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Progressives cannot be reduced to a group of overzealous Sunday 
school teachers who officiously meddled in the personal lives of 
ordinary American citizens. Though many Progressives held beliefs 
that modern Americans may view as outdated and even offensive, in 
the case of the Mann Act, at least, this complex group of early twentieth 
century government activists genuinely sought to rectify injustice. In 
the middle of the Progressive Era the U.S. Congress passed the White 
Slave Traffic Act of 1910, commonly known as the Mann Act, which 
specified punishments for men who transported women across state 
lines for “immoral” purposes. Senators who voted for the Mann Act 
said they sought to prevent white slavery (a racially charged term later 
replaced with the term sex slavery) and denied any intent to regulate 
voluntary prostitution.1 
 
Historians disagree as to the true motivations behind Progressive 
support for the Mann Act. Some historians, such as Mark Connelly and 
James Wunsch, believe the official reasons for the Mann Act presented 
by the senators did not match the intentions of most Progressives 
who rallied in support of the Act. Connelly and Wunsch contend that 
Progressives supported the Mann Act to impose their moral standards 
of sexual purity on women and not, as lawmakers claimed, to protect 
women from the abuses of men.2 William Seagle, on the other hand, 
argues that Progressives who supported the Act had no secret agenda 
to regulate the morals of women. Seagle contends these Progressive 
lawmakers passed the Act in response to public outcry over forced 
prostitution.3 The better evidence points to Seagle’s conclusion. First, 
successful Progressive activists emphasized the coercive nature of white 
slavery rather than the immorality of prostitution as the primary reason 
for an immediate need to act. Furthermore, because many Progressives 



viewed women, especially immigrant women, as weaker than men, 
these Progressives were inclined to believe activist claims that women 
involved in prostitution were not responsible for their own actions. 
These features of white slave activism and Progressive society lend 
credibility to the conclusion that the Progressives’ primary intent in 
supporting the Mann Act matched the reason lawmakers gave for the 
Act: to protect women from abusive men.

Enforcing Morality 
 
Some historians contend that Progressives supported the Mann 
Act of 1910 primarily to control the sexuality of women. Historian 
Mark Connelly asserts that the Mann Act resulted from fears of the 
social consequences of increasing access to transportation. Connelly 
believes that the Progressives felt threatened by the diminished 
power to control the sexual behavior of women that resulted from 
the Progressives’ inability to limit a woman’s opportunities to leave 
her place of birth. Interstate train and trolley services serve as two 
examples of transportation easily accessible to women. Cars were mass-
produced for the first time in the year preceding the passage of the 
Mann Act. According to Connelly, Progressives dreaded the freedom 
that transportation such as trains, trolleys, and cars gave to American 
women because these Progressives wanted to force these women to 
refrain from sexual relations outside of marriage.4

According to the legislative history, the minority of senators who voted 
against the Mann Act argued that even a train conductor theoretically 
could be charged with violating the Mann Act if a woman on the 
train intended to act immorally at her destination.5 The conductor 
certainly had not coerced the woman into a life of immorality, but he 
had facilitated her independent decision to disobey moral standards 
imposed by her community. Because the senators who opposed the 
Act voiced their concerns at the time of its passage, the senators who 
supported the Act must have been aware of the possibility that law 
enforcement could use the Mann Act to restrict female sexuality in 
situations that had nothing to do with white slavery. The senators who 
supported the Act did so despite the possibility that it could be used in 
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this manner, which suggests that they wanted the Mann Act to limit 
voluntary immorality. As the Mann Act was passed at the height of 
the Progressive era, many of the senators were likely Progressives, and, 
even if they did not identify as Progressives themselves, they needed 
to address concerns voiced by the outspoken Progressive public if 
they hoped to be re-elected. Therefore, the senators’ intentions when 
passing the Mann Act shed light on the intentions of the majority of 
Progressives who supported the Act. The arguments of Connelly and 
the senators who opposed the Act therefore suggest that Progressives 
supported the Mann Act to mitigate the sexually liberating effects of 
advances in transportation.
 
