ditionally made decisions about their children's marriages based largely on 
considerations of status and economic circumstances. The practice of pre- 
arranged marriages had begun to decline in some areas with the coming of 
economic changes and greater geographic mobility of young people, but 
even among the more liberal families, parental approval of a match was 
still required.1° 

In the United States, however, many young women picked up American 
customs of dating and romance from coworkers and from Hollywood mov- 
ies, to the great dismay of their parents. Their new environments allowed 
them to meet men from outside their local neighborhoods and family circle 
of friends. These young women asserted their right to date and marry 
whom they chose, regardless of family considerations. They emphasized 
the importance of love and affection in marriage over financial and status 
concerns.11 Some even chose partners from different ethnic or religious 
backgrounds, which became a source of great friction in their homes, as the 
following case demonstrates. 

Mr. and Mrs. Solomon, Jews originally from Russia, called for court 
intervention when their seventeen-year-old daughter Rachel began to 
date a non-Jewish boyfriend. The Solomons had migrated to Los Angeles 
the previous year from New Jersey, where they had first settled upon ar- 
riving in the country. They were very anxious for their daughter to marry 
someone of her own faith and refused to permit her Gentile boyfriend to 
visit their home. The Solomons had attempted to arrange a marriage for 
Rachel with a twenty-four-year-old Jewish man when she was sixteen 
years old. Subsequently they had selected several other men whom they 
considered suitable for her, but in the probation officer's words, "[Rachel] 
refuses to be dealt with in this manner." She, like other immigrant daugh- 
ters, insisted on choosing her own mate and on making this decision based 
on love and affection rather than the economic and status concerns of her 
family. 

In the short run, the court upheld the parents' wishes: Rachel was kept 
in Juvenile Hall for two weeks until she agreed to stop seeing her boy- 



friend. "I want you to know," the court referee told her, "no girl of seven- 
teen can treat her mother the way you have treated her and have your own 
way. You can't marry this man if your mother does not wish you to." But 
once Rachel turned eighteen, she requested and received the court's per- 
mission to marry the young man, for California law permitted females 
eighteen years and older to marry without parental consent. The couple 
married that same day.12 

Conflicts over dating and marriage brought Mexican parents and their 
daughters into court more often than any other issue. Many Mexican 
daughters challenged family authority by running away from home to 
marry or live with their boyfriends. Some hoped to overcome their par- 
ents' objections to a particular young man, while others aimed to escape an 
overly strict or unhappy home situation.13 One Mexican mother in Los 
Angeles, interviewed by sociologist Emory S. Bogardus, expressed the 
concerns of many parents about this problem: "It is because they can run 
around so much and be so free, that our Mexican girls do not know how to 
act. So many girls run away and get married. This terrible freedom in this 
United States. The Mexican girls seeing American girls with freedom, 
they want it too, so they go where they like. They do not mind their 
parents; this terrible freedom. But what can the Mexican mothers do?"14 

Mexican parents often linked the elopement of their daughters to the 
influence of American ways, but the practice also had roots in Mexican 
culture. In some Mexican villages, young couples would circumvent paren- 
tal opposition to their marriage by resorting to a custom known as robo 
(which literally means robbery), in which a young man would stage a 
ritualized "stealing" of the young woman away from her family in order to 
marry her. After the elopement, the young man's father would pay a for- 
mal visit to the woman's family to apologize for his son's behavior and to 
secure their approval for the union. The custom both allowed the young 
people to have their way and yet preserved a degree of parental authority 
over the children's marriages.16 

In Los Angeles, young Mexican couples continued to elope, but often 
they did not bother to seek the sanction of their parents. Others com- 
mitted an even worse offense by living together without being married. 
Such affronts to patriarchal authority led a number of Mexican fathers to 
seek redress from the courts. One such case involved the Santos family, 
whose fifteen-year-old daughter Teresa ran off to marry Frank Torres, a 
young man from their neighborhood. Mr. and Mis. Santos, who had re- 
cently migrated from Mexico with their eight children, lived in a small, 



sparsely furnished house. The father and his oldest sons worked picking 
fruit to support the family, and in the summers they were joined a t  this 
occupation by the mother and daughters. 

Although poor, Mr. Santos possessed a strong sense of family justice 
and had no intention of allowing Frank Torres to run off with his daughter 
without his consent. He called on law enforcement authorities to have the 
young man arrested. Police discovered the couple several weeks later in 
the home of friends. They arrested Frank and sent Teresa to Juvenile Hall 
for questioning and examination. Court officials learned that Frank was 
still officially married to another woman who lived in Mexico. Although 
they had separated several years earlier, the couple still had not yet se- 
cured a divorce. Frank and Teresa said that they loved each other and 
wanted to marry legally as soon as Frank's divorce came through. Of- 
fended by the challenge to his authority, however, Santos at first refused to 
permit the marriage and told the court through an interpreter that "he 
wants her put some place for a while, he don't know how long, where she 
will be taken care of until they know what to do." Teresa was placed in a 
private home for several months, and during that time Frank helped to 
pay for her room and board. Once he received his divorce papers, he noti- 
fied Teresa's family and received her father's approval for their marriage.16 

Another Mexican father called on the court when his fourteen-year-old 
daughter Maria ran away to live with her boyfriend, Juan Cardoza, and did 
not even bother with a marriage ceremony. Mr. Sanchez, who lived with his 
second wife, daughter, and two other relatives, worked in a pottery to 
support the family. When he discovered Maria in Juan's home two days 
later, he marched both of them down to the probation office and filed a 
juvenile court petition against his daughter. According to the probation 
officer, Shnchez "was very anxious to have them marry and says he cannot 
have [Maria] in his home any more after disgracing him in the manner she 
has." In his eyes, his daughter had undermined his authority and dishon- 
ored the family name by her promiscuous behavior. 

Maria, however, had other concerns. She told court officials that she was 
very much in love with Juan and thought that by running away she would 
be able to marry him. She also wanted to leave home because she did not 
get along with her stepmother. The court, though, prohibited the marriage 
because Maria was too young according to California law. Since Sanchez 
refused to take his daughter back home, the court placed her with a pri- 
vate family to do housework. Maria ran away from this placement several 
times in an attempt to rejoin Juan. After the third escape, the court had 



her committed to the House of the Good Shepherd. Not long after this, her 
grandmother and two uncles moved from Mexico to join the family in Los 
Angeles. After several months and with some urging from the grand- 
mother, Shchez eventually relented and agreed to accept Maria back into 
the home. According to the probation officer, "now that the family is united 
they are very desirous to have [Maria] make her home with them."17 

Conflicts over the social autonomy of daughters may have been particu- 
larly intense within immigrant families, but they also disturbed native- 
born working-class families, both black and white. Like the immigrant 
groups, most of these native-born families were newcomers to the state of 
California. Only one-quarter of the native-born daughters whose place of 
birth was recorded were born in California. The others had moved with 
their families from all regions of the country. The largest share (34 per- 
cent) were from the Midwest; others came from the West (21 percent), 
Northeast (13 percent), and South (7 percent).18 

These families had migrated to Los Angeles in the hopes of establishing 
a better life for themselves and their children. As they settled in southern 
California, the parents sought to maintain the strict moral, religious, and 
family values nurtured in small towns in other areas of the country.lg 
Native-born parents may have been somewhat more accustomed to the 
liberal styles of young women in American cities than their immigrant 
counterparts, but they nevertheless expected their daughters to behave in 
a modest, respectable manner and to remain sexually chaste before mar- 
riage. Many linked the moral respectability of their daughters to the fam- 
ily's reputation and status and feared that one child's promiscuous be- 
havior would threaten the standing of the whole family, as the following 
case demonstrates. 

