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ABSTRACT 
 

 Prostitution has recently received increased attention in historical archaeology, 

but studies pertaining to this topic have been driven by artifacts instead of theory and 

therefore have been unable to address broader social and economic issues, as is the goal 

of the field.  The approach developed here moves significantly toward this goal in the 

study of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West. 

 World-systems theory is established as an organizing framework for the study of 

prostitution in the mining West, a vital internal periphery of the United States and a site 

of sudden, intense cultural collision due to the expansion of the capitalist world-economy.  

Prostitution is situated within the context of women’s informal labor in peripheries to 

demonstrate how prostitutes supported formal labor in the mining West and therefore 

contributed to the maintenance and reproduction of capitalism. 

 The archaeological approach attends to the cultural collision by recognizing 

gender, ethnicity, and class as active, interacting, and shifting constructions emphasized 

to assign oneself or others as appropriate to spaces, activities, or interactions and seeking 

to identify processes of identity formation through manipulated behaviors and symbols.  

It additionally calls for archaeologists to look at how each construction organized society 

through the other two. 

 The approach concludes with the development of relevant research questions 

under the headings of negotiating with and navigating around Victorianism.  The former 

attempt to understand the range of experiences of prostitutes in a way that listens to the 

“voices” of both prostitutes and Victorians, i.e., through a negotiation, to better realize 
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the personal agency of prostitutes.  The latter relate to the labor and economic 

contributions of prostitutes to the capitalist world-economy, to better recognize and 

understand their historical agency.   

 Implementation of the approach occurs through its application to recently 

excavated data from a red-light district in late 19th-century Prescott, Arizona.  The results 

demonstrate that the historical-archaeological study of mining-West prostitution, with the 

benefit of organizing theory, has excellent potential for providing information on 

economic processes surrounding an important form of women’s labor in a periphery and 

on social processes that characterized an intercultural-frontier periphery associated with a 

hegemonic Victorian core. 
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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

Frontier1 prostitutes have long symbolized the 19th-century American West.  The 

intrigue that they hold for much of the American public is evident through their 

prominent representation in numerous money-making endeavors, such as movies, 

television shows, novels, historical re-creations, museums, and other tourist attractions, 

related to this spatiotemporal context.  The attention to these women, however, is not 

new, but dates back to their contemporaries; whether they were viewed with a measure of 

distaste, a sense of pity, fascination, or just plain lust, they rarely failed to escape the 

notice of those around them.  It is for this reason, perhaps, that we cannot imagine a 

historical West without these women and why avocational and professional historians of 

the western United States have long devoted themselves to documenting and deciphering 

their lives. 

With the exception, however, of a 1970s excavation by Steven Baker, the lives of 

these women have only come under the scrutiny of historical archaeologists within the 

last 25 years, and then only sporadically.  Of the relevant historical-archaeological studies 

that could be identified, those by Simmons (1982, 1989) and Blee (1991; Spude 2005) are 

concerned primarily with identifying the archaeological signatures of prostitution, while 

studies by Wegars (1989) and Foster et al. (2004) use, in the case of the former, 

documents, and in the case of the latter, documents and artifacts to reconstruct the details 

of the daily lives of prostitutes in the towns of Moscow, Idaho, and Prescott, Arizona, 

respectively.  Costello et al.’s (1998; Costello 1999) study concerning prostitution in 

                                                 
1 Here and throughout, “frontier” is used to refer to the mid to late 19th-century western United States in the 
sense of a frontier of cultural interactions, after Pascoe (1991:46); see pp. 128-129. 
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early urban Los Angeles sought to identify the similarities and differences between the 

material culture of prostitutes in that city and material culture typically associated with 

Victorianism.  These studies, therefore, are largely driven by artifacts and documents 

instead of by a broader theoretical or conceptual framework, though it should be noted 

that Costello et al.’s represents a transition toward the latter. 

The neglect of such a broader framework thus far is understandable; the newness 

to archaeologists of the topic of prostitution in the 19th-century western United States 

requires that we understand how to identify it archaeologically before we can begin to 

address what associated materials and behaviors mean.  The level, however, of 

archaeological interest in the subject of prostitution within all parts of the United States is 

on the rise, as indicated by the recent publication of “Sin City” (Seifert 2005).  It seems, 

therefore, that it is time to develop the necessary frameworks for its study. 

In this dissertation, I establish a framework for the historical-archaeological study 

of prostitution on the 19th-century mining frontier.  Using world-systems theory as the 

organizing theoretical approach, I establish a number of conceptual directions for 

historical-archaeological inquiry and research.  The need for organizing theory in 

historical archaeology was eloquently argued by Cleland (1988), who maintained that 

theory is necessary for providing the context within which important questions could be 

asked of historical-archaeological data, and that important questions cannot be answered 

by attempting to apply theory retroactively, after excavations are completed; rather, 

“research must be organized so that facts are specifically collected to test specific 

theoretical propositions” (Cleland 1988:14).  Importantly, he notes, “Reconstructing 
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social or cultural history [as opposed to studying cultural organization and change], albeit 

complex and challenging, does not address broad issues.  Historical archaeologists from 

the beginning have been diverted from real intellectual achievements by a fascination for 

the particular and the idiosyncratic.  This is a . . . serious fault” (Cleland 1988:14). 

Recent studies have demonstrated that the particular and idiosyncratic may shed 

light on broad issues, but only within a broader theoretical framework.  Thomas and 

Thomas (2004), for example, have highlighted the ways in which early 19th-century 

African American slaves at the Hermitage plantation in Tennessee constructed their 

gender identities through personal adornment and self-presentation during non-work 

hours.  Such construction, however, loses much of its meaning until one considers the 

class and racial relations in effect and the related attempt by slave owners to neutralize 

gender identity (i.e., individuality) through the clothing they provided for use during 

work hours.  Suddenly, self-presentation takes on a form of resistance to colonialist 

endeavors as opposed to just the way in which slaves dressed up.  It is important to 

emphasize, therefore, that the directions for inquiry presented herein were designed in 

reference to world-systems theory, specifically as it pertains to the 19th-century capitalist 

world-economy; they are not meant to stand alone, in which case they would lose their 

ability to shed light on important social and economic processes, as should be the goal of 

historical archaeology (Deagan 1988).  It is also important to note that while world-

systems theory is used here as the organizing theoretical approach, it is only one of many 

possible theoretical frameworks that might be used to achieve this goal with regard to 

prostitution in the mid to late 19th-century mining West or other spatiotemporal contexts. 
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Before outlining the structure of this dissertation, a few points of clarification are 

in order.  These points pertain to the selection of prostitution as a dissertation topic, the 

definition of prostitution, the limitation of the study to the 19th-century mining West, the 

definition of that spatiotemporal context, the definition and use of “frontier,” and the use 

of world-systems theory. 

Prostitution as a Topic 

 This study seeks to contribute to the quest for a more accurate history of the 

United States, especially the western United States.  Our history has to reflect the 

participation of all its contributors or it is inherently false, and historical archaeologists 

must be held equally if not more accountable for illuminating or obscuring the roles of 

these contributors as our historian counterparts.  More often than historians, historical 

archaeologists have access to data that provide evidence for the daily lives of the 

disenfranchised or data that are not as strongly presented through words of the 

enfranchised.  For this reason, the “documentation of un-self-documented or poorly 

documented people, is a major obligation and opportunity for historical archaeology” 

(Deagan 1991:108). 

 As several studies (e.g., Cloud 1993; Watson et al. 1998) have pointed out, 

women of the 19th century in general were not well documented.  Among the most poorly 

documented of these women are those who were non-Anglo, those who were not in the 

middle to upper socioeconomic classes, and those who were engaged in illicit activity 

(Deagan 1991; Gilfoyle 1994).  The first of these characteristics describes many, while 

the other two describe all mid to late 19th-century mining frontier prostitutes. 
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 The documentation of prostitutes in the mid to late 19th-century mining West can 

be considered poor with regard to some areas of their lives because documentation is 

lacking and in other areas because documentation is biased by the era’s dominant 

narrative, Victorianism, which was strongly against the means by which these women 

made their livelihoods.  The poor documentation of these women is problematic because 

as will be discussed, they were among the strongest, if not the strongest, female 

contributors to the economic development of the mid to late 19th-century mining West 

and by extension, the capitalist world-economy, a fact that is lost in the bulk of western-

historical literature.  Prostitutes in this spatiotemporal context supported western-U.S. 

economies by providing an added attraction to other businesses of entertainment, by the 

payment of fees and fines, and perhaps most importantly as consumers of goods and 

services provided by local businesses.  In these ways, prostitutes kept the money of 

miners circulating locally, thereby fostering a strong economy in mining communities 

suffering from a lack of extra-local investments. 

 Though several sources have alluded to the contributions of prostitution to mid to 

late 19th-century western-U.S. economies, the role of prostitutes in this regard has been 

largely obscured by other foci related to determining their financial returns, their personal 

experiences, or their overall quality of life.  Because their participation in mining West 

economies occurred largely through their role as consumers of material goods and 

consumables, which can leave a stamp on the archaeological record, historical 

archaeology provides an excellent and unique means for illuminating and documenting 

their contributions to the formation and development of the western United States. 
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 Beyond the documentation of these women and their role in history, however, lies 

a greater application for the historical-archaeological study of prostitutes in the 19th-

century western United States.  Prostitution in that spatiotemporal context was largely the 

result of social inequalities that continue to plague not only the United States, but most of 

the globe.  The study of this topic, therefore, provides an opportunity for more fully 

understanding the reasons for and ramifications of those inequalities, as well as the 

effectiveness of responses to those inequalities, either for coping with them or effecting 

change. 

Prostitution Defined 

The definition of prostitution is “as contested as its legal and moral status” (Zatz 

1997:278).  This contestation stems from a variety of issues, e.g., which sexual acts or 

forms of sexual contact, if sold, fall under the rubric of prostitution; whether prostitution 

has to do with sex and money or power and subordination; and in relation to the latter, 

whether only women can be defined as prostitutes.  The debate, however, is ongoing, and 

its resolution is well beyond the scope of this work.  This study, then, will rely on Zatz’s 

(1997:279) provisional definition of prostitution as “attending to the sexual desires of a 

particular individual (or individuals) with bodily acts in exchange for the payment of 

money,” except that I will add to the end of it “or items of monetary value” to encompass 

those cases where payment in items such as “gifts,” food, or alcohol occurred.  

Additionally, without making any judgments as to whether power structures allow for 

male prostitution, this study is concerned only with prostitution by women.  As will be 

discussed herein, during the 19th century, gender roles were ideologically constructed 



  
 

17

through the dominant discourse in very different, usually diametrically opposed, ways, 

and these would have resulted in an entirely different set of historical and social 

conditions for male prostitutes, as well as a well-concealed record of their lives, making it 

a topic that is certainly worthy of its own dissertation. 

The Mining West as a Topic 

 Prostitution occurred in many 19th-century western-U.S. contexts, such as the 

agricultural, lumbering, and ranching Wests, and undoubtedly, prostitution in these 

contexts bore similarities to that practiced in the mining West; however, the environment 

in which prostitution occurred, the structure of prostitution, and the parties involved in it 

are highly variable over time and space.  Early on, for example, agriculture revolved 

heavily around the family farm, thus communities with an agriculture-based economy 

likely had fewer single men to support the trade.  Prostitution in cattle towns was affected 

by the seasonality of shipping (Riley 1988).  This study is limited to the mid to late 19th-

century mining West because it is the primary spatiotemporal context through which the 

mythology of the frontier prostitute has been constructed and should therefore be 

addressed.     

  Within the mining West alone, the conditions of prostitution varied.  In Helena, 

Montana, for instance, between 1865 and 1874, prostitution was an occupation practiced 

primarily by independent women out of houses that they owned.  After a major fire in 

1874, these women became renters as opposed to property owners.  After 1880, 

prostitution shifted to a largely madam-owned and -run enterprise.  This form was 

dominant in Helena for several years, but around 1893, management of the trade and 
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ownership of associated property began to shift to male pimps who solidified their 

control at the turn of the twentieth century, a mere 20 years after the dominance of 

independent prostitution came to an end (Petrik 1987:25).  Given the variability over time 

and space in this single location, one can imagine that which is present over broader 

temporal and geographical contexts.  For this reason, the current study does not address 

prostitution as a global or uniform phenomenon, but focuses on a particular context 

within which it was practiced, i.e., the 19th-century mining West. 

The limitation to this context also relates to the fact that “the West” has posed 

definitional problems for those who propose to study it.  Often, for example, the 

Mississippi River has been used as a boundary marker for the eastern limits of the West, 

while others have set this limit at the Missouri River, the Rocky Mountains, or east of the 

Mississippi to include all of Minnesota and Iowa and parts of Michigan and Wisconsin 

(Nugent 1992; Cronon 1994; Emmons 1994).  Additionally, “the West” is often used to 

refer to a period of time, which may begin with 1843, “when industrial capitalism and a 

unified national state began to work big changes in American society” (Emmons 

1994:446), with the gold rush, or with another event of significance, depending on the 

author.  The differing perspectives of authors have also resulted in ambiguity in the end 

of this temporal West, if it has ended at all (Limerick 1987).  By limiting this study to the 

mining West, such boundaries become obvious through the ties of locations to the mining 

industry, though they are shifting boundaries, i.e., they change with the incorporation of 

new locations over time. 
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The Mining West Defined 

The mining West can be considered separately from other Wests because it is 

largely characterized by a unique set of economic and social processes tied to the 

frequently unstable nature of the industry.  A few strategically located urban centers, such 

as Denver and San Francisco, have obvious and strong ties to mining but quickly grew 

beyond dependence on that industry.  Most mining communities, however, did not enjoy 

the guaranteed stability of the urban center.  It is this majority, the mining hinterland, 

made up of those communities such as Tombstone, Arizona, or Cripple Creek, Colorado, 

whose survival was largely subject to the successes and failures of the industry, that truly 

embodies the mining West and is therefore the focus of this study.  Some of the 

information presented here will apply to the urban centers, but in some respects, the role 

of prostitution differed in these locations compared to the hinterland because of its unique 

economic situation. 

The starting point for my definition of the mining West, the mid-19th century, was 

selected because it marks the beginning of the gold rush and hence the onset of mining as 

a major industry in the western United States.  Clearly, the mining West did not end in 

the year 1900.  The end of the period of the study has more to do with the end of 

prostitution as it existed in the 19th-century mining West.  Around the turn of the 20th 

century, opposition to prostitution began to be more sincere, and therefore its elimination 

became a matter more of practice than theory.  This shift in approach to the trade 

continued until “the great crusade of the World War I era virtually wiped the [red-light] 

district [and its tacit acceptance] off the map” (Shumsky 1986:667).  That being said, in 
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those cases where the social environment within which prostitution was practiced in the 

mid to late 19th century mining West extended into the 20th century, the “early 20th 

century” should be read into the “late 19th century.”  It seemed best not to encumber the 

reader with the use of the phrase “the mid to late 19th- and early 20th-century.” 

The Mining West / The Mining Frontier 

Throughout this dissertation, when I use “frontier,” it is to refer to the 19th-century 

western-U.S. frontier as one of cultural interactions.  The use of the word “frontier” to 

refer to the American West has been rightfully criticized by western-U.S. historians such 

as Limerick (1991) and Pascoe (1991) because its usage has tended to occur in the 

Turnerian sense.  In this sense, the frontier is read through the eyes of the Euroamerican 

residents of the eastern United States as uninhabited or free territory, and its occupation 

represents a unidirectional move, specifically, from the eastern to the western part of the 

country.  It does not, therefore, acknowledge the peoples who already lived in the western 

part of the country, nor the many immigrants who came there, eliminating both from a 

history to which they so strongly contributed.  On the other hand, terms such as “West” 

and “mining West” equally imply a relationship to a particular location, the eastern 

United States, without any sense of new encounters.  Unfortunately, a term to convey 

such an encounter that easily conveys the 19th-century western United States has not been 

established.  For these reasons, I define “frontier” as one of cultural interactions and 

intentionally use this term in the title and throughout the body of this dissertation where I 

mean to highlight the intercultural character of the 19th-century western United States as 
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opposed to merely referring to a spatiotemporal context.  My hope is that in drawing 

attention to this term in advance, it will force the reader into awareness of its intent.   

That being said, it is used in limited places in sentences where the repetition of 

phrases such as “19th-century western United States” or “19th-century mining West” 

would be cumbersome for the reader.  Finally, I use the word “frontier” when I discuss 

historical studies that use it, to follow the authors’ intent. 

World-Systems Theory 

 The use of world-systems theory in the social sciences has generated several 

critiques and cautionary notes.  Prominent concerns include whether world-systems 

theory can be applied to non-Western and noncapitalist societies (Hall and Chase-Dunn 

1993), the risk of structural determinism or economic reductionism at the expense of 

recognizing human agency or “the potential effects of culture, race, religion, gender, 

ethnicity, politics, and other factors that influence choices made by people within 

localities” (Shelley and Flint 2000:73; see also Skocpol 1977; Agnew 1982), inattention 

to women and their roles in world-systems (Ward 1993; Misra 2000), and the under-

valuation of the importance of peripheries within world-systems (Hall 1996).  Many of 

these concerns, however, may be readily allayed in historical archaeology, especially 

when it pertains to the post-Industrial Revolution era of unbridled capitalism. 

 Orser (1996) has identified capitalism (along with colonialism, Eurocentrism, and 

modernity) as one of the “haunts” of historical archaeology: 

[subjects] trailing the field like four quiet shadows.  They exist at every site, on 
every laboratory table, within every map and chart made.  Sometimes one is 
pushed to the forefront to be the subject of analysis.  At other times, they all may 
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hang back like ghostwriters, ever present but unacknowledged and unnamed.  
Regardless, each subject pervades historical archaeology and so must be 
acknowledged, understood, and challenged [Orser 1996:57]. 
 

In the case of capitalism, this pervasiveness is due to the fact that it was the dominant 

(predominate and that spread by dominating peoples) mode of production for most of the 

period with which historical archaeology is concerned.   

 Capitalism can readily be used to define the modern world-system, which is a 

world-economy (see Chapter 4), as well as the world-system from which it evolved and 

in which the United States participated during the mid to late 19th century.  As Marx 

(1965[1867]) has described it, capitalism as a mode of production relies on unequal class 

relations that are tied to the accumulation of capital.  Those who have capital purchase 

commodities that are the “means of production, as raw materials, implements, etc.” 

(Marx 1965[1867]:169).  These they have converted through the purchase of another 

commodity, labor power, into different commodities of greater value than the original, 

through the sale of which they are able to make a profit, i.e., accumulate more capital.  

Those without the capital to purchase the means of production are those who sell their 

labor-power for wages that are enough for the means of subsistence (e.g., food, fuel, 

clothing, furniture), but not enough for them to accumulate surplus capital.  The 

relationship, then, is one between the exploiter, who enjoys the economic benefits of 

capitalism, and the exploited, who provide the labor that leads to that economic benefit.  

When extrapolated to a large scale, where accumulation of capital and labor power are 

centered in different locations instead of in individuals, a core and periphery, two key 

components of a world-system, are formed.  In this case, the world-system is obviously 



  
 

23

of the capitalist type in which the United States has participated since its formation.  

World-systems theory, then, is clearly applicable to the period with which this 

dissertation is concerned.   

 Purser (1999:116) has stated specifically that “the vantage point of the American 

West during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is an important one from 

which to contemplate an archaeology of later capitalism because of the relatively later 

dates involved and the ambiguously peripheral position the region has occupied in the 

nation’s social and economic history.”  On a related note, some western historians have 

begun to embrace elements of world-systems theory as a framework for understanding 

the relationship of the western United States to the rest of the United States and or the 

world (e.g., Cronon 1987; White 1991; Robbins 1994).  With attention, then, to the 

effects of human agency and constructions such as gender, class, and ethnicity, world-

systems theory is a valid foundation for the archaeology of prostitution in the 19th-century 

mining West. 

 The archaeology of prostitution in the 19th-century western United States has 

frequently relied upon historical accounts of prostitution in that spatiotemporal context, 

especially those written during the 1970s and 1980s, to provide historical contexts for its 

archaeological study.  This dissertation therefore continues, in Chapter 2, with a review 

of historical accounts of prostitution in the 19th-century western United States to elucidate 

their common themes and perspectives.  The direction of archaeological studies generally 

reflects these themes and perspectives, which is demonstrated in Chapter 3, where I 
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provide an overview of these studies and, in doing so, highlight the need for broader 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks. 

The next four chapters establish these frameworks.  Chapter 4 begins by 

demonstrating that world-systems theory provides an appropriate theoretical framework 

for the study of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West because that spatiotemporal 

context was historically inextricable from the 19th-century capitalist world-economy.  In 

the remainder of the chapter, using works on the modern world-economy, I discuss the 

role of women’s labor in that economy, how women’s labor roles have been constructed 

through associated structures of power, and how women have responded to those 

constructions.  This discussion contains several concepts that are easily extrapolated to 

the study of prostitution in the mining West.  These include the effects of capitalism on 

divisions of labor; strategies for achieving and maintaining a sexual division of labor, 

especially through the construction of domestic tasks and reproduction as natural to 

women; and mechanisms for the subordination of women, all of which relate to the 

reliance of formal labor on informal labor in the reproduction of capitalism.  

Additionally, I address the concept of whether women’s work under a capitalist system is 

exploitative or empowering.  

The extrapolation of these concepts begins in Chapter 5, which shows how 

Victorian ideology, as the ideology of the hegemonic group, served to maintain a sexual 

division of labor using many of the strategies that are used to maintain the same between 

modern core and peripheral states.  In doing so, this ideology obscured the identity of 

prostitution, similar to many modern forms of women’s work, as a form of labor.  At the 
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end of Chapter 5, I present the current feminist debate on prostitution as labor and 

contend that prostitution is a form of women’s labor and a form that has to be understood 

in reference to context.  In Chapter 6, I support the latter contention by highlighting the 

intercultural makeup of the frontier in concert with an examination of historical accounts 

of prostitution in the 19th-century western United States and comparative historical 

studies of prostitution from outside of the United States.  I argue that only through 

understanding context can we begin to identify the personal agency of prostitutes.  This 

chapter additionally describes how the Victorian ideology of the 19th century has resulted 

in challenges to understanding context. 

In Chapter 7, I argue that the nature of the mining West component of the 

wageworkers’ frontier created conditions in which prostitution as informal labor was 

necessary to support formal labor, and that in doing so, it contributed to the solidification 

of western markets for eastern business concerns as well as the economic well-being of 

mining hinterland communities, rendering prostitutes as active participants in the 

formation, development, and identity of the western United States and in the creation of 

the modern world-system.  By examining this participation, we can identify the historical 

agency of prostitutes. 

In Chapters 8 and 9, I present an archaeological approach, based on the 

established theoretical and conceptual frameworks, to the study of prostitution on the 

19th-century mining frontier.  Because part of this approach relies heavily on the analysis 

of the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and class, in the first of these two chapters, I 

discuss previous archaeological approaches to those constructs, most of which pertain to 



  
 

26

the 19th-century western United States, as a foundation for the approach presented here.  

In this chapter, I justify a new approach to the archaeological study of these intersections.  

This chapter also acknowledges and discusses the challenges posed by the archaeology of 

each construct.  Chapter 9 demonstrates the ways in which the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks presented in this dissertation can be used to develop questions that count in a 

historical archaeology of prostitution on the 19th-century mining frontier, providing the 

core of the approach. 

In Chapter 10, the approach is implemented using data from Foster et al.’s (2004) 

recent archaeological study of prostitution in 19th-century Prescott, Arizona.  Recasting 

this study with world-systems theory as the organizing theoretical framework, I begin by 

situating Prescott as a periphery within the capitalist world-economy.  Next, I explore the 

contexts of the prostitutes within this periphery who were associated with the excavated 

archaeological features.  Based on these contexts, I present and test hypotheses that bear 

on questions that count in a historical archaeology of 19th-century mining frontier 

prostitution, as developed in Chapter 9, then provide a synthesis of the results to 

demonstrate how the overall approach allows localized studies to shed light on broad 

issues.  The dissertation closes with a summary and conclusion. 
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CHAPTER 2.  A HISTORY OF THE HISTORY OF PROSTITUTION 
 

One of the earliest accounts of prostitution in the mid to late 19th-century western 

United States that can be said to be coming from a historical, as opposed to 

contemporary, perspective, is Asbury’s 1933 The Barbary Coast.  Like his more famous 

The Gangs of New York, The Barbary Coast is an “informal history” of a city’s 

“underworld,” in this case, San Francisco.  While Asbury’s chapter on the prostitutes of 

late 19th-century and early 20th-century prostitutes in San Francisco, “Company, Girls!,” 

focuses primarily on a more urbanized San Francisco, it is noteworthy for its 

composition:  a flurry of lighthearted and lurid anecdotes along with descriptions of the 

trappings of and the typical day in a given city’s establishments of prostitution, both 

couched in a broader discussion of the socioeconomic hierarchy of prostitutes.  Asbury 

categorizes one group of San Francisco’s late 19th- and early 20th-century prostitution 

establishments, for example, as “cow-yards,” which he establishes as lower class than the 

parlor houses, but whose women were of a higher class than “streetwalkers.”  He 

describes the cow-yard as “a group of cribs under one roof, usually a U-shaped structure 

or enclosure of from one to four storeys, divided into small cubicles on either side of long 

hallways” (Asbury 1933:242).  He subsequently describes the cubicles, their accessories, 

and typical operations.  In the midst of these descriptions, he recounts how an African 

American cow-yard prostitute carried business cards with a border of forget-me-nots 

surrounding the words “BIG MATILDA / THREE HUNDRED POUNDS OF BLACK 

PASSION / HOURS:  ALL HOURS. / RATES:  50C  EACH:  THREE FOR ONE 

DOLLAR” (Asbury 1933:251).  One or all of the elements of this composition would 
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constitute the foci of historians engaged in the study of prostitution in the mining West 

for the next half century, resulting at times in an almost painful redundancy to the reader 

of western history and a complete lack of broader theory. 

Even socioeconomic hierarchy within the profession was absent from early 

histories that incorporated frontier prostitution, including those written after Asbury had 

addressed it (e.g., Work Projects Administration 1943; Ross 1945; Emrich 1949; Horner 

1950; Parkhill 1951; Beebe and Clegg 1955; Brown 1958; Miller 1964; Mazzulla and 

Mazzulla 1966; Feitz 1967), though distinctions were sometimes made between the 

conditions of living for parlor-house and crib prostitutes.  Instead, these accounts were 

largely biographical narratives meant to capture the reader’s interest by using a 

combination of the sensational and the intimate to reconstruct prostitution in a specific 

locale.  This combination resulted in the portrayal of a lifestyle that was often glamorous, 

if occasionally dangerous, but never boring: 

Adjoining the business district [in Tombstone] was the populous region of red 
lights, its street lined with cribs, palatial establishments, saloons of the rougher 
sort, and dance halls where, to the music of Mexican orchestras, men and women 
revelled all night in wild saturnalia.  In the small hours, the sirens of the resorts 
drove in cabs and barouches to the Crystal Palace, Oriental, or Alhambra, 
swarmed in with gusts of tipsy laughter—pompous old Mesdames, reckless 
young beauties in paint and finery, low-cut gowns, and satin slippers—and drank 
with the men at the bars or bucked games until morning [Burns 1927:30]. 
 

 Early historical accounts are rife with tales of the prostitute heroine (i.e., the 

whore with the heart of gold):  Molly B’Damn, who nursed a miner sick with “mountain 

fever” back to health (Ross 1945); Silver Heels, who tended to smallpox victims and, in  

doing so, compromised her career by eventually bearing the scars of the disease herself 

(Emrich 1949; Miller 1964); and Peg Leg Annie, whose legs had to be amputated after 
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she tended to a dying friend in a snowstorm (Ross 1945; Drago 1969), and of the fiercely 

independent madams who were respected and loved by the miners, though later vilified 

by “proper” women (e.g., Miller 1964; Bancroft 1965; Drago 1969).  The details of these 

women’s lives as provided in early histories are interesting at the outset and a necessary 

step toward a complete history of frontier prostitution.  If, however, one looks beyond the 

names of the towns studied, the details provided by each account become nearly 

interchangeable.  In San Francisco, for example: 

The single crib was simply a shanty with a narrow door. . . . It was divided into 
two small chambers, one of which, about six feet square, was used as a reception-
room, while the other was known as the “workshop.” . . . The workshop was just 
large enough for a three-quarter-size iron bed, a wash-stand with a marble top, 
and a kerosene stove on which always bubbled a kettle of hot water. . . . The walls 
of both the reception-room and the “workshop” were decorated with sentimental 
mottoes, calendars, and chromos, while above the bed hung a framed placard on 
which had been painted or printed, usually within a border of flowers, a woman’s 
name, supposed to be that of the occupant of the crib [Asbury 1933:255]. 
 

