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Introduction

In 1995, as the United States celebrated the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the end of World War II, and in 2004, as it celebrated the six-
tieth anniversary of D-Day, the country remembered and honored the
heroism, hardship, and sacrifice that characterized the war years. For
the most part the retelling focused on men and military matters. The
story of World War II has not, however, been entirely gender blind. The
historical record has been enriched by the work of numerous scholars
who have delineated women’s contributions to the war effort.1

While the contributions of women in the armed services and in de-
fense work have been studied and analyzed, we have less knowledge of
the ways that civilian women experienced the militarization of their
everyday lives. Over time, women, across the globe, have provided nu-
merous support services for the state and more particularly for the
armed forces of their respective countries.2

This book offers a different account of women in the United States
during World War II that makes visible part of a troubling chapter in
the history of American women in wartime. It is not a comfortable
story to tell. From exploration of the ways that the apparatus of the
state manipulated female sexuality across lines of race, class, and eth-
nicity, a darker story emerges of a process by which some women be-
came “patriotutes.” This term, a blend of patriot and prostitute coined
by the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS) physician Otis Anderson to
describe women who entertained the troops in order to maintain mo-
rale, stigmatized numerous young women who had responded to their
nation’s call to support the war effort.3

Archival records contain a complex story of thousands of women
who supported the war effort not only by providing labor power but
also by providing morale-maintaining services to the military, such as
attending dances at military bases and servicemen’s clubs. Inevitably, the
latter sexualized services raised public and private fears regarding the
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present and future impact of the wartime disruption of the gender sys-
tem.4 At a time when the state had initiated a campaign to protect the
nation from prostitutes carrying venereal diseases, female sexuality
seemed particularly dangerous. While Rosie the Riveter became a na-
tional icon, many other women who served their country received no
commendations but were branded, in a sense, with a scarlet letter.

This account of the militarization of women plays out against a back-
drop of a complex and often contradictory morals campaign launched
by the apparatus of the state during the Second World War. The story
revolves around official policies and practices, as various government
and social agencies attempted to control venereal disease, particularly in
the armed services, through the repression of female prostitution.5 On
the surface, then, this seems like an account of an official program to re-
press prostitution and to protect national health from venereal disease.
Underneath the public discourse, however, the story is far more com-
plex. On one level, federal agencies found female sexuality disturbing,
even dangerous; on another level, official wartime discourse included
plans to use female sexuality in support of the war effort. Stereotypical
images of wartime women and men, full of assumptions about male and
female sexuality, were commonplace in official discussions. The wartime
state’s interpretation of sexuality produced a monolithic discourse re-
garding both male and female sexuality. It valorized a militarized type
of masculine sexuality, reinforcing a persistent notion that “manly” sol-
diers would regularly seek out women for sex. The same process oper-
ated to cast female sexuality as threatening not only to the war effort
but also to the larger society and therefore justified the repression of po-
tentially dangerous and diseased female sexuality. Such discourses often
served to minimize complex and critical issues of race, class, and eth-
nicity, which in reality were significant factors in the repression cam-
paign. I do not attempt to resolve the numerous contradictions inherent
in the policies and practices of the wartime state but rather aim to illu-
minate the complex relationship between women and the wartime state
and to show the ways that complexities, contradictions, and ambigui-
ties influenced American women’s (and men’s) lives during the Second
World War.

While this account focuses on women in the United States, their ex-
periences are part of a larger international story. Important scholarship
has uncovered numerous wartime sexual support systems that served
military forces in other countries’ systems, such as the enslavement of
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women as comfort station prostitutes that the Japanese high command
deemed “necessary to the war effort.”6 Other scholarship considers the
experiences of wartime women in Germany, where, for instance, prosti-
tutes (and lesbians) were sent to concentration camps and exterminated
or forced to work in bordellos at the camps. England, France, Portugal,
and many other nations involved in the war had their own militarized
policies for prostitutes and for women more generally.7

Moreover, military reliance on women’s service, especially sexual ser-
vice, has a long history: the 1860s British Contagious Diseases Acts re-
quired compulsory examination of prostitutes and suspected prostitutes
in selected military areas to limit the spread of venereal diseases.8 Fo-
cusing on “poor outcast women,” plainclothes police could identify a
woman as a “common prostitute” and force her to submit to venereal
disease tests. If she tested positive, she was remanded to a lock hospital.
In Italy in the 1860s, the Cavour Act regulating prostitution required
prostitutes to register with police, undergo twice-weekly vaginal exami-
nations, and be hospitalized if they were venereally diseased; the act re-
mained in effect until 1958.9 During the First World War both the United
States and Great Britain established policies to control female sexuality
in order to reduce venereal disease. In the United States, the Commis-
sion on Training Camp Activities (CTCA) was charged with controlling
venereal diseases in the military. Great Britain’s “war within a war” op-
erated on different levels depending on geographical location.10

Whatever their circumstances, women during wartime could not es-
cape the militarization of their respective societies and the means by
which the state “maneuvered” to both mobilize and control female sex-
uality, although their experiences varied greatly, depending on factors
such as race, class, and ethnicity. The complexities of women’s relation-
ship to the wartime state also became more evident when women’s pub-
lic presence increased as the United States mobilized for war.

The joining of women’s patriotism and their sexuality in the term
patriotute is not surprising given the various forces that operate on
women’s lives. The close connection between the concept of citizenship
and military service (the citizen-soldier) complicated, from the start,
perceptions of women’s wartime contributions. Linda Kerber explains
the relationship between citizenship and (historically male) military ser-
vice by pointing out that “the word ‘citizen’ carried military overtones
and permeated the concept of citizenship since its origins.”11 Leisa D.
Meyer concurs that “the military is a critical bastion of state power and
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service within it is a determinant of the rights of citizens.”12 Over time
women and men have had different relationships to the state; the ques-
tion of citizenship also depends on factors including, but not limited to,
race, class, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality.

During World War II, many citizens who fulfilled their wartime ob-
ligations were not, however, recognized as entitled to all the rights of
citizenship. For example, when the American Red Cross initiated a na-
tional campaign to encourage everyone to give blood as a sign of “a
new kind of democratic citizenship,” race discrimination denied full cit-
izenship to African Americans. The Red Cross segregated and marked
black blood and “reinstantiated Jim Crow.”13 For second-generation
Japanese American citizens (Nisei), state officials in charge of intern-
ment created “a kind of conditional citizenship,” reflecting an assumed
lack of loyalty to the United States. Male Japanese citizens could try to
reclaim their citizenship by shedding blood for the United States in the
armed forces.14 African American women saw military service, despite
segregation, as a step toward gaining full citizenship rights.15 Women,
during times of war, have participated in many ways to meet the obliga-
tions of citizenship, but seldom has their wartime service been defined
or respected as such.16

Existing scholarship has documented the stories of the millions of
women who agreed to do their part to support the war effort in facto-
ries, shipyards, and defense plants.17 While these deviations from nor-
mative gender roles challenged the sex/gender system, a gendered proc-
ess of redefinition that contained female labor power in a discourse or
language of domesticity and femininity mitigated the threat. As a 1940s
newsreel exclaimed: “Instead of cutting the lines of a dress, this woman
cuts the pattern of aircraft parts.”18 Media images and messages in-
formed the public that under every working woman’s clothes remained
a feminine body attired in silk and lace.

Sexualized services, however, were less easily redefined in acceptable
terms. The sexual innuendo that often framed female sexualized mobi-
lization is strikingly illustrated in a perfume advertisement featuring a
seductively clad woman accompanied by the caption “Spell ‘IT’ to the
Marines.”19 Even the Women’s Army Corps came under attack as ru-
mors spread that they were prostitutes or lesbians.20 Many other women
have left records that tell of the sexual harassment they endured during
this period.21 Articles such as “Public’s Health: Program to Prevent
Young Girls and Women from Involvement in Prostitution and Promis-
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cuity” typified a parallel discourse that evolved in response to perceived
dangers that surrounded female sexuality.22 This type of article, and
there were many of them,23 suggested in unsubtle ways that by peeling
away the layers, the overalls, the feminine attire, one would find a body
with the potential to spread disorder. The discourses that circulated
around wartime women engendered suspicions that problematized war-
time women’s responses to the war effort. Such varied but gendered dis-
courses operated to keep women positioned at or beyond the borders of
patriotic citizenship.

The state called upon women to serve their country while simulta-
neously denying them credit as they met the needs of wartime. While
the national interest demanded total mobilization for war, deeply em-
bedded attitudes toward female sexuality served to complicate the is-
sue of women’s place in wartime society. One senior official, Charles
Reynolds, illustrated how intensely emotional these attitudes were when
he equated prostitution with treason.24 The category of “prostitute”
quickly became unstable, stretching to include so-called promiscuous
and potentially promiscuous women. This instability is well illustrated
by the gendered term patriotute, which combined both positive and
negative connotations and produced a symbol of a potentially subver-
sive female individual.

This study examines, in part, wartime constructions of female and
male sexualities. Female sexuality was represented by both the sexually
dangerous (female) individual and the sexually alluring (female) morale
builder, who became conflated with each other. Masculinity/manliness
and war/soldiering have a longtime connection. Following R. W. Con-
nell, I suggest that we consider servicemen as located at various sites
of “institutionalized masculinity.”25 During wartime the iconic soldier
was manly, heroic, the protector. While the public image of the service-
men may have been “masculine in a particular way,” not all servicemen
qualified for iconic status. The hierarchical structure of the military
made distinctions based on race and class. Race-based attitudes circu-
lated throughout the wartime campaign against venereal disease. Gov-
ernment officials tended to focus on an allegedly high rate of venereal
disease among blacks. As Alan Brandt points out, “[H]igh rates of in-
fection were attributed to the premise that blacks were promiscuous.”26

The state had jurisdiction over a complex structure that reached into
diverse social spaces and established a plethora of wartime policies. By
examining official records, this study traces the emergence and evolution
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of wartime policies, particularly toward women in the United States. In
considering such “techniques of power” as they operate through vari-
ous state institutions, one can gain some understanding of the complex
ways that the state exerts and maintains control over individuals and
groups. Within this power structure are also strategies of dissent and re-
sistance.27 We will see, as the story progresses, that wartime women
spoke back to power in a variety of ways, even though the space within
which to resist was constrained. During the period of mobilization and
continuing throughout the war, numerous ambiguities and paradoxes,
both in government and in social policies and practices, not only cre-
ated tremendous pressures in the everyday lives of individual women
and men but also made concerted resistance difficult.

General Reynolds, with his charges of treason, along with other offi-
cials who had concerns that wartime women could subvert the war ef-
fort, proceeded to wage an all-out war on prostitutes and so-called pro-
miscuous women, who came to personify venereal disease. In the years
before Pearl Harbor, the army and navy, the Federal Security Agency
(FSA), state health departments, and the American Social Hygiene Asso-
ciation (ASHA) formulated the Eight Point Agreement (see Appendix 1)
regarding venereal disease control through, in part, the repression of
prostitution and contact reporting. These eight points mark the official
start of wartime sociopolitical efforts to control female sexuality. In
1941, the May Act (see Appendix 2) made prostitution within specified
areas around military bases a federal crime.28 The federal government
then created the Social Protection Division (SPD) to serve as a watch-
dog over women’s morals. American women became a suspect category,
subject to surveillance for the duration of the war. In the following
years, as many more women became visible in areas previously closed
or forbidden to them, sociosexual tensions heightened.

By focusing on the complex series of government and social interven-
tions regarding female sexuality in the World War II period, one can
trace the evolution of a discourse concerning a female potential for im-
moderate sexuality that resulted in an imposition of the labels prostitute
or promiscuous on numerous wartime women. Lauren Berlant notes
that often “extravagant sex is a figure for general social disorder” and
can “create panic.”29 In imagining any woman, particularly any young
woman, as “hypersexualized,” the state strengthened its rationale for
policing female sexuality.30 As the United States prepared for war, the
apparatus of the state, in an attempt to deal with the recurrent wartime
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problem of venereal disease, launched a campaign to suppress prostitu-
tion and to curtail the activities of so-called promiscuous women. Pros-
titutes have historically been depicted as carriers of venereal diseases,
and the World War II campaign to preserve national (male) health en-
meshed numerous women, some who were prostitutes as well as many
who were not, in a web of criminality, deviance, and disease.31 As the
country moved closer to war, female sexuality was in a sense national-
ized, and a discourse of obligatory sensual patriotism circulated around
American women. Magazines and newspapers featured stories, articles,
and advertisements that encouraged women to do their part.

The media operated as a crucial locus of support for both mobiliza-
tion and control of female sexuality. The policies of government propa-
ganda agencies, such as the Office of War Information (OWI), its Maga-
zine Bureau, and the War Advertising Council, indicate the close work-
ing relationship between government and media.32 Popular magazines,
for example, urged wartime women to support the war effort in a vari-
ety of ways. The United Service Organization (USO) recruited respecta-
ble young white women for recreational activities and encouraged them
to be friendly and open with servicemen. But at the same time many
women had to be wary about appearing to be too intimate. As women
became visible in new ways to the gaze of the public, their behavior
came under close scrutiny. The state’s claim that women’s bodies were
necessary to the war effort in both factory and dance hall clashed with
more traditional ideals about women’s proper roles and confounded
women’s wartime service. Consequently, state and social authorities,
while mobilizing women to depart from their assigned spaces and pro-
vide diverse wartime services, also spoke of their concerns that women
in public would become sexualized and masculinized. Such contradic-
tions provoked fear and confusion in the public mind. Paradoxically,
many women who responded to wartime mobilization did not appear
as patriotic citizens; instead, the female body came to represent a threat
to the national welfare. Rooted in the past, a notion of the female body
as essentially disordered began to circulate, exacerbating social anxieties
related to impending war.

During World War II, women’s bodies were nationalized and their
sexuality militarized: women’s laboring and sexual bodies were, in a
sense, drafted for the duration.33 The draft called men to serve their
country, and women likewise received their orders: to be patriotic and
support the war effort, in part by maintaining servicemen’s morale.
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As numerous women volunteered to entertain—to provide pleasur-
able companionship for—the troops, the already unclear boundaries
between acceptable and transgressive female sexuality grew even more
nebulous. It became difficult to separate acceptable morale-maintaining
sexuality from dangerous promiscuous sexuality at a time when female
sexuality was simultaneously needed and feared. All too often, the dis-
tinction between the “good girl” and the “bad girl” collapsed. Women’s
contributions to the war effort, subject to rumors of promiscuity and
colored by sexual innuendo, became tainted with charges of sinful and
transgressive sex. Growing perceptions that the new wartime woman
would spread contagion and disrupt the social order through her pro-
miscuous sexuality led to policies for more stringent control of women.
Prostitutes, promiscuous women, and their inevitable consequence—ve-
nereal disease—became the enemies on the homefront.

Chapter 1, “The Long Arm of the State,” takes us directly into the
heart of the campaign to control venereal disease by repressing prostitu-
tion. It presents an overview of the institutions and agencies of the state
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apparatus that participated in the campaign. We see how quickly the
campaign to repress prostitution expanded to include so-called promis-
cuous and potentially promiscuous women. The intention in this chap-
ter is to illuminate the sweep of the state’s interventions in the realm of
female sexuality. I subsequently look back in time to identify some sali-
ent factors that laid the foundation for attitudes and policies toward
women in the war years.

Chapter 2, “Prelude to War,” deals with the months and years imme-
diately before Pearl Harbor. To illuminate many of the issues and events
that provided an infrastructure for the officials involved in the World
War II repression campaign, this chapter examines venereal disease pol-
icies during World War I and in the interwar years. In the early twenti-
eth century, charity girls, flappers, and the “New Women” had chal-
lenged gender norms and provoked concerns regarding female sexuality.
Progressive reform focused, in part, on prostitution and produced sev-
eral prostitution studies that served as sources of information for state
officials in the late 1930s and 1940s. During World War I a link be-
tween prostitution and venereal disease in the military led to the estab-
lishment of the CTCA. In this early period, state intervention in every-
day life was quite visible, more so than in the past. As the United States
mobilized for war once again, state officials gathered to discuss expected
problems regarding female sexuality. They looked back in time and re-
viewed past records and reports as sources to draw from in shaping the
emerging campaign to repress prostitution and prevent venereal disease
in the current crisis. The persistence of attitudes toward, and interpreta-
tions of, female and male sexuality are evident from a comparison of
the earlier records and reports with the emerging dialogue during the
Second World War.

Chapter 3, “ ‘Reservoirs of Infection’: Science, Medicine, and Conta-
gious Bodies,” illuminates the tensions between two concepts of vene-
real disease: contagious disease and moral failing. This chapter exca-
vates the roots of a persistent negative discourse focusing on female
sexuality through an analysis of historically specific representations of
women in sociocultural and medico-scientific sources. Over time, such
representations produced a powerful discourse of dangerously deviant
female bodies that ultimately contributed to the wartime measures to
control and contain female sexuality during the Second World War. Not
only women (nonwhite and white) but also black men were affected by
sociopolitical discourses that marked them as sites of venereal infection
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while simultaneously rendering them invisible in terms of contribution
to the war effort.

Chapter 4, “ ‘A Buffer of Whores’: Military and Social Ambivalence
about Sexuality and Gender,” discusses how programs to regulate pros-
titution were juxtaposed with military reluctance to repress prostitu-
tion. In the larger society, responses to repression were also complicated
by support for regulated prostitution. This chapter considers the effects
of militarized sexuality on servicemen and on women, as well as mili-
tary prophylaxis policies that supported the notion that men, especially
servicemen, need sex. I suggest that the constant attention paid to sex,
including safe sex, in the military also served as an incitement to sex, as
a way to prove one’s manliness.

Chapter 5, “Spell ‘IT’ to the Marines: The Contradictory Messages of
Popular Culture,” explores two strands of sexual discourse in print me-
dia of the 1940s. The first strand, found in a wide range of periodicals,
from mass-circulation popular magazines such as Look, Life, News-
week, and Reader’s Digest to professional journals such as Probation,
Federal Probation, and the American Journal of Public Health, focuses
on the condemnation of prostitutes and promiscuous women as vectors
of venereal disease. The second strand, found in three types of periodi-
cals—homemakers’ magazines (such as Woman’s Home Companion,
Ladies’ Home Journal, and Good Housekeeping) targeting middle-class
women, romance magazines (such as True Confessions) targeting work-
ing-class women, and magazines targeting African Americans (The Cri-
sis, Negro Digest)—consists of more general portrayals of female sexu-
ality and tends to militarize sexuality as a female wartime obligation.

Chapter 6, “Behind the Lines: The War against Women,” examines
specific wartime measures intended to control female sexuality and dis-
cusses several ways that the female body was marked as deviant. It in-
cludes a section on the professional women who participated in the
campaign and troubles the notion of protection. The consequences for
women charged with criminal and/or moral transgression emerge from
case studies and statistical reports. This chapter also presents several in-
stances of overt resistance to the policies and practices of the repression
campaign.

In my conclusion I argue that the 1950s emphasis on family and do-
mesticity is, in part, a response to wartime disruption of the sex/gender
system. Wartime women should not, however, be seen as passive or as
mere victims of the state apparatus. In spite of the persistence of sex/
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gender ideologies, women experienced change; and through their war-
time services, these women invariably challenged, though at great ex-
pense, the sex/gender system. Complex forces operated to mobilize and
control women’s sexuality during World War II; an analysis of the proc-
ess helps us understand the consequences of the war for women in the
United States, both for the duration and in the postwar years.
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The Long Arm of the State

Six months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, in June 1942,
nine hundred girls and women were arrested on morals charges in Ok-
lahoma City, Oklahoma. These arrests came about as a result of the ef-
forts of local, state, and federal government, assisted by various social
agencies, which were launching a campaign to control the spread of ve-
nereal disease during wartime through the suppression of prostitution.
In cities and towns across the country, thousands of women were ar-
rested on morals charges during the next four years. Many of the
women involved were neither prostitutes nor venereally diseased. None-
theless, officials of the state referred to them as “patriotutes.”1

While it is not unusual for the power of the state to increase during
wartime, it is not always evident how deeply the state penetrates indi-
vidual lives.2 Historian Cynthia Enloe has pointed out that both mili-
tary and civilian authorities attempt to “maneuver different groups of
women and the idea of what constitutes ‘femininity’ so that each can
serve military objectives.”3 The wartime state needed women to assume
a variety of supporting roles, including that of building and maintain-
ing morale, but they simultaneously feared the results of encouraging
women to act in masculine and sexualized spaces such as factories, pub-
lic dance halls, bars, and military service.

While historians John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman have noted
that the “meaning and place of sexuality in American life have changed
over the last three and a half centuries,”4 we can nonetheless identify
the persistence of particular concerns regarding female sexuality. Fear of
female sexuality, often perceived as dangerous, can be found throughout
history, especially in times of change.5 As a result of preconceived no-
tions about and attitudes toward female sexuality, increasing numbers
of women were arrested on morals charges, incarcerated, and forced to
undergo venereal disease testing. As the country prepared for war and
more women moved into public spaces and engaged in nontraditional

1
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activities, government officials became concerned that women might en-
gage in disorderly (sexual) behavior. Persistent notions of female sexual-
ity “as a source of social disruption”6 led to increased surveillance of
women whose activities challenged sex/gender norms. Fears that uncon-
trolled female sexuality would endanger male health and thereby dimin-
ish the nation’s strength gave birth to the term patriotute. This term was
used primarily to describe women who, in responding to the nation’s
call to service, crossed an all-too-ambiguous line between the good and
the bad woman.

Government, military, and medical authorities as well as social re-
form authorities began to develop plans to protect the wartime state
and male health that attempted to control dangerous female sexuality
by focusing on a link between prostitution and venereal disease. Disor-
derly female bodies, in the official discourse, posed a threat not only to
homefront defense plans but also to social stability in general. Seeking
to ameliorate the chaos of wartime and “to protect the armies of field
and factory,”7 the government of the United States took action by initi-
ating a campaign to repress prostitution in order to defuse the danger
posed by disorderly women. In 1939 representatives of state health
departments, the army, the navy, the FSA, and the American Social Hy-
giene Association (ASHA) met and formulated the Eight Point Agree-
ment, setting out “measures for the control of Venereal Diseases in ar-
eas where armed forces or national defense employees are concen-
trated.”8 The agreement covered services that should be developed by
state and local health and police authorities in cooperation with the
Medical Corps of the U.S. Army, the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery of
the U.S. Navy, the USPHS, and interested voluntary organizations. Point
six of the agreement called for “all assistance possible to the cooperat-
ing agencies to bring about a reduction in exposures to venereal dis-
eases through the repression of prostitution, both organized and clan-
destine.”9 (See Appendix 1 for full text of the Eight Point Agreement.)
In May 1940, the Eight Point Agreement received the endorsement of
the Conference of State and Territorial Health Officers, the International
Association of Chiefs of Police, the National Sheriffs Association (NSA),
the American Bar Association, the American Medical Association, and
other professional and civic organizations. Ness called the Eight Point
Agreement a “declaration” of the federal government’s policy on the re-
pression of prostitution. The agreement also covered matters such as
early diagnosis and adequate treatment, quarantine of infected persons,
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education, and development and stimulation of support for the preced-
ing measures.10 In addition, it called for the “gathering of information”
from servicemen regarding sexual contacts (with any women, not just
with prostitutes), as well as the reporting of this information to the ap-
propriate authorities. This agreement marks the official start of wartime
sociopolitical efforts to control female sexuality. The passage of the
May Act in July 1941 added another weapon to the government’s arse-
nal. Prostitution became a federal offense in areas around defense plants
and military bases. (See Appendix 2 for the full text of the May Act.)

During this period of policy debate, the army and navy, USPHS, FSA,
and Department of Justice met and recommended to Paul V. McNutt,
the FSA administrator (and also director of the Office of Defense Health
and Welfare Services [ODHWS]), that a section be set up within the
ODHWS to “implement” point six of the Eight Point Agreement. As a
result, in early 1941, the SPD was established within the FSA. Later in
the year McNutt, acting in his capacity as FSA administrator, “dele-
gated the administration of his responsibilities to the SPD.”11 Eliot
Ness, formerly of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and more recently
the sanitary commissioner of Cleveland, became the director. (During
the first few months of the agency’s operation, Bascomb Johnson served
as interim director.) Since the prostitute was already conflated with
“other women differing from them only in nomenclature,”12 it is appar-
ent that the campaign to eradicate venereal disease served a purpose
that exceeded disease control.

Official plans to control female sexuality became complicated, how-
ever, by simultaneous governmental efforts to mobilize women to sup-
port the war effort in a variety of ways. Wartime women were not only
asked to labor in the factory and the shipyard but also called upon to
provide services that would sustain military morale. Morale building
and morale maintenance emerged as significant concerns of the state ap-
paratus; the military must be fit to fight both physically and psychologi-
cally. Government officials assumed that women would provide such
services to the military, and they did. There was, however, a hidden cost
for many women, who often (inadvertently) crossed an ambiguous and
fluid line dividing acceptable and unacceptable behaviors; the patriotute
became a symbol for such women. The subject of male sexuality was
both present and absent in these discussions. Since many authorities
took as a given the male need for sex, their concern was not to prevent
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men from sexual liaisons but rather to ensure that they would be pro-
tected from venereal disease and fit to fight.

Mobilization and the State

The magnitude of health-related defense problems became evident as
early as 1939. The USPHS engaged in sanitary reconnaissance work in
army maneuver areas, expanding its endeavors to ensure a safe environ-
ment and to protect and maintain national health as mobilization and
industrial expansion progressed. USPHS concerns covered contagious
diseases, water supply, waste removal, nutrition, and related problems
that would or could occur as a result of overcrowding and material
shortages.13 The surgeon general, Thomas Parran, noted in his 1941 an-
nual report the possibility of total war. He stated that it was critical to
move beyond seeking health primarily for its value to the individual.
“Now,” he said, “we must obtain it for the nation’s security.”14 Assis-
tant Surgeon General Vonderlehr also addressed national health, speak-
ing of “the necessity for comprehensive defense of the nation.”15 Main-
taining high military morale, according to the authorities, had become
even more important given the logistical problems emerging in areas
such as transportation, housing, sanitation, health, and recreation as the
nation mobilized for war. In short order, population density increased in
manufacturing cities; some small towns and cities expanded into over-
crowded “boomtowns.” Population distribution also began to change
significantly as many people moved around the country; military forces
traveled to maneuver areas, and workers and families headed to defense
production areas. The large numbers of men summoned to report to
their draft boards in 1940 ultimately added to the movement through-
out the country.

In these situations, control of communicable diseases, including vene-
real disease, was of paramount importance.16 At the time, venereal dis-
ease was extremely difficult to treat or cure. Not only were venereal dis-
eases considered shameful, but they required lengthy, painful, and costly
treatment. Total cure could not be ensured, and treatment was inacces-
sible to large segments of society. Penicillin, which could cure venereal
diseases quickly, did not become available until 1944, and then only in
limited quantities. According to government officials such as Surgeon
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General Parran, Paul V. McNutt of the FSA, and officers of the army
and navy, as well as officials of the ASHA, if prostitutes and promiscu-
ous women infected servicemen with venereal diseases, the resulting loss
of manpower could sabotage defense efforts. Officials were, however,
well aware of the magnitude of venereal disease in at least one segment
of the male population when, in 1940, the Selective Service adopted the
practice of routine blood testing for all draft registrants summoned to
report for induction. While statistics indicated that sixty thousand of
the first million draftees (6 percent) were rejected due to venereal dis-
ease, these numbers failed to remove the spotlight from females (includ-
ing women in the military) as sexually promiscuous and as vectors of
disease. Moreover, the rejected men were, for the most part, sent back
to their communities untreated. In mid-1941, according to the USPHS
surgeon general’s report with regard to deferred individuals, “in twenty-
two states, the District of Columbia, and Hawaii, where this informa-
tion was available for tabulation only thirty-one percent of the cases
were brought under treatment or shown to be already under treat-
ment.”17 But as the disease discourse continued to focus on transgres-
sive female sexuality, including but not limited to prostitution, the scope
and message of disease prevention narrowed significantly. The double
standard, which took on new life in this period, served to shield nu-
merous servicemen from charges of promiscuity while instructing them
in how to protect themselves from sexually transmitted diseases. In
general, white men’s bodies would remain unmarked by disease, while
women, especially nonwhite and working-class women, as well as black
men, were marked as actually or potentially diseased.18

The venereal disease campaign of the Second World War era involved
not only the branches of the federal government but also state and local
governments. Law enforcement groups such as the FBI, local police de-
partments, sheriffs’ organizations, and women prison superintendents
all participated in the organized effort to protect the nation’s health and
wartime efficiency through the vigorous repression of prostitution and
the eradication of the alleged threat posed by promiscuous women and
girls. The army, navy, USPHS, FSA, and ASHA joined the fight, as did
women’s groups and concerned public citizens. As the repression cam-
paign progressed, the activities of the SPD ensured that solutions to the
problem of venereal disease remained focused on women. For example,
in newspaper accounts regarding the closing of red-light districts and
brothels, the authorities referred to vice districts as “swamps that bred
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malaria-carrying mosquitos.”19 And in Rapid City, South Dakota, girls
who were “continually on the streets and whose behavior for any rea-
son seems questionable were approached by the VD nurse or the police-
woman and asked to come to the clinic for examination.”20 The cam-
paign to control venereal disease and to protect the health of the nation
by protecting the men of the armed forces from dangerous or diseased
women served not only as a gendered system of domination and control
but also as a rationale for official surveillance of women’s activities. As
mobilization for war progressed, women’s increasing economic, social,
and geographic mobility challenged systems of control, even if uninten-
tionally. When government agents increased the level of interventions
into women’s lives, more, albeit limited, overt resistance would emerge.

By late 1940 it was clear, at least to certain officials, that there was
little chance of avoiding American involvement in the war. Talk of more
widespread mobilization became part of the public discourse of prepar-
edness, and government officials continued to discuss the topic of mobi-
lizing and controlling female sexuality behind closed doors. Historian
Cynthia Enloe points out that women can provide support services for
the military if the military is certain that the state apparatus exerts suffi-
cient control over women. The control, however, needs to be “invisi-
ble.”21 While most women were probably not aware of the state’s con-
suming interest in their sexuality, they did recognize the problems and
the opportunities offered by wartime service. Women continued to enter
areas in the public realm formerly closed to them, as they responded to
the needs of national defense. Women migrated to take defense work,
joined the women’s armed services, moved near military bases to be
near husbands, and volunteered to meet the need for morale-maintain-
ing entertainment for servicemen. But as numerous women, often trav-
eling alone, waited at train stations and bus terminals, the authorities
saw camp followers—that is, prostitutes. Meeting their wartime obliga-
tions, women entered public and disorderly spaces, including dance
halls and servicemen’s clubs, as well as male spaces, such as factories
and the military. Many women who provided support services for the
war effort engaged in activities that still seemed somewhat inappropri-
ate when judged by prewar gender norms. They were, after all, socializ-
ing and dancing with men who were strangers, behavior not expected of
a “respectable” woman. The USO was able to avoid accusations of im-
propriety by employing a rhetoric of respectability, by recruiting only
middle-class white women, and by “functioning as a normative force
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that emphasized women’s domesticity and sought to contain female sex-
ual activity to marriage.”22 But many other women who engaged in
similar activities fell under a cloud of suspicion, becoming liable to
charges of prostitution and promiscuity and therefore subject to intense
surveillance and possible arrest.

I do not mean to suggest that prostitution did not exist at this time
but rather to argue that prostitution and promiscuity became elastic
terms, commonly used to interpret numerous women’s diverse war-
time activities that were sometimes, but not always, sexual. M. Jacqui
Alexander asks why the state “marks sexual inscriptions” on particular
bodies. She argues that one way that the “state deploys power” is by
“drawing symbolic boundaries around sexual difference.” The criminal-
ization of different or deviant sexuality “functions as a technology of
control [and] becomes an important site for the production and repro-
duction of state power.” She also notes the ways that particular bod-
ies are sexualized within the polity and argues that “the focus on state
power is not to imply rationality or even internal coherence. In fact,
what is evident in the legislation and other contextual gestures sur-
rounding it are paradoxical and contradictory ways in which the state
exerts its will to power.”23 The figure of the patriotute embodies such
a paradox. For the authorities she symbolized threatening female sex-
uality, the patriot and the prostitute, the good and bad female, insepa-
rable.24

As government officials took the lead in conceiving and implement-
ing extensive social hygiene policies, the publicly stated strategy in the
war against venereal disease remained the repression of prostitution.25

But in short order, the category of disease-bearing females expanded
to include so-called promiscuous and potentially promiscuous women.
While the draft and industrial conversion to war production sparked
discussions and debates, little official disagreement or debate arose re-
garding the seemingly contradictory plans to both mobilize and repress
female sexuality. For wartime officials, allegedly venereally diseased
women posed a clear and present danger to national health and there-
fore to national defense.26 As the government authorities broadly ap-
plied the terms prostitute, promiscuous, and potentially promiscuous to
numerous wartime women, the state erected a framework within which
female sexuality would be not only mobilized and controlled but also
pathologized and demonized during the war years.

18 | The Long Arm of the State



Federal Agencies: The Social Protection Division

In early 1941 the SPD of the Office of Community War Services
(OCWS), a division within the FSA, was formed to coordinate the war
against venereal disease. The SPD launched its campaign by focusing on
“the repression of prostitution,” point six of the Eight Point Agreement.
The passage of the May Act (July 1941), making prostitution in and
around military areas a federal crime, gave the division a powerful tool
to control prostitutes and so-called promiscuous women.27 The SPD
soon came under the leadership of Eliot Ness, who served as director
from 1941 to 1944. Eliot Ness and the SPD, already hard at work in
1941, became more publicly visible in short order. The ODHWS issued
the following statement to public officials regarding the function of so-
cial protection:

The broad objectives of the Social Protection Section are the safeguard-
ing of the armed forces and the civilian population from the hazards
of prostitution, sex delinquency, and venereal diseases. To accomplish
these objectives the Section will gather and evaluate information with
respect to prostitution and related conditions in cities and counties ad-
jacent to military establishments, the statutory and administrative meas-
ures designed to combat such conditions, the extent to which these
measures are enforced, and the results achieved. It will implement com-
munity activities directed toward the protection of women from sexual
exploitation and the social rehabilitation of prostitutes and other sexu-
ally delinquent women.28

This statement of purpose summarizes the SPD’s intent: to protect the
armed forces and civilians from “bad” girls and women who will infect
men. From the start the campaign did not confine its policies to prosti-
tution but extended its reach to other women perceived as sexually de-
linquent.

In addition to the major federal agencies, numerous committees,
some preexisting the establishment of the SPD, participated in the cam-
paign to eliminate prostitution. The Interdepartmental Committee, for
example, which brought together twenty federal agencies (e.g., the FSA,
SPD, army, navy, USPHS, FBI, and Children’s Bureau) had been estab-
lished by the Council of National Defense in January 1940 to assist the
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FSA’s director in dealing with health and other defense-related prob-
lems.29 The Interdepartmental Committee met regularly to discuss emer-
gent problems and to monitor progress in the war on prostitution.

Public Relations, Statistics, and Legal Issues

On occasion, state officials recognized that certain aspects of the repres-
sion campaign could produce difficulties for and provoke challenges
against many of their policies and practices. When, for example, an Ad-
visory Committee on Social Protection met to discuss “problems and
programs,” FSA head Paul V. McNutt opened the meeting by saying,
“You have the most delicate task there is in this whole defense program,
and there are opportunities for getting into no end of trouble.”30 Over
time, state officials developed concerns about legal aspects of the cam-
paign and were challenged regarding statistics employed to support re-
pression. In referring to the “tremendous job” facing the committee,
McNutt reminded them that repression of prostitution “is of vital im-
portance to the whole defense program.” Charles P. Taft, from the Divi-
sion of Health and Welfare in the SPD, spoke next on the question of
public relations. He stated: “It isn’t that we are fearful of publicity if we
are doing the right thing.” McNutt and Taft sought the opinions of
those summoned to the advisory committee because they thought their
status as outsiders (i.e., not directly serving in the SPD) would create
an impression that the campaign to repress prostitution as well as the
broader effort to control female sexuality had widespread support. In
fact, as discussed later in this chapter, it was opposed by individual citi-
zens and businessmen as well as by many military officials. Realizing
that they were vulnerable to a variety of legal challenges, McNutt and
Taft also had other concerns that went beyond public relations. As the
repression campaign progressed, statistical anomalies and federal in-
tervention in local affairs created spaces for serious challenges to the
campaign.

Legal concerns included, but were not limited to, “widespread use of
suspicious person charges,” search warrants issued for possible rather
than probable cause, hearsay evidence, and entrapment.31 “The Consti-
tution guarantees that there will be no unreasonable searches and sei-
zures and that a warrant must be issued by a judge only upon probable
cause.”32 Legalities were also complicated by a lack of uniform prac-
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tices: for example, some law enforcement agencies regularly arrested
prostitutes without warrants and without fear of repercussion, while
others would not arrest unless they caught the prostitute in the act.33 In
Hattiesburg, Mississippi, for instance, the mayor was reluctant to sup-
port repression. While he did not condone “illegal traffic,” he was con-
cerned to remain within the “letter of the law.”34 In many cases the evi-
dence used to justify harassment and arrests was based on hearsay and
contaminated (not legally useful) by the interpretations of the investiga-
tors. If federal authorities failed to maintain confidentiality, the investi-
gators feared libel suits.35 Such diverse policies added to the confusions
and ambiguities that characterized the war against venereal disease and
prostitution. Despite these legal concerns, challenges to wartime policies
were minimal. The text of legal briefs provides some insight into the
lack of visible support for women’s civil liberties by traditional support-
ers of civil rights. For example, with regard to quarantine and other ad-
ministrative regulations that deprived citizens of liberty, one legal brief
made two important points in support of the government’s right of a
compelling interest in female sexuality: “All liberty is subject to rea-
sonable regulation in the interest of the general welfare,” and “the so-
termed May Act . . . offers specific example of the authority of Congress
to treat with the suppression of venereal disease [through the repression
of prostitution] as incident to the exercise of granted powers found in
the Federal constitution—to declare war and support armies.”36

Another potential problem for state officials pertained to reports con-
taining statistics. Much of this statistical information served as a ratio-
nale to continue the campaign to repress prostitution and to support re-
quests for additional funding for social protection programs. Govern-
ment officials, operating with a set of preconceived ideas, claimed that
female prostitution and promiscuity were rampant and that prostitutes
and promiscuous women were disease carriers who threatened the
health of the armed services. Not only prostitutes but also promiscuous
teenagers were at one point blamed for 90 percent of the venereal dis-
ease cases among servicemen.37 It is important to note, however, that
numbers are not necessarily neutral but can encode the underlying val-
ues of the enumerator.38 Different agencies, numerous subgroups, and
individual officials participated in amassing statistics on a variety of
topics; often their reported results conflicted with one another or pro-
duced a partial story. For example, when the venereal disease rate in the
army showed a marked jump, the increase was, in fact, due to a new
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policy that allowed the induction of fifty-five thousand men with vene-
real disease.39 This information did not, however, alter the notion that
women spread venereal disease.40

Challenges to official statistics came from varied sites. A newspaper
article noted that “the reported prevalence of VD may have been exag-
gerated; incidence is one thing, prevalence is another.”41 In May 1940
Dr. Walter Clarke (ASHA) complained to Dr. Parran (USPHS) that an
editorial in New York Medical Week had accused the ASHA of inflating
the VD rate, calling its statement that one out of every twenty people in
the United States had syphilis a “gross and deliberate exaggeration” for
the purpose of “scaring” the public into “taking certain steps against
venereal disease” and backing up ASHA’s claim for more financial sup-
port. Clarke suggested that it would be a good idea for the ASHA
and USPHS to “promptly get together” and agree upon the numbers.42

Throughout the campaign, such questionable statistics would be em-
ployed and challenged.