The Tates, a white working-class family, had moved out west with their 
five children from a small town in Pennsylvania three years before their 
contact with the court. They first settled in Oregon, but when plans did not 
work out there, they packed up again and moved to California. The family 
had better luck once settled in Los Angeles. Mr. Tate found work as a 
motorman while Mrs. Tate ran a rooming house, and with their combined 
income they managed to purchase an "up-to-date," six-room house. Their 
youngest daughter Lona, however, threatened the family's improved 
standing when, over the strong objections of her mother, she began to date 
a young Armenian man, Sam Abdalian, whom she had met at the laundry 
where she worked as a cashier. Lona created an even greater stir when she 
spent the night with Sam in his apartment and did not return home until 



the following day. To punish her daughter and keep her away from Sam, an 
angry Mrs. Tate had Lona placed temporarily in a private institution for 
wayward girls. Sam visited the Tate home and explained that even though 
he and Lona had done wrong, they loved each other and wanted to get 
married. Mrs. Tate apparently threatened to harm him if he came to the 
house again and declared, "No foreigner is going to marry my daughter!" 
She explained to court officials that she had already raised four decent 
children and was not about to let her youngest daughter disgrace the 
family any more than she already had.20 

Another native-born white mother asked for the court's help when her 
daughter Helen continued to smoke, drink, and visit disreputable caf6s 
late at night, despite her repeated objections. Mrs. Bishop was divorced 
from her husband and had recently moved with her daughter from the 
Midwest to Los Angeles, where they lived with her married son and his 
wife. Although her own life had not worked out as planned, Bishop had 
ambitious plans for her daughter. Eager to improve the family's status, she 
wanted Helen to enroll in a commercial course in order to "fit herself for a 
business life." But this Helen refused to do. Instead, she wanted to keep 
her present job as an usher at Grauman's Theater and to continue to enjoy 
the exciting night life that Los Angeles offered. An exasperated Bishop 
eventually turned Helen over to juvenile authorities when the young 
woman returned home one morning at 2 A.M. with her breath smelling 
of liquor. After a two-day detention in Juvenile Hall, the court released 
Helen to her mother, placed her under the supervision of a probation 
officer, and made arrangements for her to enroll in a business course at a 
local polytechnic institute. The case was dismissed a year later at the 
request of Mrs. Bishop, who reported that Helen had completed the course 
and found a "good office position."21 

Another white, working-class couple became very distraught and angry 
upon discovering that their fourteen-year-old daughter had been sexually 
active. When Minnie Reynolds informed her parents that she might be 
pregnant, her father, a machinist by trade, took her to the juvenile deten- 
tion center and signed a rape complaint against her male partner. Al- 
though the physician found no evidence of pregnancy, the parents, accord- 
ing to juvenile authorities, were "almost crazed with surprise and grief 
and asked to have her placed in the reform school, at once, that day, and 
positively refused to keep her in their home any longer."22 After a month- 
long detention in Juvenile Hall, Minnie was placed in a private home to do 
domestic work and care for small children. In the eyes of her parents, 



Minnie's sexual behavior had damaged her own and thus the family's repu- 
tation. By sending her away, the Reynoldses hoped to hide the disgrace 
their daughter had brought to them. Their concern about respectability, 
however, did not completely override their attachment to their daughter. 
After several months, they relented and asked to have her sent back home. 

Several native-born black families also used the court to control the 
activities of their daughters. African Americans who had joined the migra- 
tion to California came mostly from small towns and rural areas in the 
South. They headed west in search of employment, a more hospitable 
racial climate, and better opportunities for their children.23 Many brought 
with them strong religious and moral principles. One such person was 
Mabel Faulkner, a mother who worked hard to raise her four children in a 
proper Christian manner. Faulkner was separated from her husband, but 
he lived and worked close by and contributed regularly to the support of 
the family. She earned wages as a domestic worker and was also a preacher 
for her church and held religious meetings on a streetcorner three nights a 
week. Obviously a woman of strong religious convictions, Faulkner be- 
came very upset when she learned that her fourteen-year-old daughter 
Celia had been skipping school to go to the movies and had become inti- 
mately involved with a teenage boy from the neighborhood. She notified 
women officers in the police department and filed a juvenile court petition 
against the girl. Court officials had Celia detained in Juvenile Hall for two 
weeks, a punishment that her mother hoped would teach her to behave 
properly in the future.24 

Although parent-daughter conflicts over social and sexual autonomy 
were common in many working-class families during this period, they 
were particularly stressful in female-headed households. Single mothers, 
native-born and immigrant, black and white, formed a disproportionately 
large share of the parents who initiated court proceedings to settle con- 
flicts with their adolescent daughtemZ5 Thirty-four percent of all family 
referrals came from single mothers, even though female-headed families 
constituted only one-fifth (21 percent) of the families living in Los An- 
gele~.2~ The economic and social changes that heightened generational 
tensions between working-class parents and their daughters also exacer- 
bated the economic vulnerability of single mothers. Urbanization, an in- 
tense rate of immigration, and an expanding wage-labor economy dis- 
rupted earlier survival strategies of single mothers and made them even 
more dependent on the domestic and wage-labor contributions of their 
adolescent children.27 



The causes of single parenthood were varied. Of the single mothers who 
requested court assistance in Los Angeles County, 39 percent were wid- 
ows and the rest were either divorced (25 percent) or separated (36 per- 
cent) from their husbands. They came from a range of ethnic and racial 
backgrounds. Fifty-one percent were native-born whites; 10 percent were 
native-born blacks; and 39 percent were immigrants. More than half of the 
immigrant mothers were of Mexican descent; the rest had migrated from 
Canada and various European countries.28 

All of these women faced a precarious existence as they struggled to 
raise their children on their own in early twentieth-century Los Angeles. 
In a rapidly growing city with a wage-labor economy and a highly mobile 
population, single mothers could not depend as readily on the support of 
family and kin as they had in small towns and agrarian communities. Even 
though, in preindustrial communities, the loss of a husband might have 
forced some single mothers into poorhouses and onto charity rolls, others 
had managed to survive by being absorbed into extended-family econo- 
mies and households or by taking over their husband's craft or farm.29 But 
in an economy in which working-class incomes just barely covered living 
expenses, most families could not bear the additional financial burden of 
supporting a mother and her dependent children. 

It  is not surprising, therefore, that nearly all of the single mothers who 
requested juvenile court intervention in Los Angeles lived alone with 
their children rather than in extended-family households. There is insuffi- 
cient data to determine whether the percentage of female-headed families 
was increasing in Los Angeles during this period, but the census does 
suggest that, in general, the percentage of such households tended to 
increase with urbanization. The rates for the two largest cities in Califor- 
nia, Los Angeles and San Francisco, were 21 percent and 20 percent, 
respectively, compared to 16 percent for the state as a whole.30 

Mrs. Johnson, a single black mother, discovered that she could not de- 
pend on her family for support when she moved her six children from their 
home in New Orleans to Los Angeles after the death of her husband. 
According to the probation officer's report, "Mrs. [Johnson] states that her 
reason for coming here was that her father lived here and she thought he 
would be able to assist her in caring for her family. Upon her arrival, she 
found that he was not able to do so, however."31 Without the expected 
support from her father, Johnson had to scrape together whatever income 
she could from local charities and from her work as a laundress to support 
her large family. 