In Montana, “The ‘ladies’ [of the cribs] lived in cell-like compartments, a bed in one 

corner, a coal stove in another, a small dresser with a washbowl and pitcher in another.  It 

was the custom for each crib’s occupant to have her name emblazoned upon the door” 

(Brown 1958:91); and in Cripple Creek, Colorado: 

 Most of the cribs in Poverty Gulch were flimsy two-room frame affairs. . . . They 
all fronted right on the street, showing a narrow door and a tiny window. . . . The 
[girls’] names were painted on the doors, and the girls and their cribs’ locations 
became known this way. 

  
The cribs had two rooms.  The “client” was entertained in the front room, and as a 
rule these rooms were just big enough for an ugly iron bed, several straight chairs, 
a table, and a heating stove.  The smaller back room served as a kitchen [Feitz 
1967:20]. 
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While such accounts, then, are notable for bringing women into the sights of a western- 

U.S. history that had been dominated by the doings of men, taken as a whole, they do 

little to further our understanding of the impact of women on the 19th-century western 

United States, suggesting only that prostitutes provided sex and, before other women 

arrived, an initial civilizing influence.   

 Beginning in the late 1970s, however, as the effects of the feminist movement 

resulted in the infusion of women as active participants into nearly all facets of U.S. 

history, historians of the West began to grapple with the role of prostitution in the 

machine of the 19th-century western United States.  Over the next 10 years and with the 

emergence of the New Western History (Limerick 1991; Limerick et al. 1991; Robinson 

1998), historians also became increasingly concerned with breaking down the 

“mythology” of the West, including the romanticized, one-dimensional view of 

prostitutes. 

 One of the first of these historians, Elliott West, found that in reviewing 

documentation for evidence to characterize prostitution in the West, if he turned to the 

past for information that might confirm or contradict the heavily romanticized views of 

prostitution portrayed in mid-20th-century literature, he was faced instead with the words 

of 19th-century newspaper editors and literary travelers who put forth portrayals shaped 

by Victorian discourses on women and sex, which tipped the scales of perception in the 

opposite direction.  These imbalanced portrayals, West says, conceal numerous likely 

complexities of western-U.S. prostitution, especially those pertaining to perceptions of 

prostitution from within the business, which are especially difficult to find, given that the 
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words of prostitutes were infrequently recorded in most documents.  He presents a variety 

of historical data, which taken together allude to some of these complexities, such as the 

different forms of prostitution; the different outcomes of the lives of prostitutes, ranging 

from becoming a wealthy madam to marrying out of the business to starting a new 

business to early death, self-inflicted or at the hands of others; the offering of sexual 

services by some dance-hall girls and not others; and the different motivations of women 

for becoming prostitutes, though ultimately he settles on the “story of women drawn by 

hope or desperation, then exploited and trapped in circumstances that offered possibilities 

ranging from poor to grim” (West 1981:27) as the most common experience of frontier 

prostitutes.  Importantly, West (1981:18-19) calls for historians of the West to consider 

prostitution “as an aspect of such ‘serious’ subjects as western communities, their 

changes, economic development and the attitudes of their people. . . . [and to] look more 

closely at prostitution as one of many frontier businesses.” 

 Around the same time that West called for the consideration of prostitution as a 

serious subject, historians began to do so.  The necessity of prostitution, studies from this 

period suggest, was seated in a Victorian ideology that posited a differential sexuality 

between men and women and incorporated the belief that men should work and control 

the public sphere, while women should not work and remain in the private, domestic 

sphere, where they were expected to embody piety, purity, submissiveness, and 

domesticity, characteristics of the “Cult of True Womanhood” (Welter 1973). 

 A more in-depth explanation of this scenario is provided in a historical-

sociological study of prostitution on the Comstock Lode by Marion Goldman (1981).  
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Goldman explains that miners and other male laborers required a release from the 

tensions generated by the dangerous working conditions they faced daily.  Further, there 

existed a “widespread popular ‘volcano theory’ of sexuality, which held that unless men 

had regular sexual contact, they would explode in orgies of adultery, rape, physical 

violence, or even homosexual embraces” (Goldman 1981:35).  Women, unfortunately for 

these men, were scarce on the frontier, and “proper” women, even of the married variety, 

were believed and expected to have minimal sexual urges; thereby the demand for 

prostitution was created.  Many women, however, found themselves in need of financial 

support, hence the supply of prostitutes.  Barnhart (1986) contends, however, that while 

Victorian prescriptions for morality and sexuality were clear, these prescriptions did not 

reflect reality, and married women on the whole were not likely withholding sex; rather, 

the necessity of prostitution was simply a matter of male sexual desire in a male-

dominated landscape.  In both cases, and in nearly all, if not all, accounts of 19th-century 

western-U.S. prostitution (e.g., Butler 1985; Jeffrey 1979; Petrik 1987), the necessity of 

prostitution stemmed from two simple conditions:  Men needed sex in a place where it 

was hard to come by, and women needed jobs in a time when they were hard to come by. 

 Having established the combination of these conditions as the catalyst for 19th-

century western-U.S. prostitution, historians of the profession from the late 1970s and 

1980s pursued three common directions of historical inquiry.  The first of these was the 

question of whether the mid to late 19th-century western United States, as a less 

“civilized” area of the country, allowed women more societal freedoms than the eastern 
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United States, and by extension, whether prostitutes enjoyed greater social acceptance or 

other benefits that they might not have had elsewhere. 

 In 1979, for example, Julie Roy Jeffrey sought to “remedy the neglect” (Jeffrey 

1979:xii) of women in western history by testing the frontier hypotheses of Frederick 

Jackson Turner (see Chapter 4) and his successors on Anglo women on the agricultural, 

mining, and urban frontiers of the 19th-century West:   

Did the West, for example, offer women any special economic or political 
opportunities as Turner and others have argued it did for men?  Did living on the 
frontier result in the shattering of familiar norms or in the strengthening of them?  
Did women play a part in the process of mediating between culture and 
environment and in building new communities on the frontier?  And what did the 
Western experience mean for them [Jeffrey 1979:xiii]? 
 
Jeffrey (1979:xv-xvi) notes, “My original perspective was feminist; I hoped to 

find that pioneer women used the frontier as a means of liberating themselves from sexist 

stereotypes and behaviors which I found constricting and sexist.  I discovered that they 

did not.”  Overall, she concludes that Anglo women had not “civilized” the frontier by 

their mere presence, but had actively shaped institutions there, such as schools, churches, 

and nuclear-family life, that were familiar to them in the eastern United States, 

institutions steeped in Victorian domestic ideology (see Chapter 5).   

Despite her attention to prostitutes on the mining frontier, however, Jeffrey seems 

to exclude them as “pioneer women”; instead, they are established as an element that 

“women” modified as they shaped the West into the familiar, active in molding their 

financial fortunes and not much else, a sentiment that would later be echoed by Anne 

Butler (1985:153), who contends, somewhat paradoxically, that prostitutes were active in 
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shaping the West by being acted upon in the formation of western, especially legal, 

institutions: 

The experiences of prostitutes on the American frontier showed that the women, 
through a dual status of criminal and citizen, contributed to the development of 
western institutions.  In a society where social structure was sketchy, but where 
communities struggled to impose order, the prostitutes provided an invaluable 
assist.  More than slightly visible, but politically and economically crippled, 
prostitutes became one stepping-stone for the building of social institutions. 
 

Not surprisingly, Butler’s study of prostitution in the West between 1865 and 1890 draws 

the same conclusion as Jeffrey regarding women’s social freedoms: 

In such a world of instability and dislocation, there is no reason to believe that 
ordinary people suddenly established new values or elevated societal groups 
traditionally regarded as outcasts to positions of high esteem.  Quite the opposite.  
I believe that a new and unsteady society felt the need to reaffirm old values, 
cherish them more dearly, and impose them more stringently [Butler 1985:ix].   

 

Where Jeffrey and Butler differ, however, is in their evaluation of the social acceptance 

of prostitutes.  Despite Jeffrey’s contention that the frontier strengthened the familiar, she 

relays a contemporary account by William Perkins, who found that: 

a number of the “soiled doves” who paid “a nominal tribute to virtue,” mainly by 
behaving decorously in public, were considered socially acceptable during early 
gold-rush years.  San Francisco’s first piano concert, in 1849, saw the front seats 
reserved for the “doves”; respectable men appeared openly in their company with 
little risk to their reputation, and the women were “treated with the greatest 
respect and gallantry the same as would be extended to the most respectable 
women by men in general” [Jeffrey 1979:121]. 
 

Butler (1985:52-53), on the contrary, maintains that prostitutes were not truly accepted, 

but that acceptance was a front for men’s true feeling:  the desire for a “respectable” 

woman. 
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Contrasting these studies in its assessment of societal freedoms is Paula Petrik’s 

(1987) examination of women in Helena, Montana, between the years 1865 and 1900.  

Petrik sought to demonstrate the interrelationships between various groups of women in 

the town by examining them within Helena’s particular social structure and demographic 

makeup to illustrate her central thesis:  “The urban mining frontier transformed its 

inhabitants, particularly its women, and promoted increased economic opportunity and 

social equality for its oftentimes unwilling changelings” (Petrik 1987:xiii).  Within this 

study, in a chapter titled “Capitalists with Rooms,” Petrik follows the course of 

prostitution in Helena as the town evolved from a mining camp into a capital city to argue 

that the women involved in prostitution were one component of Helena’s social structure 

who enjoyed, early on, relative social acceptance, sharing the business district with 

legitimate enterprises, shopping during off-hours at local businesses, and conducting 

business and financial transactions with the regular community.  Petrik’s study, like 

numerous others from this and earlier periods (e.g., Miller 1964; Goldman 1981; 

Shumsky and Springer 1981; Barnhart 1986), then paints a picture of decreasing social 

acceptance with increasing urbanization and institutionalization, leading to reform 

movements, intensified segregation of prostitutes from the rest of the community, and the 

eventual elimination of prostitution as it was during its heyday. 

The question of increased societal freedoms was frequently addressed in 

conjunction with the second common direction of historical inquiry:  the question of 

prostitution’s financial returns for its practitioners.  Because this question was often 

approached in the context of creating a more realistic portrayal of the profession in the 
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mid to late 19th-century West, the answer frequently incorporated a discussion of the 

ethnic makeup of the prostitute population, reasoning that ethnicity had an impact on 

financial returns, and/or a discussion of professional hazards, perhaps to temper the 

glamour of earlier accounts. 

 Jeffrey’s description of frontier prostitution focuses heavily on the socioeconomic 

hierarchy within the profession, and she gives equal weight to economic successes and 

hardships and to professional opportunities and hazards, the latter including “outraged 

virtue” (Jeffrey 1979:123).  By implementing this balance, Jeffrey’s description of the 

trade on the mining frontier indicates that prostitution did provide a special economic 

opportunity, but that opportunity did not guarantee high-level returns, whether financial 

or social.  Around the same time as Jeffrey’s study, Blackburn and Ricards (1979) used 

1870 federal census manuscripts for Virginia City, Nevada, to reconstruct the number, 

ethnic makeup, age, financial status, and living arrangements of prostitutes and gamblers 

in that city, ultimately concluding, “Only a few of the prostitutes and gamblers attained 

economic success or transferred successfully into more respectable occupations.  In short, 

gambling and prostitution were not viable means of upward social mobility.” 

According to Petrik, who wrote during the 1980s one of the more in-depth studies 

of frontier prostitution, as of 1867, when Helena was merely a mining camp, prostitutes 

there were predominantly what she terms “proprietor prostitutes,” women who lived and 

worked alone out of the small houses that they owned.  Most of these women arrived 

during that year, and they arrived with cash or gold from previous employment as 

prostitutes in other cities, enough to pay “between $300 and $1000 for their property” 
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(Petrik 1987:26).  Those prostitutes who needed additional startup capital generally raised 

it through personal property mortgages, often made to other women who had more 

money, but sometimes to local businessmen.  Income from prostitution for these women 

fluctuated along with that of the local economy. 

By 1870, the number of women involved in prostitution in Helena had nearly 

doubled, in the form of not only proprietor prostitutes, but also of madams, “hurdy-

gurdy” owners, and quasi-saloonkeepers.  Petrik (1987:28) notes that at this time, one-

third of the white population of prostitutes had an average of $2,500 in personal wealth, 

over one-third owned property, and roughly sixty percent of all prostitutes owned 

personal wealth or property. 

Petrik explains that a series of fires from 1869 through 1871 sent Helena into a 

major financial depression, thus by the end of 1871, only six proprietor prostitutes 

remained.  With another fire in 1874, proprietor prostitution in Helena came to an end.  

During the 1870s, prostitutes’ “aggregate financial base (property or wealth) decreased 

by roughly 20 per cent” (Petrik 1987:32).  Petrik does not, however, provide specifics on 

prostitutes’ financial base prior to the depression, nor on other citizens’ financial bases 

before or after the depression, so it is not clear whether the drop in wealth resulted in a 

lack of wealth compared to the rest of Helena’s population or if everyone suffered 

equally. 

Despite the depression of the 1870s, some prostitutes appear to have recovered by 

1880.  In that year: 

the monthly earnings of the seven prostitutes who maintained bank accounts in 
Helena’s two major banks . . . ranged from Belle Crafton’s monthly earnings of 
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$179 to Rosa Diamond’s $337.  A fancy lady plying her trade along Wood Street 
could expect an impressive average monthly income of $233; bricklayers, stone 
masons, and carpenters commanded only $90 to $100, and bank clerks earned 
$125 per month.  Compared with the $65 monthly wage the highest paid 
saleswomen received, prostitutes’ compensation was royal.  Women in the 
demimonde had expenses:  they paid rent, medical, grocery, and liquor bills; 
indulged themselves in fine furniture and related household items, furs, expensive 
clothing, and jewelry; and probably paid bribes to local lawmen.  Even so, a 
typical ‘summer woman’ could make a profit of $500, or not so typically, she 
could, like Rosa Diamond, leave with $1,000 in her portmanteau [Petrik 1987:33]. 

 
In general, Petrik (1987:38) gives a mere nod to those prostitutes who earned less money, 

stating that “for every Helena prostitute who had accumulated enough capital and had a 

chance to leave the profession, there were two who had less of a chance.”  The rest of her 

study on prostitution highlights those business-wise prostitutes who ended up madams 

and gained immense wealth and real estate through property investments, through she 

makes clear that a final citywide economic recession in the 1890s brought prostitution as 

a viable economic option to an end. 

Goldman (1978:99) in an abbreviated version of her 1981 study, argues that those 

studies, presumably like Petrik’s, that “concentrate on the few exceptional women who 

had golden careers and temporarily amassed fortune and fame” promote an inaccurate 

picture of the financial rewards to be had by prostitutes.    She states that only a miniscule 

proportion of prostitutes achieved economic success compared to the majority “who lived 

and died in poverty” (Goldman 1978:99, 1981:4).  Goldman does not elaborate on this 

assertion with data as her study focuses outside of the economics of individual 

prostitutes. 

Butler (1985) corroborates the notion of the poverty-stricken prostitute.  In 

Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery, Butler’s assessment of the economic return for 
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frontier prostitutes is dismal at best.  She brushes over the more elaborate brothels by 

saying that they were rare, and that even where they existed, the emotional hazards 

outweighed the potential financial rewards.  The norm, she maintains, consisted of 

“pitiful wages,” “almost universal poverty,” “economic misery,” and “utter deprivation” 

(Butler 1985:51), and those descriptions are from only three of the paragraphs in the 

study.  She argues that the majority of the clientele was poor, and that such a large 

portion of prostitutes’ earnings was filtered into overhead costs and material possessions, 

they did not reap any economic benefit.  As evidence, she cites slum housing and 

prostitutes’ inability to pay fines during a “two and one-half year period between 1867 

and 1890 in Cheyenne” (Butler 1985:55) and in Austin (period of time not indicated).  

Despite the variability in weighting the economically successful or the economically 

unsuccessful, these historians and others (e.g., Barnhart 1986; Murphy 1987; Myres 

1982; Shick 1977; Williams 1984) grant socioeconomic differentiation within the 

profession as a matter of fact. 

The initial question of societal freedoms is tied also to the third direction of 

historical inquiry common to the 1970s and 1980s:  the study of the relationships of 

prostitutes to the various groups with whom they interacted.  These groups are generally 

divided into the regular (customers, profiteers, lawmen, and the military) and irregular 

(friends/lovers, pimps, and profiteers) segments of society (Goldman 1981; Butler 1985; 

Barnhart 1986; Murphy 1987). 

The sexual relationship of prostitutes with their customers in exchange for money 

defines the profession, but historical studies such as Goldman’s (1978) indicate that it 



  
 

40

was frequently more complex than sex for money.  Goldman (1978:102) asserts, for 

instance, that the relationship offered “a necessary release from tension generated by the 

danger inherent in working in the mines. . . . Without access to sexual partners miners 

may have been unwilling and/or unable to go back underground each successive day.”  

On the other hand, Goldman (1981:111) points out, many men who patronized houses of 

prostitution, specifically at the parlor-house level, were there only for the companionship 

to be had at the bars and the parties and not for sex.  Because of the profits that could be 

made by inflating drink prices, despite the lack of embellishment in prostitutes’ rooms, 

madams made sure to offer “salons of sorts, with piano music and good liquor.” 

No such frills were generally to be had in the cribs, where profitability relied on 

the quantity of transactions.  Murphy (1987:202) notes, however, that men could stay 

longer to drink at the cribs, subject to the same inflated drink prices they would find at 

other types of prostitution establishments.  More often than not, though, lingering did not 

occur, and crib prostitutes could service in the neighborhood of 20 customers a night 

(Myres 1982:255), possibly more.2 

At every level of frontier prostitution, with the exception of kept women, the 

business relationship between prostitutes and customers could become complicated by its 

pseudo-intimate nature, and clients who frequented the same women on a regular basis 

sometimes became involved with them at a different emotional level.  Sometimes this 

involvement did not replace the prostitute-client relationship, which led to violent 

                                                 
2 While the information panel for the crib on display in Tombstone, Arizona, and Seagraves (1994:61) state 
that an industrious prostitute might serve 80 men a night, this number seems inflated.  The source of this 
number is not provided in either case. 
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incidents fueled by jealousy, either between prostitutes over a customer, between 

customers over a prostitute, or between the “couple” (Butler 1985).  In other instances, 

prostitutes might marry customers, and Butler (1985:26-35) devotes several pages of her 

study emphasizing the marital failures of prostitutes, who often continued to work as 

such, a trend noted by Goldman (1981:71-72) as well.   

Perhaps due, in part, to the complications of combining opposite-sex relationships 

both in and out of the profession, many prostitutes formed strong, emotional bonds of 

friendship with each other.  Lesbianism between prostitutes is another relationship 

addressed by Goldman (1981:120-121) and Murphy (1987:199).  Butler (1985:42) is 

silent on this possibility, and she believes that professional competition precluded any 

true friendships, that even “the best friendships limped along constantly threatened by 

professional insecurities and the terminal nature of career opportunities.”  In any case, 

“Prostitutes lived together, traveled together, visited each other, fought and reconciled, 

exchanged gifts and favors, protected each other and, in two cases [on the Comstock], 

even tried to die together” Goldman (1981:120). 

Another relationship prostitutes in the western United States turned to for 

emotional security was one with “pimps.”  Goldman (1981:102) notes that unlike pimps 

as currently defined, pimps on the 19th-century Comstock were usually one-woman (at a 

time) men, who did not drum up business for or generally protect the prostitute in any 

fashion but took her as a lover, sometimes living with her, sometimes marrying her, as a 

means of obtaining financial support.  On the Comstock, she says, the word “pimp” was, 

in fact, rarely used, with the terms “sport,” “no account,” or “gentleman of leisure” being 
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used instead.  This relationship, she explains, might range from a true, loving one to one 

of physical and emotional abuse.  Butler (1985:35), with her decidedly negative portrayal 

of prostitution, does not allow for the former, stating: 

The unfortunate eruptions that burst from these associations brought additional 
decadence and corruption to their lives, yet among these men and women the 
desires for human companionship and comfort surely ran as high as for any other 
people.  So, despite the gloomy outlook for domestic bliss, couples continued to 
pair off.  The resulting marriages [including those to pimps] reflected one more 
unhappy consequence of the pandemonium sweeping the frontier. 
 

In any case, the pimp was not generally involved in formal labor, but rather sporting or 

criminal activity, and the relationship, across the board, provided an economic benefit to 

the pimp. 

 Pimps, of course, were not the only group to profit from prostitution, as most of 

these authors discuss.  Prostitutes were a major draw in entertainment venues, such as 

saloons, dance halls, and theaters, where they often doubled as actresses (Reiter 1978), 

resulting in a mutually beneficial financial relationship with the owners of these 

establishments.  In 1976, Johnson examined the impact of prostitution on the history and 

architecture of American theaters.  In the 19th century, prostitutes and their clients were 

relegated to the third tier of theater establishments, and, apparently, their presence 

resulted in more lucrative evenings at the theater.  Johnson (1976:117) notes, “Many 

managers argued that profits from the third tier kept the theaters open.  For example, one 

manager . . . declared that the theater’s bar would never be closed because the third tier 

supported the theater and the bar supported the third tier.”  She found that by the mid-

1800s, theater managers would not only sacrifice the ticket prices for prostitutes to ensure 

that their clients would patronize the establishment, but they would also send messengers 
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to houses of prostitution to recruit the women to attend performances.  Even when 

“public pressure occasionally led managers to close the third tier . . . , profits usually fell 

off miserably and forced the managers to change their minds and redouble their 

solicitation of prostitutes” (Johnson 1976:117).  Though Johnson’s study addresses the 

eastern United States, evidence that this phenomenon occurred there is present at the Bird 

Cage Theatre in Tombstone, Arizona.  When this theater was constructed in 1881, it was 

built with raised seating areas on either side of the theater (Figure 1).  Though these were, 

literally, the second tier, they were composed of individual curtained “cribs,” within 

which prostitutes could ply their trade, making the theater a more interesting form of 

entertainment for many of the miners.  

 

 
Figure 1.  The "third" tier at the Bird Cage Theater, Tombstone, Arizona. 
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 Other groups who found it profitable to accommodate prostitutes were merchants, 

service professionals, and property owners.  Goldman (1978:107), for example, states 

that property owners could lease to prostitutes or madams “at very high rates of profit.”  

Petrik (1987:57) portrays the contribution of prostitution as more direct, stating that 

pioneer merchants “understood that prostitution was an important contributor to the 

business community as an employer and customer.  The tenderloin required groceries, 

liquor, insurance, and construction.”  Barnhart’s (1986) list of groups who directly 

benefited by relationships with prostitutes is longer than Petrik’s and includes dress 

designers; clothing retailers; doctors, especially abortionists and those specializing in 

sexually transmitted diseases; liquor salesmen; theater managers; merchants selling 

luxury items, including fine-furniture and art dealers; carriage makers; carpenters; 

bricklayers; jewelers; silk merchants; shoemakers; milliners; musicians; and florists.  She 

suggests that these relationships constituted “at least one reason for the notoriously lax 

enforcement of anti-vice laws [in San Francisco].  Ordinances against prostitution were 

enforced primarily among Chinese and Latin American women—precisely those who, as 

individuals, had the least financial impact on the city’s private sector.” (Barnhart 

1986:75). 

 Enforcers of the law, including police, municipal officers, and judges, compose 

another group highlighted by western historians as having relationships with prostitutes.  

These relationships could be legal, illegal, or financial, depending on the situation.  Legal 

relationships were frequently those prostitutes wished to avoid, as they were made up of 

the officer as law enforcer and the prostitute as law breaker.  For the prostitute, this 
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version of the legal relationship manifested itself in being arrested and brought up on any 

number of charges that might include “drunkenness, disturbing the peace, cursing and 

swearing in public, indecent exposure, malicious mischief, public fighting [and] . . . 

vagrancy” (Butler 1985:100).  According, however, to the studies by Butler and Petrik, 

legal relationships between prostitutes and law enforcers could and often did occur with 

the prostitute as plaintiff.  Despite prostitutes’ criminal status, they were still citizens free 

to employ the legal system, and they often did so with familiarity and to their advantage:  

suing customers for nonpayment; divorcing husbands for any number of reasons; settling 

unfair charges against them; or prosecuting individuals for threats, assaults, robbery, or 

rape.  In numerous instances, Butler notes, they were called upon to testify as witnesses 

in murder or other violent cases because they often had a front-row seat to these types of 

events. 

 Illegal relationships with law enforcement personnel, these studies indicate, could 

take the form of official as customer; official as protector with prostitute as briber; or one 

in which the official forced sexual favors or payments based upon his position of power 

(Goldman 1981; Butler 1985).  Illegal and legal relationships between prostitutes and 

officers of the law were often financial as well, involving fees or fines on the legal side, 

and bribes, payoffs for protection, or charges for sexual service on the illegal side. 

 A final group that frontier prostitutes interacted with, the military, is thoroughly 

addressed by Butler (1985) and bears mentioning as part of a complete study of 

prostitution in the 19th-century mining West because in some cases, military forts were 

established around mining towns to protect the towns from Native Americans who were 
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hostile due to their displacement (Spence 1997; Foster et al. 2004:1).  Butler (1985:125) 

exposes the fact that the “ambiguous phrasing of some [military] regulations, coupled 

with a variety of odd episodes, blended together into a complex structure indicative of a 

de facto policy for the accommodation of prostitutes at military sites.”  One of the “odd 

episodes” she relates is the attempt by the U.S. Army at Fort Fauntleroy, New Mexico, to 

send Navajo prostitutes to talk to Navajo chiefs for the purpose of making peace after a 

massacre on the Navajo by the Army.  These women were “kept” by officers at the post, 

and not only did “the commanding officer [have] full knowledge of this custom, [he] did 

not hesitate to play upon the situation when he needed emissaries to the Indians” (Butler 

1985:134).  Butler also reports that Mexican prostitutes were readily accepted at Fort 

Union, New Mexico, as were Dakota Indian prostitutes at Fort Randall, Dakota Territory. 

 Sometimes prostitutes were allowed to travel with a regiment, as “laundresses,” 

“companions,” or simply “camp followers.”  The need for true laundresses, nurses, 

cooks, and other domestic servants allowed the presence of prostitutes to be covered up 

as needed.  Other prostitutes resided just outside of the forts, and were allowed to remain, 

while still others could be found at sutler’s stores, also located close to the forts, which 

were completely controlled by the military though run by civilians.  Prostitutes who 

worked there could be covered up as domestic servants but would have easy access to 

military personnel.  Prostitution of any form associated with the military was regulated, 

through “medical inspection, quarantine, or banishment” (Butler 1985:124), only when 

venereal disease threatened.  Butler (1985:139), in an explanation similar to Goldman’s 

regarding the miners, suggests that the support and encouragement of prostitution was 
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due to officials’ recognition of “male sexual desires, the tension at frontier posts, and the 

need to protect the respectable women who followed officer husbands to distant 

outposts.” 

 Many of the histories of frontier prostitution written during the 1970s and 1980s 

contain notable subthemes:  the reconstruction of the age and ethnic background of 

prostitutes in a given population; the effects of age and ethnic background on a 

prostitute’s marketability, on the way she was treated by society at large, and on her 

relationship with the law; the hazards of and violence encountered by those engaged in 

the profession; the prevalence of suicide; ordinances creating and the locations of red-

light districts; birth control and bearing children; and the motivations for entering the 

profession.  Exploration of these subthemes along with the driving directions of inquiry 

from studies during this period were ground-breaking, albeit sometimes conflicting, in 

their portrayal of frontier prostitution and went some distance toward breaking down the 

mythology of the West.  Perhaps it is asking too much of popular historical literature to 

have moved too far beyond the myth of the frontier prostitute, which it has not, in that it 

largely re-creates the biographical narrative of early histories, though occasionally with a 

sprinkle of information (e.g., hierarchy and hazards) that hearkens back to Butler et al. 

(e.g., Traywick 1993; Seagraves 1994; Blair 2000).  Recent scholarly historical literature 

about the mining frontier, however, does not seem to have moved forward since the 

1980s; rather, it continues to address the same subthemes. 

 Selcer’s (1992) study “Fort Worth and the Fraternity of Strange Women” is a 

reconstruction of prostitution in Fort Worth, Texas, in the late 19th century.  It includes a 
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description of ordinances against prostitution, and how they were generally ignored, 

except to collect regular fines that would guarantee continued operation; the location of 

the red-light district; the professional hierarchy; the age and ethnic background of the 

prostitute population; estimated financial returns; and violence, disease, and suicide.  

Near the conclusion, Selcer (1992:84-85) allows: 

Prostitution is part of a larger picture of crime and vice in early Fort Worth, and 
followed a pattern familiar all over the West.  Change the names and a few details 
and many of the same stories could just as easily describe Dodge City or Abilene 
or San Antonio, or even cities as far away as Denver and San Francisco.  This is 
partly because the West was “The West” everywhere, and it is the time period 
more than the geographic references that defined life in countless Western towns. 