Despite pointed questions regarding ASHA statistics from Dr. Shel-
don Glueck during the SPD conference of June 14, 1941, few answers
were forthcoming.43 The conference participants moved on to a num-
ber of topics, including quarantine for infected women, procedures for
contact reporting, and policies regarding venereally diseased men re-
jected for military service. Vonderlehr suggested that “properly handled,
through the investigation of each of these selectees and volunteers with
VD we will find quite a number of contacts”; if the contacts named
were prostitutes, the USPHS invoked the quarantine laws against pros-
titution.44 In other words, diseased men declared ineligible for mili-
tary service returned to their communities, where, in many cases, no
treatment was provided. But any woman named as a contact would
be tracked down and perhaps quarantined. If the women named were
prostitutes, the USPHS would post quarantine notices on their houses.
Vonderlehr allowed that he had some “misgivings” regarding the effi-
cacy of quarantine but stated that it was a temporary measure pending
better cooperation from law enforcement officials. Completely ignoring
the significance of diseased men freely circulating throughout society, he
concluded by saying that “there is a grave need throughout the country
for isolation centers for women.”45

Katharine Lenroot of the Children’s Bureau discussed at length inves-
tigations carried out by the bureau to “get some information first hand
on the situation surrounding young people in various communities.” To
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aid in the process, the bureau engaged two experts in social protection:
Captain Rhoda J. Millikin of the District of Columbia Police Women’s
Division and Eleanor L. Hutzel, Fourth Deputy Commissioner, Chief of
the Women’s Division, Detroit Police Department. Millikin and Hutzel,
along with members of the bureau, made “observation visits” to towns
and cities experiencing rapidly growing populations and reported back
on related problems. Of particular concern were the “undesirable forms
of recreation” that emerged in such areas. Reports emphasized “that
many young girls are involved in situations, either of grave moral dan-
ger, or directly described as situations of prostitution, girls even as
young as 13, 14, 15, or 16 years.”46 Statistics regarding the age of fe-
males classified as prostitutes or promiscuous also presented difficulties.
They often focused on extreme youth—sometimes as young as ten or
eleven—and were challenged as erroneous in several instances.47 Len-
root was concerned that, in many communities, “there is no one re-
sponsible for keeping young people from participating in undesirable
activities or for giving them the various types of special care which
their problems demand.”48 Female officials, many of whom had back-
grounds in Progressive reform, seemed more committed to rehabilitative
solutions than male officials. By the 1940s, however, protection for such
young women often involved arrest or apprehension and detention
without charges. This focus on youthful offenders served (as did other
aspects of the campaign) as scare tactics, warnings to girls and women
to monitor their behavior and to meet their parenting responsibilities.

Charles P. Taft raised the issue of local law enforcement, with its nec-
essary corollary, the “backing of public opinion” and “the protection of
women and girls who are involved in this difficult situation.”49 Protec-
tion, as we have seen and will continue to see, was a term subject to
interpretation, as evidenced by the first concrete item introduced, the
“question of public relations”: that is, convincing the public that it must
support the fight to protect male citizen-soldiers from contamination by
women and girls. Presenting the war on venereal disease as critical to
the war effort and to national health, officials urged all citizens to help
defend and protect their country. Since many attendees at the June 1941
SPD meeting were civilians, Taft suggested that their advice and re-
actions would have greater influence on public opinion. He exhorted
them to “give great importance to the method of public education so
that it secures the widest possible support.”50 Government officials re-
cruited numerous individuals and groups to take a message into their
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communities: that prostitutes and promiscuous women endangered the
strength of the nation. The list of those recruited to lobby for repression
was a lengthy one, including professional women, clubwomen, physi-
cians, lawyers, police officials, sheriffs, businessmen, and educators. The
breadth of the campaign against “disease-spreading” women expanded
rapidly. Large numbers of supporters of repression advocated policies
that increased suspicion regarding wartime women’s activities at the
same time that women’s visibility in public places had also increased.
Discussions during the June 1941 meeting made it clear that mere fe-
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male presence in a dance hall or even at a bus or train station consti-
tuted a potential problem. And despite some minor concern about the
violation of civil liberties, by and large the campaign went ahead under
full steam.51

The National Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection

Eliot Ness acted quickly to pull numerous groups into the SPD’s orbit.
He called together law enforcement officials from all over the United
States to discuss wartime problems. Out of this meeting came the Na-
tional Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection (NAPCSP), es-
tablished in June 1942. According to its statement of purpose, “The
Committee was formed to assist in the enforcement of the Federal gov-
ernment’s Social Protection Program and to develop new and effective
techniques of police enforcement pertaining to the repression and pre-
vention of prostitution.”52 The committee, appointed by Paul McNutt
(FSA), consisted of twenty-one police officers from fifteen states, plus
representatives from the army, navy, USPHS, FBI, and ODHWS, which
included the SPD. Shortly after the formation of the NAPCSP, the OWI
released a press statement: “The National Advisory Police Committee
on Social Protection today called upon police and law enforcement offi-
cials throughout the country to stamp out prostitution.”53 In a report
to McNutt, the NAPCSP acknowledged its “professional obligation” to
stamp out prostitution so that the “Army, Navy, and war industries are
not to be decimated by casualties due to venereal diseases.”54 This com-
mittee became one of the most active groups in the campaign to repress
prostitution and to control so-called female sexual delinquency.55 This is
not to suggest that local and state police were always in agreement; laws
and attitudes varied widely in the forty-eight states and U.S. territories.

The NAPCSP had numerous subcommittees, including separate com-
mittees on prevention, repression, enforcement, and cooperation. The
task of the cooperation group involved convincing the public, some of
whom still favored “varying degrees of regulation or toleration” of pros-
titution, not only that repression and law enforcement were necessary
but also that they substantially lowered the venereal disease rate. This
subcommittee planned to issue manuals on social protection especially
designed for police officers and also began planning “an information
service to all local police officers, giving them the latest developments in
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the police field of social protection.”56 Ness called a meeting to discuss
the proposed manuals, using “Indiana’s War-Time Program against Ve-
nereal Disease” as a model since this program seemed successful. Mi-
chael Morrissey, chief of the Indianapolis Police, strongly suggested that
the manual be written by a well-respected police official and that it “tell
the story” in a manner understandable to “cops”: in other words, to ap-
peal to the policeman’s viewpoint. The manual was to be kept simple
and brief, aimed directly at police officers and presenting a clear picture
of the ravages of venereal disease. It would point out useful laws applic-
able to morals offenses (by women) and would remind policemen that
they had a duty to enforce such laws. This strategy appeared necessary
since many police departments opposed this key policy change and con-
tinued to support segregated districts as the efficient way to handle
prostitution. The manual also stated that the common practice of using
prostitutes as informants would no longer be acceptable. According to
Morrissey, policemen should be told, without further elaboration, that
repression must be the wartime policy.57

NAPCSP not only put together a manual for policemen but also pro-
duced pamphlets such as Does Prostitution Breed Crime? This four-
page pamphlet included information on the role of the police in the pre-
vention of juvenile delinquency (often used as a code word for “poten-
tial” female promiscuity). It called for community support and outlined
some prevention strategies, stating that “proper discharge of police obli-
gations and responsibilities requires dealing with the individual violator
whose conduct menaces public health and safety, and close observation
of places and conditions which may be regarded as breeding places for
crime and delinquency.”58 The second page took the form of a response
from the superintendent of police of Terre Haute, Indiana, who con-
firmed that the segregated vice district in Terre Haute’s West End con-
stituted just such a place. This “notorious” district, where at one time
three hundred to four hundred prostitutes operated within an area of
three or four square blocks, had 104 prostitutes working in 1942.59 The
superintendent claimed that “with the closing of the vice district, the ef-
fect on crime was noticeable,” with robberies, aggravated assaults, and
other crimes decreasing by a third in a two-year period. Anyone read-
ing this pamphlet could hardly avoid the message that prostitution was
both a criminal act and a practice that supported the commission of
other serious crimes. The pamphlet concluded with a statement by the
NSA in support of repression as well as the group’s statement of plans
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to continue to combat prostitution in the postwar era.60 During this pe-
riod, however, arrests for prostitution included charges against women,
far outside vice districts, for so-called morals offenses.

The Committee on Cooperation ultimately succeeded in enlisting the
support of the American Bar Association and the Interstate Crime Com-
mission in particular to “teach prosecutors and judges the importance
of and need for cooperating with the Federal Government in repressing
prostitution.”61 As a result of police activity toward “cooperation,” the
Council of the Criminal Law Section of the Bar Association “voted to
appoint a special Committee on Courts and Social Protection.”62 In co-
operation with the ASHA, the council accepted the task of developing a
model for a uniform prostitution law to be used throughout the entire
nation. For a variety of reasons, including federal, state, and local con-
flicts, such a law was never passed.63 In addition, the committee was de-
termined to obtain the cooperation of military police, both army and
navy, “in securing evidence for court cases”: that is, getting soldiers and
sailors to testify and name female contacts.64 Military police, they as-
sumed, could exert more immediate, on-the-spot pressure on individual
servicemen to name contacts. In this manner, servicemen, who moved
around so much and who were often reluctant to name names (if they
knew them), would come under pressure when they were most vulnera-
ble—when encountering the military police or when making use of pro-
phylaxis facilities.65

Discussions at a meeting of the NAPCSP’s Committee on Enforce-
ment, held on November 20, 1942, highlight some of the problems that
officials faced as they engaged in repression. Representatives of the
army, navy, state health departments, and SPD joined the law enforce-
ment officers who made up the committee to discuss ways to handle a
variety of situations. In speaking of persons “who own local facilities”
such as taverns and taxicab companies patronized by prostitutes, Ness
(SPD) held that they “should not be thrown into jail.”66 Rather, the
local police should first inform such persons that they or their estab-
lishments had been identified as involved in questionable activities that
jeopardized their licenses, thus inspiring cooperation. Colonel Turner
(army) spoke about the importance of contact reporting, and McCul-
lough (navy) said that anytime local military commanders failed to co-
operate, the police should notify Ness. The ensuing discussion revolved
around questions such as how long women could be detained pending
venereal disease testing, where to hold a woman who was arrested on a
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morals charge, and what to do about first offenders. Most participants
agreed that after women had been arrested, health officers should detain
them and require testing for venereal disease. However, the time that
such women spent in jail varied, ranging from twenty-four hours to
seven days. Several meeting participants objected to this practice, since
many of the women detained did not have venereal disease; they sug-
gested a faster release time, with the requirement that women be held
liable if they were not “available for examination.”67 Several police of-
ficers took harder stances, making statements such as: “I think they
should all be held,” “We are gambling with lives now,” and “If we have
to go to extremes it is best to win the war. . . . I suggest not too much
consideration.”68 While male “go-betweens” deserved a warning, fe-
male suspects received no such consideration. Although some officials
seemed to take a softer stance, they did not object to jailing numerous
women, many of whom, in fact, were neither prostitutes nor venereally
diseased.

NAPCSP’s Committee on Enforcement had a full agenda at this
meeting; it also debated the topic of taverns, curfews, and “pickups.”
One committee member wondered if members “weren’t advocating pro-
hibition,” but the majority favored curfews. Ness then praised Chi-
cago’s policies, stating further that “an analysis of the infections shows
that many soldiers are being infected by pick-up women in beer par-
lors.” Chicago had attempted to solve that problem by prohibiting lone
women from sitting at a bar. A policeman from Virginia went even fur-
ther, saying “eliminate women [from bars] entirely is the only way.” In
Indiana women could not sit or stand at a bar, but several women to-
gether could get table service. However, if one went to another table,
“she is not served and must go back to her own table.” Not everyone
agreed with these practices; even Ness suggested that these “curtail-
ments raised the question of liberty.”69

Ness spoke again to the members of the Committee on Enforcement
regarding the success of the law enforcement campaign; he said that
red-light districts had been closed in three hundred cities. Colonel Tur-
ner (army) claimed that the VD rate in the army, in late 1942, was “the
lowest in history,”70 allowing Ness to claim credit for a successful re-
pression program. In fact, the lower venereal disease rate owed much to
improved as well as widely available prophylaxis. The official use of
statistics to support repression programs became particularly necessary
because law enforcement officials and other individuals were not yet
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fully convinced that repression was the best plan. Nonetheless, as red-
light districts closed, making contact with prostitutes became more diffi-
cult. Of course, sexual encounters did not cease. Other women and
girls, depicted in popular and official media as the girl next door, “who
may look clean, but . . . ,” became more vulnerable to sexualized en-
counters. If they were named as contacts (whether or not intercourse
occurred) by a venereally diseased serviceman, the statistics confirming
widespread sexual promiscuity increased.71 When such statistics were
reported in print media, the notion that numerous nonprofessional girls
and women both were promiscuous and had venereal disease gained
strength. For example, a claim that “fully 90 percent of the Army’s
cases in this country are traceable to amateur girls—teenagers and older
women—popularly known as khaki-wackies, victory girls, and good-
time Charlottes” appeared in the Nation in 1945.72 Pressure on service-
men to name a woman or girl as a contact could well have artificially
inflated the statistics regarding promiscuity. Unreliable, incomplete, and
erroneous statistics were, as we have seen, the subject of many official
discussions.73 The Committee on Enforcement ended this meeting with
some comments on continuing problems with lawyers who got prosti-
tutes out on bail and judges who merely fined prostitutes,74 practices
that the committee wanted to stop. Given that the category of prostitute
did not necessarily apply only in a traditional sense, it seems clear that
women’s civil liberties did not overly concern many authorities.

The NAPCSP’s numerous meetings illuminate the scope of the anti-
venereal-disease campaign. SPD representatives, who were always in
attendance, discussed matters such as a requirement for licensing all
places of commercial entertainment, thereby making it easier for the au-
thorities to close down the questionable ones by canceling their licenses.
They also discussed getting laws passed to “regulate wages and hours
of employment for females.” California, for example, proposed meas-
ures to close night work to women.75 The SPD worked vigorously to
gain the support of various law enforcement officials, the judiciary, and
certain “expert” women. The dialogue at these meetings is, moreover,
revealing of the male officials’ distrust of and even disdain for women
in government positions and especially for those in social work. When
Mrs. Burgoon, a social protection regional supervisor, suggested that a
female representative of the Department of Public Welfare could be ap-
pointed for rehabilitation and prevention work, several male officials
commented that there was a great deal of resentment throughout the
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state against so-called social workers.76 In general, male authorities per-
ceived social workers as ineffectual and generally resisted or derided
women’s involvement in the campaign. Chief Morrissey responded neg-
atively to a suggestion that a (female) medical social worker or a trained
policewoman might be more advisable. Morrissey claimed that his “ex-
perience with policewomen was not encouraging inasmuch as he had in-
herited all of his women, and they didn’t even make good telephone op-
erators.”77 Given such attitudes toward women, even women of the
professional class, it is not surprising that less privileged women were
fair game for the officials responsible for repression. Nonetheless, the
SPD needed women’s support to sell the idea of repression. Ness would
soon approach women’s organizations to elicit their support for the
campaign.

The National Women’s Advisory Committee on 
Social Protection

On June 9, 1943, the SPD held a conference to discuss the “woman’s
role in social protection.”78 Taft (OCWS), McNutt, and Ness spoke to
the representatives of numerous women’s groups for the express pur-
pose of enlisting them to support the repression of prostitution. McNutt
began by informing the attendees that the “success of the Social Protec-
tion Program depends upon you and the support that your organiza-
tions can give the work we are trying to do.”79 According to McNutt, a
recent Gallup poll indicated that more than 60 percent of the men and
women polled still believed that “medical examinations (of prostitutes)
were an effective means of controlling venereal disease.”80 Even more
problematic to the SPD’s program, “only 24 percent of the men and 34
percent of the women polled had accepted the kind of program which
the Social Protection Division is administering today.”81 The public
feared that closing brothels would put their daughters at risk of sexual
predation;82 clearly the SPD needed help in mobilizing public opinion
to conform to its view. Turning to women’s groups to explain the SPD
program, officials spoke of how confident they were that respectable
women would “feel it [repression] is right.” Supposedly, these women
would now listen seriously to the SPD’s ideas and agree to help “to ob-
tain the support of public opinion generally and widely throughout the
country.”83 Out of this conference emerged the National Women’s Ad-

30 | The Long Arm of the State



visory Committee on Social Protection (NWACSP). Discussions with
the women’s groups seem quite one-sided, as the only voices heard in
the records are male voices. Ness and other officials lectured rather
than listened, seeking to gain uncritical support. Ness and the others
were, nonetheless, able to point to the NWACSP as evidence of “good”
women’s support for repression. Male-dominated organizations such as
the ASHA seemed to be taken much more seriously. Ness, with barely a
pause, went on to meet with numerous other groups and organizations
to urge them to support repression. He spoke to and requested coopera-
tion from hotel and restaurant associations, taxicab companies, individ-
ual cabbies, local governments, and groups of concerned citizens.84

Confining the Bad Women and Girls: Civilian Conservation
Corps Camps and Quarantine

Faced with limited jail space, many law enforcement officials became
concerned about the logistics of detaining large numbers of suspect
women. As a matter of fact, policemen often raised the question: What
do you expect us to do with all these women?85

Ness introduced a possibility: either the SPD or the FSA had an op-
portunity to acquire approximately thirty Civilian Conservation Corps
(CCC) camps. These camps could then be used to warehouse women
arrested or apprehended on morals charges as law enforcement ran out
of jail space.86 The problem of lack of facilities had already come up in
March 1941 at a meeting of one of the many advisory subcommittees
on social protection. The conversation had turned to the “problem of
young girls” and a lack of quarantine and detention facilities.87

Ness spoke extensively about the camps. Formerly owned by the
FSA, they had lost funding and had been turned over to the army. Ness,
Taft, and Turner met with army officials, who agreed to give thirty
camps to the SPD. To be operated by local or state governments, these
camps received funding through the Lanham Account, which provided
supplementary grants to communities experiencing problems due to in-
creased population.88 Ness stated: “We are working out a closely con-
trolled program with minimum standards” (for the camps). In reference
to minimum standards for detention facilities, he “wondered” if there
were such standards and whether it was even necessary for the commit-
tee to “give any attention” to the matter.89 The CCC camps were, in
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fact, used more or less as they were; they lacked amenities and were of-
ten in isolated areas. Stephenson (navy) suggested using the camps as
an alternative to jail in order to save women from having a criminal
record. He made a distinction between hardened prostitutes and women
who were “infected by accident.” But Stephenson’s ideas did not meet
with wide approval.90 In June 1942, the subject of CCC camps came up
again when Vonderlehr (USPHS) discussed a plan to acquire one or two
of such camps in each state. Vonderlehr also spoke about funding the
camps, saying, “[I]t is proposed to start these camps at the federal level,
and later attempt to get the various state governments and state health
departments to take them over.”91

Health departments in several states adopted plans to quarantine
women who had or were suspected of having venereal disease. In Geor-
gia, for example, the state board of health “declared a quarantine on
venereal diseases . . . and has promulgated rules for its enforcement. . . .
[P]rovisions are made for the establishment of isolation or detention
hospitals for the detention and treatment of these [venereally diseased]
persons.”92 In a number of other cases quarantine laws had been in-
voked against prostitution. The state of Florida appeared “outstanding”
in its use of quarantine, according to Vonderlehr, who said that Florida
quarantined for syphilis and gonorrhea by placing a “Keep Out” sign
with a communicable diseases warning on houses of prostitution. Such
a method, as Vonderlehr noted, “breaks up the house.”93 In addition,
numerous women were, in fact, confined in the CCC camps.

Repression at Work

During a public lecture in 1942, Eliot Ness stated that “the repression
of prostitution can and will be accomplished in one of two ways, first
and most desirable is through full co-operation and support of state and
local law enforcement officials. However, should voluntary cooperation
in any community prove unsuccessful then the second and less desirable
method of enforcement would be employed, that is, the May Act.”94

Proposed by Representative Andrew J. May in January 1941 and passed
in July 1941, the May Act made prostitution in military areas and de-
fense-related areas a federal offense.95 The SPD visited noncooperative
areas that failed to adopt or resisted repression programs and warned
local officials that the May Act would be enforced if necessary. In Janu-
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ary 1942, for example, an SPD field representative made an inspection
tour in Columbus, Georgia, and Phenix City, Alabama, both in close
proximity to Fort Benning.96 Columbus had closed its red-light district
during the First World War; however, “surreptitious” prostitution still
operated. Phenix City was a place with a reputation as a “border town
and a law unto itself.” As of January 1942, approximately a dozen “es-
tablishments were flagrantly operating” and providing prostitutes, gam-
bling, and liquor for the soldiers from Fort Benning.97 This type of situ-
ation is representative of those that galvanized the SPD people.

The report on Columbus and Phenix City featured many of the prob-
lems that characterized the SPD investigations: allegations unsupported
by statistics, the marking of certain female bodies as excessively sex-
ual, and an emphasis on resistance to repression on the part of police,
military, and local officials. Mr. Arthur M. Fink, the associate director
of the SPD, informed Director Ness of the conditions in Columbus and
Phenix City. The investigator claimed that in Phenix City, under the
guise of waitressing, anywhere between fifteen and twenty-five girls were
in reality working for the “purpose of making pick-ups.” The women
and their customers, according to this report, then “repaired to beds in
the rear.” Fink contended that there were “well authenticated” reports
that each girl had been known to service fifty to seventy-five men in a
twenty-four-hour period. Moreover, the city officials seemed to accept
such practices, giving “evident consent.” If further evidence were neces-
sary to support the contention that city officials were in collusion with
the purveyors of vice, Fink stated that, due to politics, vice crusades did
not generally last long in Phenix City. In Columbus, the ongoing inves-
tigation determined that a similar problem existed. The investigator
stated that local officials, including the police, were not “especially vigi-
lant” and did not interfere with the operations of numerous hotels,
tourist courts, and rooming houses that served as sites of prostitution.
The conditions in Phenix City and Columbus were further exacerbated
by a failure of officers at Fort Benning to formulate any antiprostitution
policies. As Fink noted, “There has been no understanding on the part
of local officials, police officers or military officials as to the reasons for
wanting a thoroughgoing repression program.”98

The SPD field representative met extensively with various officials,
including the commanding officer of Fort Benning. While a venereal
disease control officer had been on site, his efforts had been “stymied
because of the failure of the camp to take a stand on venereal disease
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control, and the subsequent failure of the communities to provide ade-
quate control.”99 Meetings were held with editors of the local newspa-
pers, a common SPD tactic intended to whip up public opinion against
prostitution and against those officials who failed to support repression.
The representative also met with officials such as the mayor, council-
men, lawyers, judges, health officers, law enforcement officials, private
welfare organizations, schools, service clubs, and women’s groups. The
first step involved bringing local and military officials together to for-
mulate a repression program. The second involved agreeing to enforce
repression policies. In Phenix City, the SPD claimed success in mobiliz-
ing the mayor and the city commissioners to support repression; the
threat of enforcing the May Act most likely influenced the decision. In
Phenix City, brothels and the hotels (as well as similar facilities in Co-
lumbus) were closed. Lacking a separate vice squad, the chief of police
and the sheriff spearheaded the campaign of repression. The SPD also
had some success with the Phenix City court system, which responded
by imposing heavier monetary fines for prostitution; but as probation
officers were not yet integrated into the system of repression, control of
prostitutes was limited. The state legislature also approved a “more spe-
cific definition for prostitution.” This measure provided weapons neces-
sary to deal with the prostitution problem; in cases where the definition
seemed inadequate, city officials “interpreted the statutes broadly.”100

The report concluded by noting that once military support was forth-
coming in declaring some establishments off limits to servicemen, plac-
ing military police in both communities, and providing local courts with
information gathered from infected servicemen regarding their experi-
ences and contacts, the military disease rate decreased. Some military
and medical officers disagreed, arguing that closing of red-light districts
resulted in higher venereal disease rates.101 In either case, women bore
the brunt of the blame for spreading venereal disease.

Columbus experienced some difficulties forming a vice squad but
ultimately instituted an “active repression program.”102 A significant
factor in a number of such towns and cities remained a lack of law en-
forcement personnel; in many cases this led to appointing female offi-
cers to handle the arrested girls. Columbus officials finally authorized
such a move. Generally the appointment of female police officers was a
vigorously contested matter. Detention facilities, always a problem as
arrests increased, could have been a problem in these cities. However,
since numerous women “disappeared once the heat was on,”103 the lack
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of jails became moot. Surveillance of dance halls and recreation centers
(often tasks relegated to women) increased in both Phenix City, Ala-
bama, and Columbus, Georgia.

Race and Class

The SPD used reports by their field representatives to claim, in their
own words, “proof upon the basis of experience that repression experi-
ences can be effective and sustained.”104 Division representatives went
on to visit Fort Knox in Kentucky, although by this time the VD rate
there had been lowered considerably. Their interest focused on the ve-
nereal disease control officer at the fort, who kept extensive statistics
on sites of infection and in particular on the “colored” troops. Cap-
tain Jones, the VD control officer, indicated that the VD rate for 1942
showed a rate of only 20 per 1,000 for white men but 124 per 1,000 for
black men. He contended that “60–70 percent of colored soldiers pay
professional prostitutes who ply their trade in the colored district near
7th and Walnut.”105 This gave the SPD a clear target, namely the “col-
ored district,” where presumably the rate of venereal disease was high.
Jones did not mention that the lack of adequate recreational facilities
disproportionately affected black soldiers, especially in the South, where
they were denied entry to public facilities. While such reports, in the
words of a senior SPD official, “are devised for the use of the army sur-
geon and are not in any sense the responsibility of the SPD,” the SPD
met, nonetheless, with various post officials to discuss the venereal dis-
ease problem among black servicemen.106

The allegedly high rate of venereal disease among African Americans
led to a focus on black soldiers. This focus marked black male bodies
and strengthened the stereotype of African Americans as, in the words
of a physician (unnamed) quoted by James H. Jones, a “syphilis soaked
race.”107 Many physicians challenged the accuracy of the statistics, and
Raymond F. Clapp (SPD) sent corrected statistics to Katherine Lenroot
(Children’s Bureau).108 In addition, an official from the FSA informed
Eliot Ness about the erroneous statistics.109 While reports of flawed
statistics proliferated in private memos and meetings, the ASHA held
a conference in 1943 to “consider practical measures whereby Negro
voluntary organizations can best join in united action at federal, state
and local levels aimed at reducing the venereal diseases as a serious
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handicap to health and efficiency.”110 While the ASHA thought it neces-
sary to educate the black population on the topic of sexually transmit-
ted diseases, African Americans had established venereal disease con-
trol programs prior to 1943, though they received little assistance from
health services. When health services were offered in Alabama in 1936,
black persons responded in large numbers. Unfortunately, the services
had little to do with preventing or curing venereal disease; the infa-
mous Tuskegee experiment left black male syphilitics untreated.111 In
1942, Paul B. Cornley, associate professor of preventive medicine and
public health at Howard University, wrote to Dr. Clarke (ASHA) in re-
sponse to a proposed education project among “Negroes.”112 He re-
acted favorably to the project, especially educational materials specifi-
cally geared toward the black communities. Cornley informed Clarke
that the USPHS had already been working along similar lines and sug-
gested that both organizations set up an “advisory committee . . . of six
or seven Negro leaders in education and public health work to give
guidance to development of these activities.” He also suggested that a
“full-time Negro field worker, preferably a doctor,” be appointed as liai-
son between the ASHA and the USPHS.113 African Americans who had
long supported health education and treatment pointed out, albeit sub-
tly, that such plans and programs would work better if African Ameri-
cans were involved. Official attitudes—racist and sexist—complicated
and diminished the efficacy of venereal disease programs.

The U.S. Public Health Service

The medical aspect of the campaign to eradicate venereal disease oper-
ated primarily through the USPHS. Whenever possible, local public
health departments responded positively and quickly to the call to pre-
vent or treat venereal disease. They expanded both clinic space and fa-
cilities for examinations, although many areas of the South remained
lacking in adequate treatment facilities. In several southern states, pub-
lic health nurses had the task of locating women named as contacts,
who would then be held in local jails and forcibly, if necessary, tested
for venereal diseases. Committees of concerned citizens also did their
part to keep the public health campaign active. The attempt to involve
persons and organizations such as tavern keepers, hotel managers, and
taxicab operators was less successful; the SPD continued to exert pres-
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sure on such groups. The Travelers Aid Society agreed to assist the Pub-
lic Health Service by interviewing persons who resided outside the com-
munities where they were apprehended.114 Welfare agencies were also
mobilized to interview women who were apprehended and to provide
public health officials with the names of local persons served by the
county welfare departments. The cooperation between welfare and pub-
lic health is indicative of the class bias of the campaign; individuals or
families who had received public assistance were situated at or beyond
the borders of respectability and were perceived, at best, as potentially
promiscuous. Since welfare, at this time, served more white persons
than black, white lower-class women made up a large percentage of
women taken in for questioning and mandatory venereal disease testing.
Social class served in this case as a marker for deviance. However, given
the years of the Depression, one must consider that class membership
had been disrupted. Thus it is entirely possible that some women, re-
gardless of prior class status, were marked as lower class on the basis of
contact with relief agencies. While individuals and agencies spoke with
genuine concern about the perils of venereal disease, their everyday pol-
icies were influenced by gender, race, and class stereotypes.

The May Act Enforced

On May 21, 1942, the Washington Post reported that the May Act had
been invoked for the first time on May 20. Secretary of War Stimson
had designated twenty-seven counties in East Tennessee in the vicinity
of Camp Forrest as the areas where the act would be enforced.115 One
year later, Helen Hironimus, warden of the Federal Reformatory for
Women at Alderson, West Virginia, analyzed the information regarding
the first hundred violators of the May Act. These women, sentenced to
Alderson, did time for periods ranging from three to twelve months. In
her report, Hironimus discussed the official interpretation of the type
of woman or girl that the authorities had expected to transgress: “A
flashily dressed, gay and reckless young woman with a certain amount
of sophistication . . . [or] a homesick, bewildered young girl . . . expect-
ing to marry her soldier sweetheart” but unable to locate him. This did
not, however, turn out to be the case; rather, as Hironimus stated of the
offenders, “the war changed their destinies.” Of the hundred women,
ninety-four women came from submarginal industrial and agricultural
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areas and would otherwise have remained in poverty and obscurity.
They were, according to Hironimus, “ill-equipped for the rapid whirl of
soldiers, easy money, beer taverns, and freedom from drudgery, drab-
ness, and monotony.” The other six women had followed their sweet-
hearts or husbands and allegedly “resorted to prostitution when their
funds were exhausted.”116

Of the women arrested and sentenced, sixty-eight were white, twenty
African American, and twelve Native American. Seventy-three received
sentences from ten to twelve months. Their ages ranged from fifteen
to sixty-five; only ten were older than thirty-five. Ninety-two women
scored between “dull-normal and imbecile” on the IQ test administered.
Some had prior encounters with the law, having been arrested on mis-
demeanor charges. The authorities could not, however, find actual evi-
dence of involvement in prostitution: in other words, ninety-six women
did not have venereal disease. Hironimus claimed that the activities of
“a large number of the women . . . who are occasionally sexually pro-
miscuous . . . would have escaped the attention of law-enforcement
agents had their companions not been soldiers.” She reported that
while these women had many medical needs, they had a “relatively low
rate of venereal disease.” She mentioned only four as having gonor-
rhea, saying this might be “further evidence of the limited sex experi-
ence of some of the girls.” This case study cast doubt on the claim that
so-called promiscuous women spread venereal disease throughout the
armed services. While some of the women sentenced to Alderson admit-
ted to sexual relations with servicemen, occasionally for small sums of
money, Hironimus pointed out that typically a young woman in this sit-
uation felt “bewildered at finding herself . . . confined for doing some-
thing she considered her own personal affair.”117 Clearly these young
women did not define themselves either as prostitutes or as mentally de-
ficient promiscuous women. There is no evidence that these women did
not complete their jail time despite their low incidence of venereal dis-
ease and the lack of evidence of their “involvement in prostitution.”
Their bodies, white and nonwhite, were, however, marked as low class
and of subnormal intelligence and therefore, in a psychiatric diagnosis,
as liable to sexual excess. Potential promiscuity became a rationale for
incarceration. But Hironimus’s study shows how a sexually unsophisti-
cated woman who took advantage of wartime opportunities could eas-
ily find herself accused of prostitution for “doing something she consid-
ered her own affair.” Moreover, the authorities had broad powers to ac-
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cuse, arrest, try, convict, and imprison numerous women on the basis of
arbitrary and flexible definitions of prostitution.

Two months later on July 1, 1942, the authorities invoked the May
Act for the second time in twelve counties near Fort Bragg, North Caro-
lina. In one county, 161 persons were arrested; in another, 140 “prosti-
tutes” were arrested and tested for venereal disease, with 53 testing
positive.118 According to official sources, the publicity that surrounded
the use of the May Act resulted in a mass exodus of prostitutes, who
thereby escaped arrest.119 During an interdepartmental meeting in Sep-
tember 1942, officials contended that prior to enforcement six hundred
prostitutes had been active around Fort Bragg. When the decision was
made to continue enforcing the act, local officers and military police de-
cided “that it would be unwise to attempt a cleanup before the 20th be-
cause payday (military) was later.”120 Mr. Tamm (FBI) said when the act
had been invoked a few days before payday, 448 prostitutes had disap-
peared from one area. The authorities could find only 52 but also ar-
rested several operators of brothels and houses of assignation and juke
joints. In all, according to this account, the arrests numbered 75, with
16 convicted.121 Tamm said most of those were operators of establish-
ments, but he also pointed out the leniency of the federal judges who
tried the cases. He related the case of a cab driver who was termed a
“key figure” in one of the prostitution operations. Found guilty, the
cab driver was “fined one cent for violation of the May Act.”122 A dis-
cussion ensued regarding possible legal difficulties around enforcement.
The question of constitutionality arose, as one official pointed out that
“the Act constitutes an illegal power of contress”: that is, federal inter-
ference with states’ rights. Another area of concern and possible ground
for challenge was the scope of the area: twelve counties in North Caro-
lina and twenty-seven counties in Tennessee. “A hundred miles from the
army camp is an unreasonable distance.”123 Legal concerns abounded
as the campaign progressed: undercover operations (some by citizens
groups), investigations by nongovernmental agencies, arrests without
warrants, arrests on mere suspicion, lack of evidence, wide distribu-
tion of confidential reports, and the fear of libel actions for unsubstanti-
ated material were troubling but did not deter repression in its broadest
sense.124

While the FBI continually assured police officials that the agency had
no intention of “supplanting” local officials or “substituting” federal
officers for those of the states, Mr. Tamm noted that “when the May Act
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was invoked, Mr. Hoover sent in a squad of approximately 158 agents
who worked with officials in the various communities and with the mil-
itary police.”125 Before the invocation of the act, the FBI conducted a
survey in the area around Camp Forrest, Tennessee, and determined
that “500 prostitutes were operating in the area.” Subsequent reports
indicated that “the activities of Special agents of the FBI in these two ar-
eas up to January 31, 1944, brought about 784 convictions (of prosti-
tutes and procurers).”126 But the FBI noted that as soon as they left an
area, prostitution returned. They insisted upon “vigorous and contin-
uous law enforcement” as the only way to maintain a successful pro-
gram.127 FBI officials made a point of mentioning the inadequacy of “a
sob sister or a psychological approach” to “clean out” such areas.”128

In other words, they took the criminal approach to prostitution and
promiscuity and denigrated the attempts of social agencies to prevent
criminal charges in some cases of alleged female sex delinquency.

The Long Arm of the Law: Federal Security and 
Social Protection

According to Edward V. Taylor (SPD), by 1944 the SPD had helped “to
fuse the activities of law enforcement, health departments and social
service agencies in an attempt to meet community needs and to eradi-
cate to the point that it is possible the spread of the [venereal] dis-
eases.”129 The SPD also extended its tentacles outside the continental
United States, attempting, for example, to influence sexual policies in
Mexico and British policies in the Caribbean. While the SPD most as-
suredly emerged as a notable force in the war against venereal disease, it
seems clear that its war on venereal disease, symbolized by the figure of
the patriotute, had the potential to target any woman. It was naive, at
best, to think that venereal disease could be diminished in any signifi-
cant measure by ignoring men. But, of course, men were not really ig-
nored; they were protected by government policies and practices both
from diseased “bad” women and from “good” women who maintained
the men’s morale. (The state apparatus continued to call upon America’s
patriotic young women while simultaneously casting doubt on their pa-
triotism.) The wartime state’s interpretation of sexuality and gender
produced a monolithic discourse around a category “woman”: she was

40 | The Long Arm of the State



imbued with sex; she was all sex; she was a dangerous individual capa-
ble of destroying male health and thus the nation’s strength.

In the next chapter, we look backward in time and consider factors
that provided an early framework for the wartime repression campaign.
The apparatus of the state was concerned about not only controlling
female sexuality but also avoiding repercussions as a result of both so-
liciting women’s services in support of the war effort and simultane-
ously accusing women of soliciting men for sex. Fear of female sexuality
was nothing new. Perceptions of dangerous women have long been part
of official discourse and popular culture. As wartime necessities dis-
rupted the gender system, the state was determined to control the extent
of these disruptions, to ensure that they were limited to “for the dura-
tion.” Officials looked to the past for workable strategies. There was a
vast body of material to draw on to frame the morals campaign of the
1940s; the state would rely on past policies, practices, and gender ide-
ologies to wage a new war against the patriotutes.
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Prelude to War

While the military sector realized that, in the event of war,
plans for military engagements would necessitate more modern tactics
and techniques, both the military and other government officials contin-
ued to look to the past for strategies to fight against venereal disease
and the so-called reservoirs of disease—prostitutes. Hence, the roots of
the sexual discourse that influenced World War II policies were deeply
embedded in the socio-scientific lore of the past. Since neither a quick
nor an effective cure for venereal diseases existed at the time, the au-
thorities relied on past experiences for ideas to assist in planning pre-
vention strategies for the present and future.1

Social protection officials, who would ultimately control the venereal
disease program during World War II, relied heavily upon individuals
and groups active in earlier moral reform efforts of the Progressive Era
as well as upon officials who had been involved in programs to pro-
tect servicemen from venereal disease during World War I. Bascomb
Johnson, director of the Law Enforcement Division of the 1917 CTCA,
agreed to lend his expertise to discussions and planning sessions regard-
ing venereal disease and prostitution during wartime.2 The CTCA was
established by Secretary of War Newton D. Baker after receiving a re-
port from his investigator (Raymond B. Fosdick) regarding the appall-
ing conditions at army camps in the Southwest. Fosdick enumerated
problems such as “drunkenness, vice, and debauchery” as well as pros-
titution and venereal disease.3 Alan Brandt points out that what began
as an attempt to keep the troops free of disease, especially venereal dis-
ease, soon expanded to a more ambitious effort to “rid the nation of
vice, immorality, and disease.”4

World War I provided an opening for what has been called “an op-
portunity to evaluate the effects of a national appeal for [sexual] conti-
nence.” In an attempt to keep servicemen “fit to fight,” the government
aimed to prevent exposure to medical and moral hazards by persuad-
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ing servicemen that sexual restraint was “a virtue comparable to patri-
otism.”5 Winick and Kinsie state that “as a result the U.S. became a
vast sociological laboratory for testing social hygiene measures.”6 The
CTCA set up a program of athletics/manly exercise/competitive sport
and urged the military and community to work together to provide
amusement and recreation for men on leave. The World War I program
to control venereal disease and prostitution served as a model in the fol-
lowing years. While engaging in a new effort to repress prostitution and
prevent venereal disease during World War II, the state expanded its in-
terventionary role, reaching even deeper into the everyday life of the
American people.