James Wunsch agrees with Connelly that the Mann Act was designed 
to regulate the morality of women. Wunsch considered the legislation 
pointless if not for its interference with voluntary immorality. To 
support his claim, Wunsch emphasized the Act’s vague language, which 
permitted law enforcement to convict men for adulterous affairs carried 
on across state lines.6 And indeed the Act was used in later years to 
convict men totally uninvolved in white slavery. For instance, Maury 
Diggs and Drew Caminetti, both married, engaged in extramarital 
affairs and crossed state lines to do so. These men were successfully 
prosecuted under the Mann Act despite the fact that they gained no 
profit in traveling from California to Nevada to engage in extramarital 
relations.7 The vague language of the Act and its later use to convict 
individuals uninvolved in white slavery indicates to Wunsch that the 
Progressives who supported the Act originally intended to control the 
morality of women. 
 
Connelly and Wunsch both believe that the Progressives supported 
the Mann Act primarily to control the sexuality of women. However, 
the better evidence reveals that Progressives supported the Mann Act 
primarily to protect women from abusive men.

Activists Denounce Coerciveness of White Slavery
 
Some of the most popular crusaders against white slavery denounced it 
on the basis not of any inherent immorality of prostitution, but because 
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white slavers coerced women. Therefore, those Progressives who 
supported the Mann Act in response to these activists were moved by 
allegations of coercion rather than immorality.
 
Journalist George Kibbe Turner wrote an article published in 
November 1909 in which he asserted that a widespread white slave 
traffic had recently emerged because men had taken control of the 
prostitution industry away from women. Regardless of whether 
Turner accurately analyzed changes in the prostitution industry, the 
positive public response to his claims reveals the primary motivation 
behind Progressives’ outcry against white slavery in New York City. 
In the article, Turner detailed the transformation of prostitution from 
a business primarily managed by women to one managed almost 
entirely by men. Turner claimed that after discovering they could 
earn more than twice their previous salaries through forcing women 
into prostitution, men in New York City became more involved in the 
prostitution industry and began coercing unwilling women into white 
slavery. According to Turner, these men eventually spread their trade 
to other American cities and even other countries.8

 
Turner’s views were exposed to the public through the popular 
muckraking publication McClure’s Magazine.9 Through the article, 
Turner hoped to bring down the political machine, known as Tammany 
Hall, controlling the New York City government at the time.10 Turner’s 
criticisms of white slavery led to such unrest that, according to Wunsch, 
a “reluctant” New York judge felt compelled to create a grand jury to 
investigate white slavery just two months later.11 The favorable public 
response to Turner’s claims demonstrates that Progressives in New York 
City responded with support when confronted with the coercive nature 
of white slavery. Turner had no need to emphasize the immorality of 
prostitution to foment support for his cause. 
 
Turner’s views on the primary problems with white slavery gained wide 
popularity among New York Progressives just before the passage of the 
Mann Act and remained popular for years after the Act became law. 
George Kneeland, another anti-white slavery activist, published an 
exposé similar to Turner’s in 1913 called Commercialized Prostitution 
in New York City. In it he claimed that according to the results of recent 
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investigations, men controlled white slavery in New York City. Kneeland 
said that, even in cases where women were involved in management, 
men paid those women to manage; thus ultimately the men remained 
in charge.12 The prevalence of this viewpoint as late as 1913 further 
suggests that many New York Progressives who supported the Mann 
Act of 1910 likely were motivated by ideas similar to Turner’s. 