 
 Bowers (1995), similarly, reconstructs prostitution in Laramie, Wyoming, in the 

years between 1868 and 1900.  Her study is composed of discussions of early 

establishments; ordinances against prostitution; the location of the red-light district; the 

professional hierarchy; financial returns; court appearances and fines; violence; the ethnic 

background of the prostitute population; relationships between prostitutes; and 

relationships between prostitutes and their lovers/pimps.  Like Barnhart suggested 

regarding San Francisco anti-vice-law enforcement (see above), Bowers (1995:30) argues 

that the: 

sizeable economic contribution [of prostitutes through fines] to the community 
served as a mitigating influence, discouraging any significant effort to drive them 
from the town. . . . It is clear that the profitability of the red light district 
influenced public attitudes and political decisions which tacitly condoned the 
existence of prostitution in Laramie City, Wyoming. 

 
 Rehashing the same information is problematic for scholarly pursuit in general, as 

its goal should be to advance our knowledge, and it has become especially so in relation 

to the role of prostitutes in the development of the mining West.  The studies of the 1970s 
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and 1980s were necessary to establish some general similarities in prostitution between 

towns, and they went a long way in demythologizing the frontier prostitute.  They are 

admirable in their depth and breadth, and they should be recognized as such.  Despite, 

however, the best intentions of the authors of these studies, they indicate that prostitutes 

most strongly participated in the development of the western United States as subjects of 

legal reform and a yardstick against which the “respectable” woman and her sphere of 

activity could be defined.  Even Petrik (1987:56-58), whose thesis most lends itself to the 

idea of women as movers and shakers, notes: 

Despite the demimonde’s growing geographical and social isolation from the 
larger community and its eventual economic decline, the fancy ladies influenced 
the development of the city and its legitimate citizens.  Helena’s anti-prostitution 
campaign illustrated the further development of the community’s identity and the 
differences between arriviste and pioneer perspectives. . . . [Further,] because 
prostitution removed the threat of male sexuality and confined illicit sexuality and 
its purveyors to a particular geographic area, other women were free to move 
through other parts of the city. . . . Helena’s fancy ladies had helped redraw the 
boundaries of the public sphere for Helena’s middling women. 

 
Focusing on prostitutes’ role as subjects of reform obscures their participation in 

developing the West through their work.  Though, as discussed on page 44, most studies 

from this period grant that “prostitution was an important contributor to the business 

community as an employer and customer” (Petrik 1987:57), and Goldman (1978) argues 

that miners required the sexual release provided by prostitutes to continue working in the 

mines, statements such as these are but brief mentions in larger studies and are generally 

not elaborated upon with reference to the extra-local picture.  It is time, therefore, to build 

upon these studies in a manner that expands our understanding of the role of prostitutes in 

making the West. 
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 Because historical archaeology looks at evidence that is, in part, not examined by 

any other field, and because it integrates several lines of evidence in a different manner 

than any other field, it is in a position to do so.  These lines of evidence include those 

from “the material-cultural, natural, intellectual, and social worlds, both in the present 

and the past.  When all these lines of evidence are integrated in historical archaeology, 

they should add up to more than the sum of their parts, and they often do” (Deagan 

1991:102).  Using the Hermitage Plantation study (see p. 13) as a quick and basic 

example, documents that make no mention of slave income combined with a stereoscopic 

image of slaves from the plantation in clothing provided by the plantation owners would 

seem to indicate that the gender identities of these plantation workers were structured by 

their owners only, but the recovery of coins from slave residences that could have been 

used to purchase clothing and accessories and of material culture reflecting self-

purchased clothing and accessories suggests otherwise and sheds light on social processes 

under colonialism.  Historical archaeology, therefore, has the potential to provide 

information on the past that no other field can, especially as related to economic 

organization and the social processes related to it (Deagan 1988). 

 Historical archaeology is particularly well suited to the study of capitalist 

societies because of the “culturally privileged role [they] have assigned to material 

phenomena since the fifteenth century” (Purser 1999:124).  Only historical archaeology 

can identify which and how much of these phenomena were engaged by particular 

peoples in reality and thereby begin to assess how and why they were used in relation to 

broader social processes.  Prostitution, however, is a fairly new subject for the field, and 
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thus far, historical-archaeological studies of the trade have been concerned with 

identifying or modeling its material signatures.  Historical-archaeological studies of 

prostitution in the mid to late 19th-century western United States, which are reviewed in 

the next chapter, have therefore tended to occur outside of a broader theoretical or 

conceptual framework. 
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CHAPTER 3.  HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE AMERICAN WEST 
 
 As discussed previously, historical studies of prostitution in the 19th-century 

American West, having put forth the combination of Victorian ideology and conditions of 

frontier life as the catalyst for prostitution, commonly focus on whether the West, as a 

less “civilized” area of the country during the mid to late 19th century, allowed women 

more societal freedoms than the eastern part of the country; the financial returns for its 

practitioners; and the relationships of prostitutes with other groups with reference to a 

number of popular subthemes: socioeconomic hierarchies of prostitution; the 

reconstruction of the age and ethnic background of prostitutes in a given population; the 

effects of age and ethnic background on a prostitute’s marketability, usually framed in a 

hierarchy; treatment by society at large and the law; hazards and violence; the prevalence 

of suicide; ordinances creating and the locations of red-light districts; birth control and 

bearing children; and the motivations for entering the profession.  Generally, these 

studies follow the decrease in social acceptance for prostitutes with increasing 

urbanization and institutionalization, leading to reform movements, intensified 

segregation of prostitutes from the rest of the community, and the eventual elimination of 

prostitution as it existed during its heyday. 

 Historical-archaeological studies of western-U.S. prostitution, relying on these 

accounts for context, have tended to address similar topics.  Given that such studies are 

relatively new, most of these have also included attempts to define the archaeological 

signatures of prostitution in the West.  In what appears to be one of the earliest of these 
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studies3, Simmons (1982, 1989) presents a model of prostitution in the mining West “as 

an interpretation of frontier cultural patterns” (Simmons 1989:42), specifically, how the 

type of mining and the economic phase of the mining town interacted to affect the 

settlement patterns of prostitutes.  Using documentary sources on Jacksonville, Oregon; 

Silver City, Idaho; and Virginia City, Nevada, between 1860 and 1890, Simmons 

attempts to link the impact of the economic phases (boom, bonanza, consolidation, 

recession, or exhaustion) of those mining towns with the settlement patterns of their 

prostitutes.  Her argument is that with each of these phases came varying levels of 

acceptance of prostitution, and the level of acceptance determined the physical 

integration of houses of prostitution with other houses and businesses.  The model 

highlights the decrease in social acceptance for prostitutes with increasing urbanization 

and institutionalization and the attempts to intensify segregation of prostitutes from the 

rest of the community, especially through ordinances creating red-light districts, a 

common historical subtheme.  In addition, she provides context for her study with the 

subthemes of prostitutes’ relationships and professional hazards, and the hierarchy of 

prostitution, which she links to the integration/segregation of prostitutes within the 

mining community, e.g., mid- to high-status prostitutes would tend to vacate a 

community in economic recession, while low-status prostitutes would remain (Simmons 

1989:53).  The historical context for Simmons’ study admirably recognizes the diversity 

in ethnicity of the prostitute population of the mining West, and especially thorough is 

                                                 
3 Though excavations conducted at the Vanoli Sporting Complex, Ouray, Colorado, which included rooms 
and cribs for prostitution were conducted in the 1970s, a report of this work has not been written.  The only 
information currently available on the results of these excavations is that presented by Blee (1991), now 
Spude (2005) (Spude, personal communication 2005). 
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her consideration of Chinese prostitutes, in that she discusses the native cultural view of 

prostitution in China and explains the trafficking system that was most frequently 

responsible for the presence of Chinese prostitutes in the United States.   

Simmons was not able to find archaeological data with which to test her model, 

but she models what those data might look like as the material culture of prostitution.  

The material culture part of the model, created to discern prostitution and its settlement 

patterns archaeologically, is established with reference to hierarchies of “status” within 

the Euroamerican and Chinese populations of prostitutes, as presented in Table 1.  Table 

2 outlines the artifacts that Simmons suggests will be encountered for each stratum.   

Blee (1991), like Simmons, attempts to define some of the archaeological 

signatures of prostitution, but with the goal of distinguishing them from the signatures of 

other households in functionally mixed assemblages.  Using historical records, she 

identifies the most probable contributors by household type (family, male-only 

household, saloon, hotel and restaurant, brothel, and military) to the Mill Creek Dump, a 

Euroamerican dump in Skagway, Alaska, that “accumulated between 1897 and 1900 

during the height of the Klondike Gold Rush, with subsequent, and less significant 

deposits occurring into the mid-1910s” (Blee 1991:4).  She then uses a series of multiple 

linear regressions on the data recovered from the Mill Creek Dump to estimate the 

relative contribution of each household type to a given unit within the dump.  The 

independent variables used for the regressions were data calibration sets generated from 

data from comparative sites known to have functioned as one of these household types.   



  
 

55

TABLE 1.  Economic Levels of Frontier Prostitution (after Simmons 1989:20, 22) 

Type Associated Establishment Client Contact/Service Approximate 
Fee or Type 
of Economic 
Exchange 

Economic 
Control 
Of 
Service 

Euroamerican 

Mistress Residence/home One client focus, live-in 
arrangement or separate house, 
date 

Room and 
board, living 
allowance, 
gifts 

Mistress 

Courtesan Residence/home Group of select admirers, 
weekend or temporary live-in, 
date 

Luxury items, 
gifts, $10 - 
$100 

Courtesan 

Parlor 
House 

Establishment furnishing a parlor for 
receiving clients, and bedrooms for 
business; emphasis on luxurious décor

1 hour - evening in the parlor 
house, entertainment, 
conversation, companionship; 

$5 - $50 Madam 

Brothel Establishment furnishing a receiving 
area and bedrooms for business 
(quality of facility varied) 

½ hour - evening (service varied 
from similar to parlor house to 
only sexual service 

$1 - $10 Madam 

Crib Grouping of small one-room houses 
or apartments, generally all in a line or 
in an alley 

10 -30 minutes (client usually 
remained clothed) 

$0.25 - $1 Prostitute/ 
procurer 

Dance 
Hall/ 
Saloon 

Small rooms or screened cubicles in 
hall or saloon or residence/home 

Varied; personal services in the 
facility, sexual services in the 
facility, or arrangement for later 
contact away from hall/saloon 

Varied, usually 
a percentage 
from alcohol 
sales 

Prostitute 
or 
proprietor 

Vagrants Small room, small house/shanty on 
edge of town, hotel room, tent; 
itinerate occupancy of abandoned 
structures 

Varied Varied: $0.10 - 
$1,  
alcohol 

Prostitute 

Chinese 

Concubine 
(mistress) 

Residence/home Client/owner; live-in arrangement, 
entertainment, managing business 
affairs, etc. 

Room and 
board, gifts 

Owner/ 
client 

Courtesan  
(high 
status) 

Upstairs apartment, residence/home Evening, several hours; one or 
several long-term regular clients, 
Chinese only; entertainment 

Money and 
favors (gifts 
to courtesans) 

Owner 
(who might 
also be the 
client) 

Brothel or 
Crib (low 
status) 

Small room or screened cubicles in a 
brothel or in association with a 
gambling hall; cribs--small one-room 
houses grouped together in a line or 
alley 

10 - 30 minutes, Euroamerican 
and Chinese clientele 

$0.25 - $0.50 Owner 
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TABLE 2.  Archaeological Indicators of Frontier Prostitution (after Simmons 1989) 

Level Architecture Artifacts 

Better Brothels and Parlor Houses Generally one-and-a-half to two 
stories.  Small, three-woman 
residences to 15-bedroom hotel-like 
structures.  One or more parlors. 

Abundance of female personal 
items, including grooming items 
(perfumes, cosmetics), 
medical/health aids (female tonics), 
birth control devices (douche kits), 
foot wear (shoebuttons), jewelry, 
indulgences (opium tins, expensive 
alcohol), luggage (trunk hardware), 
purses, pen knives, and infant care 
devices (rattle, nursing bottle).  
Furnishings that include decorative 
items, housewares, and appliances, 
cleaning and maintenance items. 
Artifacts associated with 
commercial sexuality and 
entertainment, including brass 
checks, alcohol glasses and bottles, 
board and card games, and musical 
instruments.  

Mid-Status Establishments Small structure, including a parlor or 
receiving room and bedrooms. 

Lack of kitchen artifacts, fewer 
decorative items, lower quality 
furnishings.  Low frequencies of 
personal items because employees 
reside elsewhere.  Body ritual and 
grooming items, birth control 
devices, and personal adornments 
should be present.  Qualitatively 
different items from high-status 
establishments. 

Low Status Establishments Rooms over saloons, brothels, cribs, 
cottages, shacks. 

Low frequency of personal items 
with accompanying reduction in 
quality.  Body ritual and grooming 
items will be prevalent along with 
alcohol bottles.  Gaming pieces for 
saloons, along with inexpensive 
glassware and alcohol bottles. 

Lodging Houses and Dance Halls Lodging houses and hotels Used by all status groups and 
difficult to identify.  Regular 
services at the establishment would 
likely result in personal grooming 
items, artifacts relating to hygiene, 
and women’s artifacts such as 
hairpins, beads, buttons, and 
jewelry. 
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 While she would have preferred to use data from isolated household types in 

Skagway, these were not available, nor, for the most part, were excavated prostitution 

sites from anywhere in the country.  Blee’s comparative data for brothels, therefore, were 

generated by data from the Vanoli Sporting Complex, a complex of buildings in Ouray, 

Colorado, that housed entertainment venues, including rooms and cribs used by 

prostitutes, between 1881 and 1915 (Baker 1972), and from “four dumps and a number of 

features associated with brothels in the red-light district of Blairmore, a coal-mining 

community in the Crowsnest Pass area of Alberta” (Blee 1991:202), dating between 1904 

and 1939 (Kennedy 1983).   

 Blee admits that problems exist in the comparability of the brothel data, and that 

variables such as ethnicity, socioeconomic status, fragmentation, and differential 

preservation could impact the outcome of multiple linear regression analyses for all 

household types involved.  Still, certain brothel-assemblage characterizations could be 

made, including comparatively high relative frequencies of liquor bottles and associated 

categories, female-specific items, “exceeding that of [comparative] families by almost 

three times” (Blee 1991:225), pharmaceutical bottles, and armaments.  

  In examining the greater picture, Blee (1991:302-303) references the Victorian 

perception that men needed sex to prevent violent behavior though she does not give it 

credibility, and she concludes that the function of brothels and sporting houses “was 

crucial to the maintenance of social organization in the western mining community. . . . 

provid[ing] a keenly-felt social need that could be replaced only by the family,” which is 
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somewhat reminiscent of the history that highlights the initial civilizing influence of 

prostitution prior to the arrival of other women and families. 

 Blee’s study highlights two challenges in identifying prostitution-related 

assemblages in the mining West.  The first is that given the aversion of Victorian 

hegemony to prostitution, historical documentation that might elucidate an assemblage as 

created by prostitutes might not exist or might not be accessible (see Chapter 5), a 

problem experienced by Bourdeau (1982:304) during his investigations of Cabo’s Tavern 

in Chico, California.  Bourdeau found a hat pin and barrette, which in combination with 

local rumors of early 20th-century prostitution in the upper stories of a hotel formerly 

located on the block raised the possibility that he had identified a prostitution-related 

deposit, but he could not confirm this possibility because the artifacts were limited and no 

documentation could be found.   The second challenge elucidated by Blee is that the 

diversity of mining-West prostitutes might result in very different-looking assemblages, 

which would make it difficult to establish reliable means of identifying sites without 

documentation.  One way, however, in which prostitutes in the mining West were not 

diverse is that they were predominantly women; in a recent study, Spude ([formerly Blee] 

2005) demonstrated how differences in the relative frequencies of gender-specific 

artifacts between brothels and saloons, in which women and men, respectively, selected 

the material culture, might be discerned from each other.  This demonstration was 

achieved using comparative brothel and saloon data from her earlier study, more recent 

data from a brothel-related excavation in Los Angeles (see below), and two saloon-

related excavations in Alaska.  Studies such as this one are instructive, given that the 
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ephemeral nature of many occupations in the mining West means that many of them 

“rarely existed long enough to generate any kind of historic documentation” (Spude 

2005:103); therefore, such methods may be needed to identify those places where 

prostitution occurred in that spatiotemporal context. 

 A study for which historical documentation appears to have been readily available 

is Wegars’ (1989) study of prostitution in Moscow, Idaho.  This study did not involve 

material culture, but it was conducted as part of a historical-archaeological project.  

Wegars examined historical fire-insurance maps, local newspapers, census data, deed 

books, legal records, oral histories, and secondary sources regarding prostitution in 

Moscow. The result of the study is a detailed reconstruction of the trade in the town with 

reference to the usual subthemes:  the location of the red-light district, legal run-ins, 

status hierarchy, ethnicity, violence and other occupational hazards, suicide, and the 

eventual demise of prostitution due to legal reforms in the early 1900s.  In addition, 

Wegars traces the ownership of the three brothels or parlor houses in the town.  Studies 

of this nature are certainly important in that they generate interest in local history.  

Overall, however, it suffers from engaging the perspective of written documents of the 

sort that would generally have an anti-prostitution slant, legal records and newspapers, 

the latter of which focused on the more negatively sensational events involving 

prostitutes, and from the absence of an overarching theoretical direction of inquiry, in the 

sense that now that we have data on Moscow prostitutes, how can those data be used to 

inform on broader historical and human issues? 
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 A similar absence of overarching theory can be found in a recent historical-

archaeological study involving late 19th-century prostitution in the mining town of 

Prescott, Arizona (Foster et al. 2004).  The project area, consisting of six adjacent lots 

along Granite Street within the original townsite of Prescott, was the center of Prescott’s 

red-light district during its boom years and prior to its destruction by fire in 1900.  It also 

contained businesses run and owned by Chinese residents of Prescott, whose 

neighborhood was concentrated on the opposite side of Granite Street.  One of the 

features identified within the project area was a privy associated with a former building 

that operated as a brothel between at least 1880 and 1889, if not longer.  The types and 

dates of the artifacts in the privy, which included female-specific artifacts and a high 

proportion of alcohol-bottle glass, were taken to demonstrate their association with the 

brothel occupation. 

 The context for the prostitution-related portion of this study, though it 

acknowledges the red-light district as an “important economic and recreational center for 

old Prescott” (Foster et al. 2004:63), is familiar territory, based on the same accounts as 

most others, as it heavily references Butler (1985) and most heavily Seagraves (1994; see 

p. 47).  It discusses the scarcity of women in the West, how, “as the West became 

civilized beginning in the early 1900s, prostitutes were pushed further to the fringes of a 

newly righteous American society” (Foster et al. 2004:64), and most prominently the 

hierarchy of frontier prostitution.  Information specific to Prescott notes the presence of 

Chinese, Euroamerican, and Hispanic prostitutes and an 1895 newspaper report of “over 

one hundred female denizens” (cited by Foster et al. 2004:67) in the red-light district.  
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Such documentation, however, was limited, as Foster et al. (2004:67) indicate that “there 

are very few records that document prostitution in Prescott before 1900.”  The context’s 

summation of the experiences and contributions of prostitutes revives the social 

determinism and civilizing influence themes, respectively, of other historical accounts:   

For most of its practitioners, prostitution was . . . a career forced on them by 
miserable economic circumstances and the lack of opportunities.  Despite the 
darkness of their profession and social marginalization, prostitutes played a 
significant and lasting role in the taming of the West and the building of America 
[Foster et al. 2004:67]. 

 
 As previously noted, documentation regarding prostitution in Prescott was found 

to be scarce.  Documentary evidence presented in the report of this study consists 

primarily of maps and photographs.  Strangely, though, despite the concern of this study 

with ethnicity, the ethnic background of the six women who were blatantly identified on 

the 1880 census as “prostitutes” living in the house associated with the privy in the 

project area is not provided, nor are their names, ages, or other data such as the census 

usually records.  Fortunately, the authors captured most of these data in a subsequently 

published summary article of the study (Foster et al. 2005).  In either case, the few 

documents that are presented along with the artifact analyses are used to reconstruct 

prostitution in Prescott without reference to a broader context, with the conclusions that 

alcohol was consumed, pipes were smoked, people were eating food, patent medicines 

were used, and grooming and personal hygiene were important in the brothel; that the 

residents of the brothel, including the madam, had access to and ability to pay for 

expensive items; and that the house of prostitution was likely a “nice” (Foster et al. 
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2004:157) brothel as opposed to the parlor house, low-end brothel, or crib categories 

established in the hierarchy.   

 Interestingly, Foster et al. (2004:81) mention that a goal of historical archaeology 

is to put the histories of “ordinary people . . . into a local, national, and international 

perspective.”  Further, a sizeable portion of the chapter that synthesizes the historical-

archaeological data is an analysis of product availability and market access for Prescott 

based on Pred’s (1964) commodity flow model in combination with the history of supply 

routes to Prescott, an analysis that concludes that though Prescott had to obtain many 

manufactured items from the eastern part of the country, transportation systems were 

such that these items were readily accessible.  These findings, however, are not linked to 

those regarding prostitution in order to put the latter into a broader historical perspective. 

 The study that probably comes closest to being situated within a broad historical 

context is also the most complex and in-depth archaeological investigation associated 

with prostitution in the western United States to date:  the Metropolitan Water District of 

Southern California Headquarters Facility (Metropolitan Headquarters) project conducted 

in Los Angeles in 1996 (Costello et al. 1998; Costello 1999; Meyer et al. 2005).  The 

project area, an ethnically mixed, 1870s “upper-middle-class” turned late 19th- / early 

20th-century “working-class” neighborhood, housed among the residences and businesses 

cribs and brothels during its working-class days.  The earliest brothels in the project area 

began operating during the mid-1880s, and the cribs began to be constructed and used for 

business approximately a decade later.    
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 The cribs were constructed as part of an organized real-estate-with-benefits-type 

venture, wherein the non-prostitute crib owners obtained financial backing for their 

construction, then reaped the profits of rental.  In the project area at this time, cribs were 

rented out to use during six-hour shifts and not to live in.  The brothels were leased or 

rented to and operated by madams.  With one exception, features potentially associated 

with the cribs and brothels could not be associated with those places due either to their 

concurrent filling by multiple households or their spatial and temporal proximity to other 

occupations that could just as easily have used the artifacts.  The one exception, however, 

a series of three privies with six seats clearly associated with a Euroamerican brothel, 

produced 1,845 artifacts used between 1885 and 1901, when the privy complex was filled 

in during a single dumping episode.  These brothel-related artifacts were used at a time 

when Los Angeles was a sizeable, urbanized entity with a population of over 60,000 and 

thus not directly comparable to a mining camp or town.  Some of what occurs in this 

study, however, is relevant to and instructive for the archaeology of prostitution in the 

mining West.  Although distinctions are drawn between parlor houses/brothels and cribs, 

the study avoids dwelling on this common subtheme, and in doing so, engages new and 

salient questions that have typically been overlooked in the wake of hierarchies.  Two 

directions of inquiry within this multifaceted study are highlighted here. 

 The first of these is the question of how “the material correlates of working-class 

culture . . . might have varied by ethnicity over time” (Costello et al. 1998:12), 

particularly as pertains to consumer behavior, but with recognition that consumer 

behavior could be affected by the availability of goods.  The brothel with which the privy 
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complex was associated was known to be occupied by Euroamerican women, but the 

privy deposit could not be separated according to ethnic background because it would not 

be possible to know which prostitutes used which artifacts; therefore, this question could 

not be addressed for prostitutes specifically.  Historical documentation pertaining to the 

project area, however, noted that prostitutes in the vicinity were French, Irish, Japanese, 

Black, octoroon, Mexican, and German, some immigrants, but most were from the 

eastern United States (Costello 1999:153).  If, therefore, other features associated with 

establishments of prostitution and used by identifiable ethnic groups had been 

encountered, differences in consumer behavior might have been examined in an attempt 

to recognize whether and how ethnic boundaries were being maintained. 

 This research question would be significant when examining how different 

cultures responded to a sudden and intense exposure to each other, but it takes on an 

added dimension of significance in relation to the second research question highlighted 

here, that of how resistance to Victorianism was expressed in the material culture of 

prostitution (Costello 1999:10).  Again, this question was necessarily limited to the single 

Euroamerican brothel, which evidenced little resistance to Victorianism in its décor, 

despite the activities occurring within.  The décor, however, would have been selected by 

the madam and not the prostitutes, and in either case, likely more represents the attitudes 

of the customers toward Victorian ideological precepts and not those of the women.  As 

will be discussed in Chapter 9, combining the two research questions could result in 

greater insights into the motivations and choices of prostitutes in the 19th-century mining 

West, depending on how their answers intersect. 
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 These motivations are especially elusive given not only the dearth of prostitutes’ 

voices in the historical record, but also the lack of archaeological data for 19th-century 

western-U.S. prostitution.  It is somewhat astonishing that for a group that is so rarely 

omitted from western-history studies, even if only briefly mentioned, and that constitutes 

such a significant part of the identity of the American West, so few archaeological sites 

have been identified or excavated in that area of the country.  Though it is possible that 

some, like the Vanoli Sporting Complex, await write-up, western-U.S. prostitution is still 

incredibly underrepresented in archaeological studies, even more so if hinterland 

communities alone are the subject of excavation, a problem likely compounded by the 

difficulty of identifying such sites, as noted above.  The recently published volume of 

Historical Archaeology, titled “Sin City” (Seifert 2005), and the results of 1996 and 2002 

queries about brothel archaeology on the national HISTARCH listserv contain more 

references to archaeological work related to prostitution in the eastern United States and 

outside of the country than the western United States.  This difference is due largely to 

the quality and density of deposits recovered from Five Points in New York and Mary 

Ann Hall’s brothel in Washington, D.C., but also to the fact that information on projects 

other than the Metropolitan Headquarters project in Los Angeles was either unreported or 

under-published in 1998 when the symposium upon which “Sin City” was based 

occurred. 

The publication of “Sin City” and the publication of the article regarding the 

excavations in Prescott (Foster et al. 2005) simultaneously demonstrate that prostitution 

has become a serious topic for historical archaeologists as well as historians and the need 
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for situating this topic within broader conceptual frameworks for historical inquiry.  

Many of the eastern-U.S. studies, generated by topics such as the differences in the public 

and private accoutrements of the profession in New York (Yamin 2005) and St. Paul 

(Ketz et al. 2005), the resemblance of such accoutrements to those of the upper-middle 

class (Seifert and Balicki 2005; Yamin 2005) and between brothels in Washington D.C. 

(Seifert and Balicki 2005), and the legal encounters of prostitutes and the archaeological 

and historical details of Mary Ann Hall’s brothel in Washington D.C. (O’Brien 2005) are 

also localized and artifact-driven and do not make reference to a broader conceptual 

framework.  

 In a discussion of the importance of combining the fields of archaeology and 

history in the study of historical-archaeological sites, John Milner Associates, Inc., and 

Howard University (1993:29) note, “While historical archaeologists have recognized the 

need for documenting the local historical context for the purpose of archaeological 

inquiry, they have been less adept at placing archaeological sites in the broader context of 

significant historical concerns.”  Using archaeological sites only to “reinforce or refute” 

documents, or using documents only to help interpret the meaning of archaeological 

remains: 

sometimes provides what we often call “a richer picture of life in the past,” [but] it 
does little to take advantage of the real potentials of historical archaeology, and 
produces little information that probably could not have been acquired through a 
more thorough examination of the historical documentation.  The questions that 
count [in historical archaeology] cannot be answered by either historical or 
archaeological data alone, or through simple comparison of the two data 
categories [Deagan 1988:9]. 
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Thus far, many historical or historical-archaeological studies of prostitution in the 

western United States have been unsuccessful at moving beyond the local context, and of 

the latter, many have served more to reinforce historical documents and accounts based 

on those documents than to address new questions or broader historical contexts.  The 

Metropolitan Headquarters project comes closest in its examination of the relationship of 

material culture to Victorianism, its recognition of Victorianism as a hegemonic force, 

and the potential for resistance to that force.  Ultimately, however, the conclusion of the 

study, which says that much of the material culture used in the brothel replicated that of 

the Victorian home, leaves us with the inference that the madam presented this façade to 

provide “a warm, decorous setting that would encourage regular customers, the kind who 

paid for the illusion of being engaged in something more than just a business transaction” 

(Costello 1999:148), an inference that may, perhaps, have been garnered from historical 

accounts of comparable houses, for example, Reverend William Taylor’s mid-1850s 

description of “‘the house of the strange woman,’ magnificent without, beautiful within, 

furnished with Brussels velvet, silk, and damask.  Heavy furniture of rosewood, and walls 

hung with beautiful paintings; and music from piano-forte, melodeon, and harp” (quoted 

in Gentry 1964:52), from photographs (Figure 2), or from material culture in museums 

such as the Old Homestead in Cripple Creek (Figure 3).   

Of course, one problem with the result of this study as relates to prostitution is that 

the publicly displayed items, including dishware, would have been purchased by the 

madam, and therefore they tell us little about prostitutes’ adherence or resistance to 

Victorian ideology.  This problem aside, the argument could be made that the level of  



  
 

68

 
Courtesy San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library     © Moulin Archives 

Figure 2.  Home of Madam Tessie Wall, San Francisco, 1932.4 

 

replication was not known for Los Angeles specifically and that this particular house may 

have displayed material culture resistant to Victorianism.  Such an argument, though, 

returns the direction of inquiry to the local context.  This is not to say that localized 

studies cannot produce useful information; rather, it is to say that unless the purpose of a 

study is purely to describe the local population and manifestation of prostitution, such 

information must be situated with reference to broader historical contexts and associated 

relationships (see pp. 12-13). 