Government, military, and medical officials interested in forming a
new version of the CTCA sought information on the commission’s oper-
ating procedures. Officials of the ASHA immediately offered their exper-
tise. Heavily involved in venereal disease prevention for many years, the
ASHA continued to advise the army, navy, and USPHS in a capacity sim-
ilar to its role during World War I. As a result of numerous meetings and
conferences, the ASHA was asked “to assume the same voluntary role
in quietly obtaining the facts and developing public opinion and civilian
cooperation for the protection of soldiers, sailors, civilians, and workers
in essential industries, that it played during the [First] World War.”7

Jean B. Pinney, editor of the Journal of Social Hygiene during the
1940s, put it this way: “Many of the problems which confronted pio-
neer social hygiene workers of those first years of the national campaign
against venereal diseases, prostitution, delinquency, and public indiffer-
ence and inaction, are much the same as those faced today in the pres-
ent national emergency, particularly in regard to today’s problems of
prostitution and social protection.”8 Pinney stated that experienced so-
cial workers believed that it would make good sense to apply the poli-
cies used in the past to current conditions, since their earlier reform ef-
forts had “dealt a deadly blow to a gigantic evil.”9 The World War I
notion that “the sexual impulse could be curbed through instruction,
exercise, and wholesome entertainment” recurred in the World War II
discourse but was challenged by a competing idea that (white) service-
men’s sexuality could or should not be interfered with.10 While conti-
nence and chastity remained a theme, it was no longer the only option.
Taking a more pragmatic view, especially of sexuality and servicemen,
military and some government officials favored preventive and prophy-
lactic measures. Other segments of the population (white women and
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nonwhite men and women), however, remained vulnerable to state in-
terventions in their sexual lives. Influenced by past attitudes toward,
and interpretations of, potential problems in the realm of sexuality, the
state became overly invested in controlling female sexuality.

State officials, both women and men, who worked in the interwar
years in areas such as prisons, reformatories, the judiciary, and police
departments added their suggestions to organizing the repression ef-
fort.11 In addition, fact-finding individuals and groups utilized the large
body of Progressive Era studies and analyses regarding prostitution.12

While the magnitude of the war against prostitution, female promiscu-
ity, and venereal disease during World War II exceeded that of World
War I, the presence of advisers such as Johnson and women who began
their professional careers in the 1910s and 1920s ensured the continua-
tion of a strain of (white) middle-class social and moral reform in the
1930s and 1940s. The early-twentieth-century studies had concentrated
on lower class and nonwhite vice districts. The World War II campaign
to repress prostitution and control female sexuality had a much broader
scope. State officials focused more generally on female sexuality and
looked to more varied social locations. Lower-class bodies in the so-
called vice districts were no longer the only bodies liable to surveillance.

On Female Sexuality

By the start of the twentieth century, female sexuality had already be-
come a topic of study and analysis. With an acknowledgment that
women, too, were sexual beings came new problems that were not only
personal but also social. As Joanne J. Meyerowitz points out, such de-
partures from traditional norms “attracted public notice.”13 Print media
of many types featured issues on female sex and sexuality by Freud and
the sexologists and on flappers, bohemians, suffragists, and more. Often
the women depicted were stereotyped as mannish, neurotic, oversexed,
undersexed, or otherwise deviating from the expected norms. Bram
Dijkstra argues that at the turn of the century scientists “transformed
. . . gender conflicts . . . into a ‘scientifically grounded’ [Darwinian and
eugenicist] exposé of female sexuality as a source of social disruption
and degeneration.”14 That many young single women, across class lines,
had already engaged in male and female relationships, some of a sexual
nature, provided evidence for such claims. At the same time that young
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women were frequenting public entertainment establishments, a parallel
discourse of vice and related crimes and their relationship to public en-
tertainment received public attention. The apparatus of the state took
notice.

During this period significant numbers of women, many of them for-
mer social workers, entered police work; under the heading of crime
prevention or “protection,” policewomen’s goals were “to reduce the
vulnerability of teenage girls and young women to sexual exploitation,
which they thought encompassed virtually all instances of premarital
sex.”15 In a study of adolescent female sexuality that spans the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Mary E. Odem looks at, in
part, the emergence of an “elaborate network of legal codes and institu-
tions designed to control the sexuality of young women and girls.”16 By
1920, many female adolescents and young women were perceived no
longer as victims of sexual exploitation needing protection but rather as
sexually active and in need of discipline. Many women’s everyday lives
underwent enormous change in the interwar years, but as women once
again assumed new wartime roles, older attitudes toward female sexual-
ity remained embedded in the discourse of prevention and protection.

Repression in the Years before Pearl Harbor

In October 1940, Major General Charles R. Reynolds, MD, spoke to a
special session of the American Public Health Association on national
defense and venereal disease. He went back to colonial times to empha-
size the seriousness of the problem. He claimed that George Washington
had “directed the attention of the commanders of the armed forces to
the gravity of venereal diseases” as spread by camp followers. Ever since,
according to Reynolds, the women who followed the troops had been
“the chief cause of disability and consequent loss of efficiency in the mil-
itary establishment.” Ignoring the predominance of sexually transmitted
diseases in the civilian male population, Reynolds came quickly to the
point. “Throughout military operations,” he stated, “it is the prostitute
who supplies the venereal infection; it is the prostitute who must be
controlled to prevent venereal disease in the military forces.” He went a
step further, however, referring not only to prostitutes but also to “other
women differing from them only in nomenclature.”17 In this analysis,
which typically omitted the military’s dependence on women, proximity
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to the military could automatically define a woman as a camp follower
—that is, as sexually promiscuous. As we have seen, the state fully
agreed.

The representatives of the main groups propelling the World War II
campaign against prostitutes, promiscuous women, and venereal disease
agreed that social hygiene was a critical area of preparedness activities.
“Careful planning—based on stern realization and grim determination
—was the foundation of the Federal program of venereal disease con-
trol.”18 A significant aspect of this “careful planning” became mobiliz-
ing public opinion in support of the repression of prostitution. Operat-
ing concurrently with the focus on women as vectors of disease, official
meetings discussed topics such as increasing prophylactic materials and
facilities for servicemen, removing penalties for servicemen who con-
tracted venereal disease, and possibly drafting and treating venereally
diseased men.19 Men could engage in sexual relations, use prophylaxis,
and, if they became infected with a venereal disease, receive medical
treatment. But women named as contacts were perceived as always al-
ready infected or infectious and therefore a threat to national defense.

In January 1941, Dr. Vonderlehr (USPHS) wrote to various officials
and agencies regarding the “vital relationship of venereal disease con-
trol to current national defense efforts” and the importance of “broad
community participation” in VD control. “All public spirited citizens,”
he said, should be enlisted to support this campaign. McNutt praised
the ASHA’s work in support of repression as a “great service to the na-
tion.” He then requested continuing assistance from the ASHA in “cul-
tivating and organizing public opinion in support of law enforcement to
reduce prostitution and sex delinquency to a minimum.”20 This seemed
particularly important in light of public opinion polls that indicated
that the public favored regulation. Public opinion posed persistent prob-
lems. A Gallup poll taken after repression had begun (1942) indicated
that 55 percent of those polled still favored regulation. Sixty-one per-
cent of the men and 49 percent of the women said yes.21 Regulation
meant that prostitutes would be required by law to operate in a segre-
gated district and would be subject to regular medical inspection. If
found diseased, they would be confined in a treatment facility; if free
of venereal disease, they would be issued health cards to that effect.
The subject of longtime controversy, regulation appealed to segments of
the public and the military for a variety of reasons. On one level, sup-
port for regulation reflected a pragmatic view by military officials con-
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cerning male sexuality as well as an acceptance of male sexual prerog-
atives. On another level, public attitudes were more complex, encom-
passing a number of reasons: businessmen’s profit motives, community
fears that servicemen might resort to rape if prostitutes were not availa-
ble, women’s fear of rape, and perhaps doubt regarding the possibility
of men remaining chaste.

Despite public concerns that emerged in support of regulation, Ness
and his agency moved quickly to close down vice districts, eliminating
several hundred in a short space of time. Although the SPD claimed a
good success rate, many officials, including Surgeon General Thomas
Parran, perceived the mechanisms for enforcement as weak.22 Pro-re-
pression officials from government, military, medical, and social insti-
tutions sought legislation that would provide the enforcement mecha-
nisms they found lacking as they attempted to close down red-light
districts and arrest prostitutes. With the passage of the May Act in July
1941, they would achieve their goal.

In the meantime, government, medical, and social agency officials
continued to review and discuss repression policies employed during
World War I. In March 1941, Charles P. Taft, the assistant director of
ODHWS (serving under McNutt), held one of many meetings to discuss
a federal social hygiene plan.23 Dr. William F. Snow (ASHA), Vonder-
lehr (USPHS), and Bascomb Johnson attended. Taft once again called
upon Johnson to explain the law enforcement policies used to repress
prostitution during World War I and to give particular attention to a
comparison with the proposed May Act. Johnson recalled, in part, that
the country had been divided into districts, each one having specific le-
gal and protective measures. Plans had been drawn up for detention
houses and reformatories to contain women and girls.24 Johnson stated
that during the First World War most of the administrators were army
officers and that both men and women served as field officers, with the
men handling law enforcement and the women in charge of women and
girls. He recommended that a civilian be placed in charge of the coming
effort, but he stressed the importance of full cooperation by the army
and navy. He then called attention to the word cooperation as problem-
atic, since there was at that time “some difference of opinion” among
naval officers regarding repression. The army and navy officers present
assured Taft that they would support any “workable” plan.25

That the World War II effort to formulate a coherent social hygiene
program was complicated by “turf wars” became evident as this meet-
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ing proceeded. Katherine Lenroot, of the Children’s Bureau, wanted a
woman in charge with a staff of women. The representative from the
FBI wanted to ensure the primacy of his agency’s police power. Various
other officials, including Captain Rhoda J. Millikin, the director of the
Women’s Bureau of the Metropolitan Police Department in the District
of Columbia, spoke to their own agendas.26 Many women involved in
the campaign, such as Captain Millikin, Katherine Lenroot, Helen Hi-
ronimus (prison system), and Miriam Van Waters (prison system), be-
longed to a group influenced by Progressive reform. Their definition of
protection for women and girls incorporated middle-class biases about
the working class. They accepted the notion that working-class women
were potentially promiscuous, but they favored reforming the women
so that they would fit into appropriate class and gender categories.
Upon rare occasions, individual women argued for practices such as
more realistic sex education for young people, especially women. For
example, Dr. Valerie H. Parker, chair of the Social Hygiene Committee
of the National Council of Women of the United States, wrote in an
ASHA pamphlet that “direct sex character training” was necessary,
rather than “the vague and half understood statements concerning pu-
rity.” She believed that adequate training could help “avert juvenile
tragedies.”27 For the most part, however, professional women, while
speaking of protection, seemed to have been in agreement with the gov-
ernment’s suggestions for a repression program that concentrated on
women. Protection, then, had a punitive element.

One lonely voice disagreed with the seeming consensus, that of Aimee
Zillmer of the Wisconsin Board of Health. She spoke strongly against
attitudes toward social hygiene on the part of many military officials in
the prewar period. “I remember,” she said, “at a social hygiene day in
St. Louis on February 5, 1941, my utter disgust with army officials who
stole the show by practically squeezing out any moral, spiritual or edu-
cational considerations of social hygiene.”28 She was referring, in part,
to attitudes toward servicemen, who were represented as courageous
and brave but unable to “face a fancy lady and resist her.” Zillmer
went on to cite a navy official who, a few months earlier, had spoken
about navy men’s “disgust” at the focus on venereal disease but who re-
sponded favorably to more positive arguments for “staying clean.” Sug-
gesting that negative attitudes would have later repercussions, Zillmer
stated, “I think we have done youth a great injustice.”29 Her cautions—
that both men and women should receive reasonable sex education and
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that men, too, should be held responsible for promiscuous behavior—
went unheeded. Instead, the war against venereal disease continued to
equate women and venereal disease.

The May Act Hearings and the Criminalization of 
Female Sexuality

In late 1940, Major General Charles P. Reynolds introduced a new con-
cern, “mechanized” prostitution, to officials engaged in venereal disease
control. He claimed that since contemporary women had great mobility
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and used various means of transportation, especially automobiles and
trailers, many more women followed the troops. This widely circulated
theory gained strength from constant repetition, as in the discourses
that repeatedly branded the women who “flocked” to areas of military
concentration as promiscuous. While prostitutes certainly did business
in military areas, not all women in these areas were prostitutes. Pre-
sumptive terminology tainted women who were on the move for non-
sexual purposes. A mythology of mobilized prostitution, especially after
the institution of rationing, served also to strengthen the idea that nu-
merous women were engaging in unpatriotic subversion of defense
measures. Reynolds, in fact, referred to prostitution as “a Fifth Column
in our midst to be dealt with accordingly.”30 Many persons, both female
and male, were, of course, on the road for a variety of reasons related
to mobilization. Nonetheless, women who, in supporting the defense
effort, deviated from the travel norms that defined prewar behavior
became suspicious individuals. Such attitudes indicate that, even at an
early point in the campaign, prostitution and promiscuity were often
broadly conceived categories, applied indiscriminately. Official percep-
tions regarding rampant promiscuity gained strength when the venereal
disease rate continued to climb even as prostitution districts were closed
down.31 Support for federal legislation increased.

In January 1941, Representative Andrew J. May of Kentucky pre-
sented a bill to Congress that would make prostitution in the vicinity of
military bases and defense-related areas a federal crime. The Committee
on Military Affairs held hearings on the May Act during March 1941.32

The committee numbered twenty-seven and heard testimony from rep-
resentatives of diverse groups, all in favor of legislation to criminalize
prostitution. Reports of the hearings indicate that the fight against vene-
real diseases focused almost entirely on women. The proposed legisla-
tion was, in fact, referred to as the “suppression of prostitution bill.”33

Representatives of organizations such as the ASHA, the American Le-
gion, and the Children’s Bureau, as well as several military chaplains
who favored moral suasion as a strategy to reach men and convince
them to resist promiscuity, testified in support of the May Act. The day
after the hearings opened, Mayor La Guardia of New York informed
the New York Times that not only did he endorse the act, but also he
had suggested an amendment to make it “even more forceful and effec-
tive.” La Guardia’s proposal that the act include “loiterers” in the vicin-
ity of cantonments, or training stations, not just prostitutes, illustrates
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how the campaign moved beyond an attack on commercialized prosti-
tution. He also recommended that the government be authorized to
seize property used for immoral purposes, including automobiles and
trailers.34

Dr. Arthur T. McCormack, state health officer of Louisville, Ken-
tucky, was one of the first to speak in support of this legislation. Testify-
ing as a member of the Conference of State and Territorial Health Au-
thorities, McCormack stated that the group was “unanimously in fa-
vor” of the proposed legislation. On the basis of his experience during
World War I, he pointed out that federal legislation conferred the power
of persuasion: “[Y]ou are able to persuade a great many people to do
things that you could not do if you did not have the authority that is
conferred by this legislation.” He suggested that the threat of federal in-
tervention could diminish the need for actual prosecutions. McCormack
then raised the question of “reasonable distance,” since widespread use
of automobiles and other improved means of transportation meant that
men on leave could and did travel long distances and that women, too,
had greater mobility. McCormack pointed out that the size of the zone
around the camp was of “very great importance” and a “very serious
practical problem,” given the high rate of venereal disease among ser-
vicemen.35 Apparently the area of the zone never became standardized,
since a significant portion of Tennessee came under the control of the
May Act in 1942.

When the hearings returned to the need for federal legislation, Mc-
Cormack pointed out that a large percentage of the men stationed
at Fort Thomas and Fort Knox, Kentucky, had venereal disease. He
claimed that a “great many” prostitutes operated in the immediate
neighborhood of both camps but that because of a lack of effective law
enforcement measures not much had been done to eliminate the prob-
lem. Moreover, McCormack said that without a federal mandate on re-
pression of prostitution a particular type of problem resulted. “Cincin-
nati,” he said, “has enforced its laws very well indeed, and that has re-
sulted in driving most of the prostitutes over to Newport, Kentucky
where they are welcome and where they like to have them because it in-
creases business in Newport, and as a result they have succeeded in in-
fecting not only soldiers but a great many of the civilians in Cincinnati,
because the men seem to follow the prostitutes there, as they do in other
places.” The chairman then inquired whether the doctor had any up-to-
date information regarding the activities of these women. McCormack
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replied that “there is one very curious thing that is happening”: on the
night before payday at Fort Knox between 50 and 150 automobiles car-
rying women arrived in the general vicinity. He claimed that his investi-
gators referred to these women as “grass grabbers” who “go around in
these cars, get under the trees and set up business for the night, and are
gone the next morning.” The doctor went on (at length) to make the
case for the absolute necessity of federal legislation that would “central-
ize authority” and support uniform prosecution of (female) offenders.36

Many who testified in favor of passage of the May Act stated their sup-
port in terms of the need for federal intervention if local law enforce-
ment did not comply with the directives to clean up red-light districts by
vigorous suppression of prostitution. Accusations, like the one made
against “grass grabbers,” proliferated and lent strength to the call for
federal intervention. The machinery for controlling female sexuality was
set firmly in place with the passage of the May Act in July 1941. The
battle on the homefront, based not only on charges that some American
women were already engaging in sexually “deviant” behavior but also
on an expectation that many more would do so, began well before entry
into the “real” war on December 7, 1941.

Sexuality and Surveillance

Once the May Act became law, the SPD increased its investigations of
so-called problem areas. Surveillance had, however, been occurring for
some time. In response to a request from McNutt (FSA) for information
regarding the activities of the ASHA on “national defense problems,”
Dr. Clarke (ASHA) reminded McNutt that Dr. Snow had already depos-
ited a complete file of the ASHA’s reports of “undercover studies” with
the Office of the Surgeon General of the United States.37 Clarke reiter-
ated the ASHA’s general position on educational and environmental
measures, which were “intended to foster the most advantageous exer-
cise of sex functions in life.” But he also stated that “certain pathologi-
cal practices such as commercialized prostitution and certain communi-
cable diseases such as syphilis and gonorrhea, spread mainly by sex con-
tacts,” had to be “corrected,” since army, navy, and defense workers
would become disabled as a result of venereal disease. Furthermore,
he maintained that “since prostitution constitutes the principal means
of spread of these diseases,” national defense demanded a solution. The
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magnitude of the early campaign became visible: “209 undercover in-
vestigations of prostitution and allied conditions” had been carried out
by the ASHA from September 1, 1939, to January 1, 1941, in twenty-
nine states and the District of Columbia.38 Given that representatives of
the association had discovered numerous areas of problematic sexual
activity, Clarke reiterated the necessity of “adequate law enforcement
against prostitution and juvenile delinquency.”39 He told McNutt that
the association was regularly informing state and local officials of “situ-
ations” in need of remedial action in order to protect the “health and
morale of the armed forces.” The FBI acted on such information; the
records indicate a significant rise in the number of women arrested on
morals charges. FBI statistics for 1941 and 1942 show arrests of women
under twenty-one increasing by 64.8 percent for prostitution and by
104.7 percent for “other sex offenses.”40

The Battle on the Homefront

The state apparatus had a clear target in existing prostitution districts,
but officials also planned a preemptive strike on women deemed poten-
tially promiscuous. In general, planning sessions for the implementation
of the war on venereal diseases made it clear that women were viewed
as both sexually available and sexually suspect. The authorities dis-
cussed ways to use women for varied forms of entertainment in order
to maintain male morale while simultaneously acting to control and
contain so-called dangerous female sexuality. For example, James E.
Moore, a physician, while engaged in a discussion about service clubs,
called for the availability of “wholesome activities: pool, billiards, cards,
etc., and young women for game or dance partners.”41 The USO mobi-
lized carefully chosen young women to serve as hostesses for servicemen
and “assumed that white middle-class women were inherently sexually
respectable and feminine.” “It groomed these ‘good girls’ to represent
the USO. . . . [T]hey conducted work that helped to maintain the role
of the virtuous woman in this time of crisis.”42 The Cincinnati USO
bused three hundred girls from Cincinnati to Fort Knox every other
Sunday. They departed in the morning, lunched at Fort Knox, served as
dancing hostesses at a tea dance, and returned home around 11 o’clock
in the evening. After a few weeks the same service was provided on the
intervening Sundays to Camp Atterbury.43 Many other young women,
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traveling alone or in groups, were not so fortunate; unprotected by the
USO’s excellent reputation, they might be perceived as “mechanized
prostitutes.”

In Louisville, Kentucky, a committee of citizens appointed by the di-
rector of public welfare and functioning under the Welfare and Recrea-
tion Division of the mayor’s Military Affairs Committee identified a
need for a center for transient servicemen. Accordingly, in March 1941
the committee opened such a center where servicemen could engage in a
variety of activities, including meeting girls and dancing. The committee
also called for a hospitality program to integrate servicemen into the
community through churches and invitations to Sunday dinner.44 Para-
doxically, then, numerous women, in complying with wartime obliga-
tions, traveled beyond traditional gender boundaries and became vul-
nerable to charges of suspicious behavior. For example, when women
volunteered to attend dances at military encampments, they traveled in
buses and trains, but at the same time magazine articles referred to
trainloads of girls arriving in military areas as, at best, potentially pro-
miscuous.45

On rare occasions an official figure exhibited concern about the use
of women as hostesses or in other capacities in support of servicemen’s
morale. For example, the assistant dean of women at Ohio State Uni-
versity was initially very reluctant to permit “her girls” to travel to
dances at nearby Lockbourne Air Base. Newspaper articles such as
“Sweethearts at Ease,” by Ovetta Culp Hobby, responded to similar
concerns. She thought that wives, in particular, might want to know
more about the army innovation of “hostesses.” Speaking of the impor-
tance of maintaining morale, Hobby discussed hostesses as part of the
“giant housekeeping problems of the rapidly expanding army.” She
wrote about her public relations job in terms of putting out “personal-
ized news,” saying that she intended to keep women—wives, sweet-
hearts, mothers—informed about the kind of news that they were in-
terested in. In representing the public relations arm of the War De-
partment, Hobby was charged with reassuring the female public that
hostesses were performing an ordinary domestic task and were not
“loose” women who would tempt their men to sexual transgressions.46

It is not surprising that women would have some misgivings regard-
ing the presence of hostesses and other women mobilized to entertain
the troops, since warnings about so-called promiscuous women prolifer-
ated. Places of public transportation, for example, featured posters cau-
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tioning servicemen about loitering women, depicting lone women as
most likely soliciting. Influenced by the prevailing and widespread no-
tion that prostitution flourished around military camps and bases, many
women feared for their men’s moral virtue. In light of the public cam-
paign against venereal disease–bearing girls and women, women who
participated in defense-related recreational activities for servicemen were
all too often viewed with suspicion. Amid a discourse of female sexual
deviance, the state called upon women to volunteer for morale service.
But as we have seen, male morale based on female companionship,
which was sexualized in the prevailing discourse, often placed women
in dangerous spaces, regardless of their reasons for joining the mobiliza-
tion effort.

These conflicting attitudes toward women who traveled beyond nor-
mative spaces strengthened beliefs held by certain government and civil-
ian officials that unrestricted female sexuality would result in an epi-
demic of venereal disease. As sexuality, particularly female sexuality,
became the topic of numerous publications, reports, and meetings, the
discussions and debates regarding the venereal disease problem pro-
duced a discourse of anticipatory stigmatization around women’s ex-
pected sexual activities. In February 1941, Dr. Moore, who was chair-
man of the National Research Council’s Subcommittee on Venereal Dis-
eases and who served as a frequent witness, appeared before a joint
army-navy committee to speak about the causal relationship between
prostitution and venereal diseases. His testimony reinforced a notion
that mobilization and war would loosen social constraints and that
immoderate female sexual activity would ensue. This, in turn, would
spread venereal disease, imperil the health and efficiency of the armed
forces, and sap national strength. Dr. Moore epitomized the contradic-
tions of the war on prostitution and the venereal disease campaign. In
March 1941, for example, he spoke strongly in support of the repres-
sion of prostitution as an effective measure for “minimizing potentially
infectious contacts.” And in the course of his lengthy speech, he also
provided insight into the mobilization aspect of female sexuality as he
advocated providing hostesses at service clubs to maintain morale. Then
again, Moore is also on record as considering the viability of regulated
prostitution as a means of providing clean sex for servicemen. It should
also be noted that Moore was a consultant to the Tuskegee experiment
(1932), at which time his belief that venereal disease manifested differ-
ently in blacks and whites did much both to rationalize the experiment
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and to maintain the fiction that blacks were inherently different from
whites.47 Moore was not the only official who inscribed sexual deviance
on raced and gendered bodies.

Venereal Disease Control Strategies

Numerous individuals and agencies continued to present their plans to
reduce venereal disease in the armed forces. The ASHA continued to
plan for venereal disease control by focusing on education, particularly
for servicemen. Sex education, a contentious issue, had different mean-
ings for a variety of organizations and individuals. For the ASHA, the
outbreak of the war in Europe and the inevitability of American in-
volvement gave a sense “of history repeating itself.” ASHA leaders
thought that the First World War could have “provided the ultimate
teachable moment.” However, social and political opposition, as well as
the brevity of U.S. participation in the war, limited the association’s suc-
cess. The ASHA expected to be more successful this time, since the fed-
eral government seemed ready to play a more active role in the fight
against venereal diseases through a well-coordinated program for the
repression of prostitution.48 Over time, the ASHA engaged in efforts to
educate young people regarding the horrors of venereal disease, its links
with prostitution, and the dangers of promiscuity to the nation, to the
family, to the body, and to moral character. During the Second World
War, the association continued its efforts to dissuade young men and
women from promiscuous sex.

While the ASHA contended that the best way to prevent venereal dis-
ease was through education, other participants in the campaign contin-
ued to discuss more direct intervention, such as federal regulation of
prostitution or federal legislation to suppress prostitution. Some offi-
cials challenged the idea of more explicit sex education as a viable strat-
egy, contending that providing prophylactic information would increase
immorality rather than decrease disease. And the very idea of providing
women with sexual information was anathema to many of those in-
volved in the social hygiene campaign. Paradoxically, while sex educa-
tion and “pure” womanhood seemed a contradiction in terms to many
officials, they continued to view women, in general, as liable to promis-
cuity. After all, according to a popular VD poster, even the seeming pu-
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rity of the girl next door was open to doubt.49 There was a widespread
sociopolitical perception that “immoral’ women posed the most signifi-
cant threat to national health, and this perception continued to retard a
comprehensive war on venereal disease.

Official teams had another plan; they began to conduct numerous
studies in diverse areas throughout the United States. The military, for
example, did a survey of commercialized prostitution conditions in so-
called problem areas in California in 1940.50 And in 1941 the ASHA
published a report reinforcing the belief that some women would likely
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cause problems: “[I]n all probability the problems of prostitution would
become conspicuous again as the nation prepared for defense and pos-
sibly for war.”51 As a result of such suppositions, the ASHA and the
Bureau of Social Hygiene conducted 531 studies of prostitution, lead-
ing the authorities to state that “dangerous conditions existed” across
the United States.52 Local and state health departments sent investiga-
tors into various localities where prostitution, promiscuity, and vene-
real disease “flourished.” Connecticut health officers, for example, vis-
ited ninety-six towns and cities between July 1940 and June 1941. Par-
ticularly troublesome areas, characterized by female prostitution and
promiscuity, such as Hartford and New Haven, received multiple visits,
eighty-two and forty-one respectively.53 The Detroit Police Department
also did its part by arresting “a group of women each day and night
on morals charges.” Some were known prostitutes, and others were so-
called first offenders; all were held in jail and examined for venereal
disease.54

In June 1941, the Second Army (approximately seventy-five thousand
men) held field maneuvers in southern Tennessee. The governmental re-
sponses illuminated the gendered workings of the VD campaign. The
public health system set up VD clinics within existing health depart-
ments and opened special clinics in other locales. In each of the ten
counties in and around the maneuver area, a deputy sheriff worked full
time to “apprehend prostitutes and arrest female vagrants.” Vagrants
could be women who were not local to the area, but the charge of va-
grancy could also be used to arrest “on suspicion of,” as in the case of
women perceived to be potentially promiscuous. Numerous women
were arrested, held in jail, examined for venereal disease, and, if found
infected, remanded to quarantine facilities. “Those suspected of being
prostitutes and who had negative blood tests on the first examination
were held in most instances for a second examination a week later.”
Women who were arrested on charges of vagrancy but who tested nega-
tive for venereal disease received a fine. Inability to pay the fine resulted
in a sentence to the workhouse. Ultimately officials determined that
only about 14 percent of the male cases of venereal disease originated in
the maneuver area; 86 percent of the men had acquired venereal disease
elsewhere.55 Such statistics did not reach the public, leaving the impres-
sion that prostitutes and “loitering” women managed to infect signifi-
cant numbers of servicemen. While the repression campaign may have

58 | Prelude to War



reduced sexual contact in the maneuver area, it did not stop the soldiers
from engaging in sexual relations. It was not intended to. Rather the
war against venereal disease was more often fought by randomly accus-
ing American women of immorality. When addressing the public, the
SPD used the specific term promiscuous girls and women, though in pri-
vate, by using the term potentially promiscuous, it failed to make clear
distinctions between and among women.

Official discussions of female sexuality in articles such as “Prostitu-
tion as a Source of Infection with the Venereal Diseases in the Armed
Forces” led to meetings to discuss the necessity for contact tracing of al-
legedly diseased women. A representative memo discussed, in part, re-
pression of prostitution, including factors such as eliminating segregated
districts and individual brothels and refusing to tolerate “flagrant solici-
tation,” whether it occurred on the streets, in cabarets, in dance halls, in
honky-tonks, or by “trailer girls.” A discourse of (bad) women on the
loose circulated privately and publicly in state documents, professional
publications, and the popular press, forging a link between women and
the contagion of sexually transmitted diseases.56 Many officials had no
doubt that as large numbers of men became concentrated on military
bases and in wartime industrial boomtowns, “hordes of harlots” would
soon follow.57 As venereal diseases, prostitution, and female promiscu-
ity filled the agendas of committee meetings, hearings, and memos by
concerned and interested officials, individuals, and agencies, no one in
attendance seemed to disagree with the claim that prostitutes were re-
sponsible for the spread of venereal diseases. Many also assumed that
numerous other wartime women would not only exceed the bounds of
their assigned sexual space but also carry venereal diseases.

The resulting publicity regarding investigations tended to overshadow
different solutions such as moral suasion and education regarding the
perils of venereal disease. The extent of the policies and practices of the
state apparatus as they affected women during the period of prepared-
ness and mobilization for the Second World War has been, for the most
part, underreported.58 In the years and months immediately preceding
Pearl Harbor, the homefront was not a secure place for women. Gov-
ernment officials called upon women to provide a variety of defense-
related support services as the nation prepared for war. But at the same
time, government officials and members of social agencies developed
plans to prevent and control venereal diseases in the armed services
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through the repression of prostitution. Numerous women, many of them
not prostitutes, became subject to repression. Once any woman stepped
outside the traditional boundaries of female space, she entered an am-
biguous space where she could be seen as “promiscuous.” We turn in
the next chapter to the role played by the sciences and medicine in the
war on the homefront against venereal disease and women.
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“Reservoirs of Infection”
Science, Medicine, and Contagious Bodies

The wartime definition of contagious bodies was a product
of discourses of medicine and science, including the social sciences.
These discourses include not only those circulating during the 1940s but
also those of the preceding decades. Ideologies, theories, stereotypes, at-
titudes, and perceptions of gender, class, ethnicity, and race that sur-
faced and resurfaced during the war years both reflected and reinforced
preexisting assumptions regarding particular bodies as always prone to
deviance and disease. Because the disease in question was venereal, the
bodies in question were constituted as dangerous, both morally and
medically. During World War II a belief that some bodies (female and
nonwhite) were dangerous shaped government policies and social atti-
tudes.

Sexually transmitted diseases have a long and complicated history.1

Controversies over venereal diseases and their interpretations converge
at an intersection of political, philosophical, medical, moral, racial,
class, and gender dialogues. Thus discourses of venereal disease have of-
ten exceeded the boundaries of science and medicine. During the Second
World War, syphilis and gonorrhea represented not only communicable
diseases but also signs of danger and disorder in the social body, partic-
ularly in its female aspect. Complex sociocultural meanings surrounded,
and continue to surround, concepts and categories such as disease, sin,
deviance, race, women, and prostitutes, to name a few.

In the early twentieth century, when the physician and experimental
scientist Paul Erhlich discovered an arsenic-based treatment for syphilis,
he referred to it as a “magic bullet.” The new drug, Salvarsan, seemed
to offer hope that another serious communicable disease could be con-
trolled, perhaps even cured. But in spite of this scientific breakthrough,
venereal diseases remained in the realm of the unspeakable, emerging
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only occasionally to be considered as medical rather than moral prob-
lems. When Thomas Parran, MD, was appointed surgeon general of the
USPHS in 1936, his priorities included lifting the silence and removing
the moral stigma around venereal diseases. Nonetheless, a connection
persisted between venereal disease and sin. In 1940, for example, when
Paul De Kruif discussed Erhlich’s discovery, he still referred to the ar-
senical treatment as “a deliverer from the scourge of that pale cork-
screw microbe whose attack is the reward of sin, whose bite is the cause
of syphilis, the ill of the loathsome name.”2 And while Parran spoke of
treating venereal diseases just like any other communicable diseases, he
too could not completely escape from the influences of his time, includ-
ing the belief that race affected the etiology of disease. For example, the
surgeon general wrote that “it is not his [the black man’s] fault that the
disease is biologically different in him than in the white, that his blood
vessels are particularly susceptible so that late syphilis brings with it
crippling circulatory diseases, cuts his working usefulness in half, and
makes him an unemployable burden upon the community in the last
years of his shortened life. It is through no fault of hers that the colored
woman remains infectious two and one half times as long as the white
woman.”3 Wittingly or unwittingly, such statements contributed to a
belief that venereally diseased African Americans not only were biologi-
cally different from white people but also posed unique dangers to the
larger society. Women, both black and white, and black men became
the primary signifiers of venereal disease, allowing a perception of white
men, especially servicemen, as innocent victims of these diseases and by
extension the most moral members of society. Such discourses, which
marked particular bodies and left others unmarked, continued, over
time, to confound wartime attempts to deal with sexually transmitted
diseases in a medical framework. Historian John Duffy notes that while
“existing medical knowledge defined the limits of health activity . . .
that alone did not determine what would happen.”4 Nonmedical factors
such as politics, economics, religion, and issues of class, race, ethnicity,
and gender all influenced perceptions of and policies regarding venereal
disease and its prevention and control during World War II.

The competing discourses that circulate around the topic of venereal
diseases illuminate the clash between medical and moral perceptions of
sexually transmitted diseases. Alan M. Brandt, in his work on the social
history of venereal disease in the United States, considers “venereal dis-
ease in its social constructions.” He analyzes the ways in which three
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factors, “sex, disease, and medicine,” both “engage social fears” and
operate to “express these anxieties” around the subject of venereal dis-
ease.5 Historian Elizabeth Fee adds that “social, political, religious, and
moral conceptions influence our perceptions of disease, just as do scien-
tific and medical theories.”6 She also points out that “a fundamental
cultural ambivalence” is manifested in a continuing debate regarding
studies and treatments of sexually transmitted diseases. “Are venereal
diseases infectious diseases just like many others,” or do they represent
“social, moral, or spiritual afflictions?”7 According to Charles E. Rosen-
berg, disease is an “elusive entity.” He contends that “explaining sick-
ness is too significant—socially and emotionally—for it to be a value-
free enterprise.”8 During World War II, servicemen suffered from a cur-
able disease, but women and disease became synonymous.

Constructing Deviant Bodies

The production of the sexually promiscuous and diseased woman of the
Second World War becomes somewhat easier to comprehend when con-
sidered in light of similar medical, scientific, and sociocultural manifes-
tations in prior times. Rosi Braidotti has traced the presence of tradi-
tional and historically continuous categories of the “other,” such as
“sexual difference (i.e. man/woman), sexual deviance, race, ethnicity,
and the non-human.” She views otherness through the lens of “mon-
strous” beings, who, in her words, “help us understand the paradox of
difference as a ubiquitous but perennially negative preoccupation.”9

That state and social authorities were preoccupied, in a negative way,
with expectations of an imminent explosion of “monstrously” excess
female sexuality in the late 1930s and during the war years cannot be
denied.

In his book Evil Sisters, Bram Dijkstra follows a similar path.10 He
explores the construction of the dangerous female body in bioscience
and popular culture, especially in the early decades of the twentieth
century. Dijkstra analyzes the figure of the female vampire, who pre-
sented a clear and present threat to the virility of the white heterosexual
male. Appearing in popular media as the “vamp,” such women were
both alluring and dangerous. Depicted as sexual predators, vamps were
held responsible for destroying manhood. Reading such scholarship in
conjunction with the numerous studies of prostitution and promiscuity
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that proliferated in the Progressive Era, one can identify continuously
negative attitudes toward female sexuality, which made possible desig-
nations such as the World War II patriotute—another destroyer of man-
hood. In spite of, or perhaps because of, actual changes in women’s ma-
terial lives during wartime, these deeply embedded attitudes reemerged
and adapted to the necessities of war. They continued to exert an influ-
ence on perceptions of what constituted appropriate or inappropriate
womanhood. In this process, many myths about female sexuality ac-
quired a patina of truth.

Recent scholarship looks closely at the relationships among women,
science, and medicine, particularly in terms of the framing or marking
of the female body. The editors of Body/Politics: Women and the Dis-
courses of Science remind us that “many of the crucial focuses for scien-
tific contestation have involved or invoked the feminine body.”11 And as
Jennifer Terry and Jacqueline Urla have indicated, the idea of “embod-
ied deviance” has, “since the nineteenth century, been part and parcel of
a larger effort to organize social relations according to categories denot-
ing normality versus aberration, health versus pathology, and national
security versus social danger.”12 In the nineteenth century, for example,
the criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso wrote on certain trou-
bling social elements, among which were delinquents and prostitutes.
Lombroso, according to Nancy Harrowitz, grounded his methodol-
ogy in a repository of commonplace assumptions.13 He pursued visible,
measurable markers of difference that he interpreted according to the
standards of his age; he insisted on the “monstrosity” of social devi-
ance.14 Historian David Horn contends that the body of Lombroso’s
“female offender was constituted as a particular kind of social text: an
index of present and potential risks to the larger social organism.”15

Contemporary feminist criminologists pay particular attention to these
late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century theories because they see
the theories as having a continuing influence on sociological and crimi-
nological studies. Although Lombroso’s work has been discredited, it is
still worthy of attention, since, as Frances M. Heidensohn has shown,
“later writers rely on those sexual ideologies based on implicit assump-
tions about the physiological and psychological nature of women that
are explicit in Lombroso.”16 The concept of a readable or marked body
persisted over time and resurfaced in the 1940s in the scientific, med-
ical, and psychiatric discourses around the prostitute and promiscuous
female body. While recognizing that the marking of female bodies has a
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long history, I begin with the turn of the century, when particularly
misogynist and racist sociobiological discourses gained currency.