Although relatives could rarely take a whole family into their homes, 
they sometimes could and did assist in more limited ways by helping to 
raise dependent children and by providing occasional financial support. 
When one single mother who moved from Chicago to Los Angeles with her 
three children could not afford to support her family on the meager wages 
she earned as an unskilled factory laborer, her half-sister agreed to adopt 
one of the sons.32 A Mexican-born mother, whose husband had died and left 
her with six children to support, sent her thirteen-year-old daughter to 
live with a sister and brother-in-law who resided nearby.% 

Some single mothers, however, did not have nearby relatives to whom 
they could turn for assistance. This situation may have been particularly 
common in a rapidly growing city like Los Angeles, where the vast major- 
ity of inhabitants were recent migrants.34 More than three-quarters of the 
single mothers involved with the Los Angeles Juvenile Court in 1920 were 
newcomers to the area, either from foreign countries or from other regions 
within the United States. Some women who had lost their husbands and 
lacked family networks in Los Angeles had to resort to institutionalizing 
their children. When her husband died, leaving her with no adult relatives 
nearby, Flora Ldpez was compelled to enter the paid labor force and to 
place her young daughter in the Boyle Heights Orphanage for several 
years until she could once more support her.35 

Often unable to rely on relatives for adequate assistance, single moth- 
ers also received little in the way of financial aid or child care assistance 
from public or private charitable sources. The federal government did not 
begin to address the plight of single mothers until the 1930s with passage 
of New Deal legislation to aid families with dependent children. Although 
most states passed mothers' pension laws between 1910 and 1920, these 
assisted only a small number of female-headed households because of their 
stringent eligibility requirements. The California law, passed in 1913, 
made pensions available to widows only. Insisting that the state would not 
support "deserting" husbands and fathers, legislators ignored in the pro- 
cess the needs of divorced, separated, and unmarried mothers and their 
children. The law further stipulated that, to receive aid, a family must 
have lived in California for at least three years, a requirement that many 
widows in Los Angeles could not meet.36 

In addition to the formal eligibility requirements established by the 
state, the Los Angeles County Outdoor Relief Department, which was 
responsible for processing county applications for aid, adopted a policy of 
refusing mothers' pensions to Mexican widows. County officials claimed 



that Mexican immigrants had a dangerous propensity for "leaning" on the 
state. The "feudal background" of Mexican immigrants, according to offi- 
cials, made i t  difficult for them "to understand and not abuse the principle 
of a regular grant of money from the state."37 Thus Mexican widows who 
were otherwise eligible were denied pensions from the state and were 
forced to seek assistance from other sources. 

The Los Angeles County Charities Office and the few private charities 
in the area were the only options left for the many single mothers who did 
not qualify for state pensions. These charities, however, typically dis- 
pensed aid on a piecemeal, emergency basis-when families were at the 
brink of starvation and d e s p e r a t i ~ n . ~ ~  The paltry assistance given and the 
humiliating way in which it was dispensed discouraged many needy moth- 
ers from even applying for aid. In view of the severe limitations of both 
county and state aid, it is not surprising that few single mothers received 
outside financial assistance. Less than a quarter (24 percent) of the moth- 
ers who sought juvenile court intervention with their daughters in 1920 
had received any form of private or public assistance during the time they 
had lived in the county. 

With limited kin support and scarce public assistance, most single moth- 
ers were forced not only to seek paid employment for themselves, but also 
to send their adolescent children into the work force in order to meet the 
economic needs of their families. The demands of wage work seriously 
complicated their ability to care for and supervise their children. In an 
attempt to reconcile these conflicting needs, some single mothers strug- 
gled to devise ways of earning an income while remaining at home. One 
Mexican mother, for example, took in two boarders in an effort to support 
her five children.39 Other female breadwinners worked in their homes 
as seamstresses or l aundres~es .~~  Another mother, who had moved from 
Michigan to Los Angeles, found a job managing a small apartment house so 
that she could remain at home to supervise her fourteen-year-old daughter 
during the day.41 

Most single mothers, however, had no choice but to work outside the 
home. In 1920, when only one-ninth of all married women in the United 
States were wage-earners, over half (57 percent) of the single mothers 
who sought the assistance of the Los Angeles Juvenile Court were em- 
ployed in the paid labor force.42 Despite long hours and hard work, most 
working mothers earned barely enough to support a single person, let 
alone a family with dependent children, because the labor market confined 
female workers to the least-skilled, lowest-paid jobs. Largely as a result of 



sexlbased job segregation, female workers during this period earned only 
approximately 60 percent of the wages men earned.43 The occupational 
outlook was particularly grim for working mothers. Because employers 
preferred young, single women for the higher-status jobs in offices and de- 
partment stores, working mothers were concentrated in the lowest-paid, 
most menial forms of female empl~yment .~~ Most of the single mothers 
from the Los Angeles Juvenile Court cases held such jobs as domestics, 
laundresses, janitors, or unskilled laborers in canneries and food process- 
ing plants. 

The typical wages of working mothers in Los Angeles fell far short of 
what was needed to support a family. Under California's minimum wage 
law, the minimum wage for women workers in 1920 was sixteen dollars per 
week. Set by the California Industrial Welfare Commission, this wage was 
based on the cost of living for a single woman. Although it was more 
progressive than many other state minimum wage laws, the California 
statute still did not cover major sectors of female employment, principally 
domestic work, a common occupation for single mothers and particularly 
for African American mothers, who were largely excluded from factory, 
clerical, and retail work. Even those women who attained the minimum 
wage of sixteen dollars per week still earned only approximately half of 
the estimated income needed to support a family of four. Obviously, it was 
rare that a single mother could support her family on her earnings alone.46 

In addition to their own paid employment, therefore, single mothers 
also relied heavily on the wage-earning and domestic labor of their older 
children to hold the families together. Due to the lack of public assistance 
and facilities for child care, adolescent daughters frequently had to assume 
the major responsibility for supervising younger children and performing 
household tasks while their mothers worked. One single mother of four, 
who worked as a domestic from seven in the morning until seven at night, 
explained to court officials the central role her teenage daughter played in 
managing the household: "She is my housekeeper. . . . I go to work early 
and come home late. She had to get the meals and keep house and send the 
children to school. My husband has been dead 8 years and I tried to keep 
them together and it has been hard."46 

In most female-headed homes, family survival also dictated that adoles- 
cent daughters leave school to enter the paid labor force as soon as legally 
permissible under child labor laws. The California child labor law, passed 
in 1913, prohibited the employment of minors under sixteen years of age; 
in cases of great family need, county officials could grant work permits to 



minors between twelve and fifteen years of age.47 Although by 1920 a 
growing number of working-class fathers earned enough to keep their 
adolescent children out of the work force, single mothers still counted on 
the economic contributions of their high school-age children. In nearly 
every female-headed household in this sample, the daughters had left 
school to become wage-earners at age sixteen or earlier to assist in the 
support of their families. 

In many cases, the survival of a single mother's household depended on 
the combined wage-earning and household labor of both mother and daugh- 
ter, as the following case illustrates. A Hungarian widow who worked as a 
janitor left home early in the morning, leaving her seventeen-year-old 
daughter to care for the three younger children. When she returned in the 
afternoon, she took over the domestic duties from her daughter, who then 
left for an evening job with the telephone company. Since she received no 
outside support from public or private charities, this mother had been able 
to hold her family together only through a careful coordination of both her 
own and her daughter's earnings and domestic labor.48 

At a time when single working-class mothers were particularly depen- 
dent on the domestic and wage-earning contributions of their daughters, 
these young women were beginning to demand greater economic and so- 
cial independence from their families. Single mothers faced a serious di- 
lemma as they sent their teenage daughters into the work force: they 
needed the additional economic contributions of their daughters but were 
very apprehensive of the independence encouraged by wage-earning. 
Many white, black, and immigrant mothers objected to the late-night en- 
tertainments, the makeup and new styles of dress, and the casual relations 
their daughters formed with young men they met on the streets and at 
work. I t  was in their struggle to reconcile the family's economic needs with 
the proper supervision of teenage daughters that some single mothers 
turned to the juvenile court for assistance. 