                                                 
4 Although this photograph depicts Tessie Wall’s home after her brothel was shut down in 1917, these 
pieces represent those present in the former establishment (Wallechinsky and Wallace 1978:930-931). 
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Courtesy Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, X-758 

Figure 3.  Material culture featured at the Old Homestead Museum, Cripple Creek, Colorado. 

 

 The following chapters establish a conceptual framework to situate the study of 

prostitution in the 19th-century mining West with reference to such contexts and 

relationships.  While it is certainly the case that Victorian perceptions of sexuality and  

labor influenced the creation of conditions conducive to the fulfillment of sexual and 

economic needs by prostitution and affected the place of prostitutes in society, the 
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tendency to retell this story obscures the uniqueness of the 19th-century western United 

States as an area of new and intense interaction between any number of groups who 

brought their own values, perceptions, and contributions to this setting.  Further, the 

common practice of merely reconstructing the history of prostitution in a single locality 

ignores the role of the western United States, and therefore its occupants, in a larger 

socioeconomic system. 

In losing sight of these key elements of the frontier, so too do we lose sight of the 

agency of the women who practiced prostitution, by situating them as subjects of a social 

determinism in which destitute women, who were not supposed to work, gravitated into 

one of the only forms of labor available to them; eliminating the identities and 

motivations of the prostitutes who did not subscribe to Victorian values; dissociating 

immigrant prostitutes from forms of and value judgments on prostitution present in their 

homelands, which may not coincide with those of the Victorians; and ignoring the 

contributions of frontier prostitutes to the world-system, without which, as will be 

illustrated in the next chapter, they cannot be truly integrated into history as active 

participants in the development of the mining West. 
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CHAPTER 4.  THE WEST, THE WORLD-SYSTEM, AND WOMEN’S WORK 
 

In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner delivered an address to the American 

Historical Association in Chicago.  This address, titled “The Significance of the Frontier 

in American History,” would drive the field of western history for the next several 

decades.  Its central thesis was, “The existence of an area of free land, its continuous 

recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American 

development” (Turner 1997[1920]:1).  Turner maintained that, over time, the frontier had 

been continuously born anew, west of an imaginary line that marked the edge of 

civilization and that moved west as the frontier it previously marked completed social 

evolution.  According to Turner, by the fortitude of white explorers, traders, the U.S. 

Army, miners, ranchers, cattle herders, and farmers coming from the eastern United 

States, social evolution throughout the nation had been completed by 1890.  “The 

frontier,” he said, “has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American 

history” (Turner 1997[1920]:38). 

Turner’s American West witnessed the archetypes of western mythology, the 

cowboy, the miner, the farmer, “returning to the wilderness, [where] men could be 

restored to the innocence of their youth, sloughing off the blemishes of age” (Worster 

1991:9).  There, away from the hierarchical political, economic, and social structures of 

the eastern United States, each man, having a fresh start, laid hold of a piece of free land 

and worked it for crops, or ore, or raised cattle on it.  All the while, they attempted to 

civilize the savage Indians, Indians being the only other group around, who had once 

lived on the land but never owned it and who, incidentally, were good guides.  In this 
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way, they could form a “simple democratic place, unfortunately at the mercy of those 

outsiders [easterners] but fortunately far removed from them physically” (Worster 

1991:21); and so Progress moved farther west. 

While this summation may be somewhat exaggerated, it is true that Turner held 

an idealistic view of the West, and one that was not easily let go by him, his students, his 

students’ students, or still by much of the American public.  Beginning in the mid-20th 

century, however, some historians began to challenge Turner’s thesis on all fronts, a 

movement that culminated in the New Western History of today.  Among the historical 

flaws with which these historians and their successors have taken issue are the absence of 

women, minorities, immigrants, and peoples who were already present; the absence of 

these groups’ perspectives or voices; the inattention to the interactions of these groups 

with Euroamerican males and with each other; the inattention to environmental 

devastation; the lack of recognition of the imperialist nature of the United States’ 

movement into the West; definitions of “Progress” and “civilization”; the idea that the 

frontier as a place of new and intense intercultural contact ended in 1890; the use of the 

term “frontier”; and the flaw with which this chapter is concerned:  the conception of the 

West as an isolated, self-contained entity.  Following Robbins (1994), White (1991), and 

others, it is established here that the 19th-century western United States was an integral 

part of and cannot be considered separately from a larger world-system. 

The Modern World-System 

 Just as the use of world-systems theory is debated in the social sciences (see p. 

21), so is the concept of a world-system.  The debates in regard to the latter are framed 
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around a variety of issues, such as the definition of a world-system, whether there have 

been many world-systems or one world system, the components of a world-system, and 

the genesis of the modern world-system (Hall 2000; Peregrine 2000).  For the purposes of 

this discussion, however, the genesis of the modern world-system is not so important to 

recognize as is the fact that the modern world-system, though still evolving, had been in 

place well before the mid to late 19th century.  Here, I use “world-system” following 

Wallerstein (1974), who defines it as an intersocietal, multicultural system marked by a 

self-contained and extensive division of labor, both occupational and geographical 

(Wallerstein 1974:349; Hall 2000:4).  Wallerstein (1974:347) states: 

A world-system is a social system, one that has boundaries, structures, member 
groups, rules of legitimation, and coherence.  Its life is made up of the conflicting 
forces which hold it together by tension, and tear it apart as each group seeks 
eternally to remold it to its advantage.  It has the characteristics of an organism, in 
that it has a life-span over which its characteristics change in some respects and 
remain stable in others.  One can define its structures as being at different times 
strong or weak in terms of the internal logic of its functioning. 

  
 Wallerstein defines two types of world-systems based on the form of political 

control:  world-systems whose spatial composition falls largely or entirely under the 

control of a single political entity are world-empires.  Those whose spatial composition 

falls under the control of multiple political entities are world-economies.  The latter 

comprise three socio-politico-economic divisions:  core-states (cores), peripheral areas 

(peripheries) and semiperipheral areas (semiperipheries). 

 Cores are the areas that reap the greatest economic benefit from the world-

economy, and they do so through exploitation of the peripheries.  In general, a core 

“employs advanced industrial production and distribution and has strong states, a strong 
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bourgeoisie, and a large working class,” while a periphery “specializes in raw materials 

production and has weak states, a small bourgeoisie, and many peasants.”  The 

semiperiphery, often a former core or periphery that was redefined during shifts in a 

world-system, is intermediate between the two “in its economic, social, and political roles 

and its own internal structure” (Hall 2000:5).  Members of the core provide the periphery 

with some type of economic benefit, at a lower rate than they would have to pay out in 

the core but, at least ideally, high enough to keep periphery laborers satisfied.  These 

laborers, in turn, provide the core with materials or products that are then distributed in 

the core at a tidy profit.  A core generally maintains the upper hand in these exchanges 

through either real force, whether economic sanctions, withholding of goods, or outright 

violence, or at least the implication that these could occur.  In addition, the number of 

attempts by peripheries to challenge the upper hand of the core may be mitigated if the 

perception is that the benefit to the periphery is better than the alternative, which it (the 

perception) often is.   

 Internally, the core avoids conflicts through the creation of a “cultural-national 

identity” that serves to unify it in the “interests of key groups” (Wallerstein 1974:349), 

thereby strengthening those interests and legitimizing the disadvantages to the 

peripheries.  The hegemonic cultural-national group, the one that dominates the world-

system at a given point in time, is therefore able to do so through “its sheer economic and 

political power” (Hall 2000:7).  The members of semiperipheries, though their goals may 

not be in line with hegemonic interests, may serve to protect those interests because they 

form an at least partial political buffer for the core against the periphery or function as an 
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intermediary between the two.  Semiperipheries also serve as “collection points of vital 

skills that are often politically unpopular” (Wallerstein 1974:349-350).  For these 

reasons, Wallerstein (1974:349) contends, “The semiperiphery is a necessary structural 

element in a world-economy.” 

 Incorporating all three socio-politico-economic divisions is the modern world-

system, a capitalist world-economy unusual in that it “has survived [at least] 500 years 

and yet has not come to be transformed into a world-empire” (Wallerstein 1974:348).  

The reason that this transformation has not occurred is that the capitalist system and its 

rewards extend into numerous political entities and therefore, because no single entity 

controls them, operate outside of all of them, resulting in unchecked economic expansion 

of the modern world-system (Wallerstein 1974:348).  Unchecked economic expansion 

has culminated in a world-economy that is now global in its reach (Agnew 1987; Ward 

1988; Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000), with investments, profits, and job markets that 

have little reverence for national borders.  The modern world-system, then, is not a 

world-system but the world-system.  The processes leading to this global economy were 

well underway by the time gold was discovered in California in 1849, a discovery that 

would ultimately catapult the United States into its status as a core. 

The Mining West and the World-Economy 

 In January of 1848, an assistant to James Marshall in the construction of a 

sawmill for John Sutter wrote in his diary, “This day some kind of mettle was found in 

the tail race that looks like goald, first discovered by James Martial, the Boss of the Mill” 

(quoted in Paul 1947:17).  Despite Marshall’s “uncontrollably excited” response and 
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Sutter’s foresight of “a stampede” (Paul 1947:18), it is impossible that either man could 

have foreseen the effect that this discovery, in a place so remote from what was then the 

rest of the United States, would have on the still-young country.  Today, the story that 

follows is familiar:  After President Polk confirmed the presence of gold at the close of 

the year, the rush was on.  Between 1848 and 1852, the non-Indian population of 

California increased by approximately 15 times over its previous amount of 14,000.  

“Americans, Europeans, Chinese, Mexicans, and Chileans” (White 1991:191), most of 

them men, found their way to the Sierra foothills by boat or by trail, and there they began 

to dig, soon branching out to other parts of the state and Oregon Territory.  These men, 

with the right combination of invention, instruction, location, and luck, might recover 

$5,000 worth of gold in one day’s worth of effort (Paul 1947:57).  This amount, however, 

was a pittance when held up to the profits eventually made by men who never wielded a 

pickaxe or pan in their search for fortune. 

The Creation of a Core and the Concentration of Capital 

 Prior to the Civil War, the United States economy was dominated by agriculture, 

most notably the growing of corn, wheat, and hay.  As early, however, as the 1830s, the 

country was additionally engaged in the cotton trade, made possible by the environmental 

conditions of the South; the shipping and re-export trade; and the construction of 

railroads in the northeast.  In all of these activities, the United States was tied to 

international capital through its reliance on Europe, the West Indies, and South America 

as major markets for exported goods and through investments, especially from Britain, 

whose position as the world’s industrial leader resulted in the healthy accumulation of 
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capital in some sectors of British society.  Though it would require hindsight to observe, 

this period contained the seeds of the United States’ takeover of Britain’s position, in the 

form of factories spread throughout the northeastern part of the country (North 1965; 

Agnew 1987).  By 1860, no longer restricted to the Northeast, these eastern 

manufacturing concerns were responsible for the production of goods, including cotton 

goods; lumber; boots and shoes; flour and meal; men’s clothing; cast, forged, rolled, and 

wrought iron; machinery; woolen goods; carriages, wagons, and carts; and leather, the 

annual value of which totaled two billion dollars.  During that year, these goods were 

produced by 12 percent of the labor force, but the majority was still engaged in 

agriculture.  Involvement in the latter, however, was steadily dropping, and a reversal 

would be in effect shortly after the Civil War (Agnew 1987:42-44). 

 As manufacturing took off in the United States during the early to mid-19th 

century, a significant number of the labor force came from outside the country, especially 

England, Germany, and Ireland, and many of these immigrants would follow reports of 

gold to California.  In addition to bringing immigrants to the United States, 

manufacturing brought steady profits to a number of eastern-U.S. merchants, bankers, 

and industrialists.  For these entrepreneurs, the gold rush was a “dream and a great spur to 

capital accumulation.  For the shrewd, the tactful, the risk takers, and those with access to 

credit, the world lay before them.  It brought capital from all corners and all at once” 

(Robbins 1994:12; emphasis in original). 

 It was not gold alone, though, that attracted eastern-U.S. and international capital 

to California, specifically San Francisco, though gold was certainly an added incentive.  
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With the stream of people that had poured into the state, and rumblings of a possible 

transcontinental railroad to the Pacific Coast, it was logical to establish San Francisco as 

the major shipping port for goods coming in and out of the western United States: 

[Californians] bought through importers at San Francisco not only vast quantities 
of foodstuffs that in other states normally were products of the community that 
consumed them, but also bricks and prefabricated buildings of wood, stone, and 
iron, from as far as China and England.  About six hundred houses, some framed, 
some of galvanized iron, had arrived in San Francisco by the fall of 1849. . . . 
Eastern traders . . . shortly devised and employed the finest clipper ships for a 
market willing to pay a premium for fast service in luxury goods.  Over three 
fifths of the businessmen in San Francisco in 1850 called themselves commission 
merchants and importers.  The San Franciscans burned illuminating gas produced 
from Australian coal (at from thirty-six to forty dollars a ton even in 1854); they 
cooled their drinks with ice from Alaska [Pomeroy 1965:122]. 
 

 For those with foresight, the potential combination of ocean port and rail line 

meant an area where people would settle, and several capital ventures were into real 

estate, an investment that began to pay off in the gold rush years.  The crude mining 

camps of the forty-niners were replaced almost overnight with “handsome edifices” 

(Taylor 1850:203) housing banks, hotels, merchants, and any number of other services 

catering to the exponentially growing population of the city and its surrounding areas, 

from the Pacific Coast north to south and east to the Rocky Mountains (Robbins 

1994:173).  Many members of this population were the miners in search of the next lode, 

and their activity in the western United States fueled investments in mining ventures, and 

in new, more effective mining technologies (Robbins 1994; Paul 1947). 

 The miners had begun to spread out from the original discovery site, heavily 

occupied by the competition, just as soon as they arrived.  This spread was exacerbated 

throughout the 1850s as California’s easily mined placer deposits were exhausted and 
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miners were faced with the choice of investing some of their hard-earned gold into the 

technologies required to get at deposits located in river bottoms or quartz veins, hiring on 

as wage labor with someone who owned such technologies, or moving on.  Some who 

moved on found gold along the Rocky Mountains in Colorado in 1857 and 1858, luring 

others back east.  In 1859, a miner arrived in California, sent by his team in Nevada, to 

have assayers analyze an annoying “bluish rock” that was intruding “into their gold 

leads” (Paul 1947:179).  That rock turned out to be the silver of the Comstock Lode, and 

it produced somewhat of a “silver rush” over the California border.  Around the same 

time, gold, silver, and copper were identified in areas that would become Arizona and 

New Mexico; gold and silver in present-day Utah; and gold in the Clearwater Region, 

along the Salmon River, and in the Boise Basin of present-day Idaho (Paul 1947:190-191; 

Schwantes 1989:106).  For the remainder of the 19th century, coal, iron, lead, and other 

needed raw materials were located and mined throughout the western United States.   

 As lode upon lode of these raw materials was discovered and some of the early 

investors began to earn substantial returns, eastern-U.S. and international, primarily 

Western European, capital investments into the western United States increased.  Indeed, 

between the years 1860 and 1901, “at least 518 British joint-stock companies were 

incorporated, with a total nominal capitalization of not less than £77,705,751 to engage in 

mining and milling activities in the intermountain West, exclusive of the Pacific Coast” 

(Spence 1965:482).   Though less than half of these, “with an aggregate registered capital 

of £43,127,881” became operational, “there can be no doubt that after 1860 British 

investments were present in western mines in significant amounts” (Spence 1965:482).  
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Further, these materials rendered profitable investments into the eastern-U.S. industrial 

and manufacturing concerns that required them, such as steel mills, engaging more 

domestic and foreign capital in the nation’s economy. 

 Without question, the most significant of these concerns during the mid to late 

1800s was the railroad industry.  The dependency of industries in the eastern United 

States on the extractive resources of the western United States and the dependency of the 

western United States on the manufactured goods of the eastern United States required 

transportation that was fast, cost-effective, and direct between the two.  Railroads met 

these requirements, and in doing so, not only fulfilled domestic needs, but also serviced 

foreign markets that needed the raw materials and manufactured goods of the United 

States.  These markets had dramatically expanded along with the world population and 

European imperialist endeavors, because the latter two brought more people and their 

accompanying needs into the heavily intertwined European-U.S. economic network 

(White 1991:244); therefore, in addition to mining endeavors, the British heavily invested 

in U.S. railroads, with the objective of developing “infrastructures that in turn would 

increase the capacity of . . . the United States to export its surpluses to Europe” (Robbins 

1994:87).   

 In truth, investments in mining and railroads worked to the same end because the 

two industries existed in a state of cyclical dependency:  The railroads needed the mining 

industry to extract raw materials such as coal and iron for items such as fuel, rails, and 

car parts, and the mining industry needed the railroads to ship raw materials such as coal 

and iron.  Further, beyond the richest deposits, mining was not really profitable until a 
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network of railroads was created.  Only railroads could transport the latest technological 

advances and haul large enough quantities of ore to smelters or mills to make large-scale 

industrial mining of low-grade ores cost-effective, and only railroads ran quickly enough 

to keep up with the shipping demands of domestic and international markets (White 

1991:257-258).  The benefit of railroad transportation, i.e., quick and cost-effective 

shipment, was equally applicable to other extractive industries, such as agriculture and 

logging, and the capacity of the United States to export its surpluses did, as desired, 

increase.  With the dependence of much of the world’s population on those surpluses; the 

continued exponential growth of U.S. industrial sectors; and the dependence of the 

returns of invested foreign capital on the success of the U.S. economy, by the middle to 

later part of the 19th century, the United States had become an integral, powerful, and 

financially advantaged participant in the already globalizing economy; as a single entity, 

it had become recognizable as an emergent core (Agnew 1987:110, 114).  Internally, 

however, a division was apparent:  The economic benefits associated with the core status 

were concentrated in the eastern part of the country. 

 At the time that the mining West ceased to be the realm of the lone fortune-

seeker, mining had become a difficult enterprise, one that was lucrative only with the use 

of expensive technologies and facilities, such as mills, smelters, refineries, and private 

railroad lines.  Though San Francisco financiers issued the majority of the backing for 

ventures requiring these technologies and facilities initially, that supply of capital could 

not keep up with the demand, and hopeful mining companies looked to eastern 

capitalists, located in economic strongholds such as Boston and New York, to finance the 
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development of mining claims or buy out ventures they could no longer support (Robbins 

1994:87; White 1991:265).  As one or more of these capitalists gained control of a 

mining venture, so they also gained control of its profits, and a number of financial 

empires were built upon such profits, including those bearing names like Phelps, Dodge, 

and Guggenheim.  The capital from these empires, and lesser eastern business 

enterprises, was recycled predominantly into the intensive urban and industrial 

development of the eastern United States.  This concentration of capital would have 

considerably different effects on the opposite end of the country. 

Promoting the Periphery and the Parceling of Profits 

 Despite the regular influx of capital, the industrial economy of the eastern United 

States required extractive resources and the labor to obtain those resources to survive.  

The West offered an abundant supply of the latter as well.  Before the United States 

obtained lands in the trans-Mississippi West, those lands were occupied by numerous 

Native-American peoples; the Spanish; “people of African and Spanish descent; people 

of Mexican Indian and Spanish descent; people of mixed African, Indian, and European 

descent; . . . those of New Mexican Indian and Spanish descent” (White 1991:14); the 

French; the British; and a few eastern Americans.  Those who were fortunate enough not 

to be killed, exiled, or otherwise removed were subsequently joined by westward-moving 

Americans and numerous immigrant peoples, some who came directly to the western 

United States from their country of origin, and others who had come to the eastern United 

States prior to the 1850s.  The latter group included Irish citizens who sought relief from 

the potato famine of 1845-1847 and German citizens responding to the failed Democratic 
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Revolution of 1848 (Agnew 1987:45).  During the mid to late 19th century, immigrant 

groups additionally included Chinese, Cornish, French, Greek, Hispanic, Italian, 

Japanese, and Slavic peoples, to name just a few (White 1991).  Nearly all who remained 

in or came to the western United States aspired to some form of betterment, whether 

social, political, or financial. 

 It was the hope of financial betterment that lured numerous men to the mines from 

the original gold rush on.  Those who were present in that early era may have found the 

success they were looking for; however, as noted above, mining operations after those 

years relied heavily on capital that was beyond the means of the average worker to 

accumulate, resulting in the conversion of mining from an independent venture to a 

wage-labor system.  This conversion came at a disadvantage to the miners due to three 

interrelated conditions existing in the 19th-century mining West that allowed for the 

exploitation of that labor force. 

 The first of these conditions was the sheer number of available miners.  In 1860, 

for example, 2,379 men were recorded on the Comstock, the majority of which were 

likely there to work the mines (McDonald 1983:17).  At the turn of the 20th century, 

8,000 miners worked 500 mines around Cripple Creek, Colorado (Feitz 1967:5).  Given 

that these individuals remained in the western United States, they were either unwilling 

and/or unable to return to the locations from where they came or to attempt new 

locations, compelling them to find some form of livelihood in the West.  Despite the 

formation of miners’ unions, the easy replaceability of the average miner combined with 

the power of the eastern capitalists to frequently subdue resistance efforts allowed the 
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owners and operators of mining companies to provide low compensation, require long 

hours of labor, introduce efficient yet dangerous technologies, and neglect costly upkeep 

measures, all of which benefited the profitability of the operation but at the expense of 

the miners (White 1991:280-282, 288-293). 

 The second condition perpetuating the exploitation of wage labor was the 

instability of the mining industry, the boom and the bust.  Put simply, the knowledge that 

a claim could go “bust” at any time made paid employment in an operational mine highly 

desirable, even if at times the pay was wanting.  This unpredictability, then, compounded 

the negative effects, described above, of the competition for mining jobs caused by the 

disproportionate number of miners.  The disproportionate number of miners in the 

western United States was related to the third relevant condition of the 19th-century 

mining West, the lack of economic diversification in the region, a condition that 

increased the competition for mining jobs, as it limited choices for other types of 

employment. 

 This lack of economic diversification, as Robbins (1994) has argued, stemmed 

directly from the investment of profits, gained through the use of western resources and 

labor, into the urban and industrial development of the eastern United States and not into 

the communities through which they were made.  Beyond the fact that the eastern United 

States was home to and the site of most of the business operations of those who were 

investing said profits, the logic for keeping capital out of the western United States was 

simple:  If the western-U.S. economy was limited to extractive industries and those 

servicing it either directly or indirectly, that limitation would feed into the conditions for 
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competition and associated cheap wage labor.  Further, without the development of 

manufacturing industries, the western United States would continue to depend on the 

eastern United States for numerous products, creating reliable markets for eastern 

business concerns, as well as profits for the railroad and other shipping-related industries 

based in the eastern part of the country.  These reasons provided motivation to keep 

capital in the eastern United States. 

 In those cases where it was desirable to finance western urban and industrial 

development, for instance to control economically strategic locations, such development 

was crafted by the financiers to remain limited in scope: 

It is . . . important to recognize that conscious decisions made in the larger 
metropolitan centers dictated the allocation of investment capital in specific places 
in the West.  Capitalists, after all, work as assiduously to shape the world 
according to their interests as do those individuals who oppose them.  It follows, 
then, that urban environments were not a consequence of free-market forces; 
rather, they reflected the conscious decisions of influential private and public 
individuals [Robbins 1994:169-170]. 

 
Cities such as Denver, El Paso, San Francisco, and Spokane constituted these urban 

environments.  By focusing investments in these locations, the surrounding areas could 

be maintained as “hinterland” (Robbins 1994), with all the attendant cost benefits to the 

eastern United States, while the urban centers served as “conduits, facilitating the 

distribution of foreign [and eastern-U.S.] capital, developing the necessary infrastructure 

to service regional markets, and arranging the transshipment of local resources to places 

of manufacture” (Robbins 1994:167).  As the arms of eastern-U.S. capitalists, it was in 

the interest of these urban centers to maintain systems set up to keep capital and power 

out of the hinterland.  That these systems were successful was once evidenced by the 
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many strikes organized by frustrated miners in demand of higher wages, shorter work 

days, and job security, and it is now evidenced by those ghost towns throughout the West 

that represent busted claims and the departure of communities without another economic 

avenue.  That these systems were implemented is testimony that the hinterland was “vital 

to the development and growth of industrial capitalism:  as a market . . . , as a source of 

labor, and . . . as a storehouse of valuable raw material” (Robbins 1994:169).  In this 

sense, the United States was a world-system, with eastern core, western-urban 

semiperiphery, and western-hinterland periphery, within a world-system.  For this reason, 

the events in the 19th-century western United States cannot be viewed as occurring in 

isolation. 

 The examination of core and peripheral relationships has been cited by historian 

William Cronon (1987) as a productive means of assessing differences in the “frontier 

experience.”  The relevancy of these relationships to identifying questions that count in 

the historical archaeology of the 19th-century western United States is highlighted by 

Hardesty (1999), who advocates the study of economic, political, cultural, and ecological 

relations within a global context as meaningful avenues of archaeological inquiry for the 

West.   

 When the 19th-century western United States is viewed within the framework of 

the capitalist world-economy, it is easy to see the active role of formal labor, such as that 

performed by miners, loggers, and farmers, in sustaining that economy:  These men, who 

overwhelmingly constituted the majority of the population for the better part of that 

spatiotemporal context, obtained the resources and constituted much of the market for 
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eastern-U.S. and foreign capital enterprises.  Less visible is the active role of other types 

of labor, frequently that performed by women, in sustaining the world-economy, a 

condition that, until recently, has resulted in the underrepresentation of women’s 

contributions to its formation. 

Women’s Work and the World-Economy 

 The neglect of women’s roles in the global economy is a problem exhibited by the 

most comprehensive works on the subject, such as Wallerstein’s (1974, 1980, 1989) The 

Modern World-System and Wolf’s (1982) Europe and the People Without History.  As 

early as 1970, Boserup (1970) attempted to remedy this problem with Women’s Role in 

Economic Development, a book that is considered the seminal work on women and 

development (Tinker 1976; Beneria and Sen 1981; Fernandez Kelly 1994).  Boserup’s 

work, a survey of the sexual division of labor across various countries and regions to 

assess the effects of development strategies, was important in that she examined cultural 

differences in the sexual division of labor, recognized the role of European colonization 

in altering some gendered labor roles in the colonized groups, and recognized unpaid 

subsistence activities as work, but it does display some weaknesses.  These include the 

lack of a theoretical framework, her acceptance of the modernization approach, and the 

omission of a “clear-cut feminist analysis of women’s subordination” (Beneria and Sen 

1981:282).  Since the publication of Boserup’s book, however, a number of scholars have 

sought to remedy these weaknesses and add to our understanding of how women’s work 

and men’s work interact within the global economy.   



  
 

88

 Here, I discuss recent studies of this topic that demonstrate the importance of 

women’s work in the periphery to the capitalist world-economy.  The authors of these 

studies have demonstrated this importance through redefining work and labor and 

identifying the interactions between unpaid, informal, and formal labor in supporting and 

reproducing capitalism.  Much of this literature pertains to third-world countries during 

the mid to late 20th century, and at first glance, may appear to have little bearing on the 

19th-century western United States; however, as will become evident in this chapter and 

the next, strong parallels exist between these contexts in relation to the role of labor in the 

reproduction of capitalist systems. 

 The first of these parallels lies in the peripheral nature of third-world countries 

and the 19th-century western United States.  This characteristic positions both in the role 

of the exploited within the capitalist world-economy.  The second parallel resides in the 

practice of keeping women out of the formal labor sector, i.e., establishing and 

maintaining through various strategies a sexual division of labor in which women 

perform unpaid or informal labor to support formal labor performed largely by men in the 

periphery, which results in profits for the core.  The strategies used to effect the sexual 

division of labor in third-world countries form a third parallel with the 19th-century 

western United States.  While it is acknowledged that similar strategies have been 

employed in non-peripheral settings (Hossfeld 1990; Fernandez Kelly 1994; Brown 

2002), because the objective here is to demonstrate how women’s labor in the periphery 

is an integral part of the capitalist world-economy, non-peripheral case studies are not 

discussed. 
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 Economists have traditionally defined work by its direct or indirect association 

with the market.  This definition established income-earning activities and paid or unpaid 

agricultural labor geared toward producing goods for the market as work while negating 

unpaid agricultural labor geared toward producing goods for home consumption, 

domestic labor, and community volunteer work as such (Beneria 1995).  Because the 

latter three labor forms tend to be carried out by women, their negation resulted in the 

severe skewing of women’s contributions in statistical studies of labor at local, regional, 

national, and global levels.  The under-representation of women in such studies was 

compounded by the involvement of women in work for which they were paid but that 

went unrecognized and unrecorded because it was conducted in the home in concert with 

numerous unpaid activities (Beneria 1995; Mies 1982a). 