Race, Gender, and Deviant Bodies

During World War II the campaign to prevent venereal disease from de-
stroying military virility focused, in large measure, on controlling
women, but they were not the only persons perceived as harboring dis-
ease. Gender ideology operated in tandem with race ideology, producing
concepts that described prostitutes as “cesspools of infection” and Afri-
can Americans as “sexually promiscuous.”17 Over time, then, it is possi-
ble to trace the development of multiple discourses “designed to keep
an eye on those entities considered suspicious,” whether germs or the
persons who came to embody them.18

Even as one recognizes that categories of “marked bodies” are not a
new phenomenon, it is difficult to comprehend the persistence of partic-
ular sexist, racist, and classist ideologies. A review of studies in crimi-
nology proves useful to this endeavor. Such studies can, for instance,
provide additional insight into the ways in which both black and white
female bodies and the black male body have been marked, over time, as
liable to crime and other deviance. This practice is especially evident in,
but not limited to, the realm of so-called sexual crimes.19

Current scholarship in criminology extends the exploration of the re-
lationship between gender and deviance. Colin Sumner, for example,
turns to Foucault’s theory of normalization to develop an interpretation
of the relationship between gender and the “censure of deviance.” He
posits a concept of “master censures” as an integral feature of “hege-
monic ideology” and contends that “the censure of femininity is one of
them.” Since Sumner sees censures as “interconnected by their associ-
ated employment in ideological practices,” he suggests that “most hege-
monic censures of deviance are, at a minimum, coloured at a deep struc-
tural level by the master censure of femininity in connection with other
master censures.”20 This analysis lends insight into the dominant dis-
course of the militarized state, especially in terms of its inconsistent at-
titudes toward women. At the same time, the notion of multiple cen-
sures allows one to rethink the interplay of race, class, and gender. Such
analyses assist in uncovering the influence of race and class that are, for
the most part, underreported in the World War II documents.
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Early-twentieth-century prostitution studies, as well as more recent
studies of prostitution and working-class forms of leisure, also assist in
identifying censures based on race and class. For example, two studies
of prostitution completed in the interwar years and used as references
by World War II officials focused on places and persons marked as devi-
ant. Working-class and black neighborhoods represented sites of danger,
both sexual and criminal; the persons—criminals including prostitutes
—who inhabited those sites embodied deviance. During World War II,
many sites of surveillance fit the model described in these and other
studies. Influenced by racial and class stereotypes, wartime law enforce-
ment authorities assumed that working-class and nonwhite, especially
African American, neighborhoods were inevitably ridden with vice and
disease.21 Similar stereotypes also worked to deny adequate medical ser-
vices to nonwhite persons and to categorize working women as poten-
tially sexually promiscuous.

Social Sciences and Deviant Bodies

During the Progressive Era many moral reformers focused on prostitu-
tion and prostitutes as the source of venereal infection. In the conserva-
tive period following World War I, when public discussions of venereal
disease and sexual issues, in general, fell out of favor, parties such as the
ASHA, the Bureau of Social Hygiene, and individual researchers con-
ducted studies of prostitution and searched for a means to ameliorate
the ravages of venereal disease. In the late 1930s, as the United States
moved closer to military involvement and the issue of venereal disease
prevention became of paramount importance to the defense effort, the
apparatus of the state had a large body of material to draw from re-
garding female prostitution, promiscuity, and venereal disease.

Abraham Flexner’s study of regulated prostitution in Europe is, per-
haps, the most well known.22 Following Flexner’s example, Howard B.
Woolston authored a major study entitled Prostitution in the United
States, which focused on prostitution prior to World War I.23 The final
product, published in 1921, became a salient resource for World War II
planners, having already served as a reference for interwar reformers
such as William F. Snow, the first director of the Bureau of American
Social Hygiene. These early-twentieth-century reports served as sites of
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a particular discourse of female sexuality that focused, in part, on a no-
tion of an inherent female propensity to promiscuous sexuality.

Woolston claimed that since prostitutes allegedly had a 65 to 75
percent rate of venereal disease, “the great majority of prostitutes are
a constant menace as a source of contamination.”24 Here we can see a
source of attitudes that came to influence Charles P. Taft’s 1942 claim
that “prostitutes mean venereal disease, just the way a louse means ty-
phus.”25 In line with other early-twentieth- century researchers on pros-
titution, Woolston opposed regulation by means of segregated districts
because he believed that “lewd women” would evade control by “relo-
cating beyond the limits of the vice districts.” Female sexual vice, in his
estimation, could not merely be restricted or regulated; it had to be
stopped, preferably by government intervention.26

In addition to gender stereotypes, class and racial stereotypes emerged
in Woolston’s study, with its focus on so-called vice-saturated districts,
generally located in lower-class areas and in neighborhoods peopled
by immigrants and “Negroes.” Referring to such areas as “vicious dis-
tricts,” Woolston contended that “girls” and more specifically “colored
women” there were not only aggressive in approaching men but also
apt to “suggest perversions.”27 By focusing on the populations in work-
ing-class and nonwhite neighborhoods, Woolston and other early-twen-
tieth-century social scientists established these areas as sites of sociosex-
ual deviance. By the 1940s, demographic changes exacerbated already
existing suspicions about black and working-class areas. Ultimately
such stereotypes led not only to increased surveillance in traditionally
black and working-class areas but also to arrests of numerous black and
white women both inside and outside so-called vice districts.28

Woolston, while calling himself a man of a “new era,” recurred to a
Lombrosian discourse of the marked body, as evidenced in his com-
ments regarding women in prison. He described the “typical” female
delinquent as “shorter and heavier than other women of her age. . . .
[T]he ordinary prostitute appears to be a short stocky woman . . . char-
acterized by a high degree of physical defectiveness of all kinds.”29 Such
descriptions, which reappeared during the Second World War, can also
be read as code for class, ethnicity, and possibly lesbianism, which was
seldom discussed aloud. In the 1940s lesbianism did become visible in a
few instances: for example, a government committee noted that some fe-
male bar patrons were characterized as having “a touch of lavender.”30
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The New York City Health Department published a chart indicating ex-
tensive female-to-female transmission of venereal disease.31

Woolston turned his gaze on young women. He claimed that his
study found that “the most dangerous period of a girl’s life [was] dur-
ing her later adolescence (15–19) because her emotions overruled her
judgement.” He pointed to unchaperoned dates for late-night dinners,
dance clubs, movies, and amusement parks, which often involved travel
by automobile, as “unquestionably dangerous for young girls.”32 Dur-
ing the Second World War, as numerous young women frequented places
of public entertainment, social concerns reemerged. Woolston’s claim
that automobiles could serve as “mobile dens of iniquity” had clear par-
allels with the later claim of “mechanized prostitution.”33 And as the
SPD closed down numerous prostitution districts, the vice spotlight fo-
cused on young women typically referred to as amateurs or as having
“khaki fever.”34 Absent, however, was the notion that these young
women were endangered; by World War II these young women became
the danger. Seen as aggressively sexual, they supposedly required new
measures of control, especially since, according to the authorities, they
were harder to identify. Framed by the suggestion “She may look clean
. . . but . . . ,” young women found themselves in an ever-expanding
zone of control. Questionable statistics attributed approximately 70
percent of the venereal diseases contracted by World War II servicemen
to young women who were not professional prostitutes; the men called
them pickups.35 By the time of the Second World War, then, a plethora
of marked bodies had already become objects to be watched.

A decade after Woolston’s study, Walter C. Reckless conducted a sim-
ilar study of prostitution in Chicago. His conclusions supported prevail-
ing notions regarding prostitution, particularly “Negro prostitution”
and the “social maladjustment” that, in his view, characterized Chi-
cago’s undesirable and disorganized neighborhoods.36 He, too, focused
on working-class sites of leisure, referring to “a notable increase of cab-
arets and roadhouses” and other “developments in commercialized rec-
reation and changes in life and habits of city dwellers.” According to
Reckless, such problems had grown steadily worse as a result of the in-
flux of southern blacks over the preceding twenty years. He pointed out
that black women, while only 7 percent of the population, represented
70 percent of the cases brought before the morals court in 1929. “The
police,” he said, “prepared cases mainly against the obvious, cheap Ne-
gro resorts . . . located in the poorest Negro neighborhoods.” Reckless
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admitted, however, that blacks were more liable to arrest than whites
because police officers shared in the general public opinion that they
were more criminal than whites.37 Law enforcement officials also agreed
that they encountered less chance of repercussions when they arrested
blacks, whereas greater care had to be exercised in arresting whites. The
FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports for 1941–45 indicate that such attitudes
continued to affect African Americans adversely during the war years.
Black women remained susceptible to more frequent arrests for morals
offenses, and black men were more often arrested as third-party offend-
ers—that is, as pimps or procurers.38

During the first three decades of the twentieth century, then, we can
see that black women, some white women, and black men had been
closely examined and found liable to promiscuity and sexually transmit-
ted diseases. Moreover, a connection had been made between such per-
sons and particular urban areas, including places of commercial enter-
tainment. By the 1940s, however, commercial entertainment was cer-
tainly not the exclusive bailiwick of the “lower orders”; the population
of the cities had undergone dramatic change as wartime migration esca-
lated. Nonetheless, during World War II, government and social agen-
cies found easy targets for repression by accepting preexisting stereo-
types about sexuality with regard to nonwhite persons, including Afri-
can Americans, Mexicans, Native Americans, and Asians, as well as
members of the working class, especially women.

The U.S. Public Health Service

As the USPHS undertook the tremendous task of maintaining the na-
tion’s health during wartime, the prevention and control of venereal dis-
eases occupied a prominent place on the agenda.39 The USPHS trained
additional personnel and placed them in state and local health depart-
ments. Assistant Surgeon General Vonderlehr proclaimed that a large
increase in the venereal disease rate no longer had to be a “wartime in-
evitability.” He pointed out that “stringent civilian control measures
and the vigorous control program of the armed services” had already
been instrumental in avoiding a “sharp increase in syphilis and gonor-
rhea among soldiers, sailors, and war workers.” In addition, he pointed
to practices such as finding servicemen’s sources of infection, treating
them, and confining them until they were “permanently noninfectious”
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as salient factors in the success of the program. Vonderlehr reiterated
the importance of gathering information on “persons (women) who had
presumably infected members of the armed forces” and reporting such
information to health officers, who would then find these “suspected
persons” and bring them in for examination.40

Who were these suspects? First and foremost, they were women, but
not necessarily prostitutes. During 1940 and 1941, numerous red-light
districts and houses of prostitution had been closed down. But the ve-
nereal disease rate in the military had not diminished as a result of the
lack of access to prostitutes. Vonderlehr explained this puzzle by calling
attention to a report by the NAPCSP regarding the spread of venereal
disease.41 The committee’s report supported the idea that “promiscu-
ous girls” had become an increasingly serious problem. This report was
based on a study of 4,641 women, of whom only one-fifth were named
as paid prostitutes. The noncommercial pickup to whom no fee was
paid “accounted for 64 percent of the white and 45 percent of the col-
ored sources of infection . . . with streets and taverns replacing houses
of prostitution.”42 The SPD’s dragnet trapped several thousand women
and charged them with sexual misconduct for what might have been the
proverbial one-night stand. While the USPHS aimed to control and pre-
vent the spread of communicable diseases, the representation of women
as responsible not only for spreading disease but also for initiating sex-
ual contacts marred the control of venereal disease from the start. The
approach failed to address how women became infected, and the exis-
tence of male carriers of venereal disease was absent from the discus-
sion. The concept of diseased and aggressive women seemed to go be-
yond the problem of venereal disease per se and problematized just what
was meant by the term venereal disease control.

Embodied Deviance and Disease

Gender ideology has affected perceptions of diseases in females over
time; Kary L. Moss notes that “gender stereotyping continues to signif-
icantly affect the formation and implementation of public policy.”43

Cultural prescriptions regarding proper behavior for women resulted in
numerous diagnoses of female deviance during the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries.44 One of the most salient examples of the interconnect-
edness of gender, science, and medicine occurred in the early twentieth
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century in the case of Mary Mallon, better known as Typhoid Mary,
who had been identified as a healthy carrier of typhus.45 In Mallon’s
case one can see the construction of not only medical danger and devi-
ance but also social danger and deviance. Mary Mallon was described
by the authorities as doubly deviant. Invisible disease lurked within her
body, but her visible body also suggested deviance. Medical authorities
questioned Mallon’s femininity by describing her appearance and ac-
tions as masculine. What purpose did such depictions of Mary Mallon
serve? Judith Walzer Leavitt suggests that the experts “needed to see in
her an aberrant ‘other’ in order to justify their actions against her.”46 In
effect, the authorities claimed that they could identify hidden corruption
by reading the visible body. In Mallon’s case we can identify a precedent
for the wartime practice of naming particular bodies as contagious. In
1940, the Journal of Social Hygiene coined the term Spirochete Annie
for the “Typhoid Mary” of World War II.47 Like Mallon, prostitutes
and promiscuous women during World War II were described by some
officials as healthy carriers. As Bascomb Johnson put it, prostitutes
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“even though they are not infected . . . are mechanical conveyors of the
germs of these diseases from some of their customers to others.”48

A local Ohio newspaper picked up on the same point and claimed
that “a prostitute can transmit gonorrhea, syphilis, and other venereal
diseases without becoming self-infected.” This article not only presented
prostitutes as mechanical carriers of disease but also depicted them as
particularly disgusting individuals. It began by asserting that a prosti-
tute does not know how to take care of herself—that is, to keep herself
free of disease. Recognizing that prostitutes do have ways of cleaning
up/out (douching), the article asked: “Does a prostitute ever take that
much time (20 minutes) between customers?” The paper answered its
own question with a resounding “NO.” Continuing in the same style,
the article suggested that the reader “visualize 20 to 40 men bathing in
the same tub of water in one evening. The risk of disease would be less
in this loathsome comparison than the risk of venereal disease to 20
to 40 men employing the same prostitute in one evening.” The article
concluded: “We won’t use someone else’s toothbrush. We would despise
anyone for offering us a cud of tobacco out of someone else’s mouth.
But truthfully, there is far less danger and hazard involved in such de-
testable practices than in sexual intercourse with a prostitute or promis-
cuous woman.”49 Entitled “She Looked Clean—But . . . Tells Tavern
Men Why Venereal Disease Control Is Important,” the article did not
confine itself to damning prostitutes but once again suggested that any
woman could be harboring disease. In the World War II years such atti-
tudes resulted both in health card requirements for women food han-
dlers and in the marking of waitress and hostess bodies, among others,
as at best suspicious and more likely dangerous and diseased.

Psychological Deviance

In many cases, once a woman came under the control of the authorities
she also became an object to be studied by psychologists. Numerous
women became multiply stigmatized: in addition to embodying sexual
deviance and disease, they were classified as mentally deficient. One of-
ficial defined some alleged prostitutes as constitutionally or congenitally
handicapped and therefore unable to control their sexual behavior.50

He also diagnosed many of these women as mentally defective, some
as morons and imbeciles, and a significant number as psychopaths. In
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a similar vein, the Mid-western Center for Venereal Disease Treatment
conducted a study of 500 venereally diseased women who had been
apprehended by community health authorities and directed to the cen-
ter. Test scores of “mental ability” of both white and black patients
were “found to be well below normal.” The median intelligence for 340
white women was measured as 84, with 24 percent of the full group
falling in the category labeled “defective intelligence.” For the 160 black
women the median intelligence was measured as 70; “defective intel-
ligence” was ascribed to 51 percent.51 These two diagnoses were not
unusual; apparently sexual activity by women was often equated with
mental dullness. As previously noted, many of these statistics are prob-
lematic; some functioned as a rationale for funding, some were used to
gain support for wartime repression, and many were influenced by pre-
existing attitudes based on class, race, and gender. Statistics, such as
those discussed above, supported the concept of biological degeneracy
that had become, through the eugenics movement, a rationale for steril-
ization. Dorothy Roberts states that “intelligence became a shorthand
for moral worth as well as cognitive capacity.”52 The psychological com-
ponent of the venereal disease/prostitution campaign increased the con-
sequences that many women faced should they run afoul of the law.

Female promiscuity also occupied the California medico-scientific es-
tablishment. Over a period of seven years, from 1941 to 1947, the Ve-
nereal Disease Division of the USPHS conducted a major psychiatric
study of promiscuity. The researchers’ stated goal was “to investigate
the causative factors in promiscuity” in order to “prevent the promiscu-
ity leading to [venereal] infection and reinfection.”53 When this phase of
the study began on January 1, 1943, its subjects included women de-
fined as promiscuous or as potentially promiscuous. Most patients were
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, both black and white, and
not all of them had a venereal disease. Of the 365 women in the study,
90 percent had been referred by physicians or public health nurses and
10 percent by other sources such as social agencies, hospitals, and
courts. An early problem arose as the experts tried and failed to define
promiscuity.

The director of the project, Dr. Benno Safier, and his associates read
the female sexual body in relation to many other factors, including oc-
cupation. “Many promiscuous women,” they contended, “used their
employment as a situation in which to make the acquaintance of men
easily and quickly.”54 This was especially true, they said, “of those who
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were waitresses and of the few who were usherettes, ‘photo girls’ in
concessions, and taxi dancers.”55 While we know that many wartime
women, especially black women, experienced difficulties getting indus-
trial jobs or had child care problems that precluded such work and thus
often took more casual labor, this study claimed that the “availability of
war work” showed that no women actually needed to take such jobs.56

The experts had not yet finished their litany; they also made neuro-
psychiatric diagnoses and studied “personality characteristics.” They
noted certain common characteristics such as “uneven development in
the areas of physical, intellectual, emotional and social maturity.”57 In
sum, the women studied appeared to these researchers as “immature,
impulsive, irresponsible, impetuous,” with a tendency to blame others
for any problems they might have had. Admitting that it was more dif-
ficult to find “marked deviations from the normal” with “potentially
promiscuous patients,” the researchers reported that while they identi-
fied only one woman as a homosexual, several others “had strong emo-
tional attachments to other women in excess of those found in normal
adolescent psychosexual development.”58

In most cases female promiscuity was seen as resulting from “person-
ality difficulties, intrapsychic conflict, dependency and immaturity, and
as part of the maladapted behavior characteristic of the unstable patient
who lacked social responsibility and self-restraint.”59 Some women were
placed in more than one diagnostic category. According to the research-
ers, women who fell into the first four categories of promiscuity seemed
to use sex as “a neurotic equivalent”: that is, they tried to solve their
problems through sexual encounters or relationships. More specifically,
“some patients used promiscuity to attempt to overcome anxiety re-
garding sexual normalcy or feelings of inadequacy as women.”60 Those
women who experienced inner conflict over their promiscuity were di-
agnosed as suffering from “masculinity-femininity conflict,” which in a
broad sense included “difficulties in fulfilling a feminine role.” The eight
patients who fell outside the four categories and “who utilized promiscu-
ity to satisfy sexual desires without apparent conflict” were denied their
desire. The researchers contended, “If these patients had been known
for a longer period of time, more specific motivations would have ap-
peared.” And to complete the denial, they claimed that none of these
eight could be considered “truly psychosexually mature individuals.”61

Men were added to the study in July 1945, two and a half years after
the study was begun. Illustrating the persistence of the double standard,
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the definition of promiscuity differed for the men. “Married women
who had engaged in any extramarital sexual relations within the six
months prior to registration with the service” were diagnosed as pro-
miscuous. Men were not considered promiscuous if they had sexual re-
lations while separated from their wives or, if unmarried, they had only
one partner at a time. The study produced two more categories for fe-
male promiscuity: “single women who had engaged in sexual relations
with more than one man within the six months preceding registration
and single women who had engaged in sexual relations with one man
more than twice in the same period.” Before single or divorced men
were considered promiscuous, they had to have multiple partners. “Pa-
tients (female) who did not fit the definition of promiscuity but who
were considered likely to become promiscuous during a year’s period
following their registration were considered potentially promiscuous.”
How the authorities were able to diagnose this potential was, unfortu-
nately, not explained. Promiscuity was, however, seen as “only one ex-
pression of the non-adaptability characteristic since early childhood.”62

Another study, conducted at the Clifton, New Jersey Reformatory for
Women in 1942 and entitled “The Female Psychopath,” also denied fe-
male desire, concluding, in part, that “hedonism” presented as an “out-
standing abnormal personality characteristic.” While a diagnosis of psy-
chopathic personality was applied more frequently to white than black
women, “in both negro and white psychopaths approximately one half
manifested their psychopathy in some form of abnormal libidinous ac-
tivities.” Even if women had been convicted of another crime, such as
child neglect or a crime against property, it was “almost invariably
linked” to sex by the authorities. “A hedonistic attitude” was, accord-
ing to this study, “the most characteristic attitude of the female psy-
chopath whether white or black.”63 The apparatus of the wartime state
was either unwilling or unable to accept deviations from prescribed gen-
der norms; especially difficult was the notion of sexual autonomy.

As an official network of doctors, scientists, social workers, and law
enforcers apprehended or arrested more and more women, the pool of
subjects to be studied increased. The American Journal of Public Health
announced the establishment of a Psychiatric Service at the San Fran-
cisco City Venereal Disease Clinic. It was a “one-of-a-kind” special field
study project based on individualized case studies. The goals of the
project as stated were “to provide a reeducation and readjustment pro-
gram for girls and women who offer a promiscuous sex history and
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who may spread or are spreading venereal disease.”64 Confirmed prosti-
tutes were excluded from the study.

Two studies that discussed a similar group of 2,063 “girls” arrested
in Seattle, Washington, during an eight-month period in 1945 illustrate
the varied interpretations placed on female sexuality. A medical social
worker at the Seattle Treatment Center noted that only 17.3 percent of
the 2,063 women had venereal disease. She also discovered that more
than 200 of the women in this group were married to soldiers or sailors
(109 were navy wives; the exact number of army wives had not been
tabulated, but the number was felt to be much larger).65 This is the only
study I encountered that recognized that several of these women had ac-
quired venereal disease from their husbands. (In general, male carriers
were of no interest to the authorities.) This female social worker noted
that the navy provided services for wives and that the army was in the
process of establishing such services. However, the Eight Point Agree-
ment stipulated that “familial contacts with naval patients will not be
reported.” Once again men escaped censure, while women’s bodies and
sexuality were seen as threatening to the war effort.

In contrast, Captain Irene Durham of the Seattle Police Department,
who developed the material on this group for a longer report, stated
“that the impression of the Women’s Division is that there is a large
proportion of prostitutes, alcoholics, feeble-minded, and extremely un-
stable persons among the repeaters . . . [and] only nine patients (4 per-
cent) gave evidence of essentially normal personalities.” Many of the re-
peaters (those who had been arrested more than once) had appeared,
according to Durham, “at one time or another before the Sanity com-
mission.”66 In sum, many women who became enmeshed in the psychi-
atric medical system were diagnosed as intellectually, emotionally, or so-
cially defective or deficient. The officials who gathered data seemed to
be more interested in these psychological factors than they were in the
presence or absence of venereal disease or in how the women became
infected. Thus we find women, some with and some without venereal
disease, being confined and quarantined.

Quarantine and Confinement

At the beginning of the wartime repression campaign, many official dis-
cussions took place regarding ways to deal with venereally diseased
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women. The key strategy was confinement. Thus, in addition to quaran-
tine, numerous women served time in institutional homes, jails, prisons,
reformatories, and mental institutions. Some women received short sen-
tences, others received indeterminate sentences, and numerous others
judged mentally incompetent were typically incarcerated for extensive
periods.67

Quarantine camps and hospitals were set up and used specifically for
women. In the early 1940s, the FSA acquired several CCC camps that
they ultimately used to warehouse venereally diseased women. In South
Carolina, two quarantine hospitals, located in former CCC camps,
housed only women and were racially segregated. While neither facility
provided much in the way of amenities, the camp for black women was
both “more dilapidated” and “less convenient as to facilities for care of
patients.”68 The white camp, which had two hundred beds, was located
about fourteen miles from the capital city, Columbia; the black camp
was located sixty miles from Columbia and two miles off the highway.
South Carolina, having received Lanham Act funds, opened one new ve-
nereal disease hospital in December 1942. A modern two-story brick
building with eighty-five beds, the hospital served the general popula-
tion. The hospitals were administered by the state board of health.69

Women from other states were also sent to camps. For example, in
1941, a journalist wrote of seven women who, as a result of the federal
government’s policies regarding prostitution, were in the process of be-
ing transferred to a camp. Repeating, as he said, “the official line,” the
author referred to these women as the “first batch”; a local official said
that at least thirty more women would soon arrive at the camp.70 Other
women were detained at the Venereal Disease Hospital in Hot Springs,
Arkansas, and the Lindbergh estate in New Jersey became a center
for venereally infected women.71 Quarantine camps and the twentieth-
century equivalent of lock hospitals confined numerous other women.
Women neither went willingly to nor remained quietly in such confine-
ment.72 Official records refer almost entirely to quarantine for women
but give little detail regarding life in camps. Both in the camps and hos-
pitals women were treated for venereal disease and could be detained
for indefinite periods. Men in the armed services who contracted a ve-
nereal disease received treatment and were returned to duty. Women,
however, at least in the navy, were immediately discharged.73

The official medical-scientific network described wartime women as
deviant for reasons including, but not limited to, where they worked,
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where they played, in what circumstances they grew up, what their sex-
ual desires were, how closely they complied with prescriptive feminin-
ity, and, if they engaged in prostitution or promiscuous sexual activity,
whether they had or were suspected of having a venereal disease. Just as
class and gender stereotyping supported official policies in the begin-
ning of the decade and continued to do so during the war years, so did
race stereotyping. Placing the blame for spreading venereal disease on
women and nonwhite men continued to confound the efficacy of the ve-
nereal disease campaign.

Race, Science, Medicine, and Marked Bodies

During the Second World War, racist policies plagued African Ameri-
cans in the military, as well as in the larger society. They experienced
discrimination in industry, housing, and opportunities for recreation.
The “race” problem in the United States became, in fact, grist for the
mill of Axis propaganda. These subjects have been written about at
length, but the racial element of the venereal disease campaign has not
been as well integrated in wartime accounts.74

In 1942, Henry H. Hazen (president of the D.C. Social Hygiene Soci-
ety) wrote in a handbook for physicians that “a casual observer might
be inclined to identify the syphilis problem in the United States with
the negro race.”75 Hazen allowed that this “casual observer” could find
considerable statistical evidence that would agree with Surgeon General
Parran’s recent statement that “syphilis occurs six times more frequently
among negroes than among whites.”76 He suggested, however, that if
one looked more carefully it became evident that “the problem tran-
scends racial boundaries.” Hazen pointed to areas with inadequate, in-
accessible, or absent medical facilities, as well as a lack of information
disseminated to the public, as primary factors in a high venereal disease
rate; areas with high prevalence were invariably low–economic status
areas, home to both blacks and whites.77 For example, black migratory
workers who came to New Jersey from the South were plagued with a
variety of diseases. To the question of “why so many untreated ill-
nesses,” M. I. Roemer, in an article in The Crisis, replied, “The answer
is obvious.” He had heard “tale after tale of complete lack of physi-
cians, many-mile walks to small clinics, exorbitant fees charged by pri-
vate physicians for ‘shots to clean up the blood,’ thorough-going mis-
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management . . . due more often to medical indifference than igno-
rance.” While Roemer was referring mainly to the South, he pointed out
that there were similar problems in the North. In New Jersey, for exam-
ple, the medical system did not welcome African Americans: “it was im-
possible to find a hospital bed” for a young black woman with a “florid
eruption of secondary syphilis.”78 A southern health official, while com-
menting on the “comparative apathy” regarding the use of public health
services by a “typical Negro family” in Bienville Parish, Louisiana, also
noted that the health office was forty miles away from the black district.
And although there had been a suboffice in the nearest town (six miles
distant), most families were not aware of its existence.79

The greater visibility of the venereal disease rate among African
Americans also stemmed from the fact that many blacks used public
clinics, while whites, especially those with venereal diseases, had more
access to private doctors.80 And private practice physicians often did not
report venereal disease cases to the Public Health Service.81 Even within
the military, medical care for African Americans was not always ade-
quate. An article in The Crisis spoke of the “meagre facilities” that were
provided to treat black soldiers afflicted with venereal disease. In addi-
tion, white civilian nurses in a camp hospital refused to handle black pa-
tients.82 Venereal disease in the African American community was thus
simultaneously excessively visible and invisible when it came to provid-
ing treatment. Dr. Hazen advised African Americans to use the official
statistics to their advantage by highlighting the need for services.83

Will the Real Spirochete Please Stand Up?

Both within and outside the realms of science and medicine, much
had been written about the syphilis “germ.” Medical authorities have
pointed out that syphilis should really be referred to in the plural, since
what seems to be a single organism is actually four spirochetes that are
difficult to identify and that cause four different kinds of disease. Yaws,
for example, is caused by the spirochete Treponema pertenue, which is
“nonvenereal”; this disease is common in warm climates.84 During the
1940s, yaws was common among the southern black population. Dr.
Hazen emphasized that the reliability of testing was another critical
point often left out of discussions regarding venereal disease, especially
syphilis. Referring to syphilis as a “great imitator,” Hazen said that not
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only could syphilis be mistaken for other diseases and vice versa but
that also “some conditions even have the temerity to give serologic reac-
tions that are identical to syphilis.”85 The medical etiology of syphilis is
far more complicated than is generally known.

A story that concerns a young white serviceman bears telling to il-
lustrate a particular problem that followed in the wake of a case of a
misidentified spirochete.86 Diagnosed as having syphilis when his Kahn
blood test “went off the charts,” this serviceman was not, in fact, suf-
fering from a venereal disease. When the chief pharmacist’s mate, out
of curiosity, investigated possible “causes for false serological positives
in the Kahn tests,” he found two main causes—leprosy and yaws—
and one not so common cause—“Vincent’s disease,” more commonly
known as trench mouth. Further investigation turned up a probable
cause: the patient recalled that at a prior base he and several other ma-
rines had “complained about inflammation in the mouth and bleeding.”
They had come to the conclusion that their problem stemmed from a
practice of “using the same water to wash numerous trays in the mess
hall.”87 The young white officer benefited from further investigation;
others were not as fortunate. Nonetheless, during his hospital stay prior
to the new diagnosis, he was criticized by medical officers for failure to
meet the standards of his race and class.

Underanalyzed statistics served to maintain a stereotype of African
Americans as excessively sexual as well as diseased; the medical prob-
lem of false positives and negatives was complicated by preexisting atti-
tudes, particularly toward blacks, who were far more often assumed
to be venereally diseased.88 Given the complexity of the spirochete, it
seems logical to raise some questions about the reported statistics re-
garding the venereal disease rate among African Americans. The au-
thors of a 1942 serological study make several points, including the in-
fluence of malaria in producing positive serologic tests for syphilis in
persons not infected with syphilis, the extensive malarial region in the
United States, the large black population in that area, and the high
prevalence of syphilis diagnoses based on serologic tests among blacks
in the malarial region.89 With few exceptions, however, wartime officials
continued to report a high venereal disease rate among “Negroes.” The
statistics presented, often in popular media, were always significantly
higher for blacks: for example, one study conducted in the Southwest
showed a black rate of 460 per thousand and a white rate of 180 per
thousand.90
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The Black Response to the VD Campaign

In 1936, when Dr. Parran became surgeon general, the African Ameri-
can media responded favorably to his call for plain speaking and educa-
tion about venereal diseases as well as to his recognition of a need for
expanded treatment facilities. In May 1936, for example, Dr. A. W. Du-
mas wrote an editorial in the Baltimore Afro-American, arguing that
poverty and ignorance in sexual and medical matters were responsible
for a “high morbidity and mortality rate among blacks.”91 He reiterated
the call for sex education, noting an alarming spread of venereal dis-
eases among all classes. A lack of information regarding sexual matters
was widespread: African Americans (and women) did not have, and in
some cases were prevented from acquiring, the medical and scientific
knowledge necessary for good health, including sexual health. While
gender ideology kept many women of all races in a state of ignorance
regarding sexually transmitted diseases and even sexual intercourse, ra-
cial ideology influenced the dissemination of misinformation regarding
health matters to African Americans. Scientific and medical authorities
used the term bad blood to explain a multitude of ills in the black pop-
ulation.92

The Tuskegee study, which began in 1932, involved 399 black men
who were unaware that they had syphilis; they were told that they were
being treated for “bad blood.” In Bad Blood: The Tuskegee Syphilis Ex-
periment, James H. Jones explores, in part, the persistence of a nine-
teenth-century scientific notion that contended that disease manifested
differently in blacks than in whites.93 This belief, as noted previously,
was alive and well during the war years. Dr. James E. Moore, an active
player in the World War II campaign and a respected syphilologist, had
been involved in the Tuskegee experiment. In 1932, Dr. Moore made a
statement that had a profound effect on the study, and I might add on
more general attitudes toward venereal disease in the black population.
His assertion that “syphilis in the negro is in many respects almost a
different disease from syphilis in the white” lent “scientific respectabil-
ity” to the proposed experiment. Dr. Taliaferro Clark (USPHS) called on
Dr. Moore for advice on the planned experiment.94 Moore, in an advi-
sory capacity, offered numerous suggestions and exhibited preconceived
ideas regarding African Americans. He continuously dehumanized the
men who would be used in the experiment by referring to them as “clin-
ical material.” In the formulation of protocols for examination, testing,
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and related procedures of the intended subjects, his attitude toward
black men became evident once again. Offering advice for taking case
histories, he wrote that “when dealing with blacks . . . the mere history
of a penile sore only would not be adequate [in making a diagnosis of
syphilis], inasmuch as the average negro has had as many penile sores as
rabbits have offspring.”95 Raymond A. Vonderlehr was appointed in
October 1932 to head the Alabama study.96 It is notable that two of the
major figures involved in the wartime venereal disease campaign had a
prior history with regard to African Americans and venereal disease.

African Americans had actively pursued better medical treatment and
facilities for themselves long before the SPD or any other government
agencies became involved in the process. National Negro Health Week,
for example, inaugurated by Booker T. Washington many years earlier,
had become a permanent institution. In 1936, “Health Week obser-
vance was now being advocated and encouraged by the National Gov-
ernment” for all people, since venereal disease affected “all classes.”97

In the same year, African Americans had set up the Commission on the
Eradication of Syphilis under the auspices of the National Medical As-
sociation.98

Even before wartime government agencies became involved in mat-
ters of defense-related health, African Americans had responded to de-
fense needs; in 1941 Negro Health Week was entitled “Personal Hy-
giene and First Aid Preparedness.”99 In 1943, African Americans in
Pensacola, Florida, organized a “Negro War-Time Health Committee.”
Their education efforts were so successful that not only was a delegate
invited to attend a statewide conference but the organizers reported that
“a spirit of friendly competition has been created so that the hitherto
unorganized white population is starting to climb on the venereal dis-
ease control bandwagon.”100

But when white officials did the reporting, the long history of black
self-help was often minimized.101 For example, in 1944, Mr. Jackson of
the SPD, speaking of the increased activity by African Americans and
the Office of Negro Health Work as “due in large measure to the grow-
ing health consciousness of the Negro people, the interest of many per-
sons and agencies, colored and white, and to the efforts of many profes-
sional Negro men and women,” implied that it took official pressure to
get the black communities mobilized.102 Moreover, ignoring both black
health initiatives and the denial of equal or adequate medical care to Af-
rican Americans, the SPD continued to rely on racial stereotypes to ex-
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plain a supposed lack of interest in health matters and to claim credit
for prompting health awareness in black communities.103

Along the same lines, the SPD also felt free to interpret the black
community. While nominally agreeing with those who cited low eco-
nomic status, inferior education systems, and minimal access to medical
services as factors in a high rate of disease and a high rate of crime in
the black population, the SPD claimed that “yet Negroes as a group are
apathetic and to a large degree unconcerned regarding the venereal dis-
ease problems.” The SPD also claimed to understand “Negro psychol-
ogy,” especially their “apprehension regarding statistical data pertaining
to high prevalence rates.” Edward V. Taylor (SPD) contended that “Ne-
groes” considered such data as part of “attempts to discredit them.”
Claiming that this body of statistics was reliable, he stated: “A discus-
sion of the arguments that are used by many Negro leaders to refute
existing data would be worthless at this time.”104 The white experts
claimed the authority to read the bodies and minds of African Ameri-
cans just as they read women’s bodies. What was Mr. Jackson inferring
when he stated that “prostitution has seldom been a problem among
Negroes. . . . [I]nstead it is largely one of promiscuity . . . [with] the
teenage girl furnishing much of the activity”?105 In tandem with more
general racialized discourse, such statements reinforced a stereotype
of hypersexuality as characteristic of black persons, especially black
women, and contributed to their overrepresentation among the women
who were arrested for morals offenses during the war years.

The facts indicate that African Americans were very much interested
in health issues and other issues affecting their communities. However,
pervasive racial stereotyping adversely influenced public and private at-
titudes toward African Americans. In 1943, a conference of Negro lead-
ers discussed many social problems, including “an attitude of defeat-
ism toward the problems of venereal disease on the part of many white
community leaders and of frustration among leaders in the Negro com-
munity.”106 Several African American leaders had pointed out on many
occasions that it would have made better sense to consult with African
Americans on black issues and to send them into the field to facilitate
entry into black communities. In some few instances white officials ac-
cepted this advice. For example, Mr. Ragland, the only SPD representa-
tive identified as Negro, traveled extensively throughout the country
serving as a liaison between local authorities (generally health authori-
ties) and the black neighborhoods.107 Nonetheless, education and access
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to health care continued to be limited not only for black civilians but
also for blacks in the armed forces, whose venereal disease control pro-
grams were adversely affected by a lack of venereal disease officers and
by materials that were both condescending to everyone and incompre-
hensible to the functionally illiterate.108

Racial and gender stereotypes, with deep roots in the past, continued
to exert a powerful influence during the war years. Marking both black
and female bodies as inherently diseased, disordered, depraved, and
sexually deviant, the apparatus of the state waged only a limited war
against venereal disease. Affected also by the ambiguity that surrounded
the venereal diseases, scientific, medical, and other authorities could not
find a single answer for the question “Are venereal diseases infectious
diseases just like many others, or do they represent social, moral, or
spiritual afflictions?”109 Even as scientists engaged in research to dis-
cover the means to eradicate syphilis, they had misgivings about the ef-
fects of a quick and relatively painless cure on moral behavior.110

Medical and scientific authorities, like military officers and agents of
the SPD, based their policies and conclusions on existing assumptions
about disease, race, ethnicity, and gender. Not only did official defini-
tions of prostitution expand to include noncommercial sexual transac-
tions, but promiscuity became a blanket term used to describe a variety
of female activities. A promiscuous woman could be too feminine or
not feminine enough, too attractive or careless about her appearance, a
waitress or a welder, white or nonwhite, lower or upper class. In the
clash of medical and moral discourses, the medical was applied to men
and the moral to women, particularly working-class women. While
women were socially stigmatized as purveyors of venereal disease, white
men were constructed as innocent victims of venereal disease in need of
protection. As the authorities continued to propose programs that fur-
thered their own special interests, their actions often seemed contradic-
tory and ambivalent. We can see this ambivalence quite clearly when we
examine military policies.
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“A Buffer of Whores”
Military and Social Ambivalence 
about Sexuality and Gender

The problems emerging from the ambivalent policies sur-
rounding wartime gender and sexuality were seldom openly addressed.
However, during one of the official discussions regarding military ap-
propriation of female sexuality to meet men’s sexual needs, Dr. Sheldon
Glueck posed a few difficult, but illuminating, questions. “Here are the
practical issues,” he said. “In the first place you prevent prostitution; in
the next place you allow boys to obtain contraceptives at army stations.
Therefore where will they get their sexual gratification? Are you pro-
posing that they shall invade the non-professional classes for this sort of
thing? How will you answer that very practical problem?”1 While Dr.
Glueck did not receive any direct answers, the silence signified an offi-
cial acceptance both of men’s need for sex and of an official right to
decide which women should provide such services. With regard to the
latter, however, officials found themselves caught in a dilemma: How
could the state both use and control female sexuality? The answers were
never clearly articulated. The state’s policies created spaces of confu-
sion, as the war against venereal disease operated on multiple levels,
both ideological and material. Issues such as gender, sexuality, medicine,
science, morale building and female companionship, prostitution, and
promiscuity circulated through the campaign to repress and regulate
prostitution in order to protect servicemen from venereal disease and to
maintain morale. Because of the complexity of such issues, providing
sexualized services for the military was open to misinterpretation and
often stigmatized the providers and left them vulnerable to legal charges.
Prostitution was illegal, promiscuity was immoral, female sexuality was
dangerous, but sexual labor was essential to the war effort—a veritable
catch-22.
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General attitudes, policy debates, and everyday practices provide in-
sights into many official attitudes about masculinity. Shortly before the
attack on Pearl Harbor, a government official exuberantly exclaimed
that America had become “magnificently male again,” indicating how
strongly the process of militarization was linked to gender.2 Many schol-
ars have pointed out connections between gendered concepts such as
“real” men and war. R. W. Connell looks back to Virgil’s “I sing of
arms and the man” to locate an early instance of “the gender of war.”3

Leisa D. Meyer, in considering attempts to form a women’s army, points
out that “military service” has operated as a “critical measure of cul-
tural masculinity.”4 Joshua S. Goldstein argues: “Cultures develop con-
cepts of masculinity that motivate men to fight.” He sees the military as
“providing the main remnant of traditional manhood.” In this analysis,
“drill sergeants draw on the entire arsenal of patriarchal ideas . . . to
turn civilian male recruits into ‘soldiers.’ ” The military man, then, is
not a “pussy, faggot, or a woman.”5

Another body of research makes a related argument that “military
cultures tend to foster attitudes that are demeaning to women through
training, violent and sexist language, images, jokes, drills, chants, etc.”6

Susan Gubar graphically illustrates such claims when she quotes a ca-
dence used to instruct marines on “how to use their instruments [gun/
penis] correctly: This is my rifle, This is my gun, This is for fighting,
This is for fun.”7 We have seen and will continue to see wartime con-
structions of femininity; but men, too, experienced gender construc-
tion “in and through war.” Late-twentieth-century scholarship has pro-
duced numerous studies regarding the continuous (re)construction of
masculinity as well as analyses of the intersections between war and
gender.8 Wartime men were also contained within a particular symbolic
system that valued certain types of masculinity, in this case military
masculinity. To safeguard the manliness of the armed services, how-
ever, “the military must camouflage its reliance on womanpower in or-
der to maintain its self-image as a quintessentially masculine institution
. . . the place where boys become men.”9 If the ideal of the heroic war-
rior, defender of the nation and of women and children, is to be main-
tained, wartime women must appear in appropriate supporting roles.
During the Second World War, however, women’s activities upset the
balance.