Several cases from the Los Angeles court records illuminate these 
struggles between mothers and their teenage daughters. A single mother 
of Mexican descent resorted to court intervention when she could no 
longer control the behavior of her wage-earning daughter. The mother of 
six children, Mrs. Perez had been separated from her husband for four 
years. The family survived on the earnings of the two oldest children, 
sixteen-year-old Carmen and her eighteen-year-old brother, Louis, and 
the rent paid by two boarders. With this income, they managed to rent a 
five-room house in San Gabriel, California. 



Carmen left school after the seventh grade and began working to help 
support her family. When she found a job in a cigar factory in Los Angeles, 
she persuaded her mother to let her move into an apartment in the city 
with two girlfriends so that she would be closer to her place of employ- 
ment. After a month in Los Angeles, Carmen and one of her girlfriends 
quit their jobs at the cigar factory because they considered the work too 
dull and tedious; they found new jobs as waitresses at a cafB, where they 
worked from three in the afternoon until twelve midnight. Not long after 
she started the job, Carmen began dating a young Greek man she met at 
the caf6. 

When PBrez learned of her daughter's new job and her male acquain- 
tance, she sent her oldest son to Los Angeles to retrieve the girl. Louis 
tracked Carmen down at the restaurant and demanded that she quit the 
job immediately and return to the family home in San Gabriel. When she 
refused, he contacted the police and had Carmen arrested and detained in 
Juvenile Hall on a charge of delinquency. He told probation officers that his 
mother wanted Carmen to move back to San Gabriel with her family and 
work in a factory near their home.49 

A single black mother, Elizabeth Wright, faced a similar rebellion on the 
part of her sixteen-year-old daughter Mattie. To support her two children, 
the daughter and an eight-year-old son, Wright worked as a domestic. She 
had been separated from her husband for years and had been able to 
obtain child support only by taking him to court. Once Mattie turned six- 
teen, however, her father was no longer obligated to support her, and 
Wright had been compelled to place Mattie as a live-in domestic in a pri- 
vate home so that she could contribute to the family income. Apprehensive 
about having her daughter live away from home, Wright was careful to 
find her a well-supervised domestic position with a respectable family. 

Mattie soon became dissatisfied with the position, however, and after 
several months she quit to take another domestic job that paid more 
money and permitted her more freedom to stay out at night with her 
friends. Away from the close supervision of her mother and her previous 
employer, Mattie went out dancing with young men in the evenings after 
work and on several occasions stayed out all night. She tried to conceal her 
night life from her mother. As Wright explained to the court, "I did not 
know she was staying out nights. She told me she was going back out 
where she worked. She would not let the lady she worked for and I get 
together. The lady wanted to tell me [Mattie] was not doing the right 
thing.. . . She said [Mattie] was too nice a girl to be going the gait she was 



going, men and girls calling her up." At first, Wright scolded Mattie and 
tried to make her change her ways. When the girl continued "staying out 
nights," her exasperated mother finally notified a local police officer and 
had Mattie taken to Juvenile Hall. Wright explained to court officials that 
she came from a good family and had always tried to raise her daughter 
properly. Unable to do this any longer on her own, she called on the juve- 
nile court for a~sis tance.~~ 

A young woman's personal ambitions could sometimes threaten the 
very economic survival of the family, as well as upsetting its traditional 
roles and expectations. In one such case, Florence Walker, a single mother 
of three children, called on the Los Angeles Juvenile Court for help in 
retrieving her eighteen-year-old daughter Lydia, who had left home a 
month earlier to become a dancer with the Broadway Beauties Travelling 
Chorus Show. Lydia had toured with the show for several weeks, perform- 
ing in various towns in the Southwest, until the company went broke and 
she and the other dancers were dismissed. After the show disbanded, 
Walker expected Lydia to return home and resume her previous job with 
the telephone company, but Lydia had other plans. She decided to move 
to San Francisco with her girlfriend and audition with dance companies 
there. When a week had passed with no word from Lydia, Walker panicked 
and decided to notify the juvenile authorities of her daughter's absence. 
She told the probation officer that she was "very much worried lest the girl 
should have fallen into the hands of the white slavers."51 

In response to Walker's request for help, the chief probation officer of 
the Los Angeles Juvenile Court notified authorities in San Francisco to 
look out for Lydia. The police there found and arrested her several days 
later as she was leaving the post office. Investigators discovered that, far 
from being a victim of white slavery, Lydia had been struggling to succeed 
as a dancer during her brief stay in the city. She was auditioning for a show 
at a theater in Oakland and was teaching dance classes in the evenings to 
earn money to support herself. Her arrest by San Francisco police put an 
abrupt end to these plans. 

Walker had appealed to the court because her daughter's acts of inde- 
pendence seriously compromised the family's economic well-being. Walk- 
er's husband, a piano maker by trade, had been confined to an insane 
asylum in Illinois for the previous ten years, leaving her the sole supporter 
of three children. Several years before her involvement with the juvenile 
court, Walker had moved her children from their home in Chicago to Los 
Angeles, where she hoped to make a better life for her family. However, 



economic opportunities for working mothers were paltry even in a thriv- 
ing city like Los Angeles. Walker found a job in a food-processing plant 
where she earned ten dollars a week, barely enough to support a single 
person, let alone a family of four. The family's economic straits required 
that Lydia leave school and go to work as soon as she reached age sixteen. 
First employed as a factory laborer, the young woman found a higher- 
paying job several months later as a telephone operator for the Southern 
California Telephone Company, where she earned fifteen dollars a week, 
making her the principal wage-earner in the family. 

As the major contributor to the family income, Lydia began to demand 
privileges from her mother, such as staying out late and going to dance 
halls with her friends. She took an even bolder step when she quit her job 
with the telephone company to join the traveling chorus show. Bored with 
the tedium of office and factory, Lydia set her sights on the more exciting 
opportunities available in the entertainment industry. As a dancer with 
the Broadway Beauties, she not only did something she enjoyed but also 
earned more money (thirty dollars a week). 

Persuaded in part by the higher salary, Lydia's mother had at first 
agreed to allow her daughter to join the company. She soon discovered, 
however, that she was losing control over the girl. While Lydia lived at 
home, she had dutifully turned her entire paycheck over to her mother. 
Once on the road, she still sent money home but began withholding a cer- 
tain amount for herself, leading her mother to write several letters com- 
plaining about the insufficient funds she received from Lydia. At home, her 
mother had tried to prevent Lydia from wearing makeup and going to 
dances unchaperoned. Out on the road with the dance company, however, 
Lydia herself determined where she would go and how she would dress. 
This experience also provided Lydia with opportunities for sexual experi- 
mentation. It  was while she was on tour with the Broadway Beauties that 
she had her first sexual relationship. 