 Research and writing by numerous scholars over the last few decades (e.g., Deere 

et al. 1982; Mies 1982a; Truelove 1990; Fernandez Kelly 1994) have led to greater 

acknowledgment of women’s work—which is partially responsible for the apparent 

growth in women’s paid employment—not only by more broadly conceptualizing what 

work entails, but also by demonstrating how previously unrecognized forms of labor are 

directly or indirectly linked to market production.  The reconceptualization of work 

recognizes three categories of labor, formal labor, informal labor, and unpaid labor, and 

one subcategory, housework.  Formal labor incorporates income-earning activity that is 

both paid and regulated and produces surplus value and “agricultural ‘family labor’ that 

produce[s] market-oriented goods (even when labor [is] unremunerated)” (Beneria 

1995:1843; Mies 1982a).  Informal labor: 
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can be tentatively defined as the sum total of income-earning activities with the 
exclusion of those that involve contractual and legally regulated employment.  
Although this definition encompasses criminal activities, the term is customarily 
reserved for such activities as those in the food, clothing, and housing industries 
that are not intrinsically illegal but in which the production and exchange escape 
legal regulation [Portes and Sassen-Koob 1987:31]. 

  
“Housework” refers to work conducted in the home that, depending on whether or not the 

worker is paid, can be categorized as informal labor or unpaid labor, the definition of 

which is self-explanatory.  Child rearing and domestic tasks are most frequently 

discussed in relation to unpaid labor, but this category can also incorporate volunteer 

work (Ward 1990; Beneria 1995).   

 Several studies have demonstrated that the interaction of formal, informal, and 

unpaid labor in capitalist systems links them all to the support and reproduction of those 

systems.  These studies are grounded in Marx’s theory of unequal relations as inherent to 

the capitalist mode of production and Engels’ translation of that theory to the unequal 

relations between the sexes.  Engels (1942[1884]) contended that with the transition from 

communal to private property, women lost the power they held in the family, which was 

non-nuclear, and greater society, as well as matrilineal rights of inheritance.  He argued 

that as a result: 

First, monogamous marriage was a mechanism evolved over time to ensure men’s 
control over the labor power of women, children, and in some cases, servants and 
slaves.  Second, the nuclear family was used to safeguard the transmission of 
private property through the severe restriction of female sexuality.  Third, both 
functions were enforced by the state in class-divided societies [Fernandez Kelly 
1994:153]. 

 
Recent studies within the social sciences expanded upon this theory to consider, among 

other issues, how relations of production intersect with relations of reproduction of not 
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only the system but also the workforce, and to analyze the relationship between women’s 

social subordination and the organization of production (Deere et al. 1982).  Mies’ 

(1982a, 1982b) study of lace makers in Narsapur, India, is one of the earliest and perhaps 

the best known. 

 Lace making and associated export duties in Narsapur were once performed on a 

small scale entirely by women.  Indian women made the lace, while Scottish missionary 

women were responsible for exporting it.  Over time, however, lace making became part 

of a national industry in which women crochet pieces of lace at home to be put together 

and sold by men.  Women are paid by the piece, and, working six to eight hours a day, 

the money they are able to earn is the equivalent of “less than one-third of the official 

minimum wage for female agricultural laborers” (Mies 1982a:11).  This work is 

performed in addition to all unpaid domestic labor.  Male agents collect the pieces and 

pay the women, male workers sew the pieces together, and male exporters distribute the 

product, all for which they receive more money than do the women who crochet the lace.  

Because the women work at home, they do not see themselves nor do others see them as 

workers.  Rather, they are just “housewives.”  Because of this designation, Mies notes, 

the 150,000 to 200,000 women engaged in this industry in the 1970s were not recorded in 

the census statistics nor in the Handbook of Statistics West Godavari District. 

 Mies demonstrates that the labeling of lace making as “just housework” (in the 

familiar sense) in a system that already subordinates women is used to justify the long 

hours and low pay that accompany it.  Because women produce the lace and are solely 

responsible for domestic labor, their husbands or other males are free to conduct the non-
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productive, more financially rewarding tasks involved in the lace industry.  The low pay 

that women receive while men are perceived as the breadwinners compounds their 

subordination.  By paying women minimally, men can reproduce the system by 

reinvesting in patterns, thread, and other supplies while accumulating capital.  Further, 

when they are old enough, the daughters of lace makers are brought into production, 

thereby reproducing the system in the long term. 

 As Truelove (1990) has demonstrated, however, the role of informal labor in 

supporting and reproducing capitalism is not always as direct as when the informal 

workers produce the surplus goods.  Her study concerns the Valle Departmental 

Committee of Coffee Growers in Colombia, who faced decreasing production of 

exportable coffee because male seasonal coffee pickers were migrating to other areas 

where the climate and improved coffee varieties more consistently provided work.  

Because each committee’s contribution of exportable coffee is the basis on which the 

Colombian Federation of Coffee Growers allocates their budget, the Valle Department 

needed to halt the flow of migration.  With their social assistance agency, they 

established maquilas (assembly factories) to be contracted out by multinational 

industries.  In these maquilas, women are paid by the piece to produce clothing and to 

stitch cloth shoe uppers.  While the wages and working conditions are unregulated and 

poor, and the subcontracting companies do not pay for their benefits, the women make 

enough to bring in one-half to three-fourths of their household income, enough to support 

the household when their male family members cannot work.  This income is enough, 

therefore, to keep male family members who work as seasonal coffee pickers from 
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migrating to other areas, thereby maintaining the workforce necessary to stabilize the 

level of exportable coffee for the Valle Department.  Further, the multinational industries 

benefit from the cheap labor obtained from the female work force.  Though the female 

informal workers are directly supporting and reproducing capitalist endeavors by 

producing goods for the clothing industry, similar to the lace makers of Narsapur, they 

are also indirectly doing so through their linkage to male formal workers who contribute 

to the coffee industry. 

 Through studies such as those by Mies and Truelove, we have come to understand 

not only the links between different forms of labor in the maintenance of capitalism, but 

also the local and global effects of capitalism on divisions of labor.  Both of these studies 

make clear that the reproduction of capitalist systems relies on a division of labor, 

whereby the tasks conducted as unpaid and informal work by some are needed to support 

the tasks conducted as formal work by others.  More often than not, this division of labor 

is expressed at the local level as a sexual division of labor, with subordinated women 

performing unpaid and informal work while men perform formal work.   

Earlier writers proposed that capitalism brings about this variety of the division of 

labor by building on pre-existing patriarchal social structures (Hartmann 1976).  Nash 

(1988) and Fernandez Kelly (1994) argue, however, that while this idea might explain the 

subordination and separation involved in the sexual division of labor in some cultures, it 

is problematic because it is a homogenizing view.  It does not account for the experiences 

of those cultures that lacked gender hierarchy but had it imposed upon them by colonizers 

or by the state, thus it “eliminates from history the strength of women before the 
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intervention and the political basis for their subordination through it” (Nash 1988:19), 

rendering them “the ever passive victims of men’s successful machinations” (Fernandez 

Kelly 1994:153).  Additionally, it does not “clarify the changing content of the sexual 

division of labor in the course of history, nor [does] it allow for variations in the nature 

and degree of women’s subordination” (Fernandez Kelly 1994:152).  Finally, this idea 

does not leave room for ethnic and class differences in men’s interest in appropriating 

women’s sexuality and labor.  Nash proposes that the broad existence of male dominance 

be referred to as male hegemony, and that male hegemony based on pre-existing 

patriarchal structures be analyzed separately from that due to imposition through 

colonization or the state. 

Male hegemony frequently serves to maintain the sexual division of labor, and 

many writers have elucidated the mechanisms by which the associated subordination of 

women has been accomplished.  One of the most common mechanisms is the 

establishment of the domestic and reproductive spheres as natural or appropriate to 

women.  Mies (1982a:2) discusses, for example, how women’s responsibilities for raising 

children and domestic tasks are seen as an “extension of their physiology” because 

reproduction is viewed as “nature” as opposed to human interaction with nature.  In a 

study of development policy in Ireland during the 1960s and 1970s, Pyle (1990) describes 

how the Irish Industrial Development Authority established a system for evaluating 

industrial firms and awarding them contracts and financial incentives, in which a positive 

evaluation was based on the predominance of male laborers in a firm’s proposed project.  

The purpose of this system, used for nearly two decades, was to keep women out of the 
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paid labor force to reinforce the “traditional family,” in which “women belonged at home 

and mothers were not supposed to work” (Pyle 1990:94). 

Another means of subordinating women using a division of labor is to train only 

men in particular skills and in new technologies.  Dunn et al. (1993:79) discuss a 

comparative study by Chaftez (1984) in which she found that “the more sophisticated the 

technology, the more work and home sites are separated.”  By extension, in those 

societies where women have been limited to the domestic sphere, they will have even less 

opportunity for breaking away from it.  Further, she argues that with increases in 

technological sophistication and in emphasis on surplus production, all women and most 

men will lose control over the means of production, as it will be concentrated in the 

hands of a select few men.   

The domestic sphere, however, need not be the site of women’s labor for 

technology to widen the gap between men and women if other processes are involved.  

Boserup (1970) describes how European colonizers in Africa taught only men the 

technologies for the cultivation of cash crops and introduced the concept of private 

property.  As a result, not only did women lose status as agricultural laborers, but in a 

land shortage, only men had the capital to purchase land for farming.  Men’s labor roles 

were also altered, as they had not previously been responsible for agriculture.  Tinker 

(1976) notes that similar processes occurred with Chinese colonization of southeast Asia 

and Spanish colonization of Latin America.  Other strategies for subordinating women 

include lowering their wages on the basis that a male wage is a family wage through 

which women should be supported (Acker 1988; Misra 2000) and encouraging passivity 
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in women (Fernandez Kelly 1994; Nash 1988); these strategies relate more to informal 

labor than to unpaid labor.  The subordination of women at the local level, these modern 

writers have shown, has been easily incorporated into global strategies of capital 

accumulation.  The division of labor in global strategies, however, occurs not only as the 

sexual division of labor, but also as the division of labor between cores and peripheries 

(including semiperipheries). 

The division of labor between cores and peripheries is based on mutual 

advantage.  Today, capital accumulation is concentrated in a core that, through 

transnational corporations (TNCs), invests in and produces or obtains the means of 

production through a formal labor system; these are exported to factories established in a 

periphery.  Within these export factories, financed by TNCs and international banks, 

workers are paid to convert the means of production, or capital goods, into partially or 

fully finished consumer goods to be exported back to the core, but the workers are not 

protected by the laws in the core regarding pay and working conditions; therefore, they 

can be paid at a lower rate than workers in the core to work longer hours.  These workers 

benefit somewhat because the wage is usually just enough to support a household (but 

sometimes more) or to supplement another wage in support of a household.  The 

peripheral economy benefits from the export of consumer goods to the core.  The core 

benefits because it exports goods to the periphery, the TNCs enjoy an increased profit 

and can compete with other corporations due to the lowered cost of labor, and the TNCs 

can sell more items at the increased profit because of the longer hours put in by the 

factory workers. 
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The overwhelming majority of the export factory workers are women.  In 1988, 

Bell (1988:78) noted that “between 70 to 90 percent of new jobs in manufacturing are 

occupied by women.”  The reason for this disparity is that TNCs prefer to hire women 

because by building on local practices of subordinating women, they are able to justify 

paying women lower wages than they would men and/or subjecting them to sub-par 

working conditions to reduce their labor costs (Safa 1981).  Lim (1990) explains that in 

some third-world countries, women’s relegation to the domestic sphere conflicts with 

their ability to gain work experience, skills, or training in technologies.  Their lack or 

perceived lack of skills and experience precludes them from most white-collar jobs, and 

the manufacturing sector becomes one of the few formal-labor options available to them.  

There, they are not only paid less than men for engaging in non- or semi-skilled work, but 

being engaged in such work does nothing to increase their skills.  Further, to ensure lack 

of skill and experience, many export factories practice discrimination, hiring mostly 

young, single women, with the expectation that when these women get married, they will 

resign, and a new set of young, inexperienced women will take their places.  In other 

cases, the idea that a woman’s place is in the home is used to keep women out of the 

formal labor sector entirely.  Many women then turn to housework, in which the tasks 

they perform are necessary to and an extension of the work in an export factory, but for 

which they can be paid even less and forced to work even longer hours because no formal 

regulations are in place (Misra 2000). 

In both the formal and informal sectors, export factories sometimes rely on the 

argument that while men’s incomes support families, women’s wages are only 
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supplementary, to justify paying women lower wages or hiring them for only low paying 

jobs.  This argument is applied regardless of whether individual women have men in their 

households or not (Fernandez Kelly 1994; Safa 1981).  This argument is not difficult to 

make when, as is frequently the case, women workers believe it to be true.  Hadjicostandi 

(1990:72) notes, for example, that in 1986, women in Kavala, Greece, who were involved 

in both formal and informal manufacture of garments for exportation to Germany 

considered their wages to be only “pocket money.”  They also said, however, that they 

worked out of economic necessity, and many said they would stop working if their 

husbands brought in more money. 

Export factories will also build on the last subordination strategy mentioned on 

pages 95-96, encouraging passivity in women.  In those countries where women are 

socialized to be passive, TNCs take advantage of that occurrence, paying women less or 

subjecting them to poor working conditions and assuming that they won’t resist.  In many 

cases, that assumption is correct (Nash 1988).  Ward (1990:12-13) notes that some TNCs 

“try to create passive female workers through such means as sponsoring beauty pageants 

that foster Western feminine behaviors.” 

While the subordination of women through the above-mentioned strategies is 

conducive to global strategies of capital accumulation, some modern writers on gender 

and work have argued that we must expand this view of the international division of labor 

in a few different ways.  First, the use of these strategies of subordination is not limited to 

third-world countries.  Fernandez Kelly (1994) and Hossfeld (1990) both note the use of 

such strategies in the electronics industry in the United States, typically in the 
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employment and payment of minority and migrant workers.  Second, strategies of 

subordination are not limited to women, but have been applied to male minority or 

migrant workers in the core and to men with lower incomes in the periphery.  The latter, 

in countries where unemployment is rising, have increasingly entered the export-

manufacturing sector at rates of pay typically reserved for women (Fernandez Kelly 

1994; Misra 2000).  Thus, class and ethnicity components of global accumulation 

strategies must be considered in concert with concerns about gender.  Finally, Lim (1990) 

argues that while these subordination strategies and the associated injustices upon women 

do occur in some countries, these conditions are not universal.  In many cases, the wages 

paid by export factories are high in comparison to the wages that can be had by women or 

men in other sectors of the economy.  Lim (1990:109) notes, for example, that one 

“multinational electronics factory in Indonesia paid its workers four times the local 

manufacturing wage (already higher than the prevailing agricultural wage).”  Further, she 

states that though the hours and working conditions fall short of those in first-world 

countries, in some third-world countries, the hours and working conditions to be had in 

export factories are far better than those experienced in the 16-hour workdays of 

agricultural labor or domestic service there. 

Lim’s argument falls into a greater debate in the literature on gender and work as 

to whether the work that results from global accumulation strategies exploits or 

empowers women workers.  Lim (1990:111-112) leans toward the latter.  She holds that 

contrary to stereotypical perceptions of female export-factory workers as “young, single, 

female rural-urban migrants, who are ruthlessly exploited in harsh factory environments 
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where they suffer long hours, poor working conditions, insecure, unhealthy, and unsafe 

jobs, and wages so low that they are not even sufficient to cover individual subsistence,” 

in most cases, “[a]lthough . . . wages, working conditions, and job security in the export 

factories are inferior to those in developed countries, they are comparable if not superior 

to those found in women’s (and even men’s) jobs in most other sectors of these still poor, 

underdeveloped local economies.”  Further, many of these women had the resources to 

obtain more education than their average fellow countryperson, and they do not face 

destitution if they do not work.  They are among the most highly unionized work forces 

in the world.  Tinker (1976:22), on the other hand, believes that global accumulation 

strategies, “by widening the gap between men and women, has not helped improve 

women’s lives, but rather has had an adverse effect on them.”  Despite leaning toward 

exploitation or empowerment, most writers on the topic of women in the global economy 

believe that global accumulation strategies have resulted in both (e.g., Fernandez Kelly 

1981; Ward 1990; Misra 2000), and that the occurrence of each is dependent on the 

specific situation with respect to “country, industry, and period of time” (Lim 1990:111; 

Safa 1981; Mohanty 1991). 

One area of empowerment widely considered by modern writers is resistance, and 

their work has led to the conceptualization of resistance as more than just organized labor 

strikes.  In those cases where woman’s role in the domestic sphere is heavily entrenched, 

women entering employment constitutes an act of resistance in and of itself (Ward 1993).  

In many instances, women resist the working conditions imposed upon them by male 

managers or supervisors through individual acts that may or may not be construed as 
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resistance by those men, allowing the women to keep their jobs but to improve their 

situations.  Hossfeld (1990:175) describes, for example, a Chinese woman who laughed 

about having “her white male supervisor ‘wrapped around [her] finger’” because she 

played to his stereotypical views of Asian women as “small, timid, and obedient by 

frequently smiling at and bowing to him and doing her job carefully.”  Using the 

stereotype to her benefit, she was able to gain advantages for herself, such as time off, 

and for her non-Asian fellow workers, such as improved lighting.  Hossfeld’s work is 

filled with numerous examples of this type, crossing ethnic lines.  Studies such as 

Hossfeld’s have demonstrated that women workers not involved in organized strikes have 

agency.  They are aware of their situations, and they act on them, even if in small ways.  

The results of individual as well as group acts of resistance demonstrate that women’s 

resistance can be effective, and more so with large groups (Misra 2000).  The 

effectiveness of resistance, especially in those cases where it threatens productivity, 

points to the importance of the work—formal, informal, and unpaid—that women 

contribute to local and global capitalist systems. 

It is precisely because of this importance that women must be incorporated into 

world-systems studies if those studies are to be valid.  Ward (1993:58-60) calls for a 

reconstruction or recasting of world-system theory to look at “gender, race, and class in a 

holistic manner that emphasizes the totality of what women and men do to survive.  Thus, 

our new theories need to explain the intertwining of women’s and men’s labor in the 

formal and informal sectors and in the home.”  Development of this theory, she insists, 

requires historical studies “to trace women’s socioeconomic activities over time.”  
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 I agree with Ward that if we are to truly understand the social, political, and 

economic machine that is the modern world-economy, we must understand all its 

components, historical and otherwise, and how they have interacted to make it run.  The 

reconstruction Ward promotes, I would add, requires that those historical studies include 

a reconceptualizing of the empowerment of groups typically viewed as marginalized, 

such as has occurred in current third-world studies, to avoid “defining women primarily 

in terms of their object status (the way in which they are affected or not affected by 

certain institutions and systems)” (Mohanty 1991:57).  The body of literature of women 

in the 19th-century West is full of the portrayal of the marginalized woman with limited 

economic choices.  Only by reconceptualizing their empowerment beyond the ownership 

of wealth or political power to include ownership of action and choice is it possible to see 

and accept the active role of women in creating the modern world-economy.   

In the world-system of the 19th-century United States, such reconceptualizing 

involves attributing agency to the western-U.S. residents, who were just as, if not more, 

responsible for the formation of the West as was the strategic infusion and withholding of 

outside capital.  It was these peoples who would shape the buildings, communities, social 

activity, political activity, laws, interethnic relations, the character of the American West, 

and in doing so, they would participate in shaping the rest of the country.  Following 

Dietler (1998:299): 

It is important to emphasize that I am not arguing for a romanticized vision of 
unfettered agency but rather for a balanced consideration of agency and structure 
as mutually constituting historical forces.  Local history and agency must be 
situated within the larger political economy but in a way that allows for motivated 
and consequential human action. 
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To understand the agency, then, of the prostitutes of the mining West requires an 

understanding of the structures, including the sexual division of labor, under which they 

operated, in particular, those imposed by through Victorian ideology associated with the 

19th-century hegemonic British-U.S. core. 
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CHAPTER 5.  VICTORIAN VALUES AND PROSTITUTION AS PROFESSION 
 
 In regard to the study of the West, Robbins (1994:x) states, “There is no 

convincing alternative . . . to the encounter with ideology, with the politics and 

economics of social and class relations and their myriad contradictions, with the all-

embracing influence of capital as an agent of change.  Those dynamics are part of the 

revolutionary world that is modern capitalism.”  The linkage of capitalism with ideology 

is echoed by Sklar (1988:9):  “[Capitalism] is property relations; it is class relations; it is 

a sociopolitical mode of control over economics and over a broad field of social behavior 

besides; it is a system of law and governance; it is ideology.”  This linkage, of course, 

originated with Marx and Engels, who in 1845 stated: 

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas:  i.e. the class, 
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling 
intellectual force.  The class which has the means of material production at its 
disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so 
that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 
production are subject to it.  The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal 
expression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant material 
relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one 
class the ruling one, therefore the ideas of its dominance.  The individuals 
composing the ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and 
therefore think.  In so far, therefore, as they rule as a class and determine the 
extent and compass of an epoch, it is self-evident that they do this in their whole 
range, hence among other things rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and 
regulate the production and distribution of ideas of their age:  thus their ideas are 
the ruling ideas of the epoch [Marx and Engels 1947 {1845}]. 

 
 In the epoch of the mid to late 19th century, the ruling class in the United States 

can be characterized primarily, though by no means exclusively, as relatively wealthy 

white British-American protestants with familial or financial ties to Great Britain, then 

the world’s undisputed economic power.  In Great Britain, as in the United States, the 
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Industrial Revolution and the shift to capitalism had significantly widened the gap in 

relative wealth and isolated control of the means of production, including the intellectual 

means of production, to those on the upper end of the scale.  In Great Britain, this control 

resulted in the dissemination of an ideology that supported the reproduction of the 

country’s capitalist system and would eventually be named for its then-queen, Victoria.   

 The dissemination of British Victorian values was easily achieved because the 

invention of the steam-powered printing press during the 1810s allowed for the mass 

production of printed media and because other innovations in papermaking, binding, and 

typesetting made it affordable enough for mass consumption, an event furthered by the 

spread of public libraries after 1850.  As Altick (1973:64) notes, “The expansion of the 

[British] reading public was accompanied—it is impossible to distinguish cause from 

effect here—by technological advances which made the printed word both cheaper and 

readily accessible than it had ever been before.”  Victorian values poured through the 

pages of numerous contemporary printed works, such as novels, periodicals, pamphlets, 

and newspapers; yet even the illiterate could not avoid exposure to these values, as surely 

they came through in the instructions of employers, religious sermons, and other power-

laden verbalizations and actions. 

 In many of the same ways, Victorian values were spread to and within the United 

States, but within the United States, perhaps more easily than in Britain: 

The segment of British society identified with bourgeois evangelicalism is usually 
thought the ‘most characteristically Victorian,’ and to it the origins of British 
Victorianism have been traced.  In England such people lived at the periphery of 
polite society and political power; in America they dominated economic, social, 
and political institutions [Howe 1976:4].   
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Despite, then, the presence of numerous cultures and subcultures in the United States 

during the 19th century, American Victorianism “exercised a kind of hegemony . . . 

particularly over the printed word” (Howe 1976:6).   

 Rooted in, and later reciprocally affecting, British Victorianism, American 

Victorianism is characterized by a cultural self-awareness, a relationship to 

modernization, and a preoccupation with rational order.  These elements permeated such 

outward expressions as Victorian writing, art, and architecture, and they were reflected in 

the values promoted by American Victorians.  These values, which largely defined 

Victorian culture, included economic and political competitiveness; rational order in the 

individual and society at large; a high valuation on time; moral seriousness; Christian 

religion; and a sense of cultural superiority imbued with the duty of uplifting the 

culturally inferior.  Howe (1976:17) states, “Victorian ideals associated with 

modernization taught people to work hard, to postpone gratification, to repress 

themselves sexually, to ‘improve’ themselves, to be sober, conscientious, even 

compulsive.”  He similarly links sobriety, the founding of penitentiaries, and sexual 

repression to the “Victorian desire for order” (Howe 1976:19).   

Clearly, Victorian values were conducive to the capitalist system to which they 

were tied, and “capitalist employers . . . were active agents in propagating them” (Howe 

1976:10).  The primary responsibility for transmitting these values, however, lay almost 

entirely with women, who were supposed to instill them in their children and, to the 

extent possible, adult male family members, because such installation would occur in the 

home, and Victorian ideology designated the home as women’s domain.  It was largely 
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through the promotion of public and private spaces as complementary but separately 

gendered arenas of activity that Victorians (i.e., the core) were able to maintain a sexual 

division of labor in support of capitalism.  Such promotion and other strategies that 

largely parallel those described in the previous chapter for effecting and maintaining a 

sexual division of labor contributed to and structured the profession of prostitution in the 

19th-century mining West. 

American Victorianism and the Work of Women 

 Victorian ideology held that women were expected to “embody four cardinal 

virtues—piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity” (Welter 1973:225).  These 

virtues were promoted together, with the idea that each supported the other.  The pious 

woman, for example, would find strength in religion to remain pure, and by engaging in 

religious pursuits, could remain in the home, where she could carry out wifely and 

motherly duties as well as avoid occasions for impurity.  While it must be kept in mind 

that piety interacted with the other three virtues, the promotion of purity, submissiveness, 

and domesticity was most relevant to the sexual division of labor and prostitution in the 

19th-century western United States. 

 In the prescriptive literature of the 1800s, purity was portrayed as paramount to a 

woman’s identity as virtuous, moral, and respectable.  Victorian ideology presumed that 

God had endowed females with an emotional and biological lack of sexual passion, and 

therefore, the absence of purity in a woman was not only unfeminine and immoral, it was 

unnatural (Altick 1973; Welter 1973).  Many were the stories of the bad end, usually 
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insanity, death, or both, of the woman who had been “ruined,” even if through a naïve 

response to a wily seducer (Welter 1973).   

 Seducers, wily or otherwise, were supposed to be plentiful, because men were the 

opposite of their pious and pure counterparts; sexual and passionate, men would “sin and 

sin again, they could not help it” (Welter 1973:227).  Further, there existed a “widespread 

popular ‘volcano theory’ of sexuality which held that unless men had regular sexual 

contact, they would explode in orgies of adultery, rape, physical violence, or even 

homosexual embraces” (Goldman 1981:35).  Even so, the act of marriage was not seen as 

justification for sexual passion, due to its unnaturalness and its potential to interfere with 

moral, motherly love: 

Their husbands are to them only children of a larger growth, to be loved and 
cared for very much in the same way as their real children.  It is the motherly 
element which is the hope, and is to be the salvation of the world.  The higher a 
woman rises in moral and intellectual culture, the more is the sensual refined 
away from her nature, and the more pure and perfect and predominating becomes 
her motherhood.  The real woman regards all men, be they older or younger than 
herself, not as possible lovers, but as sort of step-sons towards whom her heart 
goes out in motherly tenderness [Duffey 1876:219]. 
 

 Despite the desirability of motherhood, pregnant women were not to acknowledge 

the act necessary for procreation, much less any proclivity they might have toward it.  

One magazine published in 1879, in discussing exercise for pregnant women stated, 

“Walking is decidedly useful and no false modesty should prevent a woman from going 

out freely for the exercise she so much needs. . . . Of course a modest woman does not 

needlessly publish her sacred secret” (quoted in Green 1983:33).  Given that motherhood 

was the most desirable function for women within Victorian ideology, the “secret” 

clearly lay not in the child but in how it came to be. 
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 The embodiment of domesticity referred not only to a virtue, but also to a space, 

the home; for the home was where a woman could focus on her marital and motherly 

roles, which Victorian ideology dictated should be the culmination of a woman’s life, 

motherhood constituting the “fulfillment of a woman’s physiological and moral destiny” 

(Holland 1858:201).  Women, then, who were by nature morally pure and child-bearing, 

were charged with bearing children and imbuing them with morality, religion, and other 

abovementioned features of American-Victorian culture, assuring the “continuation of the 

hegemony of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant Americans in an age of labor violence, 

economic dislocation, and massive immigration from Roman Catholic Europe [and by 

other, non-Christian and/or non-white groups]” (Green 1983:29).   

The home was designated as the center of cultural transmission.  Women, 

therefore, were to exert control over the home environment, directing the social, moral, 

and cultural education of their families there.  Such direction was to permeate the home, 

not only through the advice and example of women, but also through their material 

choices as expressed through the decoration of and items used in the home (Green 1983). 

Perhaps the most well-known material expression of the domestic ideal is the 

piano, usually placed in the parlor but which “communicated culture and refinement, 

whether one lived in a dugout, a frame house, or . . . in a rented room” (Kwolek-Folland 

1984:29).  The complement of objects representing the domestic ideal, however, also 

included items such as ornate tea services; displayed natural objects, for example, flowers 

in vases or exotic shells; and books, all meant to communicate a cultured home, as well 

as items with religious motifs, conveying to guests that the family was appropriately 
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Christian and conveying to the family the importance of that association (Green 1983; 

Kwolek-Folland 1984). 