As sociopolitical concerns over wartime women’s roles mushroomed,
the official line regarding women both reinforced those concerns and
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confused the issue further. The military said that efficiency demanded
that the armed services be protected from potentially promiscuous
women and prostitutes who could destroy military power by spread-
ing venereal diseases. The same officials, however, claimed that mascu-
line-military morale depended on access to “good” (i.e., disease-free)
women. As Cynthia Enloe points out, “war stories” should take into ac-
count the ways that militarization affects women’s lives. She not only
notes that militaries “rely on women” but also argues that during war-
time military and civilian officials “maneuver different groups of women
and the ideas about what constitutes femininity so that each can serve
military objectives.”10 This mentality constructed, for example, an im-
age of women working in defense industries that included, indeed in-
sisted upon, femininity.

Wartime women also volunteered to provide respectable companion-
ship for servicemen: they wrote letters, played cards with them, and
danced with them, to name a few activities. But while the pressures of
wartime allowed that it might be possible for a woman to work like a
man in the factory without becoming masculinized, it was far more dif-
ficult for a woman working in a public dance hall to preserve respecta-
bility. When women participated in such recreational activities, their
vulnerability to charges of sexual impropriety increased. Women’s war-
time contributions, which constituted noticeable departures from exist-
ing social norms, were perceived on the one hand as necessary to the
war effort and on the other hand as disruptive to an orderly pursuit of
war. Volunteer service in morale-maintaining capacities was not always
recognized as patriotism; instead, many women were labeled as victory
girls, khaki-wackies, good-time Charlottes, and patriotutes.11

Meeting Men’s Needs

When Dr. James Earle Moore testified before the Joint Army and Navy
Committee on Welfare and Recreation, his statement epitomized mili-
tary attitudes and assumptions regarding wartime women. He spoke
first about men’s, especially servicemen’s, “normal desire for feminine
companionship.”12 Moore reacted to a recent article in Life magazine
about the women who volunteered in service clubs. He was most con-
cerned with Life’s description of the choice of hostesses: “[T]hese host-
esses will be mature women who are ‘womanly but not too female.’ ”13
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Dr. Moore forcefully stated his opinion that if the men were not sup-
plied with young and attractive girls, the men would find the necessary
feminine companionship elsewhere. Moore’s willingness to employ at-
tractive women with little regard for having placed them in a vulnera-
ble position calls to mind Glueck’s questions regarding where men will
get their sexual gratification when prostitutes are no longer available.
Moore reiterated the idea that men’s desire was normal, and he insisted
on action to ensure that their needs would be met.

The venereal disease problem could not, of course, be ignored. Dr.
Moore offered his opinions on these matters, saying, “It is not enough
to reduce the opportunity for potentially infectious contacts between
the sexes.” He contended that the repression of prostitution was a nega-
tive achievement. “The positive requirement is to furnish the soldier,
sailor, and industrial worker with more normal opportunities for social
contact with the opposite sex—the natural desire of young men for the
companionship of young women must be recognized and met.” Moore’s
testimony regarding the prevention and control of venereal diseases fo-
cused on the provision of adequate recreational facilities for servicemen
as a way to minimize inevitable sexual contacts, particularly undesirable
ones. He had the solution: “It is perfectly possible to utilize the patriotic
spirit of the nation’s young women, thousands of whom are anxious to
do their part for the national defense, in order to recruit a splendid
corps of volunteer hostesses.” 14

Moore, like officials before and after him, felt no compunction re-
garding the use of women for militaristic purposes. By commodifying
“good women” to replace “bad women” to service men in the military,
Moore and the authorities avoided addressing sexual promiscuity for ei-
ther gender. Many women did volunteer to serve as hostesses; if they
served at USO establishments, they retained respectability. But volunteer
service in other areas of public entertainment beyond the protection of
the USO did not escape suspicion. Many other women, then, entered a
sexual minefield. Questions lingered. Were these women patriots or po-
tentially promiscuous women? Posters such as “She May Look Clean
. . . But . . .” made an answer even more complicated by suggesting that
appearances could be deceiving. Even the iconic girl next door could be
dangerous. By making inferences about the girl next door (presented as
white and middle class), the official stance once again blurred the line
between the good girl and the bad girl.
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Negative attitudes toward wartime women, certainly due, at least in
part, to the sexualized official discourse of the government and the mili-
tary, emerge in several accounts of wartime women. The most well-
known incident is the slander campaign against the Women’s Army
Corps that depicted them as either lesbians, prostitutes, or promiscuous
women.15 At the same time, however, servicewomen seemed to require
protection from servicemen. The nurses’ quarters on New Guinea were
compounds enclosed with barbed wire and having only one entrance.
When the nurses visited air corps or navy camps, they were required to
have escorts. The escorts were generally officers and had to be armed;
their job, as one nurse noted, was to “protect [us] from our own troops
not the enemy.”16 Interestingly, one of the famous Andrews Sisters and
other performers on USO tours preferred enlisted men to officers, who
often “proved problematic . . . [and] expected more than a musical
stage show.”17

Within the military, servicemen dwelt in an eroticized milieu where
sexuality was both suppressed and talked about constantly. Since a ba-
sic commandment in military life was “be a man,” and since manly vir-
tues equaled courage, endurance, toughness, and (hetero)sexual prow-
ess, servicemen, in a sense, received encouragement to see sexual adven-
tures as proof of manhood.18 Men, as one study notes, “often act with
impunity because acts of aggression (including rape) are linked to tradi-
tional images of what it is to be a warrior, because of women being seen
as men’s property, or because women fear to speak out.”19 In the official
discourse there is no acknowledgment of women’s or men’s differences,
their emotional or sexual feelings and needs, or their own thoughts on
these matters. A former serviceman and noted author offers a glimpse
of reality when he describes differences among servicemen. He tells of
two young married officers who never “exhibited even the slightest
interest in sex with another woman, not on rest leaves in Rome . . .
Sicily . . . Cairo . . . or Alexandria.” Speaking of himself, an unmarried
and rather inexperienced young man, he notes that he “was the boyish
and ravenous satyr.”20 Military officials did, of course, recognize that
many young men would take advantage of wartime opportunities to
engage in sexually promiscuous behavior. It was not, however, a fact
that they wanted publicized. The armed services wanted to protect ser-
vicemen’s reputations and to assure the larger society that they were
“good boys.”
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The Military, Society, and Prostitution

In public forums and in print media, the armed services supported poli-
cies that followed the repression of prostitution, such as the Eight Point
Agreement and the May Act. But the policies they proposed, as well as
their actual practices, reveal only equivocal support for the repression
of prostitution. Moreover, conflicted attitudes toward “woman’s place
and role” emerged clearly as the military met and discussed topics, in-
cluding prostitution, morale, and safe sex for servicemen. In the fall of
1940, state officials met to discuss a plan that epitomizes the ambiguity
of the campaign to repress prostitution. The members of a subcommit-
tee on venereal disease control deliberated the viability of regulation, or,
as they termed it, “militarized prostitution.”21 Dr. J. E. Moore pointed
the committee toward a document concerning French policies for regu-
lation during the First World War in order to facilitate the deliberations.
The question of the “desirability of organizing militarized houses of
prostitution” came under serious consideration.22 Opinions varied: for
example, a major in the medical corps endorsed regulation as a way to
control the spread of venereal disease, while a colonel in the infantry
spoke against it (but not necessarily against prostitution per se). A lively
discussion followed. The participants asked questions: “In what numer-
ical ratio to the strength of the command should prostitutes be pro-
vided? Where would they [the prostitutes] be quartered? What arrange-
ments for price . . . flat rate or according to [military] grade? Will of-
ficers and enlisted men have different places and different types of
women? Will race distinctions be made among applicants for service, or
will Jim Crow be held, applied and receive official recognition?”23 The
discussion is notable for its blasé attitude regarding supplying women
for prostitution, as well as for its logistical concerns about maintaining
a hierarchy of race, class, and rank. As Cynthia Enloe notes, across time
and place “military officials have acted as though prostitution was si-
multaneously a resource and a threat.”24 The discussion regarding regu-
lated prostitution did not end here. It reemerged from time to time, and
regulated prostitution was, in fact, practiced, under military control,
in various locales throughout the war years. As the campaign against
so-called loose women gained momentum, many segments of the mil-
itary remained noncompliant regarding repression. As noted earlier,
noncompliance with repression was evident from the beginning of the
campaign.
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In December 1940, the government undertook a survey of commer-
cialized prostitution in the area around March Field, a sizable army
base in California.25 As government officials took to the field to investi-
gate sexual vice and to institute repression programs when deemed nec-
essary, they encountered different responses and reactions. The March
Field survey concentrated on two cities: Riverside and San Bernardino,
both of them close to the army base. The ensuing report touted River-
side as a place with an “enviable record so far as commercialized prosti-
tution is concerned”: that is, there was none.26 San Bernardino, com-
monly referred to as B’Doo, however, had a long-standing reputation as
a “wide-open” city.27 A general consensus in Riverside held that when
March Field reached full operation—thirty-five thousand men—things
would have to change. In particular, the businessmen of Riverside con-
tended that the “long-hairs” and their “puritanical policies” would
have to go because B’Doo, which was ten miles further from March
Field, would get all the business. One businessman spoke of growing
support for a red-light district in Riverside for two reasons: it would
be good for business, and “men need sex.” The servicemen who were
interviewed enthusiastically agreed. A local taxi driver supported the
claim of lost business by referring to a soldier he had encountered the
previous evening. “He was hot as hell for a woman,” the taxi driver
said, “asked every cabbie in town . . . no dice . . . the guy went to San
Bernardino.” As talk of repression grew louder, businessmen in San Ber-
nardino added their voices to support for segregated districts, pointing
out that “rape and seduction are bound to result if any attempt is made
to close the line.”28 This challenge to repression, that the nation’s choice
was regulated prostitution or rape, speaks volumes regarding percep-
tions of male sexuality. Moreover, it highlights the marking of some
female bodies as “just made for that” and endorses the view of a pros-
titute as “a woman reduced to her sexual utility.”29 This uncritical ac-
ceptance of prostitution in some instances supported a broader notion
of “women as responsible for the sexual services of men.”30 In some
places, people called openly for maintaining a “buffer of whores” to
protect respectable women.31

The Riverside and San Bernardino study illuminates several of the
themes that arose repeatedly during the campaign to repress prostitu-
tion: business interests, other than organized crime, that favored the
maintenance of segregated prostitution; the fear, in many communities,
that if prostitution were repressed servicemen would find sex partners
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one way or another, with “rape and seduction” as possibilities; and the
pervasive belief that men needed sex. The author of this study, whose
affiliation and name are not listed, was confused by such responses. He
claimed that those who saw the coming of a prostitution district to
Riverside as good for business were indulging in wishful thinking. And
he denied the servicemen’s eager anticipation of “changes” in Riverside,
contending rather that they were “eagerly awaiting the non commer-
cial entertainment and recreation” being planned by community groups
such as the YMCA. He seemed unable to grasp the idea that the men
might want both. Nor did he respond to the concerns regarding rape
and seduction.32 The SPD would claim that rape had decreased; rape
had, in fact, increased during the war years.33

When ASHA officials conducted a survey in Monterey, California,
they reported that soldiers quickly determined the location of the broth-
els and went there often. The soldiers contended that the “girls are
clean. . . . [A]n Army doctor does exams.” The soldiers spoke favorably
of Monterey for another reason. It seems that many of the joints where
they hung out were located in the cannery district, and “hundreds of
young girls employed in the canneries are compelled to pass by the re-
sorts going and coming from work.”34 Recall, however, that if women
and girls congregated in areas full of servicemen they immediately be-
came suspect.

In July 1941, the army issued a warning to Tacoma, Washington, by
calling attention to the May Act and suggesting that the city might want
to avoid federal action. After brief consultations, the mayor and city of-
ficials decided that since “the federal government meant business,” Ta-
coma would institute a repression program. On August 21, the mayor
ordered Tacoma’s twenty-four houses of prostitution closed. Local busi-
nessmen vigorously but unsuccessfully protested the closings, arguing
that they would result in a loss of business. In short order, city officials
claimed that repression worked: the venereal disease rate was signifi-
cantly lowered in Tacoma, and “civic morality” had improved greatly.35

Neither businessmen nor local officials wanted the federal government
to interfere in local affairs. While not wanting to appear unpatriotic,
they certainly did not want their communities declared off limits to the
military. In many cases, city officials complied only temporarily with
government directives on repression. Many military officials did not al-
ways agree with the repression campaign; resistance to SPD policies be-
gan before Pearl Harbor and continued throughout the war years.
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In March 1941, under government pressure, a crackdown on prosti-
tution started in El Paso, Texas, resulting in the arrests of sixty-one
women and three men.36 Six months later the houses of prostitution in
El Paso that had been closed were quietly reopening. Representatives of
the SPD descended on the city. The situation in El Paso was complicated
by geographical proximity to Juarez, Mexico. Both El Paso and Juarez
were border cities that had developed around Fort Bliss, established at
the time of the war with Mexico. Since the late 1840s, Juarez had re-
mained a popular site for soldiers from Fort Bliss in search of “a good
time.”37 El Paso, a much smaller city prior to World War II, had almost
continuously maintained a segregated red-light district. Earlier attempts
to close this district had met with limited success. Local politics rather
than any real support of repression seemed to be behind such attempts.

SPD representatives reported that both public officials and some
army authorities believed in the efficacy of a segregated district; there-
fore the SPD intended to take steps to convince the army to take a
united stand on a program of repression. A disparity between the army’s
public stand and the personal opinion of some officers continued, how-
ever, and contributed to city officials’ growing uncertainty regarding the
viability of repression. Public officials “believed that prostitution was
inevitable” and agreed that the police maintained effective control in
the segregated district. The army officials at this time were generally
convinced that “a segregated district with medical inspection was the
answer to the problem.” The army was willing to support “added pro-
tection” by means of increased attention to prophylaxis.38 SPD repre-
sentatives decided it was time for a discussion with the commanding
general of the Eighth Service Command. They insisted that army offi-
cials at Fort Bliss take “a strong stand on the question of prostitu-
tion.”39 Under the threat of the May Act, repression soon became the
official policy at Fort Bliss. Next, SPD officials took on the task of “sell-
ing individuals (in the city) on the program and of applying necessary
pressure to get the job under way.”40

Surveillance procedures in El Paso, as elsewhere, were carried out
by vice squads. In 1941 the El Paso Police Department added a second
policewoman to the force. With the addition of one male sergeant, the
vice squad was ready for business. Members of the squad patrolled the
streets and watched taverns and other places of amusement beginning at
8:00 p.m. each evening. The vice squad also conducted raids on those
establishments suspected of serving as houses of prostitution or sites of
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assignation. In the first month of the repression campaign in El Paso,
nine women were taken from houses of prostitution and eighteen were
taken from cabarets. Any woman suspected of having venereal disease
was subject to arrest and incarceration in city or county jails.41

The El Paso situation is representative of SPD tactics—officials
threatened to use the May Act and instituted other coercive measures.
The SPD always tried to mobilize local police forces to support the re-
pression campaign. However, in spite of the presence of a nationwide
and sympathetic Police Advisory Commission, city business and police
officials did not always comply with federal agendas. In the case of El
Paso, the local SPD representative was not quite finished; he met with
the mayor of Juarez, Mexico, in an attempt to convince him to support
repression. But the mayor was firmly in favor of segregation and regula-
tion of prostitution.42 It was neither the first nor the last time that the
SPD attempted to extend its program outside the United States.

The ambivalence of the military toward prostitution emerges in a
number of cases that came to the attention of state and local agencies
concerned with prostitution and venereal disease. In 1941, the SPD vis-
ited the naval station at Bremerton, Washington, in response to a prior
report regarding the resident medical officer, who, in their estimation,
was out of step with the repression program. According to the SPD, the
officer, Captain Garrison, when interviewed, “made no bones about
subscribing to the inevitability of prostitution and sexual exposure and
the preferability of regulation over repression.” Dr. Garrison also spoke
of his efforts to “secure adequate prophylaxis station set-ups.” Several
health officials contended that the “prostitutes in Bremerton are the pets
of the local health officer.” The interviewer concluded that to achieve
repression in this locale, it would be necessary to secure the help of
“a hobnailed pair of boots from the outside . . . [from] the Admiral’s
office, or Washington.”43 Nonetheless, as the SPD went forward with
the campaign to repress prostitution, many military officials dealt with
the prostitution question in ways they thought best for the men under
their command. Many military officials supported regulated prostitu-
tion, controlled some brothels by requiring medical exams, and placed
restrictions on the prostitutes’ ability to move about freely in surround-
ing areas.44

In October 1941, a memo from the War Department went out to the
“Commanding Generals of All Armies, Air Corps, Air Force Combat
Command, Departments and Corps Areas, The Chiefs of the Armored
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Forces and the Army Air Forces, and The Commanding Officers of Ex-
empted Stations.” The subject of the memo was the prohibition of pros-
titution within reasonable distances of military establishments. “It has
been evident,” the memo read, “that in some cases local commanders
have not taken advantage of the provisions of War Department Circular
No. 170.” The recipients of the memo were “enjoined to make appro-
priate use of the procedure” noted in the circular.45 The circular referred
to the section of the May Act that allowed military officials to invoke
the act if local conditions became dangerous to the health of their men.
However, since prostitution was maintained in some areas, often with
active military support, the word exempted (in “Exempted Stations”
above) suggests that regulation was tacitly accepted military policy at
least in some locales. (In Hawaii, for example, regulated prostitution
lasted until late in 1944.) The extent of the failure to comply with re-
pression became evident in the wording of a general memo issued in
1943. It stated, “Reports reaching the War Department indicate a lack
of understanding of War Department policies concerning moral condi-
tions in the vicinity of camps and stations.” “By order of the Secretary
of War,” the memo directed the recipients to “cooperate with other au-
thorities in enforcing laws and regulations to suppress prostitution and
eliminate red-light districts.”46 Public support for repression depended,
in part, on the appearance of success in eliminating the most visible
forms of sexual vice and thus seeming to protect the health and well-
being of the armed forces and the nation.

When government officials discovered that organized prostitution op-
erated freely around a southern marine base, the commandant received
a strongly worded warning. The Interdepartmental Committee on Vene-
real Disease Control sent a memorandum in November 1942 that said,
in part: “The committee respectfully requests the Commandant of the
Marine Corps (at Kingston, North Carolina) to make personal investi-
gations as to the toleration of houses of prostitution in the area. . . .
[T]his toleration of open and organized prostitution constitutes an open
and arrogant flaunting of U.S. policy and authority.” The committee
urged the commandant to take immediate action or suffer the conse-
quences. This officer must have been particularly resistant to repression,
since the May Act had already been invoked in this area.47

As the SPD continued to exert pressure on the armed services to sup-
port fully the federal mandate on repression, some officers jumped to
the task. Colonel Baldinger of Lockbourne Air Base in Ohio became so
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enthusiastic about cleaning up the city of Columbus that locals started
to complain to Washington. One tavern owner even went so far as to
write to President Roosevelt. The tavern owner assured the president
that he operated “one of the finest places in the state,” but the colonel
thought differently. “The colonel insists,” he wrote, “that all city and
state officials follow his orders. . . . [O]therwise he threatens to invoke
the May Act. As an instance of the colonel’s unreasonableness, please
note the remarks about booths [he had enclosed a newspaper clipping].
The colonel does not like booths. Therefore, all grills and places serving
liquor apparently must take out their booths.” The colonel had also
proposed “a ban on dancing, earlier closing hours, and a clean-up drive
against prostitution.” The letter writer primarily objected to the colo-
nel’s failure to meet and discuss matters with the local tavern owners,
his complicity in getting several businesses closed down, and his arbi-
trariness in choosing whom to harass.48 The colonel was reprimanded
for exceeding his authority and was told in “no uncertain terms [to]
limit his activities to those pertaining to the immediate needs and func-
tions of his station [and to] refrain from any political activity of any na-
ture.”49 Colonel Baldinger was not the only official in Columbus cen-
sured for his policies: a local judge dismissed the charges against persons
who were “rounded-up in the vice clean-up.” The judge objected to the
arresting officers’ “widespread use of suspicious person” charges.50 Le-
gal questions regarding grounds for arrest, the need for warrants, evi-
dence, quarantine, entrapment, broad interpretations of prostitution,
and undercover studies concerned some officials; others claimed that
war justified their policies.51 Such diverse reactions to repression issues
are representative of the contradictions, confusions, and concerns that
existed in tandem with the repression campaign. Officials and agencies
of the state were clearly not unified in their approach to these matters.

The Prostitutes

The official who conducted the government survey in Riverside and San
Bernardino, California, also interviewed prostitutes in B’Doo who dis-
cussed not only their business expenses but also their connections with
the police department and the procedures for venereal disease examina-
tions. Several of the women, who referred to themselves as “working
girls,” talked about their “Christmas gift”: they had been informed by
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“D” (the police) that “the police department’s general practice of in-
termittent pickups and fines scheduled for late December would be de-
layed until after the holidays.” And on “periodical examinations,” one
woman revealed that two police officers checked cards once a month
and that the women could be examined by a private doctor or at a
clinic. The soldiers who were interviewed considered the “line girls”
(those in the segregated district) “absolutely safe” with regard to vene-
real disease.52 The interviewer made no recommendations in this early
investigative study, the purpose being only to gather information on ex-
isting conditions related to prostitution. During the following year,
however, the authorities cracked down on towns and cities that had red-
light districts, especially those that relied on the support of police de-
partments and physicians.

In the spring of 1942, the army air force conducted a survey of the
commercialized prostitution conditions in Deadwood, South Dakota.
The brief summary states: “All of Deadwood’s commercialized prosti-
tution was found centered in six openly conducted brothels which to-
gether harbor eight inmates. Persons connected with the racket claim
that soldiers from Fort Mead are constant patrons of the resorts.” The
report indicated not only that the citizens of Deadwood had no problem
with their town’s reputation but that they were proud of it. One man
said, “This is a real western town . . . just like the old days. Never have
to worry about doing anything wrong here.” One of the “oldtime mad-
ams” agreed, speaking in glowing terms of Deadwood City. She could
not understand, in fact, why organized prostitution did not take advan-
tage of Deadwood’s status as “one of the few remaining wide-open com-
munities.” Several of the eight prostitutes spoke freely about their lives
to the interviewer. They mentioned repression in the towns and cities
where they had lived previously. A woman who had run a hotel in San
Pedro, California, said that she had left when the vice squad began to
make frequent raids and arrests. The only complaint of the Deadwood
working women and their “landlady” (madam to the authorities) was
that they needed more help. One woman, in particular, really wished
that “there was another girl” working with her. Although her landlady
helped out on occasion by “turning a few tricks,” she said she “worked
’till she was worn out.” A woman from another house talked about
having to send fifty soldiers back “down those stairs” last weekend be-
cause she just could not handle them. The first women agreed that pay-
days could become “tiresome.” It could be “awful,” she said. “The boys
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all stand around here and keep sayin’ come on I am ready. I just say
well wait a while I am not.” The report concluded with a prostitute’s
words on why the army had no problem with Deadwood’s women.
“This is a wonderful place. Never have to worry about getting caught.
. . . No mug or fingerprints in town. . . . Just check in at the police sta-
tion and get a smear and blood test. . . . All the girls are examined by
Dr. D . . . an Army doctor. We get a smear every seven days . . . blood
test every thirty days . . . [and] we have to have a smear just before
every [army] payday. [Dr.] D charges $3.00 for each examination.”53

This woman went on to say that all the soldiers knew that the women
were regularly examined and that therefore they were not afraid to pa-
tronize them. She said that the procedure was “one thing that’s mighty
strict around here.” If a girl was found to be diseased, she “couldn’t
even live in the joint until she is cured by the Doc,” and this required
her to visit the doctor regularly.54 This is one of the few records of
women’s own voices; it is clear that they do not perceive themselves in
the same terms used to describe prostitutes in the official discourse. The
women talk about prostitution as one would any other job: the work-
load is heavy; they get tired; they provide a necessary service. The clear
evidence of some sort of consensus among the citizens of Deadwood,
the military, medical, police, and prostitutes, shows not only how er-
ratic the war on prostitution could be but also how complex the whole
issue was. The forty-eight states and the territories did not have uniform
policies or laws; in Hawaii, for example, government-regulated brothels
had a long history.

The May Act was “assiduously avoided” in Hawaii by both the po-
lice and the military.55 Honolulu’s vice district served about 250,000
men per month during the early 1940s. The men paid three dollars
for three minutes with a prostitute.56 The military, as well as many citi-
zens, approved of the brothels for the simple reason that, given “un-
stoppable urges and acts,”57 regulated prostitution kept venereal disease
rates down. In addition, a newspaper article that suggested that “if the
sexual desires of men are going to be satisfied,” it would be much better
for the men to go to regulated brothels than to turn their attention to
“our young girls and women—whether by rape, seduction or the en-
couraging of natural tendencies.”58 For most of the war period, then,
regulated prostitution was the rule in Hawaii. If this made Hawaii
unique, the general consensus that men had “urges” that had to be ful-
filled one way or another did not. Many military officials gave lip ser-
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vice to government directives regarding repression, while tolerating or
actively supporting servicemen’s patronizing regulated and unregulated
prostitutes. Other military officers disagreed with these positions.

The Military and Venereal Disease

“Venereal disease is the most dangerous single problem [my] office has
to cope with; fifty percent of the venereal disease in the navy comes
from prostitution,” asserted one Captain Stevenson of the U.S. Navy at
a NAPCSP meeting in 1942. At that same meeting, Lieutenant Colonel
Thomas B. Turner discussed the army’s program, firmly stating that reg-
ulated prostitution would not work. His rationale: “Medical men know
that a prostitute can be examined today and found to be free of infec-
tion, and yet within an hour she may become infected.” He went on to
say that she could then infect “20 or 30 in an evening.”59 Turner’s argu-
ment is interesting, if incomplete, for it fails to acknowledge the source
of the prostitute’s infection. Turner made another common charge: that
a prostitute could infect large numbers of men in one night. His esti-
mate of twenty to thirty is rather low in comparison to some of the
numbers bandied about in other meetings. Dr. Moore had claimed that
“it is a not unusual record for prostitutes to service 50–75 men in a
night.”60 No official comments appear regarding the men who stood in
long lines in these situations.

There were, in contrast, several instances of military officers contend-
ing that suppression had the effect of making the venereal disease rate
worse. A military doctor from Hawaii noted, “We’re just in the early
stages of another free-for-all on venereal disease control. . . . [T[he two
‘stuffed shirts’ in charge seemed to be ready to inflict Parran’s insane no-
tion that prostitution can be abolished in this community. Heaven help
us if they make the grade! They’ve already done it on Maui with disas-
trous results. . . . Seattle did it nearly a year ago, and their v.d. situation
is appalling now. Our own, up to now, has been down right admirable
for the last fifteen years.”61 And as we have seen, many residents of
Hawaii were concerned with the possibility of rape if prostitution was
eliminated. White (haole) Hawaiians insisted that a “buffer of whores”
was needed to protect “respectable white women.”62 Such conflicting
opinions, which were not unusual, contributed to a lack of coherence
in the repression campaign. The one constant seems to be that some
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women were expected to prostitute their bodies in order to protect the
bodies of other women who were valued by the larger society. It bears
noting that many prostitutes in Hawaii were white women from the
mainland of the United States.63

Prophylaxis

The deeply ingrained notion that servicemen needed sex is nowhere
more apparent than in the discussions regarding prophylaxis. The pre-
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vention of venereal disease among servicemen through the use of con-
doms and chemical prophylaxis was, however, controversial. Church
groups and mothers, among others, protested against the discussion of
such ideas and practices.64 The ASHA, in particular, included in their
booklets and pamphlets an appeal to men’s better nature, the men’s
“ideals, religion, or sense of duty and decency,” as an alternative to pro-
phylaxis.65 While debate also ensued within official groups, the authori-
ties reached a conclusion, based on the current venereal disease statis-
tics, that sex was indeed happening. The overriding theme in their dis-
cussions became, then, that since boys would be men, they needed to
arrange for their sexual encounters to be as clean as possible. Thus the
ASHA pamphlet added advice for men “who go with prostitutes or
other loose women,” including the warning to “use a protective sheath,
to wash the sex organs and the body near them with soap and water
immediately after sex contact, and to go to the nearest prophylactic
station within one hour.”66 At the “pro” stations, servicemen would
undergo both internal and external chemical cleansing. The sexual en-
counter was sanitized in an attempt to remove any remaining female
fluids. Both condoms and chemical prophylaxis, as Alan Brandt notes,
signified “an implicit recognition of the inability of officials to control
the troops’ sexual drives.”67 The postcoital procedures maintained a
link of sex-sin-dirt-danger that not only supported the women-disease
connection but also can be seen as both deterrent and incitement to sex.

In January 1941, a committee on prophylaxis met in Washington,
D.C. Various representatives of local and national health services at-
tended, along with Dr. W. F. Snow, at this time chairman of the Execu-
tive Committee of the ASHA. The group asked Dr. Snow to make a pre-
liminary statement, and he began by speaking of the immediate need for
prophylactic stations in Washington, D.C. He felt that this had to be ac-
complished “before we could get very far in the prevention of venereal
disease in this city.”68 Dr. Leidy, the venereal disease control officer in
D.C., offered his “unofficial” views on the subject. He reported that he
had looked into the possibility of placing a prophylactic station in the
railroad and bus terminals of the city and that “the management of
both organizations state that they are willing to cooperate” but that
they first had to get approval from headquarters.69 Considerable discus-
sion followed regarding use of “pro stations” by civilians, with no one
quite sure what official policy would be. No one really knew what to
expect in terms of the “prophylactic load”; an army officer said that in
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nearby Virginia 359 men had reported for prophylaxis in a five-day pe-
riod.70 Throughout the war, in tacit acceptance of male sexual activity,
servicemen were encouraged to use prophylaxis, and prophylactic sta-
tions became plentiful, at least for white soldiers.

The topic of prophylaxis even made it into print in Reader’s Digest.
The same article that claimed that trainloads of girls who arrived in
army towns were prostitutes noted that while servicemen had been
cautioned to resist sexual entrapment by aggressive women, they were
also encouraged to carry condoms.71 Military and public health officials
made sure that servicemen knew where to find pro stations, and soldiers
going on leave were regularly administered doses of sulfathiazole as a
preventive measure against sexually transmitted diseases.72 To publicize
three new prophylactic stations in San Francisco, military and public
health officials distributed five thousand lavatory placards and five hun-
dred thousand leaflets advertising the locations.73 Enlisted men received
instruction in prophylactic use at monthly lectures and films. In Port
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Clinton, Ohio, a pro station located near the gatehouse reminded the
men to take their “protection” with them; prophylactic materials were
distributed free to men going on liberty.74

Admiral Ross T. McIntire, the chief of the Navy Bureau of Medicine
and Surgery, sent a bulletin to “All Ships and Stations.” He was con-
cerned that navy men were not making use of prophylaxis. Therefore,
McIntire urged that officers investigate “[w]hether prophylactic heads,
prophylactic packets, and condoms were available, easy to access or
obtain” and whether off-base prophylactic stations were “conveniently
available” and their locations matters of common knowledge. The ad-
miral instructed his officers to make sure that “efforts have been made
and are being made to inculcate into each individual a knowledge of
venereal infections, and of the urgent necessity of taking prophylaxis
promptly and correctly.”75 The authorities, fully expecting male sexual
activity, made it possible for servicemen to indulge themselves with as
little risk of disease as possible. Which brings us back to Dr. Glueck,
who asked: “Are you proposing that they shall invade the non-profes-
sional classes for this sort of thing?” It seems likely that after seeing
films showing venereally diseased genitals, and perhaps after a visit to
a pro station, servicemen might just decide that finding a “nonprofes-
sional” sex partner was a good idea.

Race and the Military

Ironically, given the widespread assumption by white officials that black
men were promiscuous by nature, fewer prophylactic facilities served
the need of black troops. The possibility of increased levels of venereal
disease in the black population did not enter official discussions. As
noted earlier, the designation of African Americans as a “syphilis-soaked
race” clearly influenced official attitudes. Since de facto segregation pre-
vailed across the United States, African Americans either were confined
to base or had to find recreation in black communities. Unequal treat-
ment in the area of venereal disease control once again diminished ac-
tual prevention. Dr. Hazen, chair of an interdepartmental committee on
venereal disease control, stated that the authorities should make sure
that several “negro” prophylactic stations were set up to avoid prob-
lems with the “race question.” Dr. Zeigler of the USPHS announced that
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the city of Alexandria had offered a prophylactic station free of charge
for the “colored troops.” Black facilities in this area, as in all others,
remained inferior.76 For black men, race discrimination overshadowed
gender privilege.

Racialized policies were visible in several communiqués regarding ar-
eas outside the United States. The Venereal Disease Committee made
some interesting comments about the situation in Panama and the Car-
ibbean area, where the venereal disease rates were extremely high. The
committee stated: “According to recent studies by the Office of Defense
Health and Welfare . . . the extensive patronage [in Panama] by white
soldiers of elderly professional prostitutes, often black, and lacking in
attractiveness, is one evidence of deterioration of morale.”77 The com-
mittee apparently was more concerned with whom the servicemen had
sex with than with the fact that they were engaging in sex. Their com-
ments on morale suggest that sex was all right if it occurred with an
“appropriate” morale builder. The commanding officer at the Presidio
in California and officials in other areas received similar memos. The
race-based policies and politics of who could have sex with whom be-
come clear in the following official correspondence. The question of
prophylaxis was notably absent. Within the military there was some
concern about black marines; most marines served in the Pacific theater.
An officer decided that African American troops should not be sent to
Polynesia because “Polynesians were delightful people, primitively ro-
mantic and their women would have sex with any comers.” He also
stated that it would be acceptable if white troops fathered children since
“a high-class half caste would result . . . but mixing with blacks would
produce a very undesirable citizen.”78 Another officer insisted on pro-
tecting American Samoans from “intimacy with blacks.” He urged the
marines to send Pacific-bound blacks to Micronesia where they “can do
no harm”—presumably he meant “do no genetic harm.”79 Here we can
see plainly military attitudes toward nonwhite women as well as toward
black servicemen.

Servicemen’s Morals

While the authorities focused on women’s morals, concerns about ser-
vicemen’s morals arose in the larger society. In late 1941, the mother of
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a soldier wrote to General H. H. Arnold about her sons who had en-
listed in the air corps. One son stationed at Moffett Field while home
on leave had told her that “just outside the gate of Moffett Field there is
a dive that everyone says is 50% owned by the commanding officer.”
The soldier’s mother also wrote about gambling, drinking, and soldiers
consorting with underage girls. Her son also alleged that police protec-
tion was a factor in this milieu. The other son reported that officers and
nurses on his ship got drunk while on a brief shore leave and returned
to the ship and engaged in a “petting” party in the officers’ stateroom.
She implored General Arnold to crack down on such conditions.80 An
investigation of the shipboard incident ensued, with a decision made on
December 9, 1941, that “in view of the serious emergency conditions
now existing, it is recommended that no action be taken with reference
to this matter at this time.”81

In the summer of 1942, a Connecticut law firm corresponded with the
War Department. Attorney Kennedy had written repeatedly in search of
information on two servicemen previously stationed at Windsor Locks,
Connecticut. Kennedy’s clients, sisters who were seventeen and nine-
teen years old, had become pregnant by these men. He wrote: “We
have been endeavoring to locate these soldiers for some months but all
our letters have gone unanswered.”82 The lawyer made no threats but
merely asked for assistance in locating the two men so that the young
women could communicate with them. A brief memo from army head-
quarters is attached to the letter; it identified the men as noncommis-
sioned officers currently serving outside the continental United States
and recommended that “appropriate action be taken.”83 Mr. Kennedy
had not been advised of this reference; “appropriate action” is not ex-
plained. However, it seems doubtful, in view of prior responses, that ei-
ther the lawyers or the young women received the desired response.