When Lydia was returned forcibly to Los Angeles, her mother re- 
quested that she be placed under court supervision and instructed to obey 
her mother's orders-specifically, to give up dancing and contribute to the 
support of the family by working once more at the telephone office. Walker 
also evidently decided to use the court to settle several other conflicts she 
had been having with her daughter. She asked the probation officer to 
"caution the girl that she must keep early hours and she must refrain in the 
future from any use of make-up, such as rouge and pencil which she has 
been using against the mother's desires for some time in the past."52 



Working-class parents also used the juvenile court to discipline their 
disobedient sons, but they defined delinquency differently for sons than 
for daughters. An examination of the kinds of offenses with which boys 
were charged sheds light on the different expectations that working- 
class parents had for their sons and their daughters. Both immigrant and 
native-born parents reported boys to the court authorities and, as with the 
girls' cases, single mothers were overrepresented. More than one-third (36 
percent) of the parental referrals in boys' cases came from single mothers. 
Parents were more likely to report younger, school-age sons than older 
ones. Fifty percent of the boys turned in by their parents were between 
the ages of eight and thirteen, compared with 20 percent of the girls.53 The 
chief complaints made against younger sons were truancy and running 
away from home. One single mother, struggling to support her two chil- 
dren on the wages she earned as a domestic worker, sent her fourteen- 
year-old son to court for refusing to attend school. The mother, according 
to the probation officer, "works very hard and is trying to assist in every 
possible way to have her two sons get an education and become fitted for 
life's ~ o r k . " ~  Another mother complained that her thirteen-year-old son, 
in addition to skipping school, often left home for days at a time and had 
recently been caught stealing jewelry from a neighbor's home. According 
to the probation officer, "She states that she has no way of controlling the 
boy, and feels that if he can be placed somewhere under strict supervision 
that something might be made of him."55 

Working-class parents were noticeably less likely to initiate court inter- 
vention against older sons than they were against daughters of the same 
age. Only 24 percent of the boys turned in by their parents were between 
the ages of sixteen and twenty-one, compared with 41 percent of the 
girls.56 Working-class parents clearly granted older adolescent sons more 
autonomy over their labor, social activities, and romantic relations than 
daughters received. They expected sons as well as daughters to contribute 
to the family economy through wage-earning but gave them more control 
over their earnings and their free time. Daughters, particularly those in 
immigrant families, were expected to turn over all their wages to their 
parents and might receive a small allowance for their own spending. Sons 
were often given greater control over their wages; they routinely kept a 
portion for their own spending or paid their parents room and board from 
their earnings. Parents allowed their sons to roam the streets and neigh- 
borhoods with friends in the evenings after work and were also far less 



concerned about their romantic and sexual encounters than they were in 
the case of their daughters.57 

Working-class parents most frequently reported older sons to court 
authorities for leaving home or for failing to contribute adequately to the 
family economy, but only rarely did they link these charges with inap- 
propriate moral behavior, as they frequently did with daughters. One Jew- 
ish father, employed as a junk peddler, hauled his seventeen-year-old son 
into court for running away to live on his own in San Diego. Much to the 
father's alarm, the son no longer contributed part of his wages to the 
family. As the man explained to the judge: "I got four big boys older than 
he is and they all help me out. There are nine in the family. I can't make a 
living for all of them."68 A widowed mother, raising two sons on her own, 
charged her teenage son with staying out late and "spending his money on 
foolishness." Instead of paying room and board to his mother as he was 
expected to, the son spent his wages on urban amusements and dates with 
his girlfriend.69 Another mother reported her son for running away from 
home and taking fifty dollars from her, which he supposedly spent with his 
companions at various beach resorts.60 In none of these cases did the par- 
ents express concern about the moral conduct displayed by their sons 
while they lived away from home or attended amusement parks and dance 
halls. Instead, they were primarily concerned that such behavior threat- 
ened the family's slim resources. As long as sons lived up to their economic 
responsibilities at home, they were granted considerable autonomy over 
other aspects of their lives. 

Only one case involving an adolescent boy recalled the types of charges 
parents frequently brought against daughters. A Mrs. Smith reported her 
seventeen-year-old stepson John to court authorities for "staying out late" 
and "frequenting public dance halls." According to the probation officer, 
the mother expected her son to return home immediately after work and 
to "account to her for all his time and all his money, and she will help him to 
become what she thinks he ought to be." The officer described Smith as a 
concerned mother but thought her restrictions unreasonable for a young 
man of John's age. "It was found," he reported to the judge, "that the 
trouble was more in the home and in the stepmother than in the boy. She 
treated him as a little The absence of similar cases suggests that 
most working-class parents apparently agreed that such limits were un- 
necessary for their wage-earning sons. 

I t  was also very rare for working-class parents to report their sons 



to court authorities for sexual misconduct, as they frequently did with 
daughters. In very few of the boys' cases had parents complained of sexual 
misconduct (8 percent, compared with 60 percent of the girls' cases). The 
type as well as the number of sexual offenses also differed dramatically by 
gender. Parents did not reprimand teenage sons for promiscuous hetero- 
sexual activity, as they did with daughters. Rather, the most common 
sexual charge made against sons was for molesting younger sisters or 
 stepsister^.^^ A few families also notified court authorities because they 
suspected their sons were involved in homosexual relationships.63 Appar- 
ently, as far as parents were concerned, incest and homosexuality con- 
stituted the only sexual offenses of young men that were serious enough to 
warrant court intervention. 

Parents had a mixed record of success when they sought the assistance of 
the juvenile court to control disobedient daughters. Although some were 
able to use the court effectively, others found that court decisions and 
policies seriously conflicted with their own needs and desires. Parents 
usually had clear and specific ideas of what they wanted when they re- 
ported their daughters to the authorities. Most did not intend to relinquish 
the care and control of their children to the court; rather, they expected 
court officials to bolster their parental authority and to help them raise 
their daughters on their own terms. They thought that a stern reprimand 
by the referee and sometimes a brief detention in Juvenile Hall would 
make their daughters more submissive to parental orders. One mother 
wrote the following to court officials about her daughter, who was sent to 
Juvenile Hall for staying out late at night: "I am very glad to know that 
there is such a place as the juvenile court to look after matters of that kind 
as it sure does save many a young girl from ruin. I will be glad to have 
[Edith] come home again and hope that she will be obedient. If you can 
help me in any way to give her a good scare on that subject I would be 
much obliged."64 

In numerous cases, court officials did help to strengthen parental au- 
thority in the home. Mrs. Bishop, whose case was discussed above, sue- 
cessfully used the court to restrain her daughter Helen, who insisted on 
drinking, attending cafks, and working in a movie theater despite her 
mother's objections. When Helen appeared in court, referee Van Waters 
reprimanded her for disobeying her mother: "I want you to understand, 
[Helen], you are not entitled to do as you please. . . . You have to obey and 



do as your mother says just exactly as she says and you are not to have 
friends she does not approve of and neither are you to go places she does 
not approve of."66 At Bishop's request, the referee placed Helen under the 
supervision of a probation officer and instructed her to stay out of cafes 
and to quit her current job and enroll in a commercial course. 

When one immigrant mother brought her teenage daughter into court 
for skipping work at the telephone company to attend movies and evening 
entertainments with friends, the referee again reinforced parental author- 
ity with a stern lecture. "If we let you go home," she told the girl, "I want 
you to understand you are to speak to your mother and obey her. You write 
down here what you are willing to do about going to work and obeying her 
in the home." With the referee's prodding, the girl made the following 
written pledge: "I hereby promise to all ways [sic] obey my Mother and be 
good to her. I am willing to go back and work for the telephone company."66 

A few parents called for more drastic measures than a stern lecture or a 
short-term detention in Juvenile Hall. They wanted the court to place 
their daughters in a reformatory for a longer period of confinement. Fam- 
ilies requested institutionalization for specific reasons, often to restrain 
rebellious daughters or to punish them for sexual misconduct. Mrs. Sutter, 
for example, asked the court to place her seventeen-year-old daughter 
Jean in the House of the Good Shepherd in order to keep her away from 
the "Mexican boys" she ran around with in the neighborhood. The court 
kept Jean in the institution for five months, until her mother was able to 
find a job for her daughter in the same establishment where she herself 
worked.'j7 Other parents saw institutional commitment as a way to hide 
the shame of a "ruined" daughter. In two previously discussed cases, Mr. 
Reynolds and Mr. Sanchez had called on the court to confme and punish 
daughters who had disgraced the family name by engaging in sex before 
marriage.'j8 But even when they requested institutionalization, most par- 
ents still expected to retain authority over their daughters. They meant 
for the confinement to be temporary, and they expected to be the ones who 
would determine when their daughters would return home. Both the San- 
chez and the Reynolds families called for the release of their daughters 
after several months. 