 The importance of the transmission of cultural values was not used to justify the 

relegation of women to the “private sphere,” because the situation of women in private 

spaces was not presented as a situation that required justification; the home was presented 

as a realm in which women had power, an “almost magic power” (Stearns 1837:23) that 

was necessary to “save” family members, especially male, to support their husbands’ 

activity in public spaces, and to uphold the order of society, as indicated by examples of 

the era’s prescriptive literature:  “Purity is the highest beauty—the true pole-star which is 

to guide humanity aright in its long, varied, and perilous voyage” (Tolles 1852:205); and 

“Yours is to determine whether the beautiful order of society . . . shall continue as it has 

been . . . [or whether] society shall break up and become a chaos of disjointed and 

unsightly elements” (Stearns 1837:18).  The sometimes success of this presentation is 

evidenced by the thoughts expressed by an “Iowa frontierswoman [who said] ‘It seems 

real nice to have the whole control of my house; can say I am monarch of all I survey and 

none to dispute my right’” (quoted in Griswold 1988:20).  Women’s power, however, 

was expected to be tempered by the virtue of submissiveness, which lent itself to the tenet 

that men should have final say in any matter, whether or not it occurred in the home.  

Despite the rhetoric, then, many women were, in fact, relegated to the private sphere.   

 Relegation to the private sphere meant that women were not supposed to “work.”  

Domestic and religious pursuits were constructed as intrinsic to women and therefore 

were not considered work.  Other forms of labor, i.e., wage labor, were frowned upon, 
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ideologically speaking, because they would remove women from the true and natural 

calling of domestic affairs, again, rendering them unfeminine, unnatural, or immoral to 

the Victorian eye.  Victorian prescriptive literature was clear on this topic.  An 1870 

article in the Workingman’s Advocate stated, “Man is and should be head of his own 

department, in the management of his business for the support of his family.  Woman 

should be head in her own department, in the management of household affairs, and in 

the care and government of the children.”  

 Victorian ideology, then, structured the sexual division of labor in the 19th-century 

United States because it was the ideology of a male hegemony based on a British 

patriarchal structure and was reinforced through business, political, and other activities 

carried out in the public sphere by that hegemony, outside of the purview of those who 

might seek to diminish it, women.  Men were free to continue such activity because tasks 

such as child-rearing, housework, and the like were carried out by women in the home. 

 At least that was what the ideology hoped.  In reality, a sizeable portion of the 

female population, single or married, of the United States could not survive and/or 

support their families without conducting some form of paid work.  Between 1840 and 

1860 alone, 4,200,000 immigrants came to the United States, over 800,000 of which were 

Irish women (Kessler-Harris 2003[1982]:47), with a ratio of close to one Irish woman to 

every two Irish men.  Though Kessler-Harris does not provide numbers for other 

immigrant groups, even if the proportion of women to men in those groups was one to 

three, approximately 450,000 more women would have entered the United States during 

those two decades.  Additionally, the United States was already home to numerous 



  
 

112

individuals who resided low on the economic scale; the riches of the few were just that.  

The Civil War expanded the female component of the economically disadvantaged while 

husbands, fathers, and other male family members were fighting the war, many never to 

return (Kessler-Harris 2003[1982]:76).  Because these citizens and a large percentage of 

the immigrants were at least somewhat poor, women within these groups did not have the 

luxury of a life devoted to domesticity; yet, the overarching tradition of domesticity for 

women made it difficult for them to find gainful employment.   

 The patriarchal structure from which Victorian ideology sprung had been in effect 

long before Victoria became the Queen of England in 1837, barring women from learning 

non-domestic skilled labor, a pattern that continued, though eventually to a lesser extent, 

long after she died in 1901.  This lack of skill was compounded by the unwillingness of 

employers, who feared the destruction of the family structure or perhaps just found 

women’s work unnatural, to hire or train women.  Numerous women, therefore, found 

themselves engaged in work limited to that affiliated with domesticity, such as cooking, 

sewing, laundering, domestic servitude, or running boarding houses.  Such work was 

likely to be conducted in the home, though as professions such as sewing became more 

piecemeal, for example, with one woman stitching seams, one woman making button 

holes, and one woman sewing on buttons, they were moved to a factory setting.  

Factories, then, by the mid-19th century housed the other major component of the paid 

women’s workforce. 

 Women were further discouraged from the workforce by the negative discourse 

that surrounded wagework in the 19th century.  During that period, American workers 
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fought against the system of labor for wages, which was rapidly replacing the labor 

system of independent producers and craftsmen.  Regarding men and women alike, wage 

labor was equated with slavery and prostitution, “the self as property rather than that 

which owns property” (Glickman 1997:36; emphasis in original). 

 In Glickman’s (1997) study of the origins of the living wage, he suggests that 

after the Civil War, the perspective on men’s wage labor began to shift from the negative 

out of necessity.  Men were increasingly unable to avoid the wage labor system because 

wage labor constituted most of the available economic opportunities.  Women, however, 

were trapped in a double bind because the metaphor of prostitution for wage labor was 

completely transferred to them.  As Glickman (1997:38) explains it, for women, “low-

wage jobs were said to lead inevitably to actual prostitution, but well-compensated labor 

was called a form of prostitution.”  Under an ideology that hinged on the purity and 

domesticity of women, prostitutes were considered an abomination of nature; no woman 

could be baser or viler than the prostitute.  Any association with the profession, 

metaphorical or otherwise, could serve as a deterrent from the activity causing the 

association. 

 Overall, limitations to women’s employment opportunities benefited employers, 

who could pay women workers incredibly low wages because of the level of competition 

for similar positions.  Underpayment then enhanced sentiments against women in the 

workforce because men became concerned that women would “undersell the labor of 

men” (Glickman 1997:47), so as to lower the wages for everyone.  In some cases, this 
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concern led to organized efforts to sabotage women’s employment in a particular sector 

or company or prevent it overall (Kessler-Harris 2003[1982]:70, 157-158). 

 Thus, though the Victorian ideology of domesticity may not have been bought 

into by any number of women who did not have a Victorian cultural background or who 

did not have a prayer of achieving the ideal of domesticity, the power associated with that 

ideology structured women’s economic situations in the United States during the 19th 

century.  The lack of labor opportunities for 19th-century women in an economy 

increasingly reliant on wage labor made them as susceptible as men to “the romantic 

notion that the West was synonymous with great personal opportunity” (Schwantes 

1987:42).  Some ventured to newly formed mining or railroad camps to provide services 

such as cooking for a predominantly single-male population (Jeffrey 1979), while others 

sought to make their fortune in the West as prostitutes (Barnhart 1986).  There, 

prostitutes found that, ironically, the very ideology that diminished economic 

opportunities for women in general and condemned prostitution specifically would create 

the market for their profession. 

 As noted in previous chapters, the earliest significant influx of people into the 

western United States after the period between 1803 and 1848, when it came under U.S. 

ownership, began with the gold rush.  At that time, with few women like “Luzena Wilson 

of Missouri, who insisted on coming west when her husband determined to set out for 

California in 1849” (White 1991:192), the population influx was overwhelmingly male, 

and it would remain so at each nascent mining town at least until the deposits and the 

economy appeared stable enough to attract a more cosmopolitan element, including 
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“proper” women, if not longer.  Because mostly men were at the mining claims, men 

were teaching men the technologies for mining, beginning with pans and rockers at the 

placer mines (Paul 1947).  Mining, which took many a male well away from the home, 

was quickly established as a men’s profession, and as the technologies progressed, it was 

men who were trained in the new means of extraction.  Economic opportunities in the 

mining West, then, largely were for and drew men, and men, as the ideology went, 

required attention to their sexual passions to prevent undesirable mental or physical 

ailments or criminal activities. 

 Victorian ideology’s double standard regarding the purity and morality of women 

and the naturally voracious sexual appetites of men benefited prostitutes, who were, by 

many, suggested to be necessary for the release of men’s sexual tensions in the woman-

scarce 19th-century mining West.  In serving this function, as more women entered the 

western United States, prostitutes could be perceived as providing a buffer of protection 

for the purity of those women who were not “lost,” including those wives who either had 

or chose to project a lack of sexual passion for their spouses.  Goldman (1981:47) 

suggests, “The minimization of respectable women’s sexuality denied them some 

conjugal satisfaction and formed the foundation of an ideology affirming men’s right to 

seek out prostitutes as alternative sexual partners.” 

 To what extent said minimization occurred is debatable.  Certainly, the 

prescriptive literature had its say regarding the sexuality of women, and after its 

publication in the 1860s, the study of sexual problems and diseases by English physician 

Dr. William Acton was used to bolster the arguments of the more popular writers.  
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According to Degler (1980:250), who researched the work of Acton and other 19th-

century physicians who studied women’s sexuality, Acton’s (1865:133) study “summed 

up medical opinion on women’s sexuality in the following striking language:  ‘The 

majority of women (happily for them) are not very much troubled with sexual feelings of 

any kind.  What men are habitually, women are only exceptionally.’”  Acton’s study, 

however, and others like it, came into being after a long-standing acceptance by the 

English and American predecessors of Victorianism, extending into the 1840s and 1850s, 

of woman as a sexual being and, in the preceding two centuries, as more sexual in nature 

than men (Degler 1980:250-251), suggesting that Victorians were well aware of women’s 

sexuality, however disapprovingly.   

 Other studies, such as Dr. John Kellogg’s (1881) Plain Facts for the Old and 

Young admitted sexuality in married couples, noting “the lengths to which married people 

carry excesses [sex for reasons other than procreation] is perfectly astonishing,” (quoted 

in Degler 1980:254) but prescribed sex “for procreation only, and then at widely spaced 

intervals” (Degler 1980:254).  Writings by other doctors for their peers indicated that 

women’s sexuality was absolutely natural but had been suppressed by society and life “in 

an atmosphere at once false, strained, and unnatural so far as relates to their sexual life” 

(Taylor 1882, cited in Degler 1980:256).  Still other medical writings from the mid to late 

19th century indicated that sexuality in many women was alive and well and should be 

cultivated within the institution of marriage, but these were dwarfed in number by the 

amount of literature geared toward the opposite sentiment (Degler 1980:260-262).  

Whether women minimized sexuality or lacked sexual desire, and it sounds as though 
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those phenomena varied, is irrelevant.  What is relevant is that the ideology affirmed 

women’s asexuality, so that even if women were sexually available to their spouses, the 

ideology allowed the illusion of a common asexuality, lending some justification to the 

patronization of prostitutes. 

 The affirmation, however, of women’s asexuality in written media combined with 

the widespread belief in the propriety of abstinence until marriage worked at cross-

purposes with regard to the profession.  While creating a justification for patronizing 

prostitutes, the prevailing ideology resulted in a battery of legislation and regulations 

meant to challenge prostitution and its practitioners.  Generally speaking, such laws 

established prostitution, its houses, and the occupation of those buildings, by customers 

or otherwise, as illegal (Butler 1985:100).  Typical was the 1878 ordinance of Virginia 

City, Nevada, “Confining the Limits of and Regulating Houses of Ill-Fame,” which 

established prostitution as illegal in a particular “district.”  Section 1 made it “unlawful to 

open, maintain or become an inmate of or visitor to, or in any way contribute to the 

support of any house of ill-fame, in the . . . district [and] for any person, owner or agent 

of any house or property within said district to let, hire or rent the same for the purposes 

of prostitution, or for the occupancy of women of ill fame.  Section 2 established 

penalties for Section 1, and Section 3 established penalties and rendered it unlawful: 

for any woman of ill-fame, by any means or device whatsoever, to solicit 
prostitution and any woman of ill-fame who shall display herself at the door or 
window of any house or building, at any time of the day or night, or who shall, by 
loud talk or other means, attract the attention of passers-by, or who shall allow the 
curtains or blinds of the window or windows of any house or room occupied by or 
rented or hired by her to be without curtains or blinds capable of obstructing the 
view, shall be deemed guilty of soliciting prostitution [reproduced in McDonald 
1983:29]. 
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 The enforcement of such laws seemed to correlate with the level of 

institutionalization of a town.  As has been noted in numerous histories (see Chapter 2), 

in the formative stages of the mining camp, prostitutes were treated like their non-

prostitute female counterparts, with free reign of the public spaces allowed women, 

though prostitutes could patronize additional spaces, such as saloons.  As a camp became 

more institutionalized, however, and could be called a town or a city, laws against 

prostitution were more readily enforced, especially so as not to offend the sensibilities of 

more recently arrived “respectable” women and their children.  Enforcement often 

resulted in jail time or the payment of fees or fines, both of which were meant to at least 

give the appearance of deterring prostitution and were certainly not appealing to the 

prostitutes.  Because laws were rarely enforced among the clientele, the double standard 

of sexuality between men and women was reinforced.  Such reinforcement ultimately 

encouraged the profession because many prostitutes, the ones who were the objective of 

deterring strategies, were frequently unwilling or unable to find a new career.   

 It was generally around the time of increased institutionalization that prostitutes 

were relegated to a red-light district, some separate part of town where they would not 

potentially interact with other women and children.  For those who had previously had 

their run of the town, this limitation was likely difficult.  Additionally, in the act of 

physically separating them from other women, they were often separated from previously 

accorded levels of respect and defined as something other than women.  A 1914 Butte 

city ordinance, for example, states that “‘lewd and dissolute female persons’ were subject 

to arrest if they conducted themselves in an ‘improper, profane or obscene manner’ 
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within the sight or hearing of women” (Murphy 1987:195).  Still, during the mid to late 

19th century, few significant efforts were made to eliminate prostitution, possibly because 

men, as law enforcers, preferred that its services remain available.  Victorian ideology, 

then, both encouraged and discouraged prostitution, imbuing it concurrently with a status 

of informal legality and formal illegality. 

 The view through this ideological lens would additionally confuse the status of 

prostitution in another manner, by obscuring its identity as a form of labor.  The 

professional activity of prostitutes technically fell within the reproductive sphere, and had 

it occurred within the confines of marriage, it would have been considered natural.  

Because, however, the sex act was occurring in the public sphere and with no regard for 

marriage, procreation, or other justifications provided by domestic ideology, it was 

designated a crime.  In either case, natural or criminal, it would not be classified as labor 

by the typical American Victorian.  The population of the mining West, however, was not 

all Victorian, nor even the white “middle-class” targeted by Victorian literature.  For this 

reason alone, it is time to move beyond hegemonically influenced perceptions of 

prostitution, in which labor is construed as a social evil and success is measured only by 

prostitutes’ ability to leave the trade (e.g., Butler 1985:51). 

The Labor Question 

 Whether the “world’s oldest profession” can be considered work is a contentious 

topic fraught with moral, emotional, legal, and social-structural complexities.  Certainly 

any number of the American public would grant that prostitution is a way to make money 

to survive, but when pressed would not define it as a legitimate form of work, and by 
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legitimate I mean genuine, not lawful, though certainly American society at large has not 

defined it in the latter sense either.  This reticence to define prostitution as labor and the 

assignation of the trade to criminal activity is likely due largely to Victorian, i.e., 

hegemonic, discourse surrounding prostitution and the female ideal, which is certainly 

well-embedded in the psyches of a significant portion of the American population, some 

of whom are unaware of their cultural baggage. 

 Well aware of Victorian cultural baggage and the baggage of cultures worldwide 

with similar male-as-public-sphere/women-as-private-and-reproductive-sphere 

ideologies, however, are the numerous feminist academicians and, increasingly, modern-

day prostitutes who have argued this subject through scholarly journals, books, activist 

movements, and public forums, such as the First and Second World Whores’ Congress 

held in Amsterdam and Brussels, respectively, in the mid-1980s (Pheterson 1989).  It 

might be expected that the debate breaks down along professional lines.  In fact, 

however, interest groups formed by prostitutes have coopted, some intentionally and 

some unintentionally, the discourse of different, often conflicting feminisms, leading to 

the alignment of some prostitutes with some academics but also to dissension between 

prostitutes, academics, and prostitutes and academics.  At the core of this dissension is 

the labor question:  Is prostitution a form of labor that empowers its female practitioners 

within the constraints of a gender-, class-, and race-hierarchical society, or is prostitution 

a form of oppression that situates its female practitioners as victims in a gender-, class-, 

and race-hierarchical society?  While the answers to the question are complex and 

certainly vary in degree and emphasis, three positions are commonly addressed in current 
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relevant literature:  radical, Marxist/Socialist, and liberal feminist.  The following 

synopses of each are necessarily painted with a broad brush and should not be taken to 

represent the full range of nuances associated with each position.   

 The radical feminist approach posits that prostitution is an incarnation of the 

historical and current violent subordination of women, based in the social construction of 

gender and its embodiment of sexuality, the dominant form of which, heterosexuality, 

“institutionalizes male sexual dominance and female sexual submission” (MacKinnon 

1989:113).  The reproduction of the male dominance/female submission sexual dynamic 

occurs in both marriage and prostitution, where female sexuality is appropriated “by a 

man in exchange for some kind of economic stability” (Zatz 1997:288), and the 

reproduction of this dynamic in general is inescapable in today’s society.  Within the 

radical feminist approach, prostitution is specifically not work and is certainly not a 

choice; it is purely the manifestation of oppression (Fechner 1994; Zatz 1997).  The 

stance maintained by radical feminists is echoed in the literature put forth by members of 

the Minneapolis-based prostitution survivors group Women Hurt in Systems of 

Prostitution Engaged in Revolt, or WHISPER.  The founder of WHISPER, Evelina 

Giobbe, formerly Sarah Wynter, states, for example: 

• Prostitution isn’t like anything else.  Rather everything else is like prostitution, 
because it is the model for women’s condition, for gender stratification and its 
logical extension, sex discrimination.  Prostitution is founded on enforced sexual 
abuse under a system of male supremacy that is itself built along a continuum of 
coercion—fear, force, racism and poverty [Wynter 1987:268]. 

 
• The fact that a john gives money to a woman or a child for submitting to these 

acts does not alter the fact that he is committing child sexual abuse, rape and 
battery; it merely redefines these crimes as prostitution [Giobbe 1990, quoted in 
Fechner 1994:49]. 
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• Unlike a labor contract, traditional marriage and prostitution are both predicated 
on ownership and unconditional sexual access to a woman’s body [Giobbe 1991, 
quoted in Fechner 1994:50]. 

 
 Zatz (1997:288-289) contends that differentiating sex from other forms of paid 

human activity, as is necessary to the argument of the radical feminist approach, has not 

been very successful because such differentiation has relied heavily on an idealized view 

of sex as private, intimate, “not commodified and part of public life,” equal, and mutually 

pleasurable, a view I would say partially resonates with Victorian ideology, which must 

then be rectified with the notions of male violence toward and subordination of women; 

or it has relied on a circular argument in which sex work is different than other forms of 

labor that involve the human body or other women’s work because it involves sex.   

 At the opposite end of the spectrum from the radical feminist notion that 

prostitution is not labor is the Marxist feminist approach, which invokes Marx’s 

(1964:133n) description of all wage labor as prostitution.  This approach suggests that an 

individual’s labor, “whether sexual, emotional, mental, or manual” (Davidson 2002:85) is 

inextricable from that individual, so an employer cannot buy the labor, only the power 

over the labor, and, hence, the individual, for an agreed amount of time.  The ability to 

purchase this power versus acquiescence to having this power purchased is located within 

the class asymmetry created by and reproduced through capitalism.  This class 

asymmetry, Marxist feminists argue, extends to gender asymmetry that is manifested in 

the sexual division of labor.  The position of social feminism is similar to that of Marxist 

feminists except that Socialist feminists perceive gender asymmetry as a separate 

phenomenon from that of class, i.e., ending class inequality will not necessarily end 
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gender inequality.  In either case, though, prostitution is defined as work and is included 

in the litany of other “women’s tasks,” such as housework and childcare, that have not 

traditionally been afforded the status of work, and for which Marxist/Socialist feminists 

strive to gain recognition as such. 

 Illustrative of Marxist/Socialist feminist theory is the philosophical premise of the 

London-based English Collective of Prostitutes (ECP), an advocacy group comprised of 

current and ex-prostitutes.  The ECP believes that prostitution is work, but that a woman 

cannot choose to work as a prostitute because the relative poverty of women, and 

minorities, as produced by the current capitalist system, nullifies choice by rendering 

prostitution as necessary for survival:  “Sex is supposed to be personal, always a free 

choice, different from work.  But it’s not a free choice when we are dependent on men for 

money” (ECP, Address at the First National Conference of the Wages for Housework 

Campaign, October 21, 1976, quoted in Fechner 1994:43).  The literature of the ECP 

does, however, indicate that the trade provides them with some sense of empowerment, 

stating, “The existence of women who demand payment [for sex] makes it clear to men 

that soon they will have to be grateful for anything they get from women” (quoted in 

Fechner 1994:44), though the organization is “clear that if there were no poor women, 

there would not be one woman on the game, not one” (Selma James, Speech Before the 

House of Commons on Behalf of the ECP, March 5, 1979, quoted in Fechner 1994:42). 

 Contrary to the latter statement is the stance of the Red Thread, an Amsterdam-

based prostitutes’ rights group.  As summarized by Fechner (1994:41), “Economic need, 

according to [their] argument, is not the major factor sustaining prostitution.  Prostitution 
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will not disappear even if women achieve social and political status equal to men.”  The 

discourse of this group includes the denial of victimhood and the espousal of prostitution 

as a choice, as work, and as empowering, the latter because in choosing their clients and 

which services they will perform, they can take back their sexuality from men.   

 The views of the Red Thread are most closely aligned with liberal feminist 

thought.  Liberal feminism may concede that prostitution is “inherently degrading 

because noncommercialized sexuality is part of their vision of human flourishing,” but 

given the limitations to women’s economic options due to gendered constructions of 

women’s and men’s work, “sex work may not simply be a reasonable choice given the 

options but may actually challenge some of the structural conditions that so narrow 

women’s options in the first place” (Zatz 1997:287).  Liberal feminism, like the Red 

Thread, emphasizes choice and empowerment and approaches prostitution as a form of 

work.  Some liberal feminists suggest that this form of work involves not only sexual and 

physical labor, but also emotional labor, as conducted in the creation of manufactured 

identities to attract, satisfy, and retain clients (Sanders 2005). 

 It should be noted that each of these positions puts forth a different agenda for 

prostitution:  Radical feminists support its abolition, and to this end, groups such as 

WHISPER advocate for social services for prostitutes, the abolition of penalties for 

prostitutes, and increased legal penalties for pimps and johns.  Marxist/Socialist feminists 

are less concerned with eliminating prostitution specifically and more concerned with 

eliminating overarching socioeconomic inequalities.  Groups like the ECP, therefore, 

advocate for social services for prostitutes but believe that the abolition of legal penalties 
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should extend to pimps and clients “because it predicts that such laws will be misused by 

the State against Blacks, immigrants, and other oppressed people” (Fechner 1994:47).  

Liberal feminists contend that prostitution should be the choice of the women involved; 

the Red Thread strives for the recognition of prostitution as legitimate, in both senses of 

the word, employment, improved working conditions, “maximizing and validating 

women’s choices, and eradicating the social stigma of prostitution through . . . public 

education and decriminalization of prostitution” (Fechner 1994:38).  In promoting the 

choice of the women, they seek the decriminalization of relationships with pimps and 

customers, though specifically not of violent acts that might occur within those 

relationships.  The identification of an appropriate agenda(s), however, is beyond the 

scope of this study.  What is important here is the answer to whether prostitution can be 

considered a form of women’s work, in light of the debate above.   

 I would argue that the answer is yes, assuming that work is not always completely 

voluntary (it is not) and that all work currently conducted in the United States is and for 

some time has been circumscribed by the capitalist world-economy, and that that 

capitalist system requires the majority of individuals to work in order to survive, hence 

the sometimes involuntary nature of the work.  I side with those authors and prostitutes 

who maintain that sexual contact for money cannot be differentiated from other forms of 

labor that involve parts of the body simply because it involves sexual contact.  To suggest 

such differentiation is to buy into cultural constructions of “sexual contact . . . as utterly 

different from all other kinds and in that sense both sanctified and stigmatized” (Agustín 

2003:385) and to inextricably link sexual activity with desire, which is clearly not the 
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case, for example, for lesbian prostitutes who service men (Zatz 1997; Agustín 2003).  

For this reason, the wholesale separation of sex from work appears to me to replicate the 

private/public sphere arguments of Victorian ideology, including the appropriate use of 

sex, i.e., for procreation, an ideology largely conducive to the male dominance and 

female subordination with which radical feminism takes issue.  Further, even if the 

radical feminist perspective of prostitution as an act of violence and oppression was 

accepted and experienced as true across the board, it would not negate the fact that 

prostitution is an income-earning activity and that it involves the production of a 

commodity, sexuality, for a market.  In this sense, prostitution is a form of work; work 

that is responsible, in the case of Southeast Asia, for “2-14 percent of regional 

economies” (Jeffreys 2000:362) and that is currently valued at 1.8 billion Australian 

dollars in Australia. 

 In contending that prostitution is a form of women’s work, I also contend that this 

form of work should be categorized as informal labor, in that it is not subject to legal 

regulations regarding pay or conditions of work.  While Portes and Sassen-Koob 

[1987:31] might exclude criminal activities, I argue that because the activities defining 

prostitution as it is used here, sexual acts and the exchange of money or items of 

monetary value, occur independently from each other within the sphere of legality, the 

combination of the two is not inherently criminal, and for all the reasons presented in this 

chapter, needs to be considered in a different light than other criminalized activity. 

 Finally, following Zatz (1997), I contend that this work has to be understood, 

whether currently or historically, in reference to context, “the set of presences which 
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organize the moment of its [referring to a written sign, all language, or the totality of 

experience] inscription” (Derrida 1982:317-318).  A given experience can be separated 

from its inscription through one set of presences and be grafted onto others, resulting in 

differences in the meaning of that experience and making it futile to attempt to isolate the 

“true” experience of prostitutes.  “An adequate understanding of prostitution requires 

understanding its multiplicity and the potential discontinuities in the experience of 

prostitution between participants in it as well as between participants and dominant 

narratives of the culture at large” (Zatz 1997:280).  Such an understanding does not 

discount the voices and experiences of prostitutes who feel that they have been, for 

example, oppressed/victimized or, conversely, oppressed/empowered; rather, it allows for 

the evaluation of these experiences as “justified or illegitimate in relation to the subject 

and her world” (Mohanty 1993:45) without imposing a false-consciousness approach, 

which sets up “a privileged group (usually intellectuals) to interpret the experiences of 

others for them. . . . [and which] starts from fixed social categories (usually gender or 

class categories) and attempts to read off identities and interests, failing to note how the 

categories are internally heterogeneous, historically contingent, and shifting” (Zatz 

1997:296,19n).  That an adequate understanding of prostitution as just described is 

especially germane to the 19th-century mining West is addressed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6.  CHALLENGES, CHOICE, AND CONTEXT 
 
 As discussed in Chapter 4, the 19th-century western United States was a 

spatiotemporal context occupied by the collision of multiple cultures:  those that were 

already in the western United States, those that came from the eastern United States, and 

those that came from around the world.  It was, as Limerick (1987:27) has described it, 

“an important meeting ground, the point where Indian America, Latin America, Anglo-

America, Afro-America, and Asia intersected.  In race relations, the West could make the 

turn-of-the-century Northeastern urban confrontation between European immigrants and 

American nativists look like a family reunion.”  The concentration, frequency, and effects 

of cultural encounters within a contested space over just a few decades defined the 

western United States in the 19th century, and they continue to do so today (Limerick 

1987).  For this reason, too much emphasis cannot be placed upon the complexity and 

diversity of the West, nor too much attention given to those peoples who have been 

relegated to the quiet corners of western history. 

 Although women have begun to move out of these corners, by covered wagon, 

steamboat, and train, into the historian’s West over the last few decades, only relatively 

recently has western history moved beyond the “add women and stir” approach.  Many of 

their stories remain to be told, while others need to be re-told.  In this light, Pascoe 

(1991:44) has argued that it is time to move away from merely acknowledging the 

presence of women in the West and into the study of “western women at the cultural 

crossroads.”  The wording of this phrase is deliberate and contains several implications 

for the study of frontier prostitutes, as one of the groups of women that existed in the 
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western United States during the mid to late 19th century.  First, the omission of the word 

“frontier” removes the conceptualization of the western United States as an unsettled 

geographic region awaiting exploration and occupation by emigrating eastern-U.S. 

Euroamericans, thereby requiring attention to the experiences of the earlier inhabitants of 

the region who were suddenly subject to the consequences of westward, as well as 

northward, southward, and eastward, migration.  Pascoe (1991:46) feels that the frontier 

is only useful as a concept if it refers to a frontier of cultural interactions, with the idea 

that such interactions were new ground for all groups involved, hence the use of the term 

“cultural crossroads.”  She states, and rightfully so, “If we thought of the frontier as 

cross-cultural, then expanding the focus beyond white pioneer settlers would be a logical 

necessity rather than a matter of good intentions” (Pascoe 1991:46).  An expansion of 

focus also ties into the use of “western” women, instead of “pioneer” or “westering” 

women, which implies that the study of women in the West must account for women who 

were already present, as well as those who came from other countries, and not just those 

who made their way there from the eastern United States.  Pascoe stresses that it is not 

enough to simply mention the presence of these women and move on, and that it might 

behoove western historians to consider the “crossroads” in her phrase as an “analytic 

crossing of three central axes of inequality—race, class, and gender—in American 

history” (Pascoe 1991:49).  By including those groups of women who have been even 

more marginalized than former eastern-U.S. Euroamerican women in western history, she 

says, western historians can begin to examine intercultural crossroads, the relationships 
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between and experiences of the diverse groups of women and how they were affected by 

the greater social, political, and economic processes that shaped the West. 