Containing and Controlling Women

Prostitutes and promiscuous women and girls, viewed in a much harsher
light, received very different treatment from men who indulged in sex-
ual activity. Men could, in a sense, wash away or otherwise eliminate
the germs. The case of women was different: not only did they transmit
germs, but disease was perceived as embedded in their bodies, internal
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and hidden. Though women were constantly sexualized, they received
no sex education comparable to what men in the military encountered.
Many women and girls entered public spaces quite ignorant about the
mechanics of sex.84 Nonetheless, numerous women and girls were ar-
rested, often merely for “suspicious” behavior, and held without crimi-
nal charges but still forced to undergo venereal disease testing and in
many cases quarantined in a variety of punitive institutions. This is not
to deny that prostitution existed during the Second World War but
rather to indicate a double standard that disproportionately penalized
women. Prostitutes went to jail; servicemen received sympathy and of-
ten a ride back to base if they were caught in compromising circum-
stances, and they were rarely charged with morals offenses.85 Estelle
Freedman points out, moreover, that male sexual offenses were under-
prosecuted and underreported during the war years.86

Military policies privileged servicemen in ways that did not apply to
civilians, especially women. A navy bulletin, for example, stated that
“periodic routine testing for syphilis of all personnel engaged in food-
handling is an unnecessary and unduly discriminatory procedure, since
the risk of male personnel acquiring syphilis from masculine food-han-
dlers is negligible. It is therefore recommended that the periodic sero-
logic testing of food-handlers in the Armed services be forthwith discon-
tinued.”87 This policy change was not intended to apply to “epidemio-
logical testing” for women, whether prostitutes, promiscuous, or those
named as contacts. In fact, waitresses could be required to provide
health cards to the authorities. While many employers did not require
venereal disease testing as a prerequisite for employment, the authorities
could arrest a woman who failed to present a card on demand.88 An-
other change in previous policy removed the onus from officers for a
high venereal disease rate among their troops. “The incidence of vene-
real disease in a given unit of the U.S. Army or Navy,” the order said,
“is not necessarily an index of lax discipline in this command, but may
instead depend much upon local conditions beyond the control of the
unit commander.”89 By 1942, the navy removed restrictions on promo-
tion; an enlisted man could reach warrant or commissioned rank in
spite of a history of venereal disease if he “exhibits no evidence for five
years and his current tests are negative.”90 Many women in the mili-
tary were immediately discharged if they tested positive for venereal
disease.91 And civilian women, as we have seen, were jailed or held in
quarantine camps and hospitals.
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The Media and the Military

Widespread official use of posters, pamphlets, movies, and related mate-
rials that displayed prostitutes and promiscuous women (the girl next
door) as dangerous and diseased resulted in provoking and produc-
ing unnecessary ambiguity over wartime women’s temporary departures
from traditional female roles. Suggesting that a girl or woman might
not be as virtuous as she appeared obscured the line between the so-
called good girls and bad girls. As official debates and discussions con-
tinued to focus on the ways in which women could be useful to the mil-
itary, the military used print media to sexualize women in problematic
ways. Anti–venereal disease posters such as “She May Look Clean . . .
But . . .” and “Booby Trap,” which pictured a “sexier” woman, as well
as those that depicted prostitutes as death in a fancy dress, served to
frame women as sexually available but potentially deadly.92 The “Booby
Trap” message was emblazoned on the cover of a pamphlet given to
servicemen going on leave. It features a woman with the words “Booby
Trap” written in large letters across the middle of her body. In the back-
ground several servicemen sit or stand, and in the corner two others
are hovering around another woman. The text says, in part: “Girls who
make a habit of hanging around railroad and bus stations and juke
joints, waiting to be picked up, are to be avoided—just as you would
avoid any other booby trap. You are badly mistaken if you think that
you can tell whether or not a girl has a Venereal Disease by her looks or
her clothes or by listening to her story.”93 Such representations not only
cast sexual suspicion on women waiting for public transportation (and
given the times, many were) but, by linking sex with danger, could have
presented a subtle challenge to military men to dare the odds. At the
same time, servicemen going on leave frequently heard or read, “If you
can’t say no, use a pro.”94 Such double messages seemed to encourage
sex and point to available women, as well as those who might be avail-
able, should the man be unable to say no to his sexual urges. Service-
men could protect themselves by using condoms during a sexual en-
counter or by visiting a prophylactic station for treatment afterward.
(Either a suggestion or a requirement, a visit to a pro station resulted
in a less-than-pleasant end to sexual encounters. Chemical prophylaxis
could be physically painful and reinforced the notion that sex with a
woman was dirty.) Most of those who used pro stations came from the
rank and file; many enlisted men viewed the entire process as a sign of
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manliness.95 Officers presumably had other options. A cavalier attitude
regarding servicemen who caught a venereal disease is well represented
in a 1944 issue of Newsweek. Depicting a group of servicemen with ve-
nereal disease, who were clad in pajamas and sitting casually in a circle,
the text described “an oddly mixed group . . . talking with the ease of
males in the same fix.”96 That same year, Newsweek also carried a se-
ries of articles regarding military leaves in Calcutta, which ended with a
joke about receiving a service ribbon. The DSM (Distinguished Service
Medal) was adapted to mean “did or did not see Margot,” a famous
prostitute.97 Such articles seemed to suggest that it was no big deal if
some (white) servicemen used (nonwhite) prostitutes (outside the United
States) and caught venereal diseases.

While military authorities claimed, in public, to attend to service-
men’s morals and morale, in everyday life sex was ever present. The con-
stant attention paid to sex, including safe sex, through lectures, films,
pamphlets, and posters, along with the military practice of providing in-
struction in prophylaxis, created dissonance between any notion of male
continence or sexual reserve and the stereotype of the virile, aggressive
military male. Even women within the military structure were mocked
and vilified as prostitutes and promiscuous women in cartoons and in
military post papers.98 Sex also intruded into technical training: soldiers
in training camp learned how to read a map by using a grid placed on
top of a pinup picture of Betty Grable. The positioning of the grid tar-
geted areas of the female anatomy associated with sexuality.99 Pinups,
airplane nose art, and chants that objectified women characterized life
in the military. While these practices may seem harmless on one level,
on another they are representative of the pervasive subtextual linkages
between military violence and sex. Men, then, came under the influence
of a “masculine mystique” that prescribed certain “manly” behaviors.
One can only suppose that, given the focus on sex, many men felt com-
pelled to prove their manhood by sexual derring-do. Servicemen did, as
noted earlier, visit houses of prostitution; Beth Bailey and David Far-
ber’s study of regulated prostitution in Hawaii includes a picture of nu-
merous men lined up, waiting to enter a brothel.100

The SPD maintained pressure in areas of resistance, but they did not
always succeed in convincing either servicemen or local and military of-
ficials that repression was in their best interests. Navy Captain Joel T.
Boone’s statement typified prevailing attitudes linking sexual prowess
and good soldiering. “If we bear in mind,” he said, “that our armed
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forces are sexually aggressive, that they must be if they are going to be
good soldiers and sailors, an important part of our problem is solved.”
The remainder of the solution called for the examination of prostitutes
and a requirement that the diseased ones undergo treatment. With re-
gard to other women, military officials decided that they could not stop
the amateur competition, so they encouraged their men to use condoms.
The navy captain posed the question: What happens if, in spite of all
the education, good advice, and easily obtained protective measures,
a serviceman does get “an infection”? Then he answered the question
himself: “He is not punished for having sexual desire, any more than we
would punish him for having hunger or thirst.”101 Contrariwise, female
sexual desire was most often denied but was punished when recognized.

Military policies in particular illuminate the paradoxes inherent both
in the dual campaigns to mobilize and contain female sexuality and in
attitudes toward male and female sexuality. People, in general, had dif-
fering opinions on such matters; but a sense of paradox and ambiva-
lence regarding the role of women in wartime was particularly intense
within the military. Most official discussions revealed an assumption
that men required sex. Servicemen, as the “manliest” of men, not only
would actively seek sex but would suffer a serious loss of morale and
fighting spirit if women were unavailable. Officials of the armed forces
debated the ways that they could use “good girls” to keep morale high
among the troops. At the same time they discussed ways to keep the
boys away from “bad,” venereally diseased women and girls.

The lack of a coherent position among the various individuals and
agencies that made up the apparatus of the state maintained the contra-
dictions that were characteristic of the campaign to reduce the incidence
of venereal disease through the repression of prostitution. In the next
chapter, I explore the paradoxes of mobilization and control in print
media by examining the ways that popular literature participated in
the campaign to enlist and at the same time restrain wartime women’s
sexuality.
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“Spell ‘IT’ to the Marines”
The Contradictory Messages of 
Popular Culture

During the war years, print media functioned as a site of mo-
bilization and control where the tangled themes of sexualized morale
maintenance and transgressive sexuality played out in all their com-
plexities and ambiguities. Popular magazines, in particular, served as
dispensers of wartime propaganda, including propaganda aimed specifi-
cally at women. As the media joined in the mobilization effort, maga-
zine publishers and authors responded favorably to government encour-
agement to disseminate the kinds of messages that would strengthen
and solidify homefront support of and participation in the war effort.1

Magazines refrained from running photos of death in combat, using in-
stead drawn figures to depict dead soldiers in order to downplay the
horrors of war, while reinforcing the necessity to accept wartime poli-
cies and suggesting that death and destruction would result if too many
women shirked their responsibilities.2 Articles and advertisements asked
female magazine readers if they were “doing their part.” The Ladies
Home Journal, for example, informed women that if they failed to take
jobs in ammunition factories or other essential industries, their “men-
folk fighting on distant atolls are likely to get slaughtered.”3

While magazine literature operated, in general, to militarize the citi-
zenry and more specifically to call upon women to meet their national
obligations as wartime citizens, it simultaneously maintained and en-
larged an ideology of traditional femininity. As more and more women
appeared in public and entered spaces formerly defined as male, this
phenomenon became a topic of frequent media discussion. The enlist-
ment of women, while necessary to the success of the war effort, pro-
duced concerns about challenges to and changes in normative behaviors
and practices. Not only did women move into previously male jobs;
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they wore pants in public, frequented places of commercial entertain-
ment unaccompanied by men, and challenged, in a variety of ways,
both gender relations and existing standards of sexual morality.4 As we
have seen, in meeting their wartime obligations to labor both in the fac-
tory and in the dance hall, many women came to be viewed as danger-
ous individuals, in the first case too masculine and in the second too
sexual. Wartime women’s services were both domesticated and demo-
nized in popular culture.

My analysis is based on two strands of sexual discourses that ap-
peared in a variety of publications during World War II. The first strand
deals with the condemnation of prostitutes, “promiscuous” women,
and “female-generated venereal disease” in a wide range of periodicals,
from mass-circulation popular magazines such as Look, Life, Reader’s
Digest, and American Mercury to professional journals such as Proba-
tion, Federal Probation, and the American Journal of Public Health.
These sources provide rich detail regarding the wartime campaign in the
United States, supported by the government, military, and medical insti-
tutions, to eliminate venereal disease through the suppression of so-
called sexually deviant women. A discourse of female deviance emerges
clearly in this literature. Prostitutes and promiscuous women become
metaphors for dangerous sexuality and venereal disease.

The second strand of wartime sexual discourse consists of general
portrayals of women’s sexuality. For this, I examined the varied content
of three different types of magazines that targeted specific groups of the
population. During the war years, women of different classes and races
read magazines and accepted them as a source both of up-to-date news
and of female-specific advice.5 Phyllis Palmer suggests that magazines
served a textbooklike function: busy wartime women could consult
them for time- and labor-saving advice as well as basic instruction in
womanhood.6 Homemakers’ magazines, such as Woman’s Home Com-
panion, which had a wartime circulation of three million, aimed to
attract white middle-class women, while romance magazines, such as
True Confessions, were intended to appeal to working-class women. To
attend to race, given the limitations of the sources—widely distributed
magazines specifically aimed at black women did not appear until after
the war—I used the Negro Digest and The Crisis, periodicals published
by and for African Americans.7 Both publications had high rates of cir-
culation in the wartime black population, and both contained articles
that featured black women. These varied magazines, read by middle-
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class and working-class white women (and men) and by female and
male African Americans, contain multiple perspectives on sexuality and
illustrate the competing wartime discourses of patriotic and subversive
female sexuality. This sample also presents a comprehensive notion of
patriotic sexuality as a female wartime obligation.8

I view these magazines—in their totality, including articles, stories,
photographs, and advertisements—as producing multiple discourses
that convey subtle messages that resonate with common perceptions of
male and female nature. Viewing the magazines as a whole makes it ap-
parent that these wartime publications reflect much of the sexual ambi-
guity that surrounded wartime women.9 The traditional and familiar
cultural images of women are complicated by a subtext that suggests a
more fluid boundary between the good girl (patriot) and the bad girl
(patriotute). The multiple discourses embedded in the texts served to
mystify the spaces between patriotic and promiscuous sexuality.

Sexual display in and of itself was not unique to wartime periodicals.
Successful magazines that sold well traditionally displayed women in al-
luring poses and included either overt or covert sexual themes.10 During
the war years, however, a significant element came into play. By present-
ing a close association between sexual allure and patriotism, the war-
time media added to an already troublesome perception of female sex-
ual availability. While the wartime “campaign” against prostitutes and
promiscuous women generally focused on working-class and nonwhite
women, many media messages also had something to say to middle-
class white women. Doing their part meant protecting the homefront by
guarding their respectability. The war against women who transgressed
the boundaries served also as a caution for white middle-class women
to police their sexual behavior. Only occasionally did they suffer the
loss of freedom and involuntary rehabilitation experienced much more
often by working-class women or women of color. Through this gener-
alized, but ambiguous, sexualization of women, the wartime media re-
flected and reinforced ambiguities and confounded the potential impact,
either positive or negative, of women’s sexuality on the armed forces.
Tensions mounted as women responded to the nation’s call to do their
part as good citizens. As women acted, in ever-growing numbers, on
their prescribed national obligations, the question increasingly loomed:
What would these women be like by the time the war was over?
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Continuity and Change

Social and political concerns regarding female prostitution and promis-
cuity are not, as we have seen, without historical precedent. Commer-
cialized prostitution and organized vice had been targeted by reform-
ers since the late nineteenth century. The World War I campaign against
venereal disease expanded to include nonprofessional girls. While such
concerns led to the appointment of female protective officers and to
harsher treatment of alleged sexual transgressors, the much shorter
World War I campaign did not reach the level of repression that oc-
curred in World War II. The errant woman of the earlier war, viewed by
some authorities as a victim—as one acted upon rather than aggres-
sively sexual—had a better chance of being treated as misguided rather
than deviant or criminal, as occurred in later years.

In the first four decades of the twentieth century, ideas regarding
female sexuality had been constantly evolving. By the 1940s U.S. soci-
ety, including the media, had become increasingly eroticized. Sex had
entered the marketplace in a variety of ways. Forms of commercial en-
tertainment, such as dance halls, amusement parks, and movie theaters,
patronized first by the working class and later by the middle class,
brought young women and men together in new and public ways.
Courtship practices moved “from front porch to backseat,”11 that is,
young women and men went on unchaperoned dates, sometimes in au-
tomobiles. By the 1920s, the figure of the flapper represented a freer
sexuality, a suggestion of the female right to sexual experimentation.
Many young women joined the urban workforce, enrolled in coed col-
leges, changed their style of dress, experimented with makeup, and en-
thusiastically embraced modernity. These changes in and challenges to
traditional sex and gender norms, often referred to as the “first sexual
revolution,” were reflected in print media—novels, short stories, maga-
zine articles, and advertisements—as well as in film.

On the one hand, it seemed as if women had been recognized as sex-
ual beings, free to be sexual; on the other hand, a less positive political
and medical discourse problematized female sexuality. Social reformers,
Freud, and the sexologists often portrayed sexual women more nega-
tively. In places such as the Greenwich Village area of New York City,
they discovered lesbians, and in other urban areas, prostitutes. During
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when numerous young
women left the confines of home to enter the public sphere, “[o]ne result
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was an enlarged area of opportunity for women to choose, to play; an-
other was the creation of new arenas for their sexual harassment.”12

And as historian Joanne J. Meyerowitz points out, “Departures from
middle-class mores attracted public notice.”13 Young women’s sexuality
concerned not only parents but also state officials and social reformers.
By midcentury, new laws, policewomen, female reformatories, and juve-
nile courts operated to control female sexuality.14 As another world war
loomed on the horizon, the American woman stood on contested ter-
rain regarding her role and place in society.

During the late 1930s, when government, medical, military, and so-
cial work officials came together to plan strategies to meet the expected
“woman problem,” they relied on past experiences and brought precon-
ceived and gendered notions with them. In contrast to earlier morality
campaigns, for example, male continence was not considered an issue
during World War II.15 Gender relations were increasingly eroticized, es-
pecially during the 1920s, and evolved in the 1940s to a prescription for
female sexuality that obligated wartime women to be sexually alluring
and enticing. Enveloped in a discourse of sexual obligation, the wartime
woman had a reciprocal duty to wartime men, especially servicemen.
She had to construct herself in the prescribed manner in order to pro-
vide servicemen with both motivation and morale. In a sense, her body
would repay him for risking his life in her defense.

The Media Do Their Part

Print media joined the battle on the homefront. Magazine articles, sto-
ries, and advertisements offered all kinds of normative advice to war-
time women: how to dress, how to remain feminine while engaging
in heavy (masculine) labor, how to act in public (especially without a
male escort), and how to meet their obligations to the war effort in a
variety of ways.16 At the same time, another series of articles on the per-
ils and evils of venereal disease focused on females as disease carriers
and as dangerous and even treasonous if their contagion reached the
armed forces. “Prostitution Major Wartime Threat,” proclaimed Ameri-
can City in 1942. Or, as Survey Graphic put it the next year, “Sick Men
Can’t Fight.”17 Journals such as the American Journal of Public Health
called prostitutes “Axis partners,” and Federal Probation referred to
promiscuous women as “Fifth Columnists.”18 Magazines and journals
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suggested diverse ways—from curfews to “camps” and federal quaran-
tine areas—to eliminate the widespread problems of prostitutes, pro-
miscuous women, and the danger of associating with them, namely ve-
nereal disease.

The woman-disease connection was reiterated in a variety of media
organs. One could, for example, pick up almost any magazine and find
a common ad for Listerine, which currently serves as a mouthwash but
had wider use in the 1940s, including use as a “feminine hygiene” prod-
uct. While such ads appeared most often in romance magazines, similar
messages appeared in numerous widely read magazines. In many ads,
wartime women were positioned at the margins of male-female activi-
ties because of some “lack of cleanliness.” “Barbara” sat alone, outside
the door of the party room, and “Karen” sat in a corner wearing a “Do
Not Disturb” sign while a party (with servicemen) went on around
her.19 The poster “She May Look Clean . . . But . . .” presented a like-
ness of the proverbial “girl next door” with a clear warning that even
the nicest girl could be harboring disease. “The New War against Ve-
nereal Disease,” a headline article in Look, featured five pictures of
women in a hospital setting; one picture of a seriously ill woman cov-
ered an entire page. The text read, in part, “One urgent task . . . has
been to treat the numerous infected women. Most new infections today
can be attributed to non-professional pick-ups.”20 Who is the woman in
the large picture? Clearly, she represents one of the allegedly numerous
infected (contagious) women. The source of her infection is not ad-
dressed; rather, she is depicted as possibly aggressive (picking up men)
and as diseased. Numerous women, in different circumstances, attracted
the attention of the authorities as possible transmitters of venereal dis-
ease, such as those already known to the police or the social welfare
system, waitresses, nonwhite women, transients, and women identified
as belonging to the “lower orders.”21

Sexuality and Mental Illness

Mental incompetence soon joined disease, danger, and (sexual) deviance
as a charge leveled against allegedly promiscuous women. A medical au-
thority wrote of those “prostitutes who because of constitutional or
congenital handicaps, mental deficiency or mental disorder, have little
choice except to engage in repeated prostitution and other forbidden
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behavior.” He further contended that his study, although incomplete,
“already shows a large percentage of definitely diagnosed defectives and
border zone cases . . . among a fair sampling of adjudicated prostitutes.
The number of psychopaths is also large.” He claimed that of one hun-
dred women arrested for prostitution, “76% were defective or border-
line; 65% were rated as morons or imbeciles.”22 Other instances of de-
scribing promiscuous women as having less than average intelligence or
as being psychologically disturbed appeared in articles in Probation,
Federal Probation, and the American Journal of Public Health. These
articles, which added to an impression of rampant female sexual devi-
ance, had echoes in popular literature. For example, a Harper’s article
mentioned the need for psychiatric assessment of some prostitutes.23

Headlines extolled new and better treatment facilities such as the City
Venereal Disease Control Clinic in San Francisco, which provided a
program of reeducation and readjustment “for girls and women who
offer a promiscuous sex history.”24 The characterization of some prosti-
tutes and promiscuous women as “mentally defective” operated to con-
tain more women and resulted in incarceration, often in a psychiatric
institution.

Men and Sex

At the same time that the government, the military, and the medical es-
tablishment waged a war against prostitution and promiscuity, other
voices clamored to assert men’s right to sex with women. One soldier,
who claimed to speak “realistically” for many other men, wrote a letter
to American Mercury’s “Open Forum,” addressing the subject: “Do you
welfarers wish to eliminate prostitution or sexual intercourse?” He felt
that the current discussions of sex and the army followed “the conven-
tional social-worker line,” and he derided such naïveté. In his opinion,
the “social ostrich” should remove its head from the sand. He won-
dered what would happen if the “squelching” of prostitution succeeded.
According to him, there was no substitute for sex, and anyone who
thought that millions of men were likely to take a vow of abstinence
for the duration was sadly deluded.25 This soldier asked several ques-
tions that the military both answered and ignored in everyday policies
and practices. An article in Reader’s Digest typified the mixed message.
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Within a few lines of reading that “moral suasion” was usually suffi-
cient to deter men from sexual promiscuity, we read that, just in case,
the men could purchase prophylactics, “which canteens sell at cost.”26

In the American Journal of Public Health, the headline proclaimed:
“San Francisco Opens Three Prophylactic Stations.” To draw attention
to these stations, the authorities distributed five thousand lavatory plac-
ards and half a million leaflets advertising the locations.27 Even Good
Housekeeping, in a brief piece, assured its readers that one thousand
soldiers preparing to go on leave were given a “dosage of sulfathiazole”
as a preventive measure.28 It seems clear that servicemen were not ex-
pected to take a vow of abstinence.

In 1944, U.S. Surgeon General Thomas Parran wrote an article on
the “haunting specter of venereal disease.” He claimed: “The United
States Army is proving that it is preventable.” Pointing out the enemy in
the homefront battle, he stated, “The noncommercial girl . . . is sup-
planting the prostitute as the main source of venereal infection.” Such
girls (supposedly numerous) were doubly threatening because they were
“active not only around military centers where control methods are
strict, but in war boom towns, trailer towns, cities and villages where
control measures are less efficient. She is driving our national standards
of morality down.”29 In New York City, when the Social Hygiene Asso-
ciation reported a sizable increase in “social diseases among high school
boys and girls,” the association recommended a “midnight curfew for
girls of 16 or younger.”30 As girls and women continued to be held re-
sponsible for maintaining sexual control, maintaining male morale, and
spreading venereal diseases, the military spoke of moral suasion while
dispensing prophylactics, and soldiers insisted that sex was here to stay.

Numerous articles continued to highlight a link between female sexu-
ality and danger and disease. Titles such as “Prostitution Blamed: Sup-
pression Near Army Camps Held Essential to the Control of Venereal
Disease” and “Public’s Health: Program to Prevent Young Girls and
Women from Involvement in Prostitution and Promiscuity” represent
one strand of media treatment of “problematic” female sexuality. A re-
current theme that focused on women as the culprits in the spread of
venereal disease emerged regularly in articles such as “National Defense
vs. Venereal Disease,” “War on Venereal Ills,” “All Out War on Prosti-
tution,” “V.D., Menace and Challenge,” “Fighting Prostitution,” “Pros-
titution Is an Axis Partner,” and “V.D. in London: Battle of Piccadilly

“Spell ‘IT’ to the Marines” | 117



Circus among Our Army’s Worst.” Many of these articles appeared in
popular magazines and reinforced a notion of dangerous and deviant
women as saboteurs, traitors on the homefront.31 If (some) women pre-
sented a clear danger to military success, the authorities claimed to be
justified in the use of force to remove them from society.

Proposed Solutions

Medical and government officials suggested a variety of measures, in-
cluding “a chain of small institutions—schools, hostels, farms, training
centers—where these women offenders, graded according to their pros-
pect for rehabilitation[,] may be committed.” One of the purported vir-
tues of this plan, which was proposed by a public official, was that “it
offers the prospect of release when—and only when—the girl is reha-
bilitated. Maximum sentences would yield to truly indeterminate sen-
tences. It would be a dynamic and flexible correctional system for the
simple, realistic reason that people conform at varying pace to the effort
of society to render them less troublesome.”32 Wartime women, particu-
larly those perceived as most troublesome, could be incarcerated for as
long as the authorities deemed necessary. Wartime anxiety, as reflected
in media discourse, reinforced societal unease regarding these (sexually)
visible and possibly dangerous women.

Popular magazines and professional journals also offered advice to
eliminate the problem. One solution suggested that, to suppress prosti-
tution wherever it was found, there had to be adequate supervision of
public places. Captain Rhoda Millikin, a member of the Police Depart-
ment of the District of Columbia, felt that women in law enforcement
positions could be responsible for this task. Government officials called
for daily surveillance of both individuals and places. “Someone must
observe conditions day after day so as to be able to know which girls
are causing trouble. . . . [S]ome must be arrested . . . others may just be
wandering about in quest of excitement. For the latter, since they are
not criminals, it would be appropriate to contain them in shelters, over-
night or until individual situations can be explored.”33

The police chief of Norfolk, Virginia, offered a suggestion that, he
felt, would solve the problem. He said, “In peacetime, I believe in a seg-
regated district for prostitution. . . . [I]n wartime we are committed to
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suppression. . . . I think I could come close to suppressing prostitution
. . . if only I had adequate prison facilities for the women. I have asked
the government to give me a concentration camp . . . large enough for
two or three thousand women. If we had such a camp, we could throw
every prostitute who dares enter town into it for the duration.”34 The
techniques and attitudes that characterized the homefront battle against
prostitutes and promiscuous women are well illustrated in the article
“Norfolk—Our Worst War Town.” Before the war, the red-light area
of Norfolk was maintained, controlled, and tacitly accepted. The navy
then ordered the town to “close the district . . . suppression for the
duration.”35

When the journalist and a local police officer toured the entertain-
ment district, their conversation suggested an acceptance of male activi-
ties such as drinking, gambling, fighting, and picking up girls. In stark
contrast are the harsh words used to describe women. Those who had
venereal disease were referred to as “rotten apples,” and the officer
agreed with the reporter that most of the girls in the area were “sluts.”
The reporter viewed a place frequented by those girls who “did it”
cheaply, describing the spot as “a quilt spread on the brick pavement
between two garbage pails . . . an old coca-cola sign providing the only
privacy.” The police officer commented, “I feel sorry for the boys every
time I catch one of them in a spot like that.” The serviceman was then
returned to his base via the shore patrol wagon. “The wench [identified
as “a Negro woman”] was taken to jail.”36 While the woman involved
in this situation was a prostitute, the difference in male attitudes and so-
lutions remains striking. Both engaged in intercourse in a crude public
place, but the “boy” (another innocent victim?) got compassion and a
ride home; the “wench” went to jail.

On the West Coast, too, the media reported on the repression effort.
The American Journal of Public Health stated: “Prostitution has been
vigorously repressed by the law enforcement agencies and an arrange-
ment has been worked out so that all women arrested on morals charges
and who are brought to the Los Angeles County Jail are placed under
legal quarantine. These suspects are held . . . until tests may be made.”37

From sea to shining sea, the media helped maintain the conflation of fe-
male promiscuity and venereal disease and supported surveillance, ar-
rest, detention, forced venereal disease testing, and other invasive proce-
dures to deal with women labeled as sexually transgressive.
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Ambiguous Female Sexuality

The simultaneous effort to mobilize female sexuality in support of the
war effort complicated the media’s support for repressing prostitution
and controlling “promiscuous” female sexuality. Print media, especially
popular magazines, did their part by presenting female bodies engaged
in and available for morale maintenance. Magazine covers regularly fea-
tured diverse women as canteen hostesses and as recreation center vol-
unteers.38 Many publications seemed to valorize women who met their
patriotic obligation to be sexually alluring by providing entertainment
for servicemen. For example, “Be the Thrill in His Furlough” and “She
Makes the Wounded Wiggle” represent common media offerings. At the
same time, the text complicates women’s contributions by using sexu-
ally descriptive words such as provocative, sensuous, hot, and sizzling,
once again blurring the line between patriotism and promiscuity.39

Magazines such as the Negro Digest, The Crisis, and American Mer-
cury often featured women as entertainers and morale builders for the
troops.40 Howard Whitman of Coronet, for example, wrote “Johnny
Get Your Fun,” an article that featured female entertainers. He asserted,
“The gal with the G-string, the taxi-dancer, and the chorine in the
nightclub with black net stockings up to her mezzanine; in their own
way they’re all doing war jobs.”41 In the Negro Digest, articles about
women most often featured entertainers, and the terms used to describe
them were generally sexual. Phrases such as “moved in an insinuating
manner” and “gave the impression of a hot lick” focused more on sexu-
ality than on service, raising questions regarding women’s wartime ser-
vice.42 Such textual ambiguity illuminates the ease with which the cate-
gories of patriot and prostitute could collapse into patriotute. Many
women who did their part by working as waitresses and hostesses in
roadhouses, in bars, and in the proliferating dine-and-dance tents did
not receive commendations for their patriotism. Rather, they came un-
der surveillance by law enforcement and social service personnel, who
claimed that many of the girls who ultimately became involved as pros-
titutes started out this way.43

Popular literature also offered advice articles laying out the “rules”
for holding on to a “good reputation,” especially for women without
men. Good Housekeeping featured “How to Behave in Public without
an Escort,” a hard-hitting piece of advice on the limits of acceptable
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public behavior. “Drinking and dancing with girlfriends” was suspect
behavior at best. Conspicuous attire—“fancy duds”—could send out a
clear message that one “hoped to spend the evening with a M-A-N.”
Generally this advice focused on the necessity of maintaining a “lady-
like” demeanor.44 An advertisement for an advice pamphlet accompa-
nying a feature on socializing at home focused on how not to act in
the company of men. The author particularly warned against “piling
up dates that lead to entangling alliances.”45 Women who socialized in
public while unattached to a specific male risked the loss of a good rep-
utation. Women who socialized in public (or private) with too many
men definitely transgressed acceptable boundaries.46 The symbolic im-
port of such threats (loss of a good reputation) wielded great power in
the 1940s. Blaming women for any difficulties that arose in male-female
encounters, Walter Lamb Newton, in Coronet, wrote that “a woman al-
most never gets into trouble with a man unless she contributes in some
degree to the process.”47 By drawing attention to the boundaries of re-
spectable behavior, the media called attention to numerous women
who, if they failed to control their own sexuality, lost status as “good”
women.

In an outstanding and repeated example of both sexual objectifica-
tion and the blurred boundaries between prostitute and patriot, ads
for Evening in Paris perfume featured a woman in provocative dress,
supine, with the caption “Spell ‘IT’ to the Marines.” The same perfume
was advertised repeatedly as a product used by women who love “a sol-
dier . . . a sailor . . . a marine.”48 A term coined in the 1920s, an “It”
girl was one with sex appeal who attracted numerous male admirers.49

Given the campaign against potentially promiscuous women, this type
of ad illuminates the conflicting messages that not only wartime women
but also the larger society received regarding sexuality. In many ads, ar-
ticles, and stories, sexualized and militarized women appeared as patri-
otic in terms of their relationships with servicemen. At the same time,
“victory girls” were considered too patriotic when they appeared to be
sexually available—that is, promiscuous.

Articles, stories, and advertisements, particularly in women’s maga-
zines, continued to link female sexuality and the war effort via sexual-
ized contact with servicemen. Fictional wartime women repeatedly ap-
peared as involved in some task to improve their appearance in order
to attract a man, especially a serviceman. Advertisements, in particular,
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valorized servicemen and portrayed women as not quite up to the stan-
dards for sexual allure. While providing specific prescriptions for im-
provement, ads also spoke a less obvious message. By depicting women
as subject to a variety of offensive odors that would prevent them
from attracting a male (serviceman), the media continued to circulate a
connection between women, disease, and dirt. Men avoided, whispered
about, or gazed with disgust upon the female figure. Halitosis, scalp
odor, body odor, menstrual odor, and feminine hygiene were just some
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of the problems. Scarcely a body part escaped notice.50 Other typical
ads promoted a variety of beauty products as well as general advice to
help attract a man, preferably a serviceman.51

Touting its soap, Cashmere Bouquet featured a series of ads that sug-
gested a military-woman connection, with captions such as “6 million
soldiers and here I sit,” and the puzzled woman who asked: “Think 50
Cents Is Too Much?” as she tried to sell her kisses to servicemen at a
bazaar.52 The salient message told women to do whatever was neces-
sary to disguise their defects and thereby capture the male gaze. At the
same time, however, professional journals and periodicals with a more
general readership carried numerous articles warning of the ease with
which venereal disease could be contracted from seemingly innocent
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women—perhaps like those in the ads. Even if wartime women painted
their nails, dyed their hair, and used skin softeners, perfume, and de-
odorants, they might still harbor hidden dangers. Such innocent-looking
women were the same wives, girlfriends, and casual pickups that popu-
lar and social work literature blamed for more than 80 to 90 percent of
the venereal disease transmissions.53

Married women also continued to receive a variety of messages that
reinforced their obligation to maintain sexual allure by remaining the
same women they had been when their husbands went to war. No mat-
ter what ensued during the period of separation, they should remain as
“youthful” and attractive as they were when the men left. Wives could
also meet their obligation by entering a “cheesecake” picture in contests
such as the one for the “Sweetheart of the AEF” or by heeding movie
star Betty Grable’s advice and sending a pinup picture of themselves to
their husbands. (Single women could and were urged to send a pinup
picture to any serviceman.)54 For the duration, socializing with other
women in the home, preferably engaged in domestic tasks (knitting or
doing some other type of wartime service), would be acceptable war-
time recreation. These women, presented as keepers of the mythical
norm, served as controlling images—the good women who theoretically
maintained the boundaries of respectability.55

An excellent example of race-dependent advice to women is evident
in two articles on “camp-following” wives, one in Modern Romances,
the other in The Crisis. Although material on African American women
is scanty, appearing only in the magazines aimed at the black commu-
nity, the contrasting tone in these articles suggests the difficulty in ap-
plying a single, general standard to women of different races. Modern
Romances criticized the wife who wanted to follow her husband both
for her “jealous and mistrustful” nature and for her failure to under-
stand her mission to “keep the home fires burning.”56 The author sug-
gested: “Ask your soldier what he thinks of them,” with the implication
being that he thought that camp-following wives were unpatriotic, un-
able to give up sex for the duration. A completely opposite view was
presented in “Negro Army Wives” in The Crisis. Here women who fol-
lowed their husbands to camps and bases were presented as the ultimate
good women: “Wives . . . are trying to maintain the morale of their sol-
dier husbands by accompanying them wherever they are sent this side
of ‘over-there.’ ”57 Since African American troops were segregated and
refused admission to many servicemen’s clubs during World War II,
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this advice and approval comes from an entirely different perspective. It
does, however, raise questions regarding the resultant public perception
of “Negro army wives” during the war years. Historically, camp follow-
ers was a term used to describe prostitutes. Frank Yerby used fiction to
illuminate the effects of racist attitudes on black men and women in a
story entitled “Health Card.” In this story the military police accost the
wife of a young black soldier and accuse her of prostitution, although
she is walking, at the time, in the company of her husband.58 Yerby
called attention to the sociocultural assumptions that allowed white mil-
itary police to assume that the black women was a prostitute and to de-
mand that she produce her health card. During World War II, prosti-
tutes and many waitresses were required to carry health cards that
stated that they were free of venereal disease. Apparently it was not al-
ways necessary for a woman to be unescorted or to be displaying bla-
tant sexual availability in order to be viewed with suspicion. Racial ster-
eotypes served to stigmatize black women and men.

Girls who “flocked to public parks and places where they met and
socialized with soldiers and sailors” also came under suspicion despite
having been encouraged to provide companionship for servicemen. “The
Girl and the Man in Uniform,” an article in the journal Probation,
claimed that “we can be sure that many of these girls became promiscu-
ous sooner or later.”59 “Sleeping Beauty,” in Woman’s Home Compan-
ion, contained a clear warning to young women who behaved in such
a fashion. Beth, a “naive” young schoolgirl, was intrigued by the local
park, which had a “wooded path” that soldiers, sailors, and girls fre-
quented. One day she opened a conversation with a redheaded soldier
who sat down next to her; she hoped that the boys from school would
notice her conquest. When Red became sexually threatening, she ran
away but immediately felt guilty for treating a serviceman unkindly.
Beth solved her dilemma by inviting the soldier to her home to meet
her family. He then told her that he had thought she was one of those
girls when he saw her at the park. Naive Beth had learned a serious les-
son regarding appearances.60 She could not freely go to a park where
servicemen apparently flocked. As reparation for sending the wrong
message to Red, she could bring him into her home. Prior to the war,
however, respectable women and girls would not have thought it was
acceptable to bring a strange male into their parents’ home. Women
in parks or other public spaces, then, walked the tightrope of patriot-
prostitute or promiscuous woman. Beth, who came dangerously close to
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slipping into the latter categories, moved back to safe ground by con-
taining herself and the serviceman within the domestic realm.

Women who refused to be contained and who continued to enter
into public spaces both challenged the social order and opened them-
selves to challenge. Reader’s Digest, for example, informed its readers
that, on paydays, many army towns were inundated with trainloads of
girls. These were the women referred to as “victory girls,” and many
were arrested on suspicion of soliciting.61 At the same time, fiction and
nonfiction articles in women’s magazines continued to advocate the
“entertainment” of the troops as women’s patriotic duty. “Parties Un-
limited,” for example, told of an organization formed by California
women that held fortnightly parties, entertaining 150 “boys.” To pro-
vide female companionship for the boys, “Sorority girls from near-by
colleges have been enrolled as dates and pay six dollars yearly dues.”62

Terms such as “trainloads of girls,” then, could have cast suspicion on
and endangered the reputations of the respectable college girls and USO
hostesses who volunteered to help keep the boys’ morale high.

Meanwhile, stories and articles in Woman’s Home Companion often
depicted, without disapproval, young girls who engaged in recreational
activities with servicemen and frequented places that had formerly been
taboo.63 Several stories featured women on vacation (alone or with
another woman) at places where servicemen abounded. Romantic in-
volvement was always a component of these plots.64 As mid-twentieth-
century versions of “women adrift,” some wartime women could avoid
social stigma through marriage; “quickie” marriages became a wartime
phenomenon.65 The young women who invited servicemen into their
homes to meet their approving families came closest to achieving patri-
otic status. One popular column in a piece entitled “How to Treat a
Soldier” offered advice to young women. It urged: “[T]reat him like a
man . . . do what he wants to do . . . bring him into your family life.”66

These stories, and many similar ones, suggested a patriotic homefront
exchange of female (hetero)sexuality for military defense.

As women served their country by maintaining male morale, the di-
verse and often contradictory media images of wartime women reflected
societal ambivalence regarding female sexuality. Women were sexual-
ized in support of the war effort but were also subject to negative por-
trayals if they appeared to exceed the always nebulous standards of ac-
ceptability and respectability. The difficult situations that women must
have found themselves in, given wartime pro-military and sexualized
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discourse, stood out in an article by a serviceman who was extremely
annoyed by the behavior of a woman on a train. She became “insulted”
when a strange man spoke to her. This army private responded that
“he’d ridden 400 miles sitting opposite this type of prissy sourpuss”
(emphasis mine).67 He had expected her to respond favorably; she had
most likely been warned against talking to or seeming friendly toward
strange men.

A wartime prescription for female sexual allure was constantly pro-
moted in popular magazines. But well before Pearl Harbor the appara-
tus of the state had anticipated a problem with wartime women’s sexu-
ality. Media representations of “sexy” women both supported a notion
of female sexual obligation and exacerbated fears regarding overly sex-
ual women. The state’s concern about the very real problem of venereal
disease quickly mutated into a conflation of female sexuality with ex-
cess, disease, and danger. But what about the actual women, the inhabi-
tants of those alluring but dangerous bodies? In spite of the richness of
the primary sources, they present several problems. Not only do they
speak from a hegemonic male position, but they also lie in the realm of
the specular. Women’s bodies are described and their actions are inter-
preted by official figures; they are seldom allowed to speak for them-
selves. In the following chapter we will hear from some of the women
who were charged with morals offenses during the Second World War.
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Behind the Lines
The War against Women

One of the great battles being fought today is the homefront battle
for the health of the nation. One of the greatest enemies in that
battle is venereal disease. But, a new problem, reported from all
over America by the Army’s venereal disease control officers, is
making the fight harder — the problem of the noncommercial girl
who is supplanting the prostitute as the main source of venereal in-
fection in the armed services. It is she who is in large part responsi-
ble for the increase of venereal disease in this country.