In some instances, mothers and fathers disagreed about the need to 
remove their daughters from the home. In the case of the Frames and 
their daughter Marguerite, Mr. Franz agreed to have his daughter placed 
in the state reformatory for girls because she refused to perf01111 the eco- 
nomic and household duties he expected of her, but Mrs. Fram at first 



pleaded with the court to let Marguerite return home. She explained that 
she would miss her daughter and needed her help. In the end, court offi- 
cials persuaded Mrs. Franz to have Marguerite sent to the state reforma- 
tory, though her reasons were different from her husband's. She decided 
that the reformatory would provide Marguerite with a better home life 
and protect her from her father's abuse. As she told the court, "I like you to 
put her in Whittier Ljuvenile reformatory] where she got a good home; she 
got nothing home, and there a good home. And her papa talk bad to her, 
and it makes me sick if she cry for me to take her away."69 

Court officials expressed still other reasons for sending Marguerite to 
the reform school. They were far more concerned about her sexual delin- 
quency than about her refusal to work. The pelvic exam administered in 
Juvenile Hall revealed that Marguerite was not a virgin; she admitted that 
she had engaged in sex with an older man in the neighborhood in exchange 
for money. Women officials considered the Franzes incapable of supervis- 
ing their daughter properly and thought that without the control and 
training provided by the reformatory, Marguerite would present a moral 
danger to herself and the rest of society. 

In the cases just described, court decisions happened to coincide with 
parental goals. In other cases, however, parents were less successful in 
obtaining a court decision that met their needs. Conflicts most frequently 
resulted when court officials ordered a daughter's removal from the home 
against the wishes of her parents. As already noted, most parents had 
initiated court intervention with the expectation that their daughters 
would be sent home with instructions to obey them. To their great dismay, 
many discovered that the court instead had ordered detention or institu- 
tional placement to correct female delinquency. 

This was the situation that confronted Mrs. Walker, the single mother 
who had asked the court to find and reprimand her runaway daughter 
Lydia. She had asked court officials simply to send Lydia back home with 
instructions to give up her dancing career and resume her previous job 
with the telephone company. Against Walker's vigorous objections, how- 
ever, the court held Lydia in Juvenile Hall for three months once they 
discovered she had been sexually active. Under questioning by her proba- 
tion officer, Lydia admitted spending the night with a sailor when she first 
arrived in San Francisco. To the consternation of court officials, she stated 
she had no intention of marrying this man. In addition to her unorthodox 
sexual behavior, Lydia had contracted a case of venereal disease, and the 



court followed its regular policy of detaining all infected girls in the hospi- 
tal at Juvenile Hall until they were considered cured. 

Walker visited the probation office on several occasions to plead for her 
daughter's release. She explained that she and her young son desperately 
needed Lydia's financial support. In response, the probation officer told 
Walker to report to county charities for assistance, because Lydia would 
not be released until her diseased condition improved. Too ashamed to 
seek county aid, Walker took in boarders and solicited relatives for finan- 
cial 

This case aptly demonstrates that parents and court officials frequently 
defined the nature and causes of female delinquency differently and, con- 
sequently, sought different solutions. Walker complained about Lydia's 
neglect of her family obligations, while court officials focused on the young 
woman's sexual misconduct. To be sure, parents were also very concerned 
about moral behavior and, as already shown, many requested court inter- 
vention to restrain sexually active daughters. But such behavior was not 
always the only focus of concern for parents, whereas for the court it was. 

Parents were just as troubled when a daughter withheld wages, re- 
fused to obey, or ran away from home. Her sexual activity was but one 
element in a configuration of behavior problems that worried them. The 
juvenile court, on the other hand, following a long tradition in the criminal 
justice system, identilied sexual immorality as the primary form of delin- 
quency for young women. Court procedures were designed to identify 
evidence of sexual misconduct. All girls who were arrested, no matter 
what their offense, faced compulsory pelvic examinations to determine if 
they were virgins and compulsory testing and treatment for venereal dis- 
ease. In keeping with these policies, Lydia was tested and detained in 
Juvenile Hall hospital for three months until she was considered no longer 
infectious. The detention of daughters proved particularly harmful to sin- 
gle mothers like Mrs. Walker, for it deprived them of a crucial source of 
income and household assistance. The court's concern about sexual pro- 
miscuity and venereal disease often took precedence over the needs of 
working-class families. 

Once the central problem-as defined by the court-was solved, the 
referee turned to Walker's concerns about her daughter. Lydia was placed 
on probation and allowed to return home after her release from the hospi- 
tal. In the final court hearing, the referee instructed Lydia to obey her 
mother's orders: "to assist in the support of the family" and "to refrain 



from using any make-up on her face." As Walker requested, Lydia was to 
be kept under the supervision of a probation officer to see that she re- 
mained a t  home. In keeping with the court's preoccupation with sexual 
promiscuity and venereal disease, Lydia was also ordered to "entertain no 
more sailors in her home or otherwise."71 

Working-class parents also encountered problems in court when their 
lifestyles and methods of child rearing did not conform to the standards 
envisioned by juvenile officials. By the very act of seeking court assis- 
tance, they opened their family lives to the scrutiny of officials and risked 
having their daughters removed from their care. The Taylors, for example, 
had originally called on the court for help with their pregnant teenage 
daughter, Pauline. They agreed to have her placed in the Truelove Home 
for unmarried mothers, but after she gave birth and agreed to give the 
child up for adoption, they wanted her sent back home. The court, how- 
ever, had other plans for Pauline. Her probation officer strongly urged the 
referee not to allow Pauline to return to her parents, for "she did not 
receive the proper care when she was there and the present trouble is the 
direct result of neglect on the part of the parents." As a result of this 
recommendation, the court sent Pauline to live with her married sister and 
brother-in-law. 

About a month and a half later, the probation officer discovered that 
Pauline had returned to her parents' home without the court's permission. 
When the officer went to retrieve the girl, her father insisted that she 
remain with him and his wife, but the court overruled the parents' wishes 
and placed their daughter in a private home to work as a domestic, because 
"the father and mother both work and [Pauline] has no supervision in her 
home." Pauline was not permitted to return to her parents until almost 
two years after her initial removal from their home. Although they were 
the ones who had initiated the court proceedings, the Taylors painfully 
discovered that they could not control the court's decisions concerning 
their own daughterJ2 

Single mothers had a particularly difficult time living up to court stan- 
dards of family life and thus frequently faced the disapproval of court 
officials. They were most often chastised for taking paid employment out- 
side of the home and for their failure to supervise their daughters ade- 
quately. These single mothers were caught in a double bind: they relied 
more heavily than other parents on court assistance with disobedient 
daughters, but they were also more vulnerable to court criticism for poor 
child-rearing methods. Such was the dilemma faced by Mrs. Balassa, a 



single mother who had migrated from Hungary to Los Angeles fifteen 
years earlier. A widow with five children, Balassa worked as a janitor to 
support her family and also depended on the wages her seventeen-year- 
old daughter Martha earned at the job she held in the evenings. In addition 
to wage-earning, Martha was expected to care for the younger children 
during the day while her mother w0rked.7~ 

Balassa originally requested the court's help when Martha began to 
skip work to go out in the evenings with friends. Court officials detained 
Martha for a short period in Juvenile Hall and then sent her home with 
strict instructions to obey her mother. A year later, the probation officer 
learned that the teenager was again missing work and staying out late at 
night. Martha insisted on having some control over her earnings and social 
activities. She used part of her wages for evening entertainments and had 
become sexually intimate with a young man she was dating and hoped to 
marry. Balassa merely wanted the court to remind Martha of her family 
responsibilities. Referee Van Waters, however, had other plans. She had 
Martha committed to the House of the Good Shepherd, both to curb her 
sex delinquency and to remove her from her mother's poor supervision. 

