MARY E. ODEM

ENT
A ~ L ~ C I N ~
ADOLRSCRIIT F I W L
sExU*UTY
I N THE UNITED STATES,
lMS-lS20

DELINQUENT

9vq-kna;

GENDER &AMERICAN CULTURE

Coeditors
Linda K. Kerber
Nell Imin Painter
Editorial Advisory Board
Nancy Cott
Cathy N. Davidson
Thadious Davis
Jane Sherron De Hart
Sara Evans
Mary Kelley
Annette Kolodny
Wendy Martin
Janice Radway
Barbara Sichemzan

DELINQUENT

9'lu/+km
PROTECTING AND

...............
...............
FEMALE SEXUALITY I N
...............
THE UNITED STATES,
...............
...1885-1920
............

POLICING ADOLESCENT

The University of North Carolina Press Chapel Hill & London

63 1595 The University of North Carolina Press

All rights resewed
Manufactured in the United States of America
The paper in this book meets the guidelines for permanence and
durability of the Committee on Piduction Guidelines for Book Zongevity

ofthe Council on Library Resources.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-PublicationData
Odem,Mary E.
Delinquent daughters: protecting and policing adolescent
female sexuality in the United States, 1885-1920 1 Mary E. Odem.
p. em.-(Gender & American culture)

Includes bibliographieal referencesand index.
ISRN-13:9784-80E-2215-9(el.: alk. paper).-r~ehr-l3: 978-0-8078-4628-8 @bk: alk. paper)
ISRN-10:O-RO7R-22159(el.: alk. paper).-ISBN-10 OXYi'8-462E-0 (pbk.: alk. p a p )
1. Teenage girls-United States-Sexual behavior-History. 2. Sexual ethicsUnited States-Histov. 3. Social problems-United States-History. 4. Social mntralUnited States--Histow 5. Middle class-United States-- Sexual behavior-httitudesHistory. 6. Working class-United States-Sexual behavior-Hjstory. I. Tltle. 11. Series.
~~27.5.0341995

306.1'0836-d~20

95-13185

CIP

Portions of Chapter 5 appeared earlier as "City Mothers and Delinquent
Daughters: Female Juvenile Justice Reform in Early Tiventieth-Century LOBAngeles."
In California PmgressCvisna Revisiisd, edited by William Deverel and Thomas Sitton,
pp. 175-99. Berkeley: University of California Press,1994.

Portions of Chapter 6 were published earlier as "SingleMothers,
Delinquent Daughters, and the Juvenife Court in Early Tkentieth-Century Lrw Angeles,"
Jmrnal ofS&E
History25 (September 1991): 27-43.

Wnner ofthe 1994 President's Book Award,
Social Science History Association.

FOR M Y PARENTS

Thispage intentionally left blank

CONTENTS
B

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Acknowledgments, xiii

...
Introduction, 1

...
Chapter 1
'White Slaves" and "Vicious Men": The Age-of-Consent Campaign, 8

...
Chapter 2
Teenage Girls, Sexuality, and Working-class Parents, 38

...
Chapter 3
Statutory Rape Prosecutions in California, 63

...
Chapter 4
The "Delinquent Girl" and Progressive Reform, 95

...
Chapter 5
Maternal Justice in the Juvenile Court, 128

...
Chapter 6
"This Terrible Freedom": Generational Conflicts in
Working-class Families, 157

...
Conclusion, 185
Appendix: A Note on Court Records, 191
Notes, 193
Bibliography,227
Index, 255

Thispage intentionally left blank

ILLUSTRATIONS
..........................i.............

Frances Willard, 1895 83

...
A "white slave" trapped inside a brothel, 1910 84

...
A young woman being lured into a dance hall, 1910 85

...
Women workers in a fruit-packing factory, ca. 1915 86

...
Women office workers, ca. 1910 87

...
Amusement park at Long Beach, California, 1920 88

...
Promenade at Long Beach, 1909 89

...
Young women in bathing costumes, 1910 90

...
Mexican youths at Venice Beach, ca. 1925 91

...
Alice Stebbins Wells, 1910 92

...
Janie Porter Barrett, ca. 1884 93

...
Juvenile Hall in Los Angeles County, 1914 93

...
Miriam Van Waters, 1925 94

Thispage intentionally left blank

TABLES

1.Legal Ages of Consent in
the United States, 1885 and 1920
14

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

...
3. Percentage of Women Workers in
Nonagricultural Occupations, 1870-1920
23

...
4. Disposition of Statutory Rape Cases in
Alameda County, California, 1910-1920
76

...
5. Sentencing in Statutory Rape Cases,
Alameda County, California, 1910-1920
77