—Patricia Lochridge, “VD, Menace and Challenge” (1944)

Throughout the previous chapters, women have been per-
ceived through an official and primarily male gaze. While the authori-
tarian gaze continues to frame the narrative, this chapter also provides a
brief glimpse of the experiences of actual women ensnared by the war-
time campaign. We encounter some women who overtly resisted wide-
spread repression, as well as the more general resistance to accepting
prescribed gender boundaries. State and medical officials often saw war-
time women as excessively sexual and therefore unable to perform as
responsible citizens. Women’s participation in the war effort, including
their embrace of the sexual freedoms of the war years, both strength-
ened and challenged sociopolitical constructions of appropriate woman-
hood. Wartime women were everywhere, doing everything; that was a
problem. But as the officials of the state became more and more aware
that female labor was necessary for victory, and as women successfully
filled male-defined jobs and participated in other war-related activities,
the authorities suffered a cognitive crisis. Women rose to the occasion;
their response was both pleasing and confusing to state officials.

As we have seen in the preceding chapters, women joined in the war
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effort by supplying labor and sexualized services, but their own voices
were silenced and their individuality was hidden. Women were rede-
fined, in a sense, as war materiel. Whether they were situated in the
mainstream or at the margins of respectability, their sex/gender was req-
uisitioned in service to militarized ends. The professional women who
supported the campaign, the women represented in magazines as using
Ponds Cold Cream and therefore engaged to be married, the attractive
(feminine) welders and WACs wearing lipstick and frilly lingerie under
their mannish uniforms, and the USO volunteers, as well as the wait-
resses of questionable morals and promiscuous women—and, of course,
prostitutes—were all absorbed into the military machine in some way.
But most of these women received little recognition from their country
for their conscripted services. Not only did wartime women come under
intense scrutiny, but, as we have seen, they also incurred serious penal-
ties, both material and psychological.

Both popular and official discourses described women in biological
terms, reinforcing a concept of women as a monolithic group. Inevitably
difference was covered over, and in theory any woman could become
vulnerable to charges of inappropriate female sexuality. That women
continued to cross the sex/gender boundaries served as notice that they
accepted neither the prescribed roles nor the official categories. As the
larger society and state and social institutions grappled with the com-
plexities of wartime on the homefront, women continued to act in ways
intended to meet their wartime obligations. Whether they chose how
to respond or were, in some other sense, influenced by propaganda, nu-
merous wartime women did answer their nation’s call. Sometimes delib-
erately, perhaps less consciously at times, they engaged in an ever-active
challenge to the traditional boundaries that circumscribed woman’s role
and her social space. The battle on the homefront had opposing, if un-
matched, sides.

Reinterpreting Women

One strategy of control employed during wartime emerged in official
language. The records of the SPD contain a litany of pejorative terms
used to describe and label wartime women and girls who associated in
a variety of ways with servicemen. The terms included lewd, sex of-
fenders, disorderly girls, vagrants, predelinquent, suspected prostitute,
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potentially promiscuous women, chippies, possibly foolish and immoral,
disease carriers, infected persons, nonadaptable, and mentally deficient,
as well as the previously mentioned promiscuous women, grass grab-
bers, hordes of harlots, victory girls, good-time Charlottes, and patrio-
tutes.1 Labeling not only positioned numerous wartime women well out-
side the boundaries of respectability but also raised troubling questions
in the public mind and reinforced suspicions regarding female sexual-
ity.2 Such terminology, which characterized women as potential deviants
by continually focusing on sexuality, created and maintained a link be-
tween women and immorality and disease.

At the same time, wartime women were under intense pressure from
the government, and also from individual men, to conform to their tra-
ditionally prescribed roles of meeting male needs. “Many a teenage girl
was told that having intercourse with a soldier before he was shipped
out, perhaps never to return, was a way to contribute to the war ef-
fort.”3 Even USO entertainers encountered difficulties with servicemen:
one woman recalled an event during a blackout after a performance.
Upon returning to their hotel, members of an all-girl band encountered
“sailors . . . so drunk . . . and scared . . . that they just started grabbing
any woman they could and threw her down on the ground.” Another
member of the band told of meeting a “boy” she knew from high
school; when he asked her to go out with him, she agreed. She was
shocked when he took her to an “off-limits” place, and even more so
when he “tried to throw me down in a field” on the way home. She
protested, saying, “I can’t do that.” He responded, “Yeah, but you’re a
good, clean girl and I’m going away.”4 One wartime woman recalled
that when the hometown National Guard was called up, “immedi-
ately all the young men started to pressure the girls to have sex.” This
woman noted that “in those days pre-marital sex was such a taboo
thing” that many women got married rather than break the taboo.5 An
impression had been created regarding female potential for sexual
promiscuity that colored perceptions of wartime women. The authori-
ties blamed women; a sociologist claimed that “girls react to the uni-
form. Desiring to do everything possible to please the servicemen they
have been called comfort girls.”6 This was not, however, intended as a
compliment. The taint of immorality extended into the women’s armed
services. A whispering campaign against women in the military depicted
them as lesbians or camp followers (prostitutes).7 The war on the home-
front intensified.
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“A Second Front against Prostitution”

In 1943 the Journal of Social Hygiene published an article based on a
report of the NAPCSP’s Committee on Enforcement. The report touted
the success of the repression campaign in terms of closing down red-
light districts and houses of prostitution by pointing to a reduction in
military venereal disease rates. Claiming success on the prostitution
front prompted official groups to declare that they were “now in a posi-
tion to open a second front on the next important source of venereal
disease . . . prostitution as practiced outside of the houses of prostitu-
tion.”8 SPD officials, while taking credit for closing 675 red-light dis-
tricts, agreed to the necessity of expanding the repression campaign.
“There is,” they stated, “hardly a community in the country, near or far
from military establishments, which does not contribute to the venereal
disease problem and which, therefore, can be removed from the Divi-
sion’s interest.”9 The authorities, while still repressing prostitution, then
proceeded to direct an extraordinary amount of their attention to so-
called promiscuous young girls, girls who, in their opinion, “live and
give lightly.”10 The promiscuous girl, as defined by the SPD, was a
health menace but not “criminally motivated.” She was “more likely to
be a casual, fun-seeking girl, wanting male companionship; a young
experimenter; someone lonely, easing her conscience for defying the so-
cial and moral codes by quixotic references to patriotism; unripe in her
judgment, and disassociated from stabilizing forces such as the family
and the church.”11 At the same time that the authorities described the
teenage or “pick-up girl” as an amateur, they also claimed that she was
“crowding out her stepsister, the professional prostitute,” and becoming
a “public menace, particularly in communities near military camps or
war plants.”12 The amateur had quickly morphed into a dangerous girl.
A USPHS consultant who visited 162 problem areas reported that the
average age of girls “being picked up by vice squads had dropped to
16 from 18–20.”13 Implying that the problem was diseased teenagers,
whose sexual aggressiveness decimated the ranks of fighting men, the
authorities failed to note that sexual congress with underage girls was a
criminal offense. Official investigators remarked with some consterna-
tion that “this pick-up girl is frequently of good [middle-class] family.”
They said she was “less interested in money than excitement” and that
she frequently had “uniform hysteria.”14 The lure of the uniform im-
pelled her to go where soldiers and sailors congregated. In the official
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analysis, she had no control; she found servicemen, she talked to them,
before long she began to pick them up, and then . . . ? Constantly under
surveillance by police predisposed to see sexual intent, she was picked
up by them, and she entered the official records as a sex delinquent.

We can see the difficulties that many girls and women faced by not-
ing that at the same time that the amateur, but fast-learning, young
sex delinquent joined the prostitute as a danger on the homefront, the
YWCA/USO was revamping plans for hostesses. It is important to note
that the USO carefully investigated each candidate for hostess, accept-
ing only those with sterling reputations, and promptly dismissed anyone
who even appeared to stray outside the lines of respectability. “The orig-
inal blueprint for action by the USO Division of the National YWCA
did not include a specific plan for work with the young girls, 16–18.
But the original plan had to be modified; as 18-year-old boys were
drafted, admitting younger women to the ranks of hostesses seemed
to be a viable option. Accordingly, in many communities, particularly
those in which there were very young soldiers, the younger girls entered
training as debutante hostesses.”15 Since, as Meghan Winchell points
out, the USO was a quasi-governmental organization and the hostesses,
both girls and women, were primarily white, middle class, and respecta-
ble, the organization and the volunteers were not targeted by the morals
police.16

As the war progressed and the USO and other organizations drew
more women into contact with servicemen, the opening of the second
front destabilized the category of good girl for some women, particu-
larly those of the working class. The contradictions that arose illumi-
nate the problematic and questionable patterns in the venereal disease
campaign. The authorities allowed that phase one, the repression of
prostitution, involved fairly simple procedures, since a segregated dis-
trict “either existed or it did not.” However, the next phase would be
far more difficult, as prosecuting the new front required, in their own
words, “search, inquiry, and cooperation.” Prostitution, the authorities
claimed, “may be practiced in many different ways, few of which are
outwardly apparent.”17 In other words, official agencies and individuals
were going to have to work together diligently to find those numerous
promiscuous girls. Descriptors such as those listed above (and there
were many more) maintained the idea that sexually aggressive and most
likely diseased women and girls lurked in varied social spaces, even in
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those spaces to which women had been lured by appeals to patriotism.
In these (official) interpretations, many women could be branded suspi-
cious individuals.

The NAPCSP’s Committee on Enforcement turned its attention to
the streetwalker, the call girl, the resident of upstairs side-street hotels,
the hostess in the cheap saloon, the woman at a tourist camp, and the
trailer girl. What did a streetwalker or a trailer girl look like; how did
the authorities decide? During wartime people, in general, were on the
move and roomed wherever they could. Women often took certain jobs,
even in “saloons,” so they could be near husbands or while they waited
for a factory position to open up. Sometimes they even went for a walk
and garnered the attention of authorities. Recall Frank Yerby’s short
story in which officials stopped a black woman walking with her ser-
viceman-husband and demanded to see her health card. While race,
as we have seen, was certainly a significant factor in who got stopped
and questioned by the authorities, the widespread characterization of
women, regardless of age, class, and ethnicity, as both sexually aggres-
sive and potentially diseased theoretically allowed suspicion to fall on
any woman, especially, but not limited to, those in the company of a
serviceman or those in the vicinity of military establishments. What we
see here is what Donna Haraway refers to as a “hardening of the cate-
gory—woman—as always already potentially promiscuous.”18

Men, especially servicemen, were not censured for their activities.
“Whenever a soldier, sailor, or marine is found infected with a venereal
disease, he is required to report the source of his infection to his VD
control officer.”19 As (innocent?) victim, if he named his contact, he in-
curred no penalty. And if a (male) patron was discovered in a room
with a “prostitute,” he could make a statement and go on his way. It
was not necessary for a man to testify in court in order for a woman to
be charged with practicing prostitution; needless to say, this double
standard privileged men. As well, the authorities claimed that busi-
nessmen such as hotel and tavern owners may have been unaware of
what took place on their premises, essentially leaving them blameless.
A woman, however, could be arrested “on suspicion of” by any law en-
forcement official as well as by an anonymous citizen making a com-
plaint. And according to the authorities, any woman named twice as a
venereal disease contact “must be stopped,” for “she is more dangerous
to the community than a mad dog.”20
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“A National Scandal”

Problem girls seemed to be everywhere, according to J. Edgar Hoover.
He claimed: “As a nation we have failed to realize the seriousness of the
increase in youthful crime since the outbreak of the war. Here is a prob-
lem that is approaching a national scandal.”21 When the FBI released
arrest statistics for 1942, Hoover announced that “the number of ar-
rests of girls under 21 had increased 55.7% over 1941.”22 This figure
was reported in numerous national and local newspapers, adding fuel
to the fires of suspicion around wartime women. The FBI further re-
vealed that the percentage of girls under twenty-one arrested for certain
offenses showed the following increases in 1942 compared with 1941:
prostitution and commercialized vice, 65 percent; other sex offenses,
105 percent; drunkenness, 40 percent; disorderly conduct, 70 percent;
and vagrancy, 125 percent.23 FBI statistics included only those women
who had been arrested and fingerprinted; numerous others had been
caught in the official net but were not part of these records. One must
question these statistics. Did more girls and women commit crimes, or
did the definition of crime expand? At this point, the latter seems to be
the case.

In 1944, Mr. Pennington of the FBI, writing about female sexual
promiscuity, reported that arrests for offenses against common decency
showed the following increases from the previous year: for girls under
twenty-one, 57 percent; for girls under nineteen, 53 percent; and for
girls under eighteen, 54 percent.24 Also during 1943, arrests of girls un-
der twenty-one for prostitution and commercialized vice increased 75
percent. Additional statistics indicated increases of 52 percent for other
sex offenses, 67 percent for disorderly conduct, 30 percent for drunken-
ness, and 60 percent for vagrancy.25 Between 1940 and 1942, according
to statistics released by the Children’s Bureau, 25,856 girls appeared in
court charged with juvenile delinquency, an increase of approximately
38 percent.

While the number of white girls was two times greater than that of
black girls, “Negro children” appeared more frequently in relation to
their number in the population.26 As we have seen, women of color au-
tomatically aroused suspicion; however, the records indicate that many
white women, primarily of the working class, lost race privilege.27 The
Children’s Division of the Domestic Relations Court in New York City
reported a 65 percent increase in charges of female juvenile delinquency
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in the first five months of 1943.28 The OWI noted that while statistics
could be misleading, the incidences of juvenile delinquency could be
higher as well as lower than the reported numbers noted. “Expert ana-
lysts therefore caution the layman against relying altogether on statis-
tics. But policemen on the beat and judges on the bench also warned the
layman against dismissing statistics as of no importance.”29 Regardless
of whether these reported numbers were higher or lower than the actual
rate of arrests and court appearances, the numbers still indicate that un-
usually large numbers of girls and women were being drawn into legal
and law enforcement systems.

Wartime Repression of Women

In spite of the richness of the primary sources documenting the repres-
sion campaign, they have significant limitations. The records speak with
a hegemonic male voice. In general they lie in the realm of the specular.
Women are described and interpreted by officials; they seldom get to
speak for themselves. The following accounts of the campaign in one
city in Texas and two in Louisiana are taken from official forms filled
out by the women discussed below. These are rare recorded examples
of women’s own voices, and in many cases their voices were ignored by
the authorities. In combination with other statistical accounts, including
those from other areas of the United States, we see clearly the magni-
tude of the wartime campaign to control female sexuality.

In 1942, the SPD, with the cooperation of welfare and police offi-
cials, engaged in repression campaigns in Corpus Christi, Texas, and in
Leesville and New Orleans, Louisiana. Along with numerous towns and
cities across the United States, these cities served as sites of intense sur-
veillance, places where the SPD conducted studies of the problems of
promiscuity and prostitution. In Corpus Christi and Leesville, the au-
thorities kept relatively detailed records, including (in some cases) occu-
pations of women arrested.

In Corpus Christi, Texas, fourteen women arrested or apprehended
on morals charges were part of a study in which they were required to
fill out information forms. With regard to occupation, the group con-
sisted of five prostitutes, one typist-riveter, three cafe workers, one do-
mestic, one bookkeeper, and three women with no occupation.30 While
most of the existing records do not give a racial breakdown, the fourteen
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women in the Corpus Christi study were categorized by race. The group
included ten white, two Mexican, and two Spanish American women.
The ten white women came from six other states, while the nonwhite
women had been residing in Texas.31 The white women had the highest
level of schooling; the Mexican women had the lowest. The ages of the
women ranged from fourteen years ten months to twenty-five years,
with more than half (eight) between the ages of fifteen and nineteen.32

Of the seven women charged with prostitution, four were white, one
Mexican, and two Spanish American. The investigators classified four
white women and one other, not identified, as recent prostitutes and the
other two as having been prostitutes for a longer period. The study also
gathered statistics on marital status, age at marriage, marital status of
parents, place of residence, reasons and date for leaving home (if applic-
able), age of “first sex experience,” and “circumstances of” the first sex
experience.33 These arrests indicate some complexities of the campaign.
These women held a variety of jobs; some of them, such as bookkeeper,
typist, and riveter, suggest that not all of the women were necessarily
from the already suspicious lower classes.

Women apprehended for or charged with morals offenses had to sub-
mit to venereal disease testing. Of the fourteen in the study, seven white
women, one Mexican woman, and one Spanish American woman tested
positive for gonorrhea; one white woman tested positive for syphilis;
and one Mexican woman tested positive for syphilis and gonorrhea.
One white woman tested negative, and for one white woman the results
were not available. In the category “Sex Activity,” in addition to seven
“prostitutes,” two white women were classified under “promiscuous,”
one white woman under “casual,” one white woman and one Mexi-
can woman under “limited,” one white woman under “none,” and one
white woman under “not classified.”34 The women studied by Corpus
Christi authorities were held in places such as the Corpus Christi Girls’
Club, city and county jails, and the Children’s Shelter.

Under what circumstances were these young women picked up by the
authorities? Unnamed officials apprehended two of the youngest, ages
fourteen and sixteen, at a hotel while in the company of two sailors.
Perhaps the sixteen-year-old who had been arrested and jailed earlier in
the summer was recognized. At that time she had run away from the
Home of the Good Shepherd in San Antonio and had come to Corpus
Christi in order to distance herself from her family. When welfare case-
workers arranged to send her back to Good Shepherd, she ran away
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again and returned to Corpus Christi. She quickly married a civilian to
prevent the authorities from returning her to her hometown. This young
woman informed the social worker that she had come to Texas to get
away from unwelcome sexual advances on the part of her father. The
younger woman had a similar history, including sexual abuse by a fam-
ily member; this was her motivation for running away from Michigan
to Texas. Both of these young women tested positive for gonorrhea. The
younger one, who had informed the welfare interviewer that she had
been sexually abused at age eight and more recently (also by a family
member), was described in the following manner by the caseworker:
“Denies prostitution . . . claims no sex experiences during period she
was traveling to Texas . . . says she was not in Princess Louise Hotel
long enough to be involved in intercourse.” The interviewer stated that
the young woman’s story was “not true as she has recently contracted
gonorrhea.”35 Even given the climate of the times, the social workers’
assessments of the young women seem harsh. Moreover, the girls’ alle-
gations of sexual abuse by family members seem worthy of, if not sym-
pathy, at least some investigation. Was it not possible that the young
women contracted gonorrhea at home? Surely these girls needed some
protection. As usual, no information was secured regarding the venereal
disease status of the navy men in whose company they were appre-
hended, nor were any questions raised regarding the sailors’ association
with such young girls. Here we see evidence that men’s sexual preroga-
tives permitted continuing abuse of these and many other young women.

Only in rare instances did an official figure speak to the issue of un-
derage girls. Mr. Morrissey, president of the International Police Chiefs
Association and a traveling delegate for the SPD, reported that during
his recent travels he found that “it is a general opinion of the police
throughout the country that something should be done from the army
standpoint in controlling the companionship of their personnel with
that of teen-age girls.” Morrissey had recommended a joint community-
military effort to establish policies for detaining servicemen who con-
sorted with underage girls. Personally, Morrissey felt that it should not
be “so easy for members of the military personnel to come into a com-
munity and have contacts with the teen-age girls and then be free to go
their way unmolested.” He felt that they should be prosecuted.36 As
noted previously, servicemen were consistently sent on their way and
were not forced to undergo venereal disease testing, which indeed might
have raised questions of who gave what to whom.
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Many of the girls and young women arrested or apprehended to-
tally lacked basic knowledge about sexual issues; others had too much
knowledge, having been sexually abused at an early age. In this case,
and in many others, the authorities acted in ways that silenced women’s
voices. They changed the women’s self-definitions—or imposed other
definitions—and incarcerated the women in a variety of penal institu-
tions. What does protection mean here? Who (or what) is being pro-
tected?

In Leesville, Louisiana, women who were suspected of prostitution
or promiscuity could be arrested on a variety of charges, including va-
grancy, loitering, lewdness, public nuisance, disturbing the peace, and
“on suspicion.” One suspect, Mrs. A, was picked up while eating lunch
alone. Mrs. A was a twenty-nine-year-old white woman who worked as
a waitress. On the day she was arrested, she did not lunch at her place
of employment but stopped to eat on her way home from work. Mrs. A
said that she “only had sex with her husband.” Charged with vagrancy
(for dining alone?), she remained in jail for seven days until the local
health department convinced her to commit herself voluntarily to the
isolation hospital. Mrs. A had, however, tested negative for venereal dis-
ease.37 As we have already seen, waitressing was “marked” employment
and may have sparked suspicion regarding Mrs. A, the assumption be-
ing that she was waiting for a man. For example, out of 709 women ar-
rested in a two-month period in the Southwest, more than 600 were
waitresses.38

Mrs. A was not the only venereal disease-free woman whom the au-
thorities deemed suspicious. The authorities also apprehended an eigh-
teen-year-old white woman, B; charged her with prostitution; and con-
fined her to the Leesville jail. She, too, signed a form requesting “volun-
tary” admission to the isolation hospital, but the tests indicated that she
was not infected. At the time of her encounter with the law she was,
with her parents’ approval, working for and boarding with a friend of
the family. Contrary to most official assessments of family structure,
B’s family was deemed stable; this did not, however, keep the family
from being subjected to an expert diagnosis. Although the social worker
said that B and her mother related well and that her mother was tender
and protective toward her, the family’s attitude toward sex was called
“prudish.” “If competent psychiatric service were available,” the social
worker said, “the client and her parents could profit by treatment for a
period of a year or so.”39
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B, uninformed regarding sexual matters, was not an anomaly, but
rather exactly like many other young women of the era. When she was
picked up by the police and “questioned,” B signed a confession and
admitted to “acts of perversion.” The interviewer stated that while B
admitted promiscuity, “it is evident that she is ignorant of the nature
of the acts to which she confessed.” Since this young woman did not
have venereal disease, she was released from the hospital. However, her
case was turned back to the police because of the confession, and she
still had to appear in court. The mother then met with the SPD repre-
sentative, who advised her to “get competent assistance to follow up on
the matter of the daughter’s confession and to get it off the record if it
proves to be false.”40

Several major contradictions and problems are evident here. The
confession raises at best a lack of sensitivity for a clearly naive young
woman and at worst coercion, entrapment, or other equally dubious
methods of interrogation. Next, the social worker said the young
woman came from a stable family, a normative family, but faulted the
family for sexual prudishness. But reticence about sexual matters was
fairly common in families of that time. Finally, the cavalier attitude of
the SPD official belies any notion of protecting young women. Such atti-
tudes and practices were pervasive in the official records.

C, a twenty-six-year-old black woman diagnosed as syphilitic, admit-
ted to a previous bout with the disease. She contended that she had got-
ten it the first time from her first husband and this dose was from her
second husband, a soldier, whose whereabouts were unknown to her. It
is evident from their notes that the interviewers suspected her veracity.
For example, they ended many comments with “she says” and then pro-
ceeded to ignore her replies and make their “expert” diagnosis. On the
intake form, which contained no information to support this claim, C
was termed a chronic alcoholic who had been emotionally disturbed
since her admission to the hospital. Under the circumstances, being up-
set seems reasonable. One interviewer wrote that she believed that “the
client entered into promiscuity much earlier than she admits.” Nowhere
on the form was C’s marital status recognized with the title “Mrs.”; nor
is there indication that she admitted to promiscuity. The social worker
suggested that rehabilitation would be a lengthy process and require ex-
tensive supervision.41 Here we see a harsh diagnosis based, at least in
part, on race. The treatment diagnosis is code for institutionalization,
possibly for an indefinite term (a common practice at the time).
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D entered the hospital voluntarily, having discovered that she had
gonorrhea when she applied for a food handler’s card. She was divorced
and had one child and was very resistant to the charges of promiscu-
ity. While admitting that she had sexual relations with two men, D re-
fused to discuss her sex history to the extent that the social workers
demanded. D was described as well dressed, well groomed, and self-
assured. Her resistance to becoming a subject for study did not sit well
with the authorities. Even though D had acted responsibly when she
discovered her infection and came to get treatment, she was perceived
as a subject to be controlled; the social worker claimed that D needed
not only medical treatment but also additional treatment, most likely
psychological.42 D became very concerned, with good reason, that if
she were to become caught in the system, her relationship with her
child would be jeopardized. How many women may have neglected
or avoided treatment for venereal disease if they thought the process
would far exceed medical treatment for a disease?

E was picked up by state troopers on a charge of drunkenness. She
listed no regular occupation on the social agency intake form, but
“Prostitute” was typed by the social worker in the blank space. E, who
lived locally, was known to the authorities, since her family belonged to
a commune (in the utopian tradition) formed at the beginning of the
century. According to the authorities, “[F]ree love was an accepted pat-
tern in the early days of the colony and sex relations are still easy.” The
colony had also fallen on hard times economically, and many residents
had received government relief. Many welfare recipients, then as now,
were perceived as irresponsible and morally suspect; they signified po-
tential trouble to government officials. Official attitudes become clear in
a social worker’s notes; she wrote that E’s mother “worked at a disrep-
utable place” and that therefore she and her daughters “are probably
delinquent.”43 As we saw in chapter 3, the concept of inherited degener-
acy applied to persons of the lower classes and signified a propensity for
sexual delinquency.

Charles P. Taft summarized the Leesville study in a few words at a
meeting of the Interdepartmental Committee on September 18, 1942.
He reported that out of thirty-five subjects there were five or six profes-
sional prostitutes and eight or ten army wives who were “subnormal
mentally” but that most of the others being “quite eligible for defense
jobs.”44 There had been talk about job training for some of the women
apprehended by the morals squad; in practice, not many women got
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this opportunity. In any case, as we have seen, defense work did not
necessarily preclude an encounter with the morals squad, and official
figures often correlated mental deficiency with promiscuity.

After Leesville, the SPD investigation moved on to New Orleans.
New Orleans had two detention centers for women: Parish Prison,
primarily for white women, and the House of Detention, for black
women.45 At the time of the New Orleans study, a small group held at
each facility came under consideration for “redirection”—that is, re-
habilitation. At Parish Prison, out of twenty-nine women, including
twenty-four whites, four “Negroes,” and one “Indian,” the Travelers
Aid Society, the agency in charge of redirection, chose thirteen women,
all white, to participate in the group slated for redirection. Thirty-four
black women were held at the House of Detention, overseen by the
Family Service Society; fourteen were accepted for redirection.

While the New Orleans study focused on sixty-three women, a larger
number had been detained.46 According to an SPD “Report on the
Repression Problem,” a sizable percentage of the women held at the
House of Detention were employed as domestics, more white women
than black women were listed as prostitutes, and seven white women
were identified as hostesses or “B” girls. Other occupations included
barmaids, waitresses, cooks, laundresses, and dishwashers, as well as
six factory workers and three farm workers. Discussing an increase in
women admitted for venereal disease treatment between 1942 and 1943
in New Orleans, the report noted that “though no particular reason can
be stated for this trend line, intensity of police pick-ups and greater effi-
ciency in case holding and case finding should be mentioned as possible
causative factors.” In 1942, 157 white women and 725 black women
had been admitted for venereal disease treatment. The following year,
298 white women and 845 black women were admitted. A venereal dis-
ease examination was required for all women apprehended by the New
Orleans police. Those found infected were detained for treatment in
a temporary isolation facility at either Parish Prison or the House of
Detention. Depending upon the charge placed against the women, they
stood trial after their release from quarantine; court penalties varied.47

Summarizing these cases, we see that they illuminate some of the pre-
conceived notions regarding class and race that provided a rationale for
apprehending lower-class women and women of color, as well as a more
general rationale that rested on sex/gender stereotypes. Women who
worked as waitresses were automatically suspected of immorality; many
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other women who were arrested in Leesville (and elsewhere) worked
in some type of establishment that served food.48 Wartime women who
lived outside the normative nuclear family were also suspicious, but
normativity did not necessarily provide protection. Regardless of their
own explanations, there was a significant lack of consideration for
women and girls who tested positive for venereal disease. Wartime
women were, indeed, perceived as promiscuous and therefore reservoirs
of disease. The arrests of nonwhite women in occupations such as nurs-
ing, industry, and carpentry strongly suggest suspicion based on race,
since these jobs were not automatically included in the highly suspect
categories. In fact, it is difficult to determine just what made a woman
suspicious beyond her sex/gender, although suspicion was intensified
by race, ethnicity, and class distinctions. All across the United States, as
women continued to do their part, the authorities continued to monitor
their activities, and more women ran afoul of the law. What began as a
request that local authorities “do something” about female promiscuity
took on a life of its own. In cities across the United States, tens of thou-
sands of women spent time in penal institutions. The campaign to pro-
tect national health against debilitating venereal diseases through the re-
pression of prostitution had evolved into a widespread effort to control
female sexuality in general.

Some Consequences of Repression

When Eliot Ness and Katherine Lenroot communicated with each other
about the “girl problem” in Rapid City, South Dakota, they discussed
the response of local officials. Local law enforcement authorities had
appointed two more policewomen to patrol streets, taverns, and places
of commercial entertainment. In one month the police apprehended or
arrested thirty girls. At the same time, the local army base dealt with the
male venereal disease problem by opening a twenty-four-hour prophy-
lactic station.49 An officer of the court summed up the prevalent attitude
that circulated around women who were trapped in the regulatory re-
gime. “Certainly,” he said, “one who is charged with soliciting to pros-
titution and one of lewd and lascivious character is one who may first
be suspected of carrying such a dreadful affliction. It is most reasonable
to suspect that [such persons] if carrying on the practice of prostitution
are indiscriminate and promiscuous in their bodily contacts and are nat-
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ural subjects and carriers of venereal disease.”50 Such attitudes and pol-
icies kept the spotlight of suspicion on women and girls, who were rep-
resented as sex delinquents and who therefore had to be kept under sur-
veillance. As a result, law enforcement officials could and did take
women off the streets at night, kept an eye on women and girls at dance
halls, and defined many women in restaurants, cafes, taverns, and cock-
tail lounges as promiscuous girls—that is, those seeking servicemen, the
so-called wrong type of girl. An unaccompanied girl getting on a hotel
elevator could be questioned by the police. And any teenage girl whom
the police decided was “in danger of falling into vice” could be appre-
hended.

In Providence, Rhode Island, the SPD convinced hotel owners to use
house detectives to watch for suspicious women.51 In Boise, Idaho, the
police made periodic checks on places of commercial entertainment,
and “any girl seen out with a number of different soldiers in the same
night is watched and if the appearance is in any way suspicious she
is booked on a vagrancy charge and detained for a physical exam.”52

Women charged with vagrancy in Boise received sentences of thirty days
in jail whether or not they had venereal disease. By 1944, suspicion had
reached such a point that a South Carolina police chief decided to insti-
tute a program of “close supervision of high-school dances” to prevent
female sexual delinquency.53

The campaign had clearly escaped the bounds of repressing prostitu-
tion, as government agents were continuously searching for so-called
promiscuous women. When a Chicago policeman came across a young
woman asleep in a train station, he woke her with a firm rapping on the
soles of her shoes. “He then grabbed her by the arm and dragged her
along,” saying, “you girls waiting for our boys, making a few bucks for
a few minutes.” In fact the young woman was the wife of a soldier, and
she was on her way to join him in California. She was detained in Chi-
cago when her train was requisitioned by the military. With no infor-
mation regarding when the next train would arrive, she settled down to
wait. After long hours in the waiting room, she gathered her suitcases as
close as possible, put her handbag behind her head, and gave in to fa-
tigue. When the policeman asked what she was doing, she tried to ex-
plain, but her lack of luggage raised his suspicions. Despite her protesta-
tions that the suitcases had been stolen as she slept, she was taken to the
police station and questioned by the sergeant; ultimately he instructed
the policeman to return her to the train station.54 This young wife was
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fortunate that she was not, as so many others were, held and subjected
to venereal disease testing. At this point surveillance was being directed
at many young women who never expected to have encounters with law
enforcement officials.

The notion that women were a potential threat to the war effort led
the authorities to expand categories of deviance, creating, for example,
the so-called unpaid prostitute. In this manner, many more women re-
ferred to as pickups, good-time girls, amateurs, and so on, who were,
according to the authorities, still causing so much trouble, became sub-
ject to arrest and other legalistic interventions. As one commentator put
it: “A much more difficult problem than the out and out professional
prostitute is that of the promiscuous girl, the khaki-wacky and the girl
who has become unbalanced by wartime wages and freedom. This type
of girl has become as dangerous a carrier of venereal disease as the
professional.” “Following them,” the authorities claimed, “is a public
health function.”55 Such women, when named as venereal disease con-
tacts, received a visit from a male health investigator. This investigator,
working on the assumption that “the less force the better the compli-
ance,” called on the girls “with a story.” The story neglected to tell
them that they had been named as contacts (i.e., the source of the dis-
ease) but rather implied that they had been “in contact with a case of
infectious disease.”56 This approach, intended to ensure that the women
reported for an examination, was problematic on several levels. Public
health officers wore uniforms, they often contacted women at their
place of employment, and they misrepresented their intent. Imagine, if
you will, the effects of such visits on the young women of the war years.
Moreover, official investigations of women named as contacts were
based on a premise that the women did transmit the venereal disease.
Once women had been identified as vectors of transmission by the au-
thorities, little or no attention was given to their risk of infection from
diseased or promiscuous men. On the basis of scant information, offi-
cial investigators frequently attempted to locate a specific woman: for
example, one soldier gave a vague description of a girl named Betty he
met in a bar. The authorities claimed to be successful in tracking down
women identified in this manner.57 Numerous women were stigmatized
by such procedures. But if some women were always already unclean,
then protecting their reputations had no place in the wartime plan.

Transgressing women and girls, as we have seen, were punished in
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numerous ways. They were diagnosed as mentally incompetent, jailed,
quarantined, hospitalized, held for testing, turned over to social work-
ers, and in general kept under surveillance. Many women incarcerated
at the quarantine camps in South Carolina had been arrested on charges
of loitering, disorderly conduct, drunkenness, and prostitution. A camp
social worker stated that “many times such charges were placed in or-
der to apprehend and hold girls for a health examination.” The women
were held in jail until the test results were received; those requiring
treatment for venereal diseases were sent to the quarantine hospitals. As
an “economy gesture,” many women who were awaiting treatment re-
mained in a central jail until there were enough of them “to make a
load” to transport to the hospital.58

Upon arrival, the women were required to supply medical and other
pertinent data to a record analyst and then be examined by a medical
doctor. “Only a few rules applied,” according to the social worker. But,
in fact, numerous rules existed regarding matters such as bedtime and
wake-up time, as well as restrictions on how far one could move about
the grounds. The authorities censored incoming and outgoing phone
calls; calls required permission. They opened all mail, removed money
or checks, and credited them to the patients’ accounts. Visitors were al-
lowed only on Sundays, and then for only ten minutes. As discussed in
a prior chapter, where women were segregated by race, the camp for
white women was more conveniently located and in much better con-
dition than the one for black women. White women had a recreational
program; black women did not. Women were punished by confinement
in the guardhouse for bad behavior such as quarreling, cursing, reject-
ing medical treatment, or refusing to accept work assignments. Leaving
the hospital without permission generally resulted in indefinite deten-
tion in the county jail. Some of these women received industrial train-
ing; they were then pressured to complete the training and accept jobs
as a patriotic duty.59

In El Paso, Texas, women arrested on morals charges were first held
in the city jail. Due to inadequate facilities they were transferred to the
county jail for diagnosis and treatment; convicted prostitutes received
maximum sentences and served their time in the county jail.60 The Civil-
ian Military Council in Little Rock, Arkansas, conducted a study of lo-
cal laws to reinforce their repression program. They found two laws,
“one which made it possible to send delinquent girls under eighteen to
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an Industrial School” and another by which “women over eighteen . . .
convicted of prostitution may be given a sentence of up to three years at
the State Farm.”61

The idea of holding women in some type of official establishment
was not restricted to those who could be charged with a crime or held
for venereal disease treatment. The SPD applied to the FSA for funds to
“operate so-called ‘service centers,’ that would offer wholesome living
conditions” to young women. Theoretically not places of legal deten-
tion, they nonetheless provided a place to detain young women “inno-
cently involved in a vice drive” and “pending return to their homes or
other solutions to their problems.”62 Innocent, but clearly not free to
depart if diagnosed as having psychological problems, they became sub-
jects to be studied. One can see this mind-set at work in the formation
of a Social Hygiene Woman’s Court in San Francisco, California, in
1943. The court, located in the Health Center Building, had been estab-
lished “to meet the problem of the professional prostitute, streetwalker
and other sexually promiscuous women.”63 One of the objectives of the
court was to “render an entirely individualized case study plan . . . with
every effort made to refer first offenders who present a potentiality of
reeducation and readjustment.”64

“We all know,” one official noted, “that too many girls who are
more in need of help than of punishment are being arrested and placed
in jail pending hearing. Too many girls who would benefit by sympa-
thetic and understanding cooperation on the part of the local social
agencies in working out plans with them are being sent to correctional
institutions or sentenced to county jails and to the State Prison sys-
tem.”65 While such paternalistic attitudes questioned the practice of sen-
tencing women to jail or prison, they did not question the widespread
use of morals charges against wartime women. With few exceptions, the
authorities accepted the idea that wartime women and girls were sexu-
ally promiscuous; they differed on where they should be incarcerated
and who should be in charge.

In mid-1943, Marjorie Bell, a law enforcement official, addressed the
National Probation Association, discussing the problem of the young
girl camp follower. Many of these young women, she said, were “inex-
perienced, provincial youngsters rapidly drawn into a life of prostitu-
tion, beginning in careless and casual yielding to the glamour of the uni-
form.” She then pointed out that many of these “children” were being
“indiscriminately held in many city and county jails with older women,
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chiefly prostitutes, a practice universally condemned, but widely prac-
ticed.” Bell concluded her presentation by noting that a jail inspector
for the Federal Bureau of Prisons had said that “their number runs into
the tens of thousands annually,” giving a strong indication of the im-
mensity of campaign to repress prostitution.66

A more common official attitude toward prostitution, and I would
argue promiscuity, emerged clearly in an article by a Los Angeles judge.
“In these days all thinking begins and ends with the war,” he wrote.
“Few people are aware of the many subjects over which the Federal
Security Agency has assumed jurisdiction, or that the elimination of
prostitution is one of them.” He said that during the national emer-
gency redemption, rehabilitation, and probation were no longer options
when dealing with prostitutes. Contending, moreover, that “the war has
brought new and serious implications to the problem of prostitution,”
he noted that at meetings of judges, prosecutors, and police officials,
sponsored by federal officials, it had been suggested “that unless vice-
law offenders are vigorously prosecuted and punished by local authori-
ties, an alternative may be found in the establishment of martial law.”67

The federal government asked state judges to impose maximum sen-
tences in prostitution cases, harsh punishment being seen as a deterrent
to crime. The judge quoted part of a letter he had received from Edwin
James Cooley (SPD). Cooley had written that it was not enough to con-
fine only infected prostitutes, since all prostitutes become infected. Re-
leasing them, Cooley said, would produce “a future and certain disease
menace to the community.”68 In practice, as we have seen, such penal-
ties were not limited to prostitutes but were applied to a much broader
segment of the female population.69 SPD statistics indicated that dur-
ing a six-month period approximately 7,500 women and girls had been
arrested in fifteen states on charges of prostitution or on more gen-
eral morals charges.70 Although we will probably never know just how
many women were arrested, apprehended, incarcerated, or unjustly ac-
cused, these partial numbers give us another clue to the vast scale of the
repression effort.

Resistance and Rebellion

Wartime women resisted, in a variety of ways, the imposition of pejora-
tive labels and the constraints imposed on their sexual and geographic
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mobility. Some women caught in the net of repression protested through
the legal system. In 1943, a woman arrested and convicted for prostitu-
tion and found to have a venereal disease was quarantined in the health
center maintained by the U.S. government at Hot Springs, Arkansas.
“She filed a petition for a writ of habeas corpus, contending that the or-
dinances authorizing her detention were unconstitutional and void.”71

The trial court granted the writ, but the defendants—the city of Little
Rock, the city health officer, and the county sheriff—appealed to the
Supreme Court of Arkansas. The supreme court reversed the judgment
and remanded the plaintiff to the custody of the sheriff for isolation and
quarantine.