While it is true that Turner’s article primarily targeted a New York 
audience, the nationally recognized white slavery crusader Clifford 
Griffith Roe similarly emphasized the coercive nature of white slavery 
rather than the immorality of prostitution.13 Roe criticized those who 
condemned women for their sexual indiscretion because, according to 
Roe, these same people did not expect men to remain perfectly chaste. 
He called for one moral standard for all and acceptance of women 
returning from houses of prostitution.14 Instead of emphasizing the 
immorality associated with prostitution and white slavery, Roe focused 
on the helplessness of the white slave in the face of her captor’s designs. 
Roe included a series of images illustrating the process of luring a girl 
into white slavery (see Appendices A, B and C). The first depicts a man 
using his “arts and wiles of flattery” to stop a woman on the street. 
In their second meeting, the girl believes the white slaver’s “smooth 
tongue” when he announces his “undying love” for her. The third 
image in the sequence depicts the final step, taking the woman into a 
house of prostitution.15 This sequence emphasizes a woman’s extreme 
psychological vulnerability to the deceptive coercion of the white slaver. 

In another image, a group of mothers and daughters stand like vulnerable 
sheep, waiting to enter a house of prostitution while ignorant of the 
despicable practices occurring inside (see Appendix D). This image 
emphasizes yet again the defenselessness of the white slave. Furthermore, 
instead of stressing the immorality of prostitution, Roe depicts the 
consequences of white slavery as the death of the white slaves, depicted 
by images of girls falling into their graves.16 Through the image, Roe 
conveys both that a girl in white slavery is unlikely to survive long, and 
also that she loses her original, respectable quality of life when forced 
into prostitution. Roe’s call to action relies on Progressives’ desire to 
protect women from coercive men, not to keep women from immorality. 
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Some of the most prominent crusaders against white slavery provoked 
public outcry by discussing the coerciveness of white slavery, but their 
efforts could not have succeeded without the Progressive tendency to 
view women as vulnerable. 

Protecting the Mentally Weaker Sex

Because many Progressives believed women, especially immigrant 
women, were mentally weak, they were inclined to believe claims that 
many women practiced prostitution due solely to coercion by corrupt 
men. This propensity to believe that women often did not enter into 
prostitution voluntarily suggests that Progressives who supported 
the Mann Act likely did so in a genuine, if also paternalistic and 
condescending, attempt to rescue innocent women from abusive men. 
 
Scott and Nellie Nearing, an educated married couple who advocated 
the escape of women from their subservient relationships to men in 
Progressive society, published a history of American women in 1912.17  
Though the Nearings believed it was possible for women to advance 
toward greater social involvement and opportunity, they recognized that 
masculine dominance over women was deeply ingrained in American 
society.18 The Nearings asserted that masculine dominance originated 
during a time in human history (though they did not specify the time 
or context) when “physical fitness” determined social structure. Men’s 
physical dominance over women, the Nearings claimed, translated to 
mental dominance over women once the requirements for social success 
changed.19 The Nearings did not assume at the outset of their historical 
research that women were, since the beginning of time, naturally weaker 
than men. Rather, they searched for ways in which the dominance 
structure may have developed. The Nearings sought to explain the 
male-dominated Progressive society they lived in, speculating as to 
its original sources.20 The Nearings, despite their markedly feminist 
stance on the role of women, could not ignore the prevailing belief in 
Progressive society that women were subject to the mental coercion of 
men. Because the Nearings were not biased by preconceived beliefs that 
women were naturally subservient to men, their observation of male 
dominance over women in Progressive society was likely accurate.
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The Nearings’ observation that Progressive society viewed women 
as mentally weak is confirmed in Progressives’ depictions of white 
slaves as children.21 This tendency demonstrates that Progressives, 
at least subconsciously, viewed women involved in white slavery as 
childlike and vulnerable. But the depiction of women as children was 
not a new feature of American society. William Sanger’s study of the 
history of prostitution provides an apt example of Americans prior to 
the Progressive Era depicting women as children, thereby revealing 
Americans’ long-standing belief that women were mentally weak. The 
appendix, written by an unidentified editor after Sanger died, included 
information about a law enacted by the Missouri legislature around the 
time of Sanger’s death in 1872. This law, which legalized and regulated 
prostitution in Missouri, was repealed after only about one year.22 