 The diverse group of women who plied prostitution in the mining West included 

but was not limited to immigrants and Americans of African, Australian, Bavarian, 

Brazilian, Canadian, Chilean, Chinese, Danish, English, French, German, Hungarian, 

Irish, Italian, Japanese, Mexican, Native American, Nicaraguan, Norwegian, Nova 

Scotian, Panamanian, Peruvian, Scottish, and Spanish descent, as well as of mixed race 

and mixed ethnicity (Barnhart 1986; Blackburn and Ricards 1979; Bowers 1995; Butler 

1985; Goldman 1981; Jeffrey 1979; Martin 1974; Simmons 1989).  An adequate 

understanding, therefore, of prostitution in the mining West must surely address 

multiplicity, and given this multiplicity as well as the differences in the relationships 

between these national groups and the hegemonic group, must address the variety in 

experiences of prostitution between each group and that imposed by dominant narratives.  

 The dominant narrative, as established in the previous chapter, was that associated 

with Victorian ideology.  The repercussions of this dominance have impaired the 

understanding of 19th-century western-U.S. prostitution in two ways:  1) they have 

limited the content and availability of historical records associated with prostitution, and 

2) it has been the tendency of many western historians to evoke this narrative in their 

studies of frontier prostitution.  This evocation compromises the understanding of 

prostitution in the 19th-century western United States, first because the evaluation of the 

experience of prostitutes through the Victorian narrative generally results in the removal 

of choice, motivation, and agency from those prostitutes, generally Western European or 
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Euroamerican, who might have had greater exposure to Victorian ideology.  Second, it 

results in the judgment and positioning of prostitutes who were historically removed from 

Victorian ideology through its lens, not only removing choice, motivation, and agency, 

but also potentially distorting their history and experience.  Ultimately, through the 

evocation of Victorian ideology, all western-U.S. prostitutes are homogenously subsumed 

within a literature of victimization.  Each of the impediments is discussed in greater detail 

in the following sections. 

The History of Whores:  Challenges and Censorship 

 The Victorian discouragement of women from participating in the public sphere 

poses problems for finding information on the history of not only prostitutes but of 

women in general.  Because women, for many years, tended not to be conspicuously 

involved in the most public of activities, such as politics or business, media devoted to 

those activities, such as newspapers, provide little data that might expand our knowledge 

concerning the lives of women in the 19th century.  In her study of Nevada mining-camp 

newspapers, for example, Cloud (1993) found that while newspaper editors included 

items geared toward the stereotypical interests of white, middle-class women and that 

these items were frequently about women, the majority of the items about women 

concerned the domestic sphere, covering such subjects as marriage, divorce, fashion, and 

social events.  Though subjects such as women’s employment or women’s rights did 

appear, suggesting that women operated beyond the domestic sphere, these occurrences 

were rare, leaving the reader with more questions than answers regarding the lives of 

19th-century women.  This problem is compounded by the fact that items about women, 
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whether they concerned the domestic or public sphere, were given considerably less 

space than items pertaining to men, usually not more than a paragraph in the “locals 

column” as opposed to several paragraphs in the local news. 

 Stories about women’s activities were, on more than one occasion, published by 

editors who injected a tone of condescension or ridicule (Cloud 1993; Watson et al. 

1998).  These occurrences, combined with the fact that some editors ignored the activities 

of women altogether (Watson et al. 1998) suggest that even if women did operate in the 

public sphere, newspaper editors made a conscious decision to ignore them.   

If women received less documentation because they were not supposed to be 

involved in public activities, editors were not going to make a habit of publishing in-

depth stories about women involved in sexual activities in the public sphere.  During the 

1880s, for example, John Clum, the mayor of Tombstone, Arizona, and the editor of the 

Tombstone Epitaph, wanted to promote the growth of the town, and he made a conscious 

decision not to publish stories on illicit activities, including prostitution (Butler 1985). 

Decisions to censor information about prostitutes were not limited to newspapers, 

and censorship by writers and recorders of information regarding prostitution in many 

types of primary documents hampers current research on the subject.  Petrik (1987:25) 

notes, for example, that though prostitution was recorded as encompassing the largest 

number of women who worked outside the home in Helena, Montana, between 1865 and 

1900, when the Secretary of the Helena Board of Trade “submitted his first report in 

1878, . . . propriety forced him to exclude [prostitutes] from the list [of wage earners].”  

Thus, while this report lists the wages for laborers of both sexes in various professions, it 
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does not provide data that would allow researchers a sense of the financial status of 

prostitutes compared to other workers.  In another instance of censorship, cartographers 

for the Sanborn Map Company, who produced fire-insurance maps in the late 1800s, 

frequently used the euphemism “female boarding” house to refer to a house of 

prostitution.  Though scholars, fortunately, are aware of this euphemism (Simmons 1982; 

Wegars 1989), it can cause confusion and flaws in the data for areas where female 

boarding houses not associated with prostitution existed. 

Other documents in which the recorders of information often omit details on the 

lives of prostitutes are, surprisingly, documents associated with law enforcement and 

court records, though it is not known whether information is missing due to a sense of 

propriety, a need for expediency, or both.  Prostitutes, as women who conducted illegal 

activities and were at greater risk to be on the receiving end of illegal activities (e.g., 

violence, robbery, arson), were frequently run through the legal process.  Gilfoyle 

(1994:523) notes, however, that in arrest records, court transcripts, and other legal 

records, the “persons speaking, recording, or describing the activity are usually 

investigators, judges, journalists, police, or law enforcement officials.  Surprisingly, these 

sources provide the testimony of prostitutes infrequently.”  Certainly prostitutes had their 

own perceptions of each legal situation in which they were involved.  Without their 

voices, however, it is incredibly difficult for researchers to ascertain how prostitutes 

might have felt about the acts they committed or that others committed against them, 

especially as compared to what law-enforcement officials or law-abiding citizens might 

have felt. 
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A final area of documentation in which the recording of information about 

prostitutes by others challenges the ability to study them is the census.  Researchers note 

that census takers often listed prostitutes by another occupation or by no occupation at all 

(e.g., Goldman 1981; James and Fleiss 1998; Ripp-Shucha 1997).  The reasons for this 

practice varied from embarrassment of the census taker, who would leave answers blank 

or make them up, to collusion with prostitutes who did not want to be recorded as such, 

to the census form itself, which allowed only one occupation to be recorded.  

Occasionally, the census taker simply made errors, and at other times, prostitutes were 

not recorded because they were in transit to a new mining camp. 

Inconsistencies in the census can lead to conflicting interpretations of the data 

provided by it, as evidenced by James and Fleiss’ (1998) critique of Goldman’s (1981) 

use of Nevada census data to determine the number of prostitutes on the Comstock in 

1880.  Goldman (1981:172) identified women as prostitutes if they were referred to by a 

term directly associated with prostitution, such as “soiled dove,” “if they were given the 

euphemism of chambermaid, dressmaker, or housekeeper and lived beside identified 

prostitutes; or if they had no occupation listed and resided in the legally demarcated 

bawdy districts.”  James and Fleiss take issue with her methods, arguing that women 

identified under “euphemisms” may have actually engaged in only their stated 

professions, and that Goldman’s methods do not recognize those unidentified prostitutes 

who, for whatever reasons, were not confined to a red-light district.  Using the same 

census data, they counter with their own profile of prostitution on the Comstock, 

establishing the average prostitute as young, unmarried, and without children.  While 
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these characteristics seem reasonable, if a researcher relies on opposing characteristics as 

indicators for a life outside of prostitution, she is prone to some level of error, because it 

was not unheard of for prostitutes to be older, to be married, and/or to have children 

(Blackburn and Ricards 1979; Goldman 1981; Hewitt 1991; Ripp-Shucha 1997). 

Census data were not always confused due to the methods of census takers or 

historical researchers.  Often prostitutes censored information about themselves, 

reporting a second occupation or an invented occupation to the census taker (James and 

Fleiss 1998; Ripp-Shucha 1997).  Public sentiment about prostitution would have made 

such censorship, as well as the editing of details about events in their lives, advantageous 

to prostitutes in public situations.  Gilfoyle (1994:523) notes, for example, that on those 

rare occasions when their testimony was recorded, prostitutes presented “planned or 

scripted accounts of their activity, and the spontaneous outburst [was] infrequent.”  

Whether or not the prostitutes wrote these accounts for themselves (which is not a given), 

their likely intent was to ensure that certain details were omitted and that the activity 

would be perceived in a way that would not offend the court.  The perception that the 

prostitute was attempting to evoke regarding an event, however, would not necessarily be 

a perception that she shared.  Scripted testimony, therefore, must be approached with 

caution. 

Autobiographies by prostitutes must also be approached with caution.  Authors of 

these accounts would certainly have had to censor their experiences to make them 

agreeable to the public and to have their accounts published in the first place.  In addition, 

such accounts cannot be considered as generally representative of the thoughts and 
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experiences of prostitutes because most were written by women who had the luxury of 

time to write the account, and who had attained the occupation and wealth of a madam 

(Gilfoyle 1994).  Other documents claiming to be autobiographies may actually have 

been written by non-prostitute reformers trying to deter women from entering the trade 

(Myres 1982:348, n. 66). 

The lack of the voice of the common prostitute on her motivations for entering the 

profession, her thoughts and feelings over the range of her career, and her perceptions of 

the events in which she was involved may be one of the most frustrating aspects of 

research on prostitution.  I have yet to find or read about a diary belonging to a western-

U.S. prostitute that could be attributed to a specific person, for a variety of reasons.  A 

percentage of prostitutes may not have been able to write.  For those who could write, it 

may not have seemed appealing to remember and record events that were likely painful in 

many respects.  Many prostitutes were distanced from their families and did not have 

children, which would severely decrease the possibility of diary curation. 

If descendants or relatives did curate a prostitute’s diary, however, or any deeply 

personal information, researchers might encounter another challenge in that the family 

may not want the information available to the public.  If the family holds the information, 

it may never be known to exist.  Sometimes materials pertaining to prostitutes or clients 

with living relatives or descendants are archived in public institutions, for example, in the 

form of confidential law enforcement records.  These materials may be restricted or 

inaccessible to protect the living individuals from embarrassment (Gilfoyle 1994).  The 
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argument is easily made that such embarrassment stems from the aftereffects of Victorian 

gender ideology and its position on prostitution. 

 Despite all of the aforementioned challenges to finding information about 

prostitution in historical records, in the past few decades, historians have admirably 

culled the limited data to provide a fuller and more accurate picture of 19th-century 

western-U.S. prostitution than that provided in the glamorized accounts of the mid-20th 

century.  This picture, however, is neither as full nor as accurate as it could be because 

many historians have obscured portions of it by lending primacy, however, unwittingly, 

to a Victorian perspective.  To elucidate the use of this perspective, a quick 

summarization of a few Victorian ideological points outlined in previous chapters is in 

order: 

 The Victorians perceived their culture as superior to all others and therefore 

believed it their responsibility to inculcate all other cultures with Victorian values.  

Included in these was the belief that men should work and control the public sphere, 

while women should not work, get married, and remain in the private, domestic sphere.  

Within this sphere, women were expected to embody piety, purity, submissiveness, and 

domesticity, purity to the extent that sex should be engaged in minimally, and only for 

the purpose of procreation.  Men, on the other hand, inherently had more sexual desire 

and, therefore, tension, than did women, and release of such tension was needed to 

prevent its manifestation in violent or other undesirable acts.  These beliefs are cited in 

concert by historians as the reasons for the pervasiveness of prostitution in the 19th-

century American West:  Men needed sex because their wives were not available due to 



  
 

138

geographic distance or were not sexually available.  Women needed work but faced 

limited economic options because they were not supposed to work.  Women, destitute, 

choicelessly slipped into the one of the only forms of available income-earning activity. 

Euroamerican Prostitutes and the Absence of Agency 

 Implicit in Glickman’s (1997:38) statement regarding the double bind of women 

workers during the mid to late 19th century (see p. 113) is that women did have some 

options regarding labor.  They could choose to stay in a low-paying form of work, they 

could choose to supplement or replace that work with prostitution (a choice that I would 

call personal, not inevitable), or they could, sometimes, find higher-paying non-sex work.  

Granted, the opportunities for the latter were relatively limited for Euroamerican5 women 

(and infinitely more so for non-white women) compared to those for the former two.   

 Jeffrey (1979:124-125) notes that while single white women could initially make 

good money providing domestic services “in a male society hungry for [them],” as the 

boom phase of mining began to fade in a location, “lower wages, unemployment, and 

poverty resulted, and women who serviced mining society suffered.”  Petrik (1987:25) 

cites an 1878 report of the Secretary of the Helena, Montana Board of Trade which states 

that “female labor, cooks and general housework” earned 30 to 40 dollars per month 

compared with the 120 dollars per month that could be earned by miners or the 60-100 

dollars per month attributed to general male “laborers.”  Butler (1985:2-3) claims that 

                                                 
5 For the remainder of this chapter only, to avoid the cumbersome use of Euroamerican and Western 
European immigrants, both are subsumed under the term “Euroamerican.” 
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most work in the region, even office help, fell to males, and the work that did fall to 

women was plagued by competition. 

 Were these opportunities so limited, however, that Euroamerican women 

“inevitably” turned to prostitution, as constructed by historians of the western United 

States?  The answer to this question is probably yes, for some prostitutes and no, for 

others.  As towns went through boom and bust cycles, employment opportunities rose 

and fell for both women and men.  If a woman was going to starve to death without 

prostitution, then prostitution may have been her inevitable choice, especially prior to the 

facilitation of transportation back east by the railroad.  Other women, however, while 

low-paid, might not have been in danger of dying without prostitution, but recognized the 

economic benefits that were possible (though not certain) as a result of it.  In her study of 

19th-century prostitution in San Francisco, for example, Barnhart (1986:18) reports that 

some prostitutes could make $200 to $500 in a night.  Petrik (1987:26) discusses the 

arrival of prostitutes in Helena with $300 to $1000 in cash or gold from previous 

employment as prostitutes in other cities.  While these figures may not have been typical 

throughout the western United States, the possibility for such financial gain may have 

motivated many Euroamerican women who did not need to engage in prostitution to 

become prostitutes.  When historians suggest on a Victorian-ideological foundation that 

women were filtered into prostitution by society, they remove motivation and choice for 

them and leave behind victims. 

 One example of a study in which motivation and choice are absent due to the 

channeling of Victorian ideology is Butler’s (1985) Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery.  
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Though she never engages the topic of Victorianism, its ideological residue is apparent in 

allusions to “the potential sexual explosion that exists in an isolated society where the 

men far outnumber the women” (Butler 1985:127) and the dismal economic prospects for 

women, and especially in the implication that the goal of prostitution would be to exit the 

profession:  “Mired in personal and professional disorder, prostitutes seemed unable to 

use their pitiful wages as a means to extricate themselves from prostitution; rather, 

prostitutes simply latched onto customers and tried to drain off monies wherever 

possible” (Butler 1985:51).  In establishing this goal, she excludes recognition of a 

variety of other possible goals or motivations to remain a prostitute. 

In an 1858 survey of 2,000 New York prostitutes by William Sanger, he asked 

what “caused them to enter prostitution.  More than one-third cited having a personal 

inclination to prostitution, wanting an easy life, or being too idle to work” (Hobson 

1987:100).  Hobson (1987:100) states that “inclination” may have referred to a variety of 

desires, for adventure, for independence, for an easy life, for financial security, or to a 

practical evaluation of available options.  Further, she argues that the “belief that only 

starving women prostituted themselves missed the range of situations and experiences of 

women who claimed that economic necessity was the cause of their entering 

prostitution.”  She cites Henry Mayhew’s (1862) London Labour and the London Poor, 

in which one prostitute says: 

I don’t leave this sort of life because I’m in a manner used to it, and what could I 
do if I did?  I’ve not character.  I’ve never been used to do anything, and I don’t 
see what employment I stand a chance of getting.  Then if I had to sit hours and 
hours all day long and part of the night too, sewing or anything like that, I should 
get tired.  It would worrit [sic] me so never having been accustomed, you see, I 
couldn’t stand it [Hobson 1987:100]. 
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In another example, Christina Christofferson, a Wisconsin prostitute, requested that her 

friend Dolly Paltrow take her along to a brothel because, in Dolly’s words, “Christina 

said that she had no home and that her mother was mean to her.”  In Christina’s words, “I 

wanted to leave town and did not care where I went” (Ripp-Shucha 1997:40).  Maimie 

Pinzer, a prostitute in the northeastern United States, said: 

I knew that I didn’t want to be bad.  But I didn’t see what else I should do if I 
didn’t find some way of earning my keep . . . you know, I’ve told you how hard I 
looked for work.  Well I did, in a halfhearted sort of way and with the feeling:  
‘Oh!  What’s the use’ – for I didn’t propose to get up at 6:30 to be at work at 8 
and work in a close, stuffy room with people I despise, until dark, for six and 
seven dollars a week!  When I could spend an afternoon with some congenial 
person and in the end have more than a week’s work could pay me . . . then what 
do girls do? . . . I don’t know exactly what they do, unless they resort to living as 
I did formerly; or perhaps marry; or if they do work, are laundresses, potato 
peelers, scrubwomen . . . [quoted in Costello 2000:169]. 
 
Butler’s study provides no space for motivations or choices such as these, and as 

demonstrated earlier (see pp. 34, 38-39), it relies on the disempowerment of prostitutes to 

support the idea that western society would impose “old values” more stringently.  Even 

her assessment of the active role of prostitutes in forming the institutions of the western 

United States situates them as subjects:  “The experience of frontier prostitutes . . . 

indicated that the rise of powerful institutions in part hinged upon the ability of society to 

build upon the rights and lives of the politically weak” (Butler 1985:153).  Her 

measurement of success, extrication from the profession, is directly descended from these 

old values, in which no woman could possibly want to be a prostitute.  Her argument 

about prostitution, therefore, can only result in the prostitute as the victimized woman, 

the “sister of misery,” a result that does not account for the choices reflected in the words 

of prostitutes, as quoted above. 
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 While Victorian ideology did not render those women who became prostitutes 

choiceless, it is equally apparent that Victorian ideology, as the hegemonic ideology in 

the United States, structured the lives and experiences of prostitutes in the mining West.  

Not one historian disagrees with the fact that the sexual division of labor created by this 

ideology limited the job opportunities for women in the western United States or with the 

fact that the same ideology was responsible for the construction of prostitution as illegal 

and immoral.  An historical account of frontier prostitution must, therefore, consider the 

constraints placed upon these women by Victorian ideology when examining their 

experiences.  Prostitutes were certainly aware of the greater public’s perceptions of them.   

An early 20th-century Denver prostitute stated: 

At first, when any of us would read of ourselves being described [as “soiled 
doves” or “frail sisters”] we might all get to giggling.  It looked so funny.  But 
afterwards, those expressions in print became downright tiresome—or as if we 
wanted sympathy or something like that.  For we weren’t frail, heaven knows.  Or 
at least I certainly wasn’t.  And as for ever having been doves to begin with—
well, that would’ve been quite impossible, don’t you see. . . . We were whores—
and we knew we were whores [LaVerne, quoted in Miller and Mazzulla 1962:44]. 
 

Awareness of these perceptions and understanding and enduring their consequences, such 

as the disgust or pity of fellow citizens, limited freedoms, the lack of protection afforded 

other women, and abuse by customers or law officers, could easily result in the 

prostitutes’ experience of prostitution as one of victimization.  An adequate 

understanding of the experience of a given group of prostitutes, however, must also 

consider how they interacted with Victorian ideology to constrain its implementation, 

which might result in prostitutes’ experience as empowering and, in some instances, as 

pleasant or downright fun. 
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 One of the more commonly related stories in the history of Denver prostitution is 

the story of the “yellow ribbon” ordinance (Bancroft 1965; Emrich 1949; Miller and 

Mazzulla 1962).  During the 1880s, to accommodate concerned “proper” women, Denver 

passed a law requiring each prostitute to wear a yellow ribbon on her arm to identify her 

as such.  All the prostitutes from the two largest brothels on Holladay Street instead came 

out in all-yellow dresses, gloves, hats, and parasols and took to the streets downtown in 

buggies and hacks.  The law was revoked in short order.  A parallel chain of events 

occurred in Moscow, Idaho, when an ordinance required prostitutes to wear purple veils, 

and the women turned out in the veils as well as the “best looking outfits . . . the local 

scene had ever encountered” (Wicks 1983:12).  These clear-cut acts of organized 

resistance, based in prostitutes’ understanding of the desire of Victorians to limit their 

visibility, no doubt represents one way that prostitutes experienced empowerment.  

Additionally, current studies of prostitution have suggested that in places “in which the 

market for commodified sex is shaped by global and/or gender inequalities, . . . the 

selling of sexual labor . . . can represent a form of resistance to those inequalities” 

(Davidson 2002:87).  The 19th-century western United States was certainly such a place, 

and it is unlikely that prostitutes from that spatiotemporal context did not understand that 

they were operating outside of sanctioned activity for women and that some took pride or 

experienced power in that.  Their very existence constrained the implementation of 

Victorian ideology by allowing men and women to engage in sex outside of marriage for 

purposes other than procreation, turning away from “moral seriousness” (Howe 1976:21), 

sexual repression, and any semblance of domesticity.  I am not trying to suggest that all 
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prostitutes in the mining West experienced prostitution as empowering, but that some 

may have in their choices, actions, and professional activities, and one should use caution 

not to obscure these experiences or assign victimhood by incorporating a perspective that 

will result in both of these actions. 

 Another area in which Butler’s, as well as Goldman’s (1981) and Petrik’s (1987), 

study implements a Victorian perspective is in establishing hierarchies of prostitutes 

based on ethnicity.  Butler (1985:4) describes the hierarchy of San Antonio prostitutes as 

follows:  “A despised group, the Mexican women occupied the lowest rung on the ladder 

of social acceptance, with blacks only slightly ahead, and white women at the top of a 

scorned heap.”  Goldman (1981:69) notes, “In the system of stratification within 

prostitution Chinese prostitutes had lower status than any other group of women.”  Like 

White (1990:12), I believe that “such an emphasis on hierarchy should dominate feminist 

[or historical] scholarship [of prostitution] is unfortunate and, I think, erroneous; it has 

served as a forcible way to remove labor from discussions of prostitution.”  Neither 

author is completely clear as to who is assigning status or rank; therefore the hierarchy 

comes across as a given from all perspectives, including those of the prostitutes.  Issues 

of homogenizing prostitutes by race or ethnicity aside (In the established hierarchy, was 

the French streetwalker in fact of a higher status than the Irish or African American 

brothel occupant?), observing groups of prostitutes through white eyes is essentially a 

false-consciousness approach, the problems with which are demonstrated in the next 

section. 
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Non-Euroamerican Prostitutes and the Call for Context 

 While evoking a Victorian perspective in evaluating the experiences of frontier 

prostitutes is problematic when applied to the Euroamerican population, the problems 

described above are compounded when applied to the populations of national groups with 

less exposure to Victorian ideology because the context from which their experiences 

proceed will differ from those of the Euroamericans.  For this reason, the evocation of 

Victorian ideology, as will be demonstrated through two types of accounts, is not 

sufficient to explain or portray prostitution in the 19th-century mining West.  These two 

types of accounts are those of women from cultures that supported women’s work but in 

which women would not have engaged in prostitution and those of women from cultures 

that supported women’s work and/or in which women frequently engaged in prostitution.  

The first type of account is illustrated using the example of the California Indian tribes, 

and the second type of account is illustrated using examples from Nairobi and Shanghai.  

It should be kept in mind that these are but two types of accounts selected from what are 

probably an infinite number of possible accounts in societies that changed and shifted 

over time. 

 In Albert Hurtado’s (1988) study of 27 Indian tribes on the “California Frontier,” 

he describes tribal practices that demonstrate a very different gender ideology than that 

practiced by Victorians.  California Indian men were not considered to inherently have 

more sexual desire that needed a release.  The northern tribes, in fact, restricted 

copulation to a certain time of year, and one tribe, the Karok, “avoided sex because, it 

was said, they preferred to devote their energies to the pursuit of wealth” (Hurtado 
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1988:172).  Hurtado describes sexual division of labor by all tribes into a scheme in 

which women did more work within their economy than did men.  Women provided most 

of the food in each tribe, prepared food for consumption and storage, and made baskets, 

which were incredibly valuable in the trade market.  “All California tribes,” Hurtado 

(1988:19) says, “prized hard-working, productive women.” 

 An attribute not prized in women, however, was sexual infidelity in marriage.  

California Indian tribes considered adultery grounds for divorce, even though divorce 

was frowned upon because it jeopardized the pattern of sexual division of labor.  Further, 

Hurtado (1988:172) notes that though premarital and extramarital sex occurred, “true 

prostitution appears to have been rare.”  In the case of the California tribes, prostitution 

was undertaken by married or single women in only the most desperate circumstances, 

which occurred during the white conquest of California:  Indian populations were 

decimated by disease and violence, whites took productive Indian-owned lands for their 

own, and Indians were not welcome participants in the white system of capitalism unless 

for exploitation.  It was only when faced with starvation and death due to these conditions 

that California Indian women turned to prostitution.  To illustrate the desperation 

required to do so, Hurtado (1988:179; 1999:89) relates an 1851 incident in southern 

Oregon: 

After a young, one-eyed Indian woman had intercourse with a miner for some 
food, her husband appeared and threatened her.  The next day, another Indian 
came to the camp and begged the whites to leave the women alone.  He added 
that among his people the penalty for adultery was the loss of an eye [Hurtado 
1999:89]. 
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By completely attributing western-U.S. prostitution to the constructs of Victorian 

gender ideology, historians erase the accounts of California Indian prostitutes, who are 

typically not considered in the history of the mining West anyway.  Their experiences, as 

members of groups that were far removed from Victorian gender ideology, can only be 

understood with reference to United States conquest as attempts to survive that conquest.  

They cannot be understood as women pursuing wealth in a capitalist environment 

because they were not invited into that environment, nor were they fortunate enough to 

prostitute themselves for money—usually food, some other item requisite for survival, or 

life itself was at stake. 

 Bearing no resemblance to the conquest-induced form of prostitution practiced by 

California Indian women are those forms practiced in Nairobi from 1899 (some earlier, 

prior to the founding of the city during that year) until the mid-20th century.  White 

(1990:13) makes the point that these “forms do not represent ‘stages’ in the life cycle of 

prostitutes nor do they constitute a hierarchy of respectability among prostitutes or 

anyone else.”  They include the watembezi, or streetwalking, form, the malaya form, in 

which men came to women in their residences, and the wazi-wazi form, in which women 

sat outside their residences and solicited men from there.  The malaya form tended to be a 

form of entrepreneurship in which women made enough to invest in property or livestock 

and provide for their children’s futures by doing so, while the other two forms tended to 

be ways for women to quickly accumulate enough money to support their parents outside 

of Nairobi.  Africans approved of all of the forms as women’s labor, especially once 

rinderpest and bovine pleuropneumonia wiped out livestock in the 1890s, in some areas 
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up to 90 percent.  These epidemics resulted in famine and, as people moved about to 

forage for food, the spread of smallpox (White 1990:31).  All of these conditions 

devastated the economy, disrupting it in areas such as bridewealth, which depended on 

livestock, and prostitution was needed to save it.  Hierarchical value judgments were only 

imposed by foreigners in the country, reinforced for them by the establishment of the 

Indian Penal Code in East Africa in the early 20th century.  The Indian Penal Code 

criminalized solicitation, thereby placing watembezi and wazi-wazi further “down the 

ladder” than malaya prostitution. 

The Nairobi example can be used to illustrate that cultures did exist in which 

prostitution was not heavily stigmatized.  Some immigrant prostitutes in the United 

States, therefore, could have been engaged in a form of labor that they may have engaged 

in regardless of the status of the women’s job market in the United States because it was 

acceptable at home, and because it was a means of improving their families’ or their own 

economic situations.  Their histories outside the United States must be read to write their 

histories in the United States. 

Additionally, White’s study demonstrates that data on foreign prostitution may 

assist in rethinking prostitution in the 19th-century western United States.  Likening the 

Nairobi forms of prostitution to streetwalking (watembezi), crib (wazi-wazi), and brothel 

(malaya) forms in the West, she illustrates how the evaluation of 19th-century western-

U.S. prostitution has been codified into hierarchical value judgments seated in the 19th-

century language of Victorian reformers (White 1990:6-20).  With this in mind, she 

recasts available data on the 19th-century West to demonstrate, for example, that age did 
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not necessarily correlate with form did not necessarily correlate with economic return.  