Balassa vigorously protested her daughter's removal and repeatedly 
visited the probation office and the House of the Good Shepherd to demand 
Martha's release. She explained to the referee that she was desperate for 
Martha's wages and her help at home: "Mrs. Anderson [the probation 
officer], she promised to look and maybe get me a little help from the 
county, but she didn't keep her word and I need [Martha] for the baby girl 
and I want her now. In the morning I have to go at half past eight and I 
don't think it is right to have my three year baby left with the boys." Van 
Waters refused to comply with the request and instead criticized Balassa 
for working outside the home and failing to care adequately for her daugh- 
ter: "This girl was placed in your care. . . . How long did she stay good?" 
A representative from the House of the Good Shepherd confirmed the 
referee's assessment. She stated that "the mother is away and [Martha] 
would be left alone to her own resources. The mother failed in the attempt 
to supervise [Martha] when we placed her there bef01-e."~~ 

Regardless of what the juvenile court officials might prefer, it was im- 
possible for Balassa not to work when she had no male breadwinner and 
five children to support. Even after the probation officer offered to help, 
she had been refused financial aid from the county. She had provided her 
children with as much supervision as her straitened circumstances permit- 
ted. The court's actions in this case only made conditions worse for the 



entire Balassa family, as Martha's confinement deprived the family of her 
wages and her assistance in taking care of the younger children during the 
day. 

The cases of the Balassas and other families discussed in this chapter 
demonstrate the serious conflicts over social and sexual autonomy that 
plagued working-class families during this period. In pursuit of personal 
ambitions, many daughters rebelled against the demands of the family 
economy and traditional social expectations of young women. In response, 
some working-class parents turned to the juvenile court for assistance in 
reasserting their authority. Thus, even as the state assumed greater au- 
thority over moral behavior, families still continued to play an important 
role in the regulation of sexual conduct. Even when they requested court 
assistance, however, parents could not always shape court decisions to 
meet their needs. They confronted an institution with considerable power 
to intervene in their lives to enforce dominant standards of child rearing 
and moral conduct. 



C O N C L U S I O N  

twentieth centuries, middle-class white women organized impressive cam- 
paigns to gain moral protection, provided by the state, for young working- 
class women. Through an extensive network of women's clubs and reform 
organizations, they achieved substantial changes in the legal system, first 
by raising the age of consent in all states, and then through the establish- 
ment of special police forces, juvenile courts, detention centers, and refor- 
matories for girls in which women officials had a large role. Most of these 
reformers saw their efforts as part of the larger struggle to overcome 
women's subordination in society; they intended for their legal reforms to 
shield young women and girls from sexual danger and exploitation. But in 
the end, the legal measures advocated by reformers did little to address 
the more common forms of sexual exploitation of working-class women 
and girls and, in fact, led to coercive and repressive measures against 
them. 

This unintended consequence of social purity campaigns resulted both 
from the limits on women's ability to shape the operation of justice and 
from the class and racial biases that informed their efforts. Age-of-consent 
reformers managed to persuade lawmakers to enact legislation designed 
to punish male seducers, but they did not control the instruments of state 
power that enforced the law. The male police officers, judges, and legal 
officials responsible for enforcement generally had little sympathy with 
reformers' feminist goals. In their view, the law served to bolster the 
interests of fathers, husbands, and the state by preserving the chastity of 
daughters and future wives and preventing the propagation of "illegiti- 
mate" and "unfit" offspring. Male officials did not treat the young women 
who passed through the courts as "victims" but rather as immoral se- 
ductresses who had led unsuspecting men astray. In such hands, the law 
was used to humiliate and punish young women who did not conform to 
dominant standards of female respectability. In addition, because court 
officials reserved the harshest punishments for African American men, 



the law became a tool for reinforcing racial discrimination within the crimi- 
nal justice system. 

In the second phase of the moral reform effort, women in the Pro- 
gressive movement not only called for state protection of young women 
through the juvenile justice system but also struggled to win control over 
the enforcement process through the appointment of women police of- 
ficers, judges, and probation officers. For the first time in American his- 
tory, women gained access to official positions within the criminal justice 
system, one of the main institutions of state power. But despite their 
success, middle-class women still confronted restrictions on their author- 
ity within the legal system. They were confined to handling girls' cases in 
juvenile court and thus could not control how male judges and law enforce- 
ment officials dealt with the cases of male moral offenders. Male officials 
tended to treat young men charged with sexual offenses leniently, whereas 
women officials exercised considerably more stringent controls over teen- 
age girls for similar offenses. As a result, the juvenile court perpetuated a 
long-standing gender bias within the criminal justice system, in which 
women traditionally have been punished for illicit sexual behavior far 
more harshly than men.' 

The limits on women's authority were particularly evident during 
World War I, in the social hygiene campaign to eliminate immorality and 
disease from the armed forces. The federal government used Progressive 
institutions and the services of women professionals to carry out a discrim- 
inatory program of compulsory examination and incarceration of women 
and girls suspected of moral offenses. Progressive women were unable to 
shape this campaign in accordance with their stated desire to protect and 
rehabilitate wayward female youths. When the failure of their goals be- 
came evident, some resigned, but others continued to lend their expertise 
to the government's biased and punitive campaign. 

In addition to the external constraints on their authority, white purity 
activists were hampered in their efforts by their own race and class biases. 
Age-of-consent reformers reflected the racism of the dominant society by 
extending their protection only to white women and girls, ignoring the 
severe forms of sexual exploitation that African American women faced 
by virtue of their race. They also ignored African American women's con- 
cerns about the blatant racial discrimination shown in the handling of sex 
crimes, in particular the brutal treatment of black men and the racist 
stereotyping of them as rapists of white women. Progressives did broaden 
their protective campaign to include young immigrant women, and a few 



reformers reached across racial boundaries to address the needs of young 
black women. The concerns of African Americans remained marginal to 
Progressive efforts, however, because black women reformers were es- 
sentially excluded from the new professional positions within the juvenile 
justice system and thus had little voice in shaping public policies. 

White reformers may have ignored African American women, but they 
quickly assumed a mantle of moral authority with respect to the white 
working-class girls they aimed to safeguard. Protection campaigns, what- 
ever their ultimate goals, were rooted in a middle-class ideology of female 
sexual modesty and restraint. The age-of-consent reformers of the late 
nineteenth century envisioned teenage girls as morally pure, innocent, and 
passionless. Progressive women viewed sexual awakening as a normal 
part of female adolescence, but they believed that this energy had to be 
directed into other channels, such as athletics or schooling, until the young 
woman had reached the point of adulthood and marriage. Neither group of 
reformers was willing to tolerate positive assertions of sexuality on the 
part of working-class teenage girls. In fact, the underlying agenda of the 
protection campaigns was an attempt to mold young women according to 
middle-class standards of female respectability. Those who did not con- 
form to these standards were defined as helpless victims or as troubled 
delinquents-in either case, young women who required strict supervision 
and control by the state. 

Thus, even after the new group of women professionals had gained 
some enforcement power within the juvenile courts and police depart- 
ments, they still administered a system that punished young women for 
sexual misconduct. These middle-class women did devote greater atten- 
tion to the particular problems of adolescent girls, and they challenged 
the harsh, gender-biased attitudes of male legal officials toward female 
moral offenders. But at the same time, they never doubted that the young 
women in question should be disciplined and rehabilitated, and they did 
not hesitate to use their legal authority toward that end. 