Thispage intentionally left blank

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book has benefited from the support of many generous people and
institutions. For financial assistance I am grateful to the American Council of Learned Societies, the Charles Warren Center for Studies in American History at Harvard University, the Huntington Library, the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation, the Western Association of
Women Historians, Emory University, and the University of California,
Berkeley.
Numerous friends and colleagueshave read and criticized various drafts
of this book or portions of it. Linda Kerber's comments on several drafts
were invaluable, as was her enthusiastic support of this project. I have also
benefited from the insightful comments of Estelle Freedman, Lawrence
Friedman, Linda Gordon, Robin Kelley, Joanne Meyerowitz, Peggy Pascoe, and Christina Simmons. Steven Schlossmanhas generously shared his
time, resources, and knowledge of the juvenile justice system with me. Two
close friends and fellow women's historians, Sherry Katz and Leslie Reagan, have given me emotional and intellectual support during the years of
writing this book. I have benefited from their critical readings of my work
and from our many conversations about women, reform, sexuality, and
the law.
I owe a great debt to my teachers at the University of California,
Berkeley, especially my adviser, Larry Levine, for his constant encouragement and intellectual guidance throughout this project. On many evenings, Larry and his wife Cornelia opened their home to me and other
graduate students to enjoy lively discussions about our dissertations,
much laughter, and delicious meals. Other teachers-Paula Fass, Kristin
Luker, Michael Rogin, and Mary Ryan-have offered probing criticism and
have continually challenged me to refine my ideas and analysis.
Numerous friends and colleagues in graduate school read various chapters of this study, and I am very grateful for their constructive comments
and support during the years of research and writing. Many thanks to
Laureen Asato, Stephen Aron, Michael Bess, Nancy Bristow, Robby Cohen, Bill Deverel, Larry Glickman, Paul Gorman, Anne Hyde, Lynn Johnson, Cathy Kudlick, Mark Meigs, Shirley Moore, Maura O'Connor, Michael
O'Malley, Burt Peretti, Steven Petrow, Madelon Powers, Gerda Ray, Lucy
Salyer, and Glennys Young.

The History Department and Women's Studies Institute at Emory
Uhiversity have supported this project by offering me leave time and a
stimulating community of scholars. I am especially grateful to Elizabeth
Fox-Genovese and Jonathan Prude for their perceptive comments on the
manuscript and sound advice about publishing. And special thanks to Margot Finn for her warm friendship, sharp criticism, and unfailing wit. I
appreciate the comradely assistance of other Emory colleagues-Bill
Beik, Michael Bellesiles, Tina Brownley, Geoff Clark, Cindy Patterson, Jim
Roark, and Steve White. My graduate assistants, Lee Polansky and Patti
Duncan, offered valuable help with the last stages of research. Thanks also
go to Bradley Epps and Alan Taylor and to my former colleagues at the
Charles Warren Center at Harvard University-Deborah Coon, Phil Ethington, Nancy Green, Susan Hunt, Peter Mancall, and Lisa Wilson-for the
intellectual support and companionship they provided during a critical
year of research and writing.
Kate Douglas Torrey, my editor at the University of North Carolina
Press, has offered me encouragement and excellent advice at every stage.
I am also indebted to Pam Upton at UNC Press for her excellent recommendations and skillful copyeditingof the manuscript.
The staffs of numerous archives and libraries have greatly assisted me
in carrying out the research for this book. In particular, I wish to thank the
librarians and archivists at the Chicago Historical Society, the Huntington
Library, the Los Angeles Public Library, the Newberry Library, the Oakland Public Library, the Schlesinger Library, the U.S. National Archives,
UC-Berkeley's Bancroft Library, UCLA's Department of Special Collections, USC's Regional History Center, the Urban Archives Center at California State University, Northridge, and the, interlibrary loan departments at UC-Berkeley's Doe Library and Emory University's Woodruff
Library. My thanks to the archivists who helped me to locate photographs
for the book-Carolyn Cole, Simon Elliot, Dace Taub, Tom Sitton, and
Jenny Watts.
Finally, I would like to thank my parents, brothers, and sisters and my
close friends Melanie, Ingrid, and Ralph, whose love and good humor have
sustained me through the writing of this book.

DELINQUENT

9

9

Thispage intentionally left blank

INTRODUCTION

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 expressed 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 urbanization 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 Protestantism, they ventured into working-class neighborhoods to set up missions, 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 campaigns 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 distinct, often competing goals and interests in this process: middle-class
reformers who led moral campaigns; state officials Cjudges, police, probation officers) responsible for enforcing the new legal measures; workingclass 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 developments reflected Americans' deep anxiety about the increased potential 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 adolescence for daughters in working-class families. New avenues of employment 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. Instead 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 familialcontrol. 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 mothers before them, young working women attended nightly entertainments
with male and female peers instead of participating in family and neighborWithin the youth culture that took shape in American
hood a~tivities.~
cities, working-class daughters explored romantic relations and heterosexual pleasures outside of marriage. City streets, workplaces, and amusement 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 constructing 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 became 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 campaigns 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 female 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 criminal 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 widespread 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 twentieth century under a new generation of Progressive reformers and social