In November 1943, a case concerning two women who had filed a
petition for a writ of habeas corpus reached the Supreme Court of Illi-
nois.72 The women had been arrested on charges of prostitution and
jailed in East St. Louis on March 8, 1943. The following day the au-
thorities filed complaints “charging that each willfully and unlawfully
solicited to prostitution and willfully and unlawfully was a lewd and
lascivious person in speech and character.” The women were held for
examination at the clinic, without bail, since, according to the judge, “It
appeared that each of the petitioners may be suffering from a communi-
cable venereal disease.” While the women did not challenge the charge
of prostitution, they refused to be examined “on the grounds that it was
an invasion of their rights and contrary to the constitutions and statutes
of the United States and the State of Illinois.”73

On March 9, the women filed a writ of habeas corpus in the city
court, but since the court held that the offense was not bailable they
were returned to the custody of the chief of police. The following day
the petition was filed in the circuit court, but the petition was denied.
The court decreed that the women had to remain in custody until they
submitted to an examination for venereal disease.74 If they were found
free from disease, bail would be set. On March 14, however, the peti-
tion was again filed and accepted in the Supreme Court of Illinois. Bail
was set at $1,000 each; the women paid and were released. When the
case was heard, the supreme court based its decision, in part, on public
health precedents. “It has almost universally been held in this country
that constitutional guarantees must yield to the enforcement of the stat-
utes and ordinances designed to promote the public health as part of the
police powers of the State. That the statute in question is a measure en-
acted within the police power of the State of Illinois is unquestioned.”
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Drawing on numerous legal arguments and on similar cases, the court
concluded: “[T]he petition for discharge under the writ of habeus cor-
pus will be denied and the petitioners remanded to the custody of the
chief of police of the city of East St. Louis until they submit to an ex-
amination under the provisions of Section Four.”75 Similar decisions
had been made by the supreme courts of the states of Washington and
Ohio.76

In other instances prostitutes protested directly and publicly against
the repression campaign. As Eliot Ness traveled throughout the United
States speaking about the necessity to stamp out prostitution, he met
with resistance from many quarters. In Peoria, Illinois, a group of pros-
titutes and their supporters picketed a Ness speaking engagement. They
“rallied around the site of an anticrime speech by Ness . . . harassing
the audience and displaying signs decrying Ness’s actions as an affront
to their personal liberties.”77 Prostitutes in Waikiki, Hawaii, went on
strike in the summer of 1942 to protest police interference with their
right to do business in the city. The women received support from the
military, who supported Hawaii’s system of regulated prostitution be-
cause their troops had a very low rate of venereal disease.78

The SPD was active in Puerto Rico, where many women escaped
from extreme poverty by filling the demand from soldiers and sailors
for sexual services. In May 1944, a group of women quarantined for ve-
nereal disease escaped from Troche Venereal Disease Hospital. A memo
regarding this incident reads: “This must have been quite a sight—105
pajama clad women being chased through the rain by quagas and taxi-
cabs. Dr. Quintero tells me, however, that 75 women returned of their
own accord afoot.”79 A clipping from the Puerto Rico World Journal,
Tuesday, May 30, 1944, entitled “Alleged VD Escapees Are Rounded
Up,” claimed that the “police succeeded in rounding up 96 women of
the 105 who broke out of the Troche Venereal Disease Hospital two ki-
lometers from here (Caguas) during torrential rains this afternoon (May
29). Nine wearing the hospital uniform are still at large. Police and hos-
pital employees gave chase in buses and private automobiles.”80

A venereal disease hospital in the Virgin Islands claimed to have suf-
fered similar difficulties. The Department of Health reported that not
only were most of the patients uncooperative but also “ten patients
tried at one time or another to escape and we had to have the whole
hospital wired like a hen house.” Dr. Knudsen, the health commissioner,
noted that the closing of the hospital had been “a happy event to all . . .
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for the strain of keeping tabs on all those lusty fleas was almost more
than human endurance can bear.”81

While most women in positions of authority supported the repres-
sion campaign and all its ramifications, Eleanor Roosevelt spoke to the
situation in a different vein. She described venereal disease as an ever-
present problem, not just a wartime problem, and argued that “the real
roots of the problem lie in the fact that we do not face our community
conditions.” Mrs. Roosevelt called for increased community services
and for information. “I think it is a woman’s business,” she said, “to
see that from age sixteen on there are no people who really are lacking
in knowledge about sexual matters.” Knowledge, according to Eleanor
Roosevelt, was critical; “getting caught in something because she does-
n’t know the facts” would be most devastating to a young woman. She
might not be able to see a way out, and then a bad situation would only
get worse. Mrs. Roosevelt concluded by saying that “it is a real indict-
ment of our intelligence when we let ignorance bring about an increase
in venereal disease.”82 Eleanor Roosevelt represented a singular resis-
tant voice in the campaign as she tried to turn the discussion in a direc-
tion that was not completely focused on repression of female sexuality.
During the war years, women and girls were drawn into the public
sphere; they arrived lacking the kind of knowledge that they needed to
protect themselves in places already fraught with sex.

Although the records provide scant information on overt instances
of resistance, it is clear that women did protest against repressive poli-
cies. Since they were fighting against the entire state apparatus, it is en-
tirely possible that overt protests were minimal. However, as numerous
women continued to claim their right to varied public spaces, they im-
plicitly and sometimes explicitly challenged the status quo.

Imaginary Offenses

In 1947, Paul W. Tappan published a study of the New York Wayward
Minor Court, examining, in particular, the years 1938 and 1942. Refer-
ring to Jeremy Bentham, he stated: “The sexual offenses now adjudi-
cated in the Wayward Minor Court would seem to fall rather neatly
into what Bentham called ‘imaginary offenses.’ ” Such offenses, in this
analysis, were defined as “acts which produce no real evil” but that
were, nonetheless, regarded as offenses due to prejudice and other so-

150 | Behind the Lines



ciocultural factors. Tappan used Eliot Ness’s definition of the sexually
promiscuous girl—“not criminally motivated . . . fun-seeking . . . imma-
ture” but from a dysfunctional family—as an illustration of Bentham’s
thesis. Tappan discussed, among other things, the difficulty of interpret-
ing “moral depravity” and “impending moral depravity,” the great dis-
parity in treatment by judges, a lack of clearly defined standards (for the
offense one is accused of), and a lack of standard legal processing pro-
cedures. Pointing out some of the reasons for ambiguous attitudes and
practices, he suggested that “sexual offenses are more liable to be mis-
judged by prejudice and ignorance than most other forms of criminal
behavior, and bias is almost inevitable if conduct is reviewed solely in
the light of narrow personal experiences and the tastes and distastes of
the assessor. Sexual behavior is often assessed by persons who regard
any sexual activity as perverse unless it conforms to their accustomed
patterns of behavior.” Tappan asserted that such factors hold true even
when sociocultural norms have undergone change. Moreover, he con-
tended that many law enforcement officials were not only “motivated by
the desire to set fallen women straight” but also motivated by “the atti-
tudes of the institutional personnel, [which] appear to be chiefly religio-
moralistic and punitive-correctional.” Tappan concluded that lesser of-
fenders were often subjected to “considerably more rigorous (punitive)
treatment.” His analysis of women charged with sex offenses in New
York is applicable to the broader repression campaign; during wartime,
unknown numbers of women were charged with imaginary offenses, of-
ten based on arbitrary and ambiguous interpretations of their activities.
The partial statistics that have been uncovered in this study certainly
point to excessively punitive treatment of large numbers of so-called
wayward girls and promiscuous women.83

The Paradox of Protection

Official statements on the functions of the SPD called for “the protec-
tion of women from sexual exploitation and the social rehabilitation of
prostitutes and other sexually delinquent women.”84 Not only did the
state apparatus fail to give many young women protection from sexual
exploitation and abuse, but it incarcerated many young women on a
variety of charges, and rehabilitation programs either did not exist or
were based on classist ideas of normativity. As guardian of women’s
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morals, officials of the state decided who was sexually delinquent and
who needed social rehabilitation. Throughout the campaign there was
much rhetoric devoted to protecting women; it was never clearly stated,
however, exactly what the authorities meant by the terms protection
and rehabilitation. Both male and female authorities claimed to include
women and men under the rubric of protection, but as the campaign
progressed it became clear that protection had a specific connotation
when applied to women. In the wartime construction, protection meant
that women required supervision, since the female nature implied dis-
orderly conduct. Talk of protection was always accompanied by talk of
detaining women, rehabilitating them, or confining and controlling them
in some manner to be determined by medical and social officials. And
while the authorities freely admitted that the country’s jails were in de-
plorable condition and that only hardened prostitutes should be sent to
reformatories and prisons, that was not the way the repression cam-
paign played out.85

Most of the professional women who participated in the campaign
came from a generation whose training, practice, and associations
shaped their idea of protection.86 Their belief in the incompatibility
of marriage and career influenced their attitudes toward those war-
time women who entered the nonprofessional workforce. In addition,
many professional women brought definite strains of Progressive reform
to their dealings with wartime women, strains that were influenced
by classism and ethnocentrism. These and other factors allowed social
workers, women in law enforcement and government agencies, and
those active in other sectors of the state apparatus to classify numerous
women, on the basis of ideologies of race, class, and ethnicity, as those
“other” women—that is, as nonrespectable or as actual or potential
deviants.

As women from both the public and private sectors served the state
apparatus in varied ways, their notions of protection were consistent
with positions that involved policing other women. For example, as one
authority noted, “where public health nurses have been permitted to
participate in the venereal disease case finding program, they have been
successful assets.”87 Public health nurses, probably less threatening to
women named as venereal disease contacts, were able to convince more
women to report for examinations. Policewomen’s roles centered on
surveillance of other women, along with providing “clearance services
[interview and investigation from both social and legal angles, medical
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examinations, and referral services] for all girls and women coming to
the attention of or detained by, police or other law-enforcement agen-
cies.”88 Policewomen, while still talking about preventing arrests and
protecting women and girls, did not challenge the notion of females as
potentially promiscuous. In New York, a squad of twenty policewomen
and thirty-eight detectives “inspected midtown bars, dance halls and
shabby hotels . . . tracked down runaways . . . and tried to get young
girls out of shady places.” Divided into groups of three, two detectives
and one policewoman, they looked for a “girl drinking with, or in the
company of, a man in a place where she should not be.” The detectives
interviewed the man, and “the policewoman took aside the girl and
questioned her.” If they told different stories, the girl was taken to the
nearest police station.89 While professional women undoubtedly acted
with sincere motives, they nonetheless cooperated with the state and re-
inforced the double standard and the notion that for girls there were
definitely forbidden spaces.

Club women, many of whom had supported the fight against syphilis
that began in the late 1930s, were also recruited into the wartime re-
pression campaign.90 “While our boys are fighting on the battlefields in
all parts of the world, disease and prostitution are depleting the strength
of our army at home,” wrote President Whitehurst of the General Fed-
eration of Women’s Clubs in 1943. She discussed letters that the feder-
ation received from both women (mothers and wives) and other per-
sons supporting the organization’s intention “to develop public opinion
against the conditions now existing” with regard to prostitution.91 But
as we have seen, the term prostitution applied to a broad range of fe-
male behaviors.

Male officials turned to the NWACSP when they needed supportive
female voices. McNutt, Taft, and Ness spoke frequently about the as-
sistance that women could provide to marshal public opinion in favor
of the repression program. At the June 1943 meeting, Taft requested the
council members to speak out in order to combat attitudes such as
those recently voiced by the National Association of Broadcasters. The
newspeople were, Taft claimed, “scared to death of anything regarding
venereal disease and prostitution” as material for national broadcast-
ing. When Mr. Ness asked the reason for this, the broadcasters replied:
“[B]ecause the women of this country won’t stand for it.” Taft urged
the women to be public in their support of the SPD’s work in order
to overcome such mistaken beliefs. He called the current prostitution
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problem an epidemic and reminded the women of the perils of regu-
lated prostitution. Taft elaborated on the need to restrict prostitutes,
whom he claimed serviced twenty-five to seventy men in a day. Taft also
stressed the importance of cooperation with the police and other gov-
ernment officials.92 The NWACSP was rarely invoked apart from times
like these, when upper-class women’s voices were needed to speak in
support of repression. In Taft’s speech, with the exception of the usual
charges made against prostitutes, the language used to describe other
women was less harsh than usual. Taft appealed to the notion of pro-
tection, often voiced by NWACSP women, and used an example of a
group of girls at one of the quarantine hospitals to “give some kind of
idea” regarding the problem of promiscuous women. He described
about half of the thirty-five women who had been interviewed while
under quarantine as “young and completely inexperienced—girls who
found themselves caught in this kind of thing” and were anxious to get
out.93 The state apparatus needed all the support it could get to justify
the campaign against not only prostitution but also female promiscu-
ity. Since many club women, along with policewomen such as Captain
Millikin, had been involved in various reform endeavors over time, he
fashioned an argument that would appeal to the women attending the
conference.

Eleanor Roosevelt addressed the gathering, speaking, as usual, in re-
sistance to the dominant position on venereal disease and women. But
voices such as Eleanor Roosevelt’s were seldom heeded, as is evident in
the topic discussed by the next speaker. Miss Castendyck of the Chil-
dren’s Bureau immediately returned to the problem of the “promiscuous
girl.” She spoke of the increase in female delinquency among teenage
girls, suggesting that the problem was exacerbated by working moth-
ers and calling for a community effort to provide a supplement for the
attention, affection, and security absent from such homes. Castendyck
contended that while “one does not want to exploit the war,” it did
provide an “opportunity to bring home to the country that the basis
of juvenile delinquency lies in our family life, and in the quality of
our community housekeeping and standards.”94 The contrast between
Eleanor Roosevelt’s position and that of Castendyck is representative of
a persistent tendency on the part of many women of the professional
class, like their Progressive Era counterparts, to fail to understand or to
overlook the exigencies of wartime. Women, as we know, were urged to
take war work; without their participation war production would not
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have been adequate to the task at hand. In fact, the United States con-
sidered drafting women for war work if enough women did not re-
spond. Yet Castendyck and other professional women continued to lay
the alleged rise in juvenile delinquency at the doors of working mothers
and to insist that female sexual delinquency was a massive problem. In
addition, by mid-1944, women’s magazines featured numerous articles
on juvenile delinquency, with warnings to mothers, especially working
mothers.95 As the war came closer to ending, many wartime women re-
ceived frequent reminders that their service was “for the duration.” But
for the women caught up in the morals campaign, the end was not nec-
essarily in sight.

One commentator summed up the wartime campaign by noting that
“apparently the crusaders against venereal disease suffer from a peculiar
form of one-eyed sight.” He marveled at their accuracy in tracing infec-
tion to women and girls and was astounded that they ignored the male
half of the equation. Referring to the crusaders as “blind vice reform-
ers” who were incited to action by the idea of irresponsible, diseased
girls, he chastised them for failing to apply the same standards to men.
“Girls,” he said, “have to be chased, arrested, sentenced, reformed. Men
simply have to be cured, warned, handed a prophylactic kit or a ser-
mon.”96 He summed up the campaign quite well.

Even as the war neared conclusion, the SPD maintained a focus on
sexually dangerous women. Once again thousands of copies of the
booklet She Looked Clean . . . But were distributed to taxicab compa-
nies, individual drivers, and hotel managers.97 The constant repetition
of sexualized terms, as well as the message that female appearance could
be deceiving, reinforced a negative attitude toward wartime women. As
more and more women continued to move beyond their traditionally
assigned roles and spaces, such departures from the norm inevitably
kept alive the myth of women as sexually dangerous. The question lin-
gered on: Was she a patriot, prostitute, or patriotute?
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Conclusion

It took courage to face being misunderstood, suspected of servicing
men rather than serving a country or a cause, and courage in com-
ing home to people who could not or would not understand.

—Shelley Saywell, Women in War

In the preceding chapters we have followed the workings of
a large-scale and multifaceted wartime campaign to control and prevent
venereal diseases in the armed forces through the repression of prostitu-
tion. By focusing on the apparatus of the state and, in particular, the
SPD during mobilization and wartime, we have also seen the unfolding
of another aspect of the campaign: an effort to both mobilize and con-
trol female sexuality in support of the war effort. In the beginning, offi-
cials of various state institutions focused on prostitutes as “cesspools of
infection” and instituted polices, including legal sanctions, to protect
the nation and the military from venereally diseased prostitutes who
could endanger national defense. Seemingly a straightforward task, the
campaign became complicated both by deeply embedded ideologies of
female and male sexuality and by issues of race, class, and ethnicity. As
women were called upon to do their patriotic duty, their bodies were
drafted in support of the war effort. But in sexualizing female bodies as
simultaneously appealing to men and dangerous to men and the nation,
the campaign quickly exceeded its stated purpose. (The gendered as-
pect of the World War II campaign to prevent venereal disease made
women’s participation in the war effort all too visible in terms of dan-
gerous sexuality and invisible in terms of service to the nation.) A look
at the past indicates that in the midst of wartime change certain persis-
tent notions about female sexuality adversely affected numerous war-
time women.

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, perceptions of the “New

7

156



Woman’s” increasing independence and potential opportunity for sexual
experiences escalated already mounting concerns regarding social, polit-
ical, and economic changes. Literature and motion pictures featured the
vamp—a devouring woman—as a symbol for sexual danger. Psychiatry
and medicine conflated the nymphomaniac, the lesbian, and the prosti-
tute. The prostitute, the potential prostitute, and other sexually deviant
women became objects to be studied. Carol Groneman contends that
in these decades “commentators feared the proletarianization of sexu-
ality”: that is, they feared that middle- and upper-class women who
left the confines of the home would become like working-class women,
“who were perceived as inordinately lustful and sexual opportunists.”1

It was, in part, precisely this concern—that the female middle-class
keepers of the prescribed male/female ideology would become sexu-
ally independent and sexually adventurous—that reemerged during the
Second World War and supported the campaign against many women
who participated in the war effort. An “expert” body of knowledge re-
garding female sexuality that had accumulated over time produced a
framework that supported the World War II campaign to repress, con-
trol, and use women’s sexual bodies. The mobilization of women’s labor
power and their sexuality, seen as crucial to the war effort, unleashed
deeply embedded fears regarding female sexuality.

It is not difficult to see that trouble would follow the mobilization
of female sexuality, given the powerful discourses of the sexually dan-
gerous, potentially promiscuous, and probably diseased female individ-
ual. During the Second World War, to borrow a phrase from Susan
Gubar, not only were “war” and “whore” conflated, but “whore” and
“woman” were merged in the person of the patriotute.2 Terms such
as whore, prostitute, and promiscuous became code words used indis-
criminately to describe numerous wartime women. Their use escalated
in step with women’s increasingly visible participation in the war ef-
fort. Labels, particularly of a sexual nature, are nothing new as a means
of repression; representations of particular women, especially nonwhite
and lower-class women, as sexually deviant have served over time as
controlling images. During World War II images such as the female
“booby trap” and the white, middle-class girl next door who might
have “looked clean . . . but” could also harbor venereal disease broad-
ened the pool of sexually suspect women and girls. In short order a gov-
ernment agent or a policeman might assume that a woman waiting in a
train station was a prostitute looking for a pickup. In some instances,
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then, gender could trump race and class. A powerful and negative con-
cept regarding female sexuality persisted in counterpoint to changes oc-
curring in the wartime state.

This study has examined the paradoxes inherent in an attempt to
enlist women’s sexuality in support of the war effort while simultane-
ously trying to keep women’s sexuality under control. During the Sec-
ond World War the campaign to repress prostitution and to control and
contain “promiscuous” female sexuality conflicted with the process of
mobilizing female sexuality to fulfill male desire. This dual effort cre-
ated myriad problems, both institutional and individual. One woman,
in reminiscing about the war years, wrote: “[T]here is no denying that
there was a new sense of freedom.” She also noted that young wartime
women were “having a good time . . . talking to lonely soldiers and
bending a few rules now and then.”3 But another young woman felt be-
wildered at finding herself confined in a reformatory for something she
considered her own choice—dating servicemen—rather than a crime.4

The already blurred boundary line between acceptable and transgressive
female sexuality continued to fluctuate, trapping many other women in
dangerous territory. Nonetheless, the fluidity of the boundary line also
opened spaces for resistance. And in many wartime accounts, one finds
not only a sense of freedom and adventure but also a sense of innocence
that belies the official accounts of wartime women.

Preexisting tensions in the sexual realm, exacerbated by the necessi-
ties of mobilization and ultimately of war, both added to and confused
questions regarding women’s “proper” place. Within the World War II
militarized state, such factors not only gave rise to contradictory poli-
cies but also amplified ambiguous social attitudes toward women at a
time when servicemen had a “male mystique” that valorized aggressive
(hetero)sexuality. Military policies, including sex education for service-
men, free contraceptives, prophylactic stations, and support of houses
of prostitution, all recognized and normalized male sexual needs and
desires. The normality of women’s sexual desires was, however, silenced
by the framing of female desire as a psychological problem or social
pathology. The equation of female desire with deviance simultaneously
oversexualized and desexualized many wartime women. Silences also
prevailed around other issues, such as the problem of rape, the “if not
prostitutes, who” question, and the dilemmas of women experiencing
intense and unwanted sexual pressures from servicemen. The refusal to
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address such issues or to recognize that women and girls had a right to
be heard allowed the same problems to create difficulties for women
and girls in the postwar years.

It was, for many reasons, extraordinarily difficult to mount any kind
of organized protest to repression. One consequence of the conflation of
sexual ideology with both sexual and nonsexual behavior was to ob-
scure the validity of women’s numerous contributions to the war effort.
Small groups of wartime women resisted repression policies by break-
ing out of quarantine, going on strike, picketing, and initiating legal ap-
peals. Less obviously, other women refused to accept imposed defini-
tions of their sexual behaviors. And numerous women took advantage
of opportunities in defense work; others joined military services, and
many served as volunteer hostesses. Women made choices that not only
challenged gender ideology but also continuously defended their right to
remain in public spaces. The possibility of more overt protest was re-
tarded by numerous factors. Wartime women remained divided by race,
class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Moreover, many of the profes-
sional women who had some power and public voices were enmeshed
in the state apparatus and participated on behalf of the state at a vari-
ety of levels in the repression campaign. As a result, protecting women
and girls often involved punitive measures. We have seen just how dif-
ficult it could be to get out of the system once you got caught in it.
Recall the girl who had no idea exactly what she was accused of and
who confessed to charges of sexual perversions. She had to get a lawyer
even though she was found innocent of any crime. Louisiana officials
determined, without clear evidence, that Mrs. C, an African American
woman, was promiscuous, a chronic alcoholic, and emotionally dis-
turbed. She was sentenced to indeterminate rehabilitation.

The debates that occurred within the government, the military, and
the larger society regarding appropriate male and female sexual behav-
ior, sex education, contraception, and related matters were shaped not
only by established conceptions of gender and sexuality but also by
race-based concepts and attitudes. Racism, as we have seen, influenced
interpretations of and policies toward African Americans and other
women of color. Racism also ensured that nonwhite men, both civilian
and military, were controlled and contained in a variety of ways, both
literally and figuratively. Within the segregated military, African Ameri-
can men and women suffered many indignities, not the least of which
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emerged from race-based sexual politics. In the Caribbean military offi-
cials determined that it was acceptable for white servicemen to cohabit
with Polynesian women, but black servicemen were prevented from do-
ing so because any offspring would be, according to officials, “undesir-
able citizens.” The women, however, had no say in the matter.

In the 1940s, especially during the war years, it would have been in-
credibly difficult for women to organize a formal protest against charges
of sexual misconduct. Many women who were swept up by overzealous
officials most likely hoped that their encounters with the long arms of
the state would not become public knowledge. A critical strategy of the
SPD, in particular, plus the more general apparatus of the state, was
to mobilize public opinion in support of repression and control of dan-
gerous female sexuality. In the course of this campaign, many wartime
women became visible as supporters of the war effort but were simul-
taneously tainted by suspicion for exceeding gendered boundaries. One
cannot ignore the powerful discourses that constructed some women
and girls as potentially dangerous individuals and resulted in mass ar-
rests and incarcerations. At the same time that state institutions spoke
incessantly about sex/sexuality, wartime discussions of sex/sexuality in-
volved numerous silences. For example, social workers and other au-
thorities were unwilling to talk about or even recognize sexual abuse in
families. When two young runaways, girls fourteen and sixteen years of
age, were apprehended in the company of two sailors, they told the so-
cial worker that they had run away to escape sexual abuse at home.
Their claims were ignored, and the authorities interpreted the fact that
they both had gonorrhea as evidence of sexual promiscuity. Linda Gor-
don, in a study of family violence, points out the process that trans-
formed victims of incest into sexual delinquents.5 Silence also loomed
large on the issue of rape during wartime. Beth Bailey writes about
“regulatory systems” that by “controlling women made women, them-
selves, the controllers of sex.”6 That is, women were told that they were
responsible for stopping unwanted advances. We have seen a few cases
when women were able to do so, but in many cases women were indeed
raped. Unfortunately, wartime statistics showing that rape increased do
not include specifics, and the SPD claimed, contrary to FBI statistics,
that rape had decreased. It seems likely that, given the discourse of ser-
vicemen as victims and of girls and women as responsible for sexual
control, many pressured sexual encounters were not defined as rape.
While the fourteen- and sixteen-year-old runaways found with the sail-
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ors were described as sexual delinquents, no mention was made of pos-
sible statutory rape.

The war years might have also marked an important transition in the
precocious sexualization of adolescent girls by constructing them as po-
tentially dangerous deviants rather than innocents in need of protec-
tion.7 In many cases the SPD claimed that girls as young as ten years of
age had been apprehended on morals charges. In 1941, when police-
women observed (prewar) conditions in expanding towns and cities,
they reported that girls between ages thirteen and sixteen were involved
in prostitution.8 Precocious sexualization increased in the postwar years.
Magazines featured advice columns for young girls: for example, a
“sub-deb” adviser in the Ladies’ Home Journal provided dating advice
to a fourteen-year-old girl.9 Joan Jacobs Brumberg points out that “[i]n
the postwar world, the budding adolescent body was big business.”10

For example, during the early 1950s, when movie stars were notable for
voluptuous breasts, young girls became concerned about their physical
development. Their concerns were reinforced by the advertising and
marketing of products such as prepubescent triple A bras. As the twen-
tieth century progressed, the ages of girls used in sexualized advertising
decreased.

The paradoxes inherent in women’s wartime service that were based
on the centrality of their sexualized bodies to their wartime roles main-
tained persistent stereotypical and negative discourses that exerted an
influence on societal perceptions regarding women. Nonetheless, war-
time women negotiated their spaces in the sociopolitical arena, albeit
within these structures of power. While representations of inappropri-
ate female bodies proliferated, many of those bodies refused to accept
imposed definitions. Sexuality, as Carol Vance describes it, is “simul-
taneously a domain of restriction, repression, and danger as well as a
domain of exploration, pleasure, and agency.”11 Wartime women were
neither victims nor docile bodies; they took what was available and
made it work for themselves both as individuals and as members of the
larger society. Numerous women agreed to do their part to support the
war effort, both by working in factories and by providing support ser-
vices for the military, even though they were accused of threatening the
socio-sexual system and homefront stability. Wartime women learned
how to negotiate many of the obstacles placed in the paths to new expe-
riences, learned new ways to negotiate the gender system, and gained a
sense of pride that lingered after the war.
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Nonetheless many scholars agree that the gender order remained in-
tact despite a series of challenges, such as the one posed by the utiliza-
tion of hundreds of thousands of women for war work, including work
in heavy industry. As Leila Rupp points out, while public images were
adapted to resonate with the demands of wartime, basic ideas about
women’s place were not challenged.12 The complex sociopolitical cam-
paign launched by the apparatus of the state, which operated simulta-
neously both to mobilize and to contain female sexuality while privileg-
ing hegemonic masculinity, shows that war and gender politics are in-
tertwined. In and through the activities of the war state, sex/gender
was defined by military needs, so that men became defined as warriors
and women became defined as the good women who supported them
and the bad women who could unman them. While such “techniques of
power” supported the efforts to control female sexuality, they also con-
tained, as we have seen, the possibility of dissent

Building on the work of scholars who have debated the impact of the
war on women, I contend that the dual discourses of female sexual mo-
bilization and control not only operated to mitigate women’s wartime
gains but also had long-term consequences that emerged, in part, from a
wartime reification of symbolic female roles.13 I suggest that the con-
structed figure of the patriotute who supposedly hid in Rosie’s overalls
and the volunteer morale builders’ more fashionable attire was a con-
cept that not only devalued women’s wartime service but also left a per-
sistent trace of suspicion regarding female sexuality that complicated
women’s postwar status. In the postwar era, tensions between sexuality
and sexual control and containment continued to bedevil women and
other so-called dangerous individuals and groups, and critical factors
such as class, race, and sexual orientation, often eclipsed by the wartime
construct of the “dangerous woman,” reemerged in full force.14 The
processes employed by the apparatus of the state to define acceptable
and deviant sexual behavior for women during the Second World War
enlarged the body of accumulated knowledge regarding so-called female
“nature” that continued to interrupt and disrupt women’s right to self
definition. The postwar years were, however, more complex.

Joanne Meyerowitz notes that the postwar years were also a “time of
notable change and cultural complexity.”15 We know that as a result of
wartime changes many women continued to challenge the status quo.
Numerous married women remained in the workforce. Others carved a
place for themselves in law enforcement, and some chose careers in the
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military. Many women became active in politics and in the civil rights
and other rights movements.16 Others formed same-sex relationships
and found community and support, but visibility produced new diffi-
culties, such as the construction of a “postwar lesbian threat” and the
re-fusion of “lesbian” and “prostitute” as a symbol of sexual excess.17

And while a postwar discourse of illegitimate pregnancy recuperated
white middle-class girls and women by medicalizing their transgres-
sion, excessive sexuality was attributed to nonwhite women, particu-
larly African American women. Psychiatry desexualized white women’s
“excess” sex by renaming it neurosis, while black women, especially un-
married mothers, inherited the mantle of pathological sexuality.18 The
postwar and Cold War periods were characterized by a reassertion of
male authority that required dependent (contained) women.19 Print me-
dia featured articles that prescribed women’s postwar obligations, in-
cluding deference to men, especially returning servicemen.20 Popular
and professional literature supported women’s return to the home by
featuring many articles linking burgeoning juvenile delinquency with
absentee mothers. And in 1947 Ferdinand Lundberg and Marynia Farn-
ham, MD, wrote Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, a book that placed
full responsibility for social discord on “neurotic” women.21 Neurotic,
in this case, referred to any woman who resisted her prescribed gen-
dered role. Joanne Meyerowitz takes a more positive view of the pop-
ular culture treatment of women and states that while postwar popu-
lar culture contained “contradictions between domestic ideals and indi-
vidual achievement,” the latter was not overshadowed by the former.
Meyerowitz also describes a “bifocal vision of women”—a vision of
women as having simultaneously domestic and public roles—indicating
that women’s postwar lives were not tension free.22 Many scholars con-
tend that the tensions that characterized the war years, followed by the
postwar clash between real life and prescribed and stereotypical roles
(female and racial, to name two), came to a head in the movements of
the 1960s. The cognitive dissonance between wartime representations
of female sexuality and women’s own interpretations of themselves and
their wartime service coalesced in the 1960s and emerged as powerful
forces not only in the ensuing women’s rights movement but in numer-
ous other struggles for equality.
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Appendix 1
The Eight Point Agreement

an agreement by the war and navy departments, the 
federal security agency, and state health departments
on measures for the control of the venereal diseases 

in areas where armed forces or national defense 
employees are concentrated.1

It is recognized that the following services should be developed by State
and local health and police authorities in cooperation with the Medical
Corps of the United States Army, the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery
of the United States Navy, the United States Public Health Service, and
interested voluntary organizations:

1. Early diagnosis and adequate treatment by the Army and the Navy
of enlisted personnel infected with the venereal diseases.

2. Early diagnosis and adequate treatment of the civilian population
by the local health department.

3. When authentic information can be obtained as to the probable
source of venereal disease infection of military or naval person-
nel,2 the facts will be reported by medical officers of the Army or
Navy to the State or local health authorities as may be required.
If additional authentic information is available as to extramarital
contacts with diseased military or naval personnel during the com-
municable stage, this should also be reported.

4. All contacts of enlisted men with infected civilians [are] to be re-
ported to the medical officers in charge of the Army and Navy by
local or State health authorities.

5. Recalcitrant infected persons with communicable syphilis or gon-
orrhea [are] to be forcibly isolated during the period of communi-
cability. In civilian populations, it is the duty of the local health
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authorities to obtain the assistance of the local police authorities
in enforcing such isolation.

6. Decrease as far as possible the opportunity for contacts with in-
fected persons. The local police department is responsible for the
repression of commercialized and clandestine prostitution. The lo-
cal health departments, the State Health Department, the Public
Health Service, the Army, and the Navy will cooperate with the lo-
cal police authorities in repressing prostitution.

7. An aggressive program of education both among enlisted person-
nel and the civilian population regarding the dangers of the vene-
real diseases, the methods for preventing these infections, and the
steps which should be taken if a person suspects that he is infected.

8. The local police and health authorities, the State Department of
Health, the Public Health Service, the Army, and the Navy desire
the assistance of representatives of the American Social Hygiene
Association or affiliated social hygiene societies or other volun-
tary welfare organizations or groups in developing and stimulat-
ing public support for the above measures.
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Appendix 2
The May Act

military and naval establishments—
prostitution prohibited near

chapter 287—1st session
[public law 163—77th congress]

[h. r. 2475]

An Act to prohibit prostitution within such reasonable distance of mili-
tary and/or naval establishments as the Secretaries of War and/or Navy
shall determine to be needful to the efficiency, health, and welfare of the
Army and/or Navy.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United
States of America in Congress assembled, That:

Until May 15, 1945, it shall be unlawful, within such reasonable dis-
tance of any military or naval camp, station, fort, post, yard, base, can-
tonment, training or mobilization place as the Secretaries of War and/or
Navy shall determine to be needful to the efficiency, health, and welfare
of the Army and/or Navy, and shall designate and publish in general or-
ders or bulletins, to engage in prostitution or to aid or abet prostitution
or to procure or solicit for the purpose of prostitution, or to keep or set
up a house of ill fame, brothel or bawdy house or to receive any person
for purposes of lewdness, assignation, or prostitution into any vehicle,
conveyance, place, structure, or building, or to permit any person to re-
main for the purpose of lewdness, assignation, or prostitution in any ve-
hicle, conveyance, place, structure, or building or to lease, or rent, or
contract to lease or rent any vehicle, conveyance, place, structure, or
building, or part thereof, knowing or with good reason to know that it is
intended to be used for any of the purposes herein prohibited; and any
person, corporation, partnership, or association violating the provisions
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of this act shall, unless otherwise punishable under the Articles of War
or the Articles for the Government of the Navy, be deemed guilty of a
misdemeanor and be punished by a fine of not more than $1,000, or by
imprisonment for not more than one year, or by both such fine and im-
prisonment, and any person subject to military or naval law violating
this Act shall be punished as provided by the Articles of War or the Ar-
ticles for the Government of the Navy, and the Secretaries of War and
of the Navy and the Federal Security Administrator are each hereby au-
thorized and directed to take such steps as they deem necessary to sup-
press and prevent the violation thereof, and to accept the cooperation
of the authorities of States and their counties, districts, and other politi-
cal subdivisions in carrying out the purposes of this Act: Provided, That
nothing is this Act shall be construed as conferring on the personnel
of the War or Navy Department or the Federal Security Agency any au-
thority to make criminal investigations, searches, seizures, or arrests of
civilians charged with violations of this Act.

Approved, July 11, 1941.

168 | Appendix 2



Appendix 3
Federal Agencies

The Social Protection Division1

The SPD, established in March 1941 operated, at first, out of the Of-
fice of the Coordinator of Health, Welfare, and Related Defense Activi-
ties. After a series of reorganizations, the SPD became a division of the
OCWS established within the FSA. During mobilization and wartime
the OCWS operated to develop and coordinate programs to meet emer-
gency needs in the fields of health, medical care, welfare, recreation, ed-
ucation, and nutrition. The specific responsibility of the OCWS and its
predecessors was to meet the needs of thousands of communities experi-
encing large population increases or other difficulties related to defense
production and war that rendered local public and private organiza-
tions inadequate to the task of providing community services.

The OCWS served as a coordinating agency by working through and
with other federal, state, and local agencies, as well as with private na-
tional organizations. The federal agencies included the army, navy, Of-
fice of Civilian Defense, War Manpower Commission, Federal Works
Agency, War Production Board, Federal Housing Authority, Office of
Defense Transportation, USPHS, Children’s Bureau, Office of Educa-
tion, and War Relocation Authority. Some of the private agencies were
the USO, American Red Cross, ASHA, National Recreation Associa-
tion, National Parent-Teachers Association, Junior Leagues of America,
and numerous Community Chests and Councils. As a rule, the OCWS
asked existing agencies to continue their work, adding OCWS functions
where necessary or if no appropriate agencies existed. Paul V. McNutt,
the FSA administrator, served as coordinator of the Office of Health,
Welfare, and Related Defense Activities and as director of the OCWS
from November 1940 to April 28, 1943. Charles P. Taft served as
OCWS director from April 29, 1943, to November 21, 1943. He was
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succeeded by Mark A. McCloskey, who served until June 30, 1945.
Watson Miller then assumed the directorship, serving until the agency
was terminated shortly after the end of the war.

The OCWS had two responsibilities that were not within the scope
of any other federal agency: recreation and social protection. Mark A.
McClosky served as the Director of the Recreation Division from its
formation in January 1941. The SPD, instituted in March 1941, came
under the leadership of Eliot Ness after the short term of Bascomb John-
son. Ness served as director until his resignation on September 8, 1944.
The SPD was the government agency charged with checking the spread
of venereal disease through the repression of prostitution.

In addition to the major federal agencies, numerous committees,
some preexisting the establishment of the SPD and others that formed
after the establishment of the SPD, participated in the campaign to elim-
inate prostitution. An Interdepartmental Committee, for example, that
brought together twenty federal agencies (e.g., the FSA, SPD, Army,
Navy, USPHS, FBI, and Children’s Bureau) had been established by the
Council of National Defense in January 1940 to assist the FSA director
in relation to health and other defense-related problems. The Interde-
partmental Committee met regularly to discuss emergent problems and
to monitor progress in the war on prostitution.

The National Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection

Out of other umbrella committees similar to the Interdepartmental Com-
mittee, a plethora of subcommittees emerged. Ness acted quickly to pull
numerous groups into the SPD’s orbit. In 1942 he called together law
enforcement officials from all over the United States to discuss wartime
problems. Out of this meeting came the NAPCSP. The committee, ap-
pointed by Paul McNutt, consisted of twenty-one police officers from
fifteen states, plus representatives from the army, navy, USPHS, FBI, and
ODHWS, which included the SPD. According to the NAPCSP’s state-
ment of purpose, “[T]he Committee was formed to assist in the enforce-
ment of the Federal government’s Social Protection Program and to de-
velop new and effective techniques of police enforcement pertaining to
the repression and prevention of prostitution.” Shortly after the forma-
tion of NAPCSP, the OWI released a press statement: “The National
Advisory Police Committee on Social Protection today called upon po-
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lice and law enforcement officials throughout the country to stamp out
prostitution.” In a report to McNutt, the NAPCSP acknowledged their
“professional obligation” to stamp out prostitution so that the “Army,
Navy, and war industries are not to be decimated by casualties due
to venereal diseases.” This committee became one of the most active
groups in the campaign to repress prostitution and to control so-called
female sexual delinquency.

The NAPCSP had numerous subcommittees, including separate com-
mittees on Prevention, Repression, Enforcement, and Cooperation, as
well as the NWACSP.
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