For working-class daughters, though, sexuality had a more complex set 
of meanings than middle-class ideology allowed. The teenage girls who 
were apprehended by legal authorities had formed sexual relationships in 
a range of social contexts. Some were seeking intimacy and pleasure with 
steady boyfriends; others were rebelling against rigid family and social 
conventions; a number were looking for adventure and excitement to en- 
liven a difficult, hard-pressed existence; and still others used sex as a 
strategy for survival in the face of poverty, abuse, and family hardship. 



Working-class girls were clearly exploited in the sexual realm. Gender and 
class discrimination meant that engaging in sex outside of marriage en- 
tailed serious risks for them. They were sexually abused by boyfriends and 
male relatives, faced out-of-wedlock pregnancies, underwent illegal, often 
dangerous abortions, and suffered social ostracism and rejection by their 
families. 

Yet the measures promoted in the social purity campaigns did little 
to address the sources of sexual exploitation. Middle-class reformers did 
attempt to hold young women's male partners accountable for out-of- 
wedlock pregnancies and sexual assaults, but their main objective was to 
protect adolescent girls by restricting their sexual expression. They did 
not try to empower these young women, economically and socially, to 
challenge the sexual exploitation they faced. Instead, age-of-consent laws 
and the juvenile court system merely perpetuated the stigma and sup- 
ported the punishment of working-class females who engaged in unor- 
thodox sexual behavior. 

Although the new laws were created and enforced by middle-class re- 
formers and professionals, working-class parents also played a critical role 
in the policing of adolescent female sexuality. As this study has shown, 
many parents, working in conjunction with court officials, used the legal 
system to restrain rebellious daughters. The concern that working-class 
parents voiced about their daughters' sexuality, however, should not be 
interpreted as a sign that they had merely absorbed middle-class notions 
of morality, but rather as a reflection of their own economic circumstances, 
family structures, and cultural and religious beliefs. 

In demonstrating the agency of working-class families, it is important 
not to overestimate their power and influence within the legal system. 
Parents could initiate cases, but they could not necessarily count on court 
decisions to fit their needs, for they were not equal partners in the negotia- 
tion process. Some parents used the legal system effectively, but others 
found themselves subjected to scrutiny and criticism because their life- 
styles and child-rearing practices did not conform to court standards. Offi- 
cials had extensive powers of intervention in the lives of working-class 
families, and if they judged parents to be negligent or incompetent, they 
had the legal authority to remove children from the home. 

During the 1920s, the intense public anxiety about female promiscuity 
that had fueled moral protection campaigns began to subside as a result of 
several developments. The new sexual mores first evident among working- 
class daughters in American cities were increasingly adopted by middle- 



class teenagers in a somewhat tamer form and consequently appeared less 
threatening. Middle-class teenage girls displayed a more liberal sexual 
style by wearing shorter skirts, makeup, and bobbed hair and by experi- 
menting with new social customs. Instead of receiving male admirers at 
home, young women went out on "dates" to movies and dance halls, and 
they often engaged in "petting," which included a range of erotic encoun- 
ters just short of intercourse, from kissing to fondling. Sex surveys indi- 
cate that middle-class women who came of age in the 1920s engaged in 
premarital intercourse more often than those born in preceding decades. 
Generally, intercourse was confined to relationships with their "steadies" 
or men they expected to marry, but this development nevertheless marked 
an important shift in middle-class sexual beha~ior.~ 

Furthermore, a new ideology that endorsed heterosexual pleasure be- 
came increasingly pronounced among middle-class Americans in the 1920s. 
Physicians, psychologists, educators, and other social experts rejected the 
Victorian emphasis on sexual restraint and repression and promoted het- 
erosexual desire as a positive good-something important to individual 
happiness and successful marriages. They advocated a new ideal of "com- 
panionate marriage" that urged spouses to be both amiable companions 
and pleasing sexual partners for one another. Sexual liberals acknowl- 
edged, even encouraged, female sexual expression but nonetheless set 
clear limits on women's behavior. It was all right for women to arouse male 
desire but not to initiate or control romantic relations; women could be sex- 
ually alluring but had to channel their desires into heterosexual relations 
and marriage. Within the context of this new sexual ethic, the frigid female 
and the lesbian came to seem more threatening and deviant than the pro- 
miscuous girl, because they rejected male sexual advances altogether? 

But even though the social panic over the heterosexual activity of 
young women may have subsided, the legal mechanisms of control that had 
resulted from moral protection campaigns remained firmly in place. The 
extensive system of courts, special police, detention centers, and refor- 
matories established by purity reformers continued to monitor and regu- 
late the sexuality of young women and girls throughout most of the twen- 
tieth century. The class and gender biases inherent in this system also 
persisted. It  was still poor and working-class teenage girls who were dis- 
proportionally accused of sexual misconduct. And the double standard of 
morality that punished young women more often and more severely than 
men for similar sexual offenses persisted long after the reform movements 
had run their ~ o u r s e . ~  



This page intentionally left blank 



A P P E N D I X :  A  N O T E  O N  C O U R T  RECORDS 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

C H A P T E R S  2 A N D  3 

The analysis of statutory rape prosecutions in Chapters 2 and 3 are based on 
two bodies of court records: (1) all prosecutions for statutory rape in the Al- 
ameda County Superior Court for the decade 1910-20 (112 cases); and (2) all 
prosecutions for statutory rape in the Los Angeles Juvenile Court for the 
years 1910 (8 cases) and 1920 (23 cases). 

The unusually rich and complete body of felony trial court records from the 
Alameda County Superior Court are particularly fruitful for examining the 
enforcement of age-of-consent legislation. The two major sources of informa- 
tion are the register of actions and the case files. The register lists the defen- 
dant's name, case number, charge, and a summary of the legal processing of 
each case. The case files contain the official complaint and verbatim trial tran- 
scripts from the preliminary hearings that took place in the lower courts. 

For the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court, case fdes of delinquent youth 
for each decade year beginning &th 1910 have been preserved on microfilm. A 
complete case file contains a verbatim trial transcript, detailed probation re- 
port, and summary of the legal processing of the case. Most of the 1920 case 
files are complete, but many of the 1910 fdes are not. I have therefore relied on 
the 1920 case fdes alone for statistical analyses but have used both sets of 
records for qualitative descriptions of the cases. 

Not all of the Alameda and Los Angeles court records that I have used for 
statistical analyses contain full information on each case. I have therefore 
indicated in the footnotes the number of case records (N) that have information 
on the particular subject under discussion and have made the calculations on 
the basis of this number. 

When discussing individual cases, I have changed the names of the young 
women, parents, male partners, and relatives, although I have attempted to 
retain their particular ethnic characteristics. 

C H A P T E R S  5 A N D  6 

The analyses of juvenile court cases in Chapters 5 and 6 are based on case files 
from the Los Angeles County Juvenile Court. I have analyzed the entire case 
load of delinquent girls who came before the court in 1910 (96 cases) and 1920 
(220 cases). I have not included the cases of dependent girls-that is, those who 



were taken to the juvenile court as a result of neglect or abandonment by the 
guardians. Because many of the 1910 case fles are incomplete, I have relied on 
the 1920 case files alone for statistical analyses but have used both sets of 
records for qualitative descriptions of the cases. Unless otherwise indicated, 
where I have made comparisons with cases involving boys, I have relied on an 
analysis of a 10 percent sample of all delinquent boys who appeared before the 
court in 1920 (166 cases). 

Not all of the 1920 records contain full information on each case. I have 
therefore indicated in the footnotes the number of case records (N) that have 
information on the particular subject under discussion and have made the 
calculations on the basis of this number. 

When discussing individual cases, I have changed the names of the young 
women, parents, male partners, and relatives, although I have attempted to 
retain their particular ethnic characteristics. 
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