Opponents presented a petition against the law accompanied by an 
image of young girls in white dresses parading next to a wheelbarrow 
adorned with white ribbons.23 This presentation revealed that those 
opposed to legalizing prostitution believed that prostitutes were no more 
capable of making life decisions than children were. Like children, the 
women were not responsible for their own wayward actions. Rather, it 
was the fault of the authority figures, in this case misguided government 
officials, who were condoning and supporting the immorality. This 
early depiction of women as weak children demonstrates why many 
Progressives would have believed the claims of activists like Roe, who 
depicted women as lost sheep in need of a shepherd, helpless before the 
deception of white slavery.
 
While many Progressives believed all women were weak, they thought 
immigrant women were especially vulnerable to white slavers. In 1904 
the U.S. Commissioner of Immigration referred to immigrants as 
ignorant and helpless as if it were a well-established fact that must be 
accommodated in U.S. policies.24 Furthermore, an increasing number 
of immigrant women arrived in the U.S., adding to the number of 
individuals who Progressives believed needed protection from white 
slavers. Immigration to the U.S. during the decade preceding the Mann 
Act was sixty percent higher than any previous decade. Between 1891 
and 1900, 3,687,564 immigrants entered the U.S., as compared to the 
8,795,386 immigrants who entered the U.S. between 1901 and 1910.25 
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Because increases in immigration coincided with the sudden widespread 
exposure of white slavery in muckraking publications during the 
Progressive Era, immigrants’ vulnerability to white slavers appeared to 
explain the sudden emergence of white slavery. An article published in 
the Journal of the American Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology 
in 1912, entitled “International White Slavery,” directly linked white 
slavery to immigration, asserting that men who coerced American 
women into white slavery had gained power in “recent years” because of 
the “authority which they so easily exercise[d] over the foreign-born.”26  
Turner similarly pinpointed immigrants as the primary source of white 
slaves in his article written for McClure’s Magazine.27 These arguments 
for laws to prevent white slavery appealed to the Progressive assumption 
that immigrants were weak. 

The Legacy of Progressive Reform

While other aspects of Progressive society may have been morally 
confining, the White Slave Traffic Act of 1910 was not primarily designed 
to contribute to the moral regulation of women’s sexual activity. The 
Mann Act reflects the Progressive belief that women were mentally 
weak and therefore in need of protection from abusive influences. In 
fact, the disadvantaged status of women pervaded Progressive thought, 
inspiring Progressive reform in areas other than white slavery. For 
instance, Progressives sought to protect women in the work force from 
long hours through the Supreme Court’s decision in Muller v. Oregon. 
Decided in January of 1908, the Supreme Court found that it was 
constitutional for the government to limit the number of hours each day 
that employers could require women to work in factories and laundries. 
Extended hours, the lawyer for the state of Oregon asserted, were more 
detrimental to women than to men.28 The court’s decision in Muller v. 
Oregon and support for the Mann Act both reflected the Progressives’ 
belief that they needed to treat women differently because they were 
especially vulnerable. 

The Progressives’ intentions when supporting the Mann Act not only 
inform the Progressive perspective but also provide guidance as the 
U.S. struggles with modern day slavery.29 The Mann Act demonstrates 
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that even the best of intentions can result in unhelpful legislation that is 
poorly phrased or inappropriately applied by courts. Instead of specifying 
that the Act only applied to forced prostitution, the legislators included 
“any other immoral purpose,” allowing law enforcement to prosecute 
individuals totally uninvolved in coerced prostitution, such as in the 
cases of Diggs and Caminetti discussed earlier.30 The Mann Act reveals 
that support for legislation on a worthy issue does not guarantee that the 
legislation will effect the desired change. The student of history and the 
U.S. government alike should keep an eye out for the gap between the 
intentions and results of any legislation.
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