Whereas Butler (1985:60) suggests that the rental of a crib for two-and-a-half to three 

times as much per month as room and board at a brothel owned by the same madam in 

Boise was part of the downward spiral of prostitution, White (1990:20) notes that the cost 

of crib rental “indicat[es] something about [its] profitability.”  She additionally points out 

that the wazi-wazi form of prostitution in Nairobi gave prostitutes greater control over 

who they would service than they would have in the malaya form.  While the 

surroundings may not have been as opulent as those of the brothel, it is worth considering 

that in some respects, such as the ability to be independent, choose customers, and make 

a wage, even with an increase in the amount of work, crib work was a step up in the eyes 

of some prostitutes.  At least one account exists describing how a prostitute, Lillian 

Powers, declined an offer by Salida, Colorado, madam Laura Evens to live in her upscale 

brothel because she “really did not like ‘to drink and whoop it up’ and preferred her crib 

work where she could make more money” (Bancroft 1965:51). 

 Another, much more complex system of prostitution is described in Hershatter’s 

(1997) Dangerous Pleasures.  This study concerns prostitution in Shanghai from the late 

1800s through the 1980s.  In the earliest phases of the system that Hershatter (1997:34) is 

able to trace, prostitutes were classified in a hierarchy “structured by the class 

background of the customers, the native place of both customers and prostitutes, and the 

appearance and age of the prostitutes.”  Importantly, she situates this hierarchy as the 

“product of the shared or overlapping imaginings of a series of authors, the result of 

(mostly) men knowing, remembering, classifying types, and counting” and notes that in 
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“establishing hierarchical categories, fixing their importance, constructing and 

discursively patrolling the borders between different ranks, [these authors] helped to 

bring the hierarchy into being as a feature of Shanghai life” (Hershatter 1997:35).  

Evidence is present that prostitutes may have been aware of the hierarchy and maintained 

boundaries between ranks, though this evidence may be compromised by the fact that it 

comes from the very authors who established the hierarchy (Hershatter 1997:56-57).   

 Within the hierarchy, the most money and gifts were obtained by the shuyu, who 

were patronized by the wealthy and recognized more for selling songs and stories than 

sex, though it is possible that they secretly sold the latter.  Next, in the category under 

which the shuyu were eventually subsumed, were the changsan courtesans.  Changsan 

courtesans were paid performers and escorts who might engage in sexual relations with 

regular, also wealthy, customers who paid well, but they were not expected to do so.  Yao 

er courtesans, on the other hand, readily sold sex to regular customers or strangers, as did 

the prostitutes progressively down the ladder, trysting-house (later, brothel) prostitutes, 

pheasants, and the employees of flower-smoke rooms.  The hierarchy did not account for 

the variety and shifts in the forms of Shanghai sex work, which also included part-time or 

casual prostitution (Hershatter 1997). 

 While Hershatter does not explicitly state Chinese attitudes about women’s work, 

she cites a 1930s commentary that mentions “real occupations for women” (Hershatter 

1997:63) and describes the low pay for these occupations compared to prostitution, 

suggesting that some divisions between men’s work and women’s work were perceived 

and probably had been earlier in Shanghai’s history.  Whether these divisions were 
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reified through a gender ideology similar to that of the Victorians, the Shanghai system of 

prostitution (and other Chinese systems of prostitution) was far too complex and 

internally varied to be accounted for by such an ideology across the board; and regardless 

of what the social processes were that constructed Chinese prostitution throughout its 

history, it is to those processes one must turn to better understand the experiences of 

immigrant-Chinese prostitutes in the western United States. 

 Trafficking systems that involved kidnapping women and selling them into 

prostitution, for example, were a real danger in 19th- and 20th-century Shanghai and may 

shed light on the experiences of some Chinese prostitutes in the western United States, 

many of whom arrived in the United States through such a system prior to the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882 (Wegars 1993).  In other instances, families sold a female member 

into prostitution (in China) to cover financial obligations.  Some Chinese prostitutes in 

the western United States were also supporting their family members overseas (Simmons 

1989), so to comprehend the experience of their prostitution, one must comprehend those 

social dynamics surrounding prostitutes supporting their families in China.  Factors such 

as kidnapping or family support must be examined as possible reasons for entering the 

profession. 

 Similarly, understanding prostitution in China is imperative to recognizing the 

various levels of empowerment Chinese prostitutes in the United States had.  I am struck 

by the frequency with which historians refer to Chinese prostitutes as lowest in the 

hierarchy of prostitution in the western United States (e.g., Barnhart 1986; Goldman 

1981; Petrik 1987), usually without reference to the basis for their rankings, for example, 
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financial return, level of control, or the Euroamerican perspective.  As defined by 

Simmons (1989), high-status Chinese prostitutes in the United States certainly enjoyed 

more material comforts and received more money than some of their non-Chinese 

counterparts.  As noted above, some evidence is present to suggest that their counterparts 

in Shanghai sought to dissociate themselves from forms lower in the hierarchy, possibly 

to preserve their status.  If this was the case, might not Simmons’ high-status Chinese 

prostitutes have employed similar strategies in the United States and, if so, might it not be 

possible that they perceived themselves as higher status than non-Chinese prostitutes 

engaged in forms similar to those from which they dissociated?  An account of Chinese 

prostitution in the western United States, therefore, should not be created solely with 

reference to Victorian ideology and its effects but must consider a historical, non-

Eurocentric perspective of systems of Chinese prostitution in China and how those 

systems were transposed to the United States. 

 Victorian hegemony structured the lives of Chinese prostitutes not only in the 

ways that it did other prostitutes, but also in ways related to their identity as Chinese, to 

the Victorians a cultural and racial inferior.  Whereas prostitutes might be relegated to a 

red-light district, the Chinese prostitutes could be further limited to “Chinatowns,” where 

Chinese people were concentrated by expressed or implied laws.  The combination of 

“Chinese” and “prostitute” served to intensify negative interactions with and violence by 

white citizens and law enforcement.  Such interactions would have resulted in a negative 

experience of prostitution.  In a study, however, that successfully links the experience of 

Chinese prostitutes in 19th-century San Francisco with concurrent Chinese perspectives 
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on women and the trade, Tong (1994) demonstrates that while often the target of 

Victorian racism, abused by owners, and poor, some Chinese prostitutes may not have 

experienced prostitution as a means to a hopeless end, as might have prostitutes more 

strongly influenced by Victorian ideology.  Chinese culture’s perception of prostitutes, he 

explains, many of whom were sold to ease the financial burden on their families, was that 

they were: 

seen as daughters who obeyed the wishes of the family.  Though less than an 
honorable profession for Chinese women, those who could get out of prostitution 
were usually accepted into working-class society.  Among the Chinese gentry, a 
baak haak chai [one hundred men’s wife] could occupy the position of a 
secondary wife or concubine” [Tong 1994:164].   

 
Instead of compromising the family, à la the Victorian perspective, many Chinese 

prostitutes felt that they were fulfilling family duties (Tong 1994). 

 The examination of these studies clearly indicates that prostitutes must not only 

be attributed with motivation and choice, they must be attributed with motivation and 

choice as related to context.  Even the starving California Indian woman who was the 

subject of conquest made the choice to try to ensure her and her tribe’s survival by 

prostituting herself for food.  By understanding motivation and choice and not obscuring 

it through the veil of Victorianism, we will obtain a more complete picture of the agency 

of prostitutes and the varied experience of prostitution. 

 Motivation and choice, however, pertain largely to personal agency.  While 

historians and historical archaeologists should continue striving to understand personal 

agency with as many historical records and as much comparative data as are available, 

due to the challenges of finding pertinent historical records as discussed at the beginning 
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of this chapter and the interpretive challenges provided by archaeological data as 

described in Chapter 8, personal agency will be difficult to identify.  In the next chapter, I 

propose that prostitutes were additionally agents of historical change, i.e., that their 

activity, and not just their position as legal subjects, shaped the formation of the western 

United States and by extension made them an integral part of the creation of the world-

economy. 



  
 

155

CHAPTER 7.  WHORES AND THE HINTERLAND 
 
 Thus far I have argued that the 19th-century mining West cannot be studied as an 

isolated, self-contained entity because its formation, the activities and events that 

occurred there, and its character are inextricably linked to its integration into a capitalist 

world-economy that subsequently became the modern world-economy; that the nature of 

its integration was as an internal periphery to an emerging core; that women’s work in 

peripheries, while frequently unrecognized, has played an important role in the 

maintenance of world-systems; and that prostitution as an income-earning activity that 

involves the production of a commodity for a market is a form of women’s work.  In this 

chapter, I establish that prostitutes contributed as women workers to the formation of the 

mining West and by extension to the formation of the modern world-system. 

 Towns in the hinterlands of the 19th-century mining West occupied a rather 

paradoxical situation.  Eastern-U.S. and foreign capitalists needed for them to survive, 

but they did not extend their capital to those towns in ways conducive to long-term 

survival.  Capital was concentrated in mining operations and associated ventures, such as 

railroads, not in unrelated local industries, commercial ventures, or infrastructure, which 

might allow a town to carry on after a bust.  As outlined in Chapter 4, the reason capital 

was concentrated in this fashion was to facilitate the role of the periphery as provider of 

cheap labor and raw material.  Though eastern-U.S. and foreign capitalists surely realized 

the importance of these towns overall as consumers of eastern-U.S. and foreign 

manufactured goods, it was likely easy for them to overlook the importance of these 

towns individually because for a time, for every mine that went bust and took a town with 
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it, another camp or town would crop up to take that town’s place.  Better, therefore, to 

keep labor cheap and in demand than attempt to add stability to the market. 

 It is, however, important not to underestimate the role of mining camps and towns 

as markets, which might occur due to their seeming expendability.  One need only glance 

at the buildings of Bisbee crawling up the mountainside to conceive of the finished 

construction materials and furnishings purchased to house the occupants and commercial 

ventures of this mining town (Figure 4), then to consider the steady supply of consumer 

goods it would take to sustain the residents and businesses of the town for what turned 

 

 

 
Courtesy Phoenix Public Library 

Figure 4.  Bisbee, Arizona, circa 1900. 
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out to be close to a century of mining operations.  While many towns did not last as long 

as Bisbee, this example does make clear that individually, hinterland-based markets were 

vital and viable ones for the eastern United States as long as the raw resources held out.  

As a whole, they were necessary to the expansion of a capitalism that wanted to grow and 

could only do so with new markets, in this case, those provided by the new towns of the 

western United States. 

 In addition to directly supporting capitalist expansion through the purchase of 

consumer goods, hinterland-based markets indirectly supported it by sustaining the 

western-urban semiperipheries, strategic locations such as Denver and San Francisco, 

which were necessary to facilitate the economic growth and systems of the eastern core, 

primarily through linkages to the provisions of the hinterlands (see pp. 85-86).  To this 

end, capital was invested in transportation and communication lines connecting to the 

hinterlands (Robbins 1994:170) and communities largely comprised of wageworkers. 

The Wageworkers’ Frontier and the Mining West 

 During the earliest part of the gold rush, the mining communities of California 

were overwhelmingly comprised of men who had no intent to stay beyond the time it 

took to make their fortune.  Mining camps were literally camps:  “The only shelter was 

that provided by an overhanging tree, or a homemade tent, or a brush lean-to” (Paul 

1947:72).  In 1849, encouraged by the winter rainy season, miners erected a hodgepodge 

of shelters ranging from wigwams to beached ships to “ready-made imported wooden and 

metal buildings” (Paul 1947:73) in San Francisco, Sacramento, and Stockton before San 

Francisco began its ascent to urban center later that year.  While those early years did not 
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see most miners functioning as wageworkers, what Schwantes (1987) refers to as the 

“wageworkers’ frontier” was in its formative stages, for it would not be long before the 

easily-extracted placer gold was depleted and the shift from independent mining 

underway (see Chapter 4). 

 The wageworkers’ frontier, as defined by Schwantes (1987:41) “was foremost a 

predominantly male community of manual labor dependent on others for wages in the 

extractive industries of the sparsely settled Rocky Mountain and Pacific regions of the 

United States and Canada.”  Built into the wageworkers’ frontier was a “psychological 

environment” (Schwantes 1987:42) of economic and social promise, both of which were 

promoted as and believed to be achievable “with a little luck and hard work” (Schwantes 

1987:48).  While Schwantes is clear that the wageworkers’ frontier is not an industry-

specific concept, because the mining-industrial West is subsumed within the 

wageworkers’ frontier, the characteristics of the former can be extrapolated to the latter.  

 The wageworkers’ frontier underwent nearly constant spatial shifts.  In the mining 

West, these shifts were accomplished through the incorporation of the locations of newly 

explorable lodes and the abandonment of the locations of exhausted ones.  Workable 

lodes were contested spaces, as the overabundance of male laborers, grounded in the 

instability of the mining industry, combined with racial or ethnic prejudices to keep some 

groups out and others in.  These prejudices might be present on the part of the miners, or 

they might be present on the part of the employer; thus the contest might occur between 

miners, between groups of miners, or between employers and miners, adding tension, for 
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the miners, to a life already fraught with instability, physical hazards, and the daily risk of 

death. 

 The mining communities of the 19th-century western United States were 

characterized by a highly transient, predominantly male population.  Though some of the 

wageworkers put down roots, especially in stabilizing mining communities, and imported 

or started families, most were either forced by busted claims or seasonality to follow jobs 

or chose to do so in the belief that wage work was a temporary phenomenon and/or in 

search of better working conditions and pay.  Often, therefore, these men chose to reside 

in boarding houses, hotels, or other temporary housing in a mining community.  

Schwantes (1988:40) notes, “The average job duration among laborers of the West Coast 

in 1914 was fifteen to thirty days in lumber camps, sixty days in mining, thirty days in 

canning, ten days in construction work, and seven days in harvesting.  In extreme cases, 

an itinerant laborer might remain on the job for as few as three hours before walking off.”  

While these time frames pertain to a period later than that discussed here, because they 

are associated with the continuation of the wageworkers’ frontier, they are no doubt 

applicable to the same 19th-century population that in 1884 was described as “strangely 

nomadic” (Ingersoll 1884). 

 The transience and motivations of the greater portion of the population of a given 

mining community would not have been conducive to the economic stability of that 

community.  While the coming and going of different miners would result in a steady 

stream of demand for items basic to survival, such as food, the market for items requiring 

less frequent replenishment, such as clothing and shoes, would depend on those needs 
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occurring concurrent with their abbreviated stay.  Given enough miners, the business for 

these items would surely be strong, but transient workers would still have been limited in 

their purchases by concerns of transportability and impermanent housing.  In general, the 

miner whose goal was to make his money and go back east or to get out of wage work 

but stay in the West through saving or investing would not constitute a reliable consumer 

for commercial industries in the mining community.  His money, like that of the eastern 

capitalists, was not meant to remain in the hinterland, as supported by way of the 

example that for “the first twenty years of its existence, Bisbee did not have a bank” 

(Vaughan 1992: 80).  Despite their best intentions, however, most of the miners found it 

easy to spend their money in ways that would reverse these effects, ultimately investing 

in hinterland businesses and reinforcing their wageworker status, by indulging in various 

entertainments, such as saloons, dance halls, and establishments of prostitution. 

Prostitutes and their Profits:  Contributions to the Community 

 The contribution of prostitution to mining communities as employer, property 

leaser, and customer has been noted by a few historians (e.g., Barnhart; Goldman 1978; 

Petrik 1987; see p. 34).  The full importance of the profession, however, has not been 

established as related to broader economic systems.  Here, I argue that prostitutes 

engaged in informal labor in support of formal labor conducted in the interest of capitalist 

world-economy. 

 The first way in which prostitution supported formal labor was put forth by 

Goldman (1978:102), who has argued that prostitution on the Comstock offered: 
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a necessary release from tension generated by the danger inherent in working in 
the mines.  Between 1863 and 1880 there were three hundred mining fatalities, 
and when the mines were in full operation there was an average of a serious 
accident every day.  Without access to sexual partners miners may have been 
unwilling and/or unable to go back underground each successive day, and this 
may be one reason why mine owners never supported campaigns to close down or 
limit the location of bawdy districts. 
 

She also notes that prostitution, as part of the “irregular economy,” could “only prosper 

because it supplemented the regular economy and served the interests of the mine and ore 

mill owners.  Capitalists benefited indirectly from the irregular trade in drugs, drink, 

gambling, and women, because those diversions served as panaceas for their workers” 

(Goldman 1978:106-107).  Of more direct benefit to capitalists is what I contend is the 

second way in which prostitution supported formal labor, by participating in solidifying 

the economy and therefore the existence of hinterland communities, which served as 

necessary markets for eastern-U.S. goods.  They did so by keeping transient money 

intransient. 

 It is true that the population of prostitutes in a mining community was in some 

ways similar in its transience to that of the miners; it expanded and contracted with the 

boom and the bust, respectively, because prostitutes needed to go where their customers 

were.  Sometimes prostitutes moved to escape bad situations; in other cases, they were 

motivated, like the roaming miners, by the potential for better pay or a change of scenery.  

In other cases, they might move to follow a circuit, based on the seasonality of mining 

operations between different camps, the proximity of multiple mining camps, or rotation 

through the network of a madam’s properties.  As long, however, as new miners came 

into a given location when others left, prostitutes need not be transient, so though a miner 
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might stay for an average of 60 days of a mining operation then move on to look for 

better working conditions, a prostitute might stay for years (Goldman 1981; Petrik 1987; 

Schwantes 1987, 1988; Simmons 1989).  The transience or non-transience of prostitutes, 

then, appeared to vary as did that of miners, with some putting down roots as a camp 

became a town, especially if they enjoyed continued success, but with a large portion 

continuing to change locations. 

 Despite their transience, however, prostitutes directly or indirectly (e.g., via a 

madam) constituted a reliable consumer base, perhaps more so than the miners, for the 

local commercial and service sector, largely because prostitutes required more goods and 

services more frequently; and the reason prostitutes required more goods more frequently 

is that prostitution was where wageworkers spent their money, often without regard for 

its originally planned destination:  “[T]oo often the hard earned monthly wage, minus the 

board and van [room] account, is spent in one glorious week-end spree” (Keough 

1912:1566). 

 It is certain that most manufactured items, such as the dishes upon which food 

was served and bottled beer, came from the eastern part of the country or abroad, but 

many of these were likely obtained through western stores.  Despite directly or indirectly 

obtaining goods from the eastern United States, the profits of prostitutes were largely 

reinvested in hinterland-community businesses.  The successful brothel or parlor-house, 

for example, required cases of liquor, and enough food to feed the prostitutes and several 

customers on a regular basis, as well as dresses, jewelry, shoes, perfume, or any number 

of other items that would attract customers.  Some of these items, business aside, were 
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what the women chose to spend their wages on; others, such as medicine, were what they 

needed to.  Still others were purchased by the madam through the profits obtained 

through the labor of the prostitutes.  In any case, the reinvestment of the profits of 

prostitution supported local formal laborers, e.g., tailors, shopkeepers, grocers, doctors 

and all the other businesses and services identified by Barnhart (1986; see p. 34), thereby 

facilitating the economic well-being of the community.  Though eventually a prostitute 

might leave a town with some capital, that capital would assuredly be spent in the next 

community she lived in, and if the town she left was still functioning, another woman 

would assuredly be along to spend her capital in that town’s businesses. 

 While independent prostitutes might not have as strongly supported formal labor 

through large and frequent purchases, prostitutes contributed to the local economy in 

other ways.  Prostitutes, for example, provided further economic support for formal labor 

by working at local businesses of entertainment.  Johnson’s (1976) study of the third-tier 

phenomenon in United States theaters demonstrates the benefit the work of prostitutes 

provided to theater owners (see pp. 42-43).  In 1899, a Spokane theater owner stated, 

“You can’t run a variety theater in Spokane . . . without the boxes. . . . The new order 

[threatening to stop prostitution in theaters] would mean lopping off the biggest part of 

our receipts” (Spokesman Review 1899, cited in Rettmann 1998:81).  Additionally, some 

of the actresses who performed at theaters in the western United States were also 

prostitutes (Reiter 1978).  Because miners were looking to invest their money in the 

company of women, not only would the theater owner benefit from the presence of 

prostitutes, but so would the owners of other entertainment businesses, such as saloons, 
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dance halls, and gambling houses.  These businesses, in turn, could contribute to other 

local businesses, such as liquor suppliers.  Additionally, prostitutes returned sizeable 

sums to the economy through the payment of assessed fees and fines.  Although such 

payments were not voluntary, they were paid by prostitutes through their income and of 

great importance to hinterland communities. 

 The importance of the work of prostitutes to the hinterland-community economy 

is evidenced by the reticence of community fathers to eliminate prostitution, usually 

under the pressures of reform after the community had become more stable and 

institutionalized, because registration fees, legal fines, property taxes or rental, and profit-

spending by prostitutes were so significant to the local economy.  The Helena city 

council, for example, was concerned with retaining the money from prostitution.  These 

“pioneer aldermen, uncomfortable with a formal licensing system that would bestow a 

civic blessing on the skin trade, did not want the fancy ladies and their profits to 

disappear” (Petrik 1987:57).  Goldman (1981:34) notes that prostitution was legal during 

the 20-year boom on the Comstock because any “attempt to eradicate the vice districts 

would have been foolhardy, for prostitution was very important to the Lode’s overall 

economic life.”  Though Butler (1985:55-56) maintains that most prostitutes were unable 

to pay costs incurred through the legal system, the example of late 19th-century Laramie, 

Wyoming, contradicts this finding.  Bowers (1995:19) states that in Laramie, prostitutes 

who serviced railroad workers and other wageworkers “made significant contributions to 

the local economy, both voluntarily and involuntarily through the payments of fines and 

fees imposed by the courts.”  When the monthly $18 fee required of all prostitutes in the 
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late 1880s and 1890s was temporarily abolished in 1896, the Laramie Daily Boomerang 

wrote, frustrated, against the removal of “a source of revenue to the city and [assistance] 

in reducing taxes” (cited in Bowers 1995:30).  After re-establishment of the fine system 

by order of the mayor, the same paper wrote, “it is a serious question if the administration 

would not be bankrupt today if they had not collected the fines for the past year.”  It 

noted that a Laramie councilman implied that without the monthly revenue from 

prostitution, “it looked as though the city would run short of money before taxes were 

collected” (cited in Bowers 1995:30).   

 It should be noted that the economic importance of prostitution extended to 

western-urban semiperipheries, such as Spokane, where just after the turn of the 20th 

century, fees and fines paid by prostitutes provided the city with annual revenue of close 

to $20,000 (Rettmann 1998:80).  Additionally, prostitution attracted non-resident miners 

to the city and its businesses during the winter season or other extended breaks in work.  

Between 1889 and 1910 in Spokane, businessmen organized against “at least six . . . 

reform efforts.  And in each case, the rhetoric of economic catastrophe defeated the 

reformers.” (Rettmann 1998:83).  As one storeowner said in defense of the trade, “I have 

miners’ shoes in stock, and I want to sell them” (quoted in Rettmann 1998:82). 

 By fostering a strong economy in mining communities suffering from a lack of 

eastern and foreign capital, prostitutes played an active role in establishing these 

communities as viable markets and as participants in those markets, which were 

necessary to the expansion of the 19th-century world-economy and by extension, the 

creation of the modern world-system.  The strength of the hinterland-community 



  
 

166

economy, however, was not only important for eastern market purposes.  It served, first 

of all, to stabilize and encourage the growth of the community for itself.  Secondly, it 

instilled that community with a sense of at least semi-independence and semi-

permanence, a feeling that was lacking throughout much of the mining West and with 

which Westerners frequently struggled (Emmons 1994:457).  Through their work, 

therefore, prostitutes were active participants in the formation, development, and identity 

of the western United States and in the creation of the modern world-system. 

 I am not suggesting that prostitutes were solely responsible for community 

survival.  I do suggest, however, that theirs may have been an equal if not greater role 

than that of many other groups in the economic well-being of the hinterland communities 

of the mining West, especially in the years before a town was institutionalized, and for 

that reason, they were one of the most important groups of workers, female or otherwise, 

in the 19th-century western United States.  “Indeed, the work of women’s hands [and dare 

I say other anatomical features] . . . had its impact as surely as did the various and sundry 

labors of the men whose exploits have long been a part of that region’s history and lore” 

(Peavy and Smith 1996:117).   

 Now, early in the 21st century, prostitutes continue to participate in the formation 

of western-community identity and in the economic well-being of western hinterland 

communities.  The economy of modern-day Tombstone, Arizona, for example, is based 

almost entirely on tourism.  Its attraction for tourists is based mostly on its claim to the 

October 26, 1881, shootout at the O.K. Corral, which pitted the Earp brothers and Doc 

Holliday against the Clantons and McLaurys.  The town has and continues to put much 
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effort into recreating the feel of that era architecturally and through local actors present 

on the main thoroughfare, Allen Street.  A conspicuous part of these recreations is the 

representation of prostitutes.  Visitors are informed through a variety of media that Wyatt 

Earp’s second “wife” was a prostitute and his third wife, Josephine Sarah Marcus, was an 

actress/prostitute who performed both occupations at the Bird Cage Theatre, while a 

saloon on Allen Street bears the name of Doc Holliday’s companion, Big Nose Kate, or 

Mary Katherine Horony, a prostitute who helped open Tombstone’s first brothel 

(Seagraves 1994).   

 Local women who dress the part of the 1880s prostitute run shops and work in the 

saloons on Allen Street.  Some play the role in gunfight re-enactments and advertise these 

events by approaching tourists on the street.  All wear flashy, colorful clothing and can be 

seen walking up and down the entire historic area of town, though when asked, one 

“prostitute” at the Bird Cage Theatre said that prostitutes in the 1880s were only allowed 

on the east side of Allen Street, while “respectable” women kept to the west side.  A 

presentation at the Bird Cage Theatre highlights the prevalence of prostitutes in 

Tombstone during the 1880s.  The tourist is additionally told that sexual favors were 

performed in the “cribs,” raised seating areas on either side of the theater (see Figure 1) 

and in the theater’s displayed basement rooms (Figure 5).  Posted is a notice discovered 

when the theater was re-opened requiring the “girls [to] turn in the house’s share of 

nightly receipts to the madame and . . . cash in all bar-tokens with the head bartender 

before going off duty.”  Copies of this notice are sold in the gift shop, where three walls 
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Figure 5.  Room in the basement of the Bird Cage Theatre, Tombstone, Arizona. 

 

are dedicated to the photographs and stories of Tombstone prostitutes.  No such 

representation occurs anywhere else in the town for non-prostitute women. 

 Having established the kaleidoscopic nature of the population of 19th-century 

western-U.S. prostitutes, their experiences, and their motivations, and having illustrated 

the importance of that population, as workers, to the formation of the western United 

States and the expansion of the world-economy, I now turn to the question of how the 

information presented thus far can be used to frame historical-archaeological inquiries 

related to prostitution in the mining West. 
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CHAPTER 8. APPROACHING AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF PROSTITUTION IN 
THE 19TH-CENTURY MINING WEST 

 
 Hardesty (1999:213) states that world-system models are: 

structures of inquiry that define “questions that count” for a Great Basin [as a 
microcosm of the American West] archaeology of the modern world.  Such 
questions are associated with the evolution of modern world landscapes, the 
evolution of hydraulic societies, the evolution of extraction industries, frontier 
urbanism, dependency upon the federal government, dependency upon the global 
marketplace for both essential and luxury goods, ethnogenesis and ethnic 
enclaves, political and economic marginalization of indigenous populations, 
shifting power networks, risky enterprises and boom-bust economic cycles, the 
evolution of local and national class structure, the legacy of military conquest, 
and changing systems of meaning. 
 
According to Hardesty, archaeological studies of the world-economy can consider 

core and periphery interactions as relationships of exchange, or as Wolf (1982) suggests, 

as they relate to modes of production.  Archaeological data may directly represent the 

latter, for example, mining landscapes with prospect-pit features and discarded tools, or 

they may represent the social relations of the mode of production, for example, household 

or commercial sites within a mining town.  Relevant research questions associated with 

these social relations are those that “focus upon the social and cultural principles such as 

class, gender, and ethnicity underlying social formations and upon their vertical and 

horizontal organization” (Hardesty 1999:215). 

 In this chapter and the next, I present an archaeological approach to the study of 

prostitution in the 19th-century mining West.  Following Hardesty, this approach focuses 

on and therefore begins with archaeological approaches to gender, ethnicity, and class. 

First, however, it is necessary to discuss the difficulties imposed and opportunities 

provided by the archaeological study of each.  I recognize the former, and do not dismiss 



  
 

170

them, but I believe historical archaeologists must continue to address these challenges if 

we are ever to realize the latter. 

Gender 

 The integration of gender into archaeology as a “structuring principle fundamental 

to interpreting past societies” (Gilchrist 1991:499) is still incredibly new to the field.  The 

newness of the consideration of gender is likely responsible for the difficulties 

archaeologists face in relation to it.  Only 15 years ago, Wylie (1991) asked, “Why is 

there no archaeology of gender?”  Responding to her own question, she maintained it was 

due partially to the “commitment to theories which focus on other classes of variables as 

the primary determinants of cultural behavior” (Wylie 1991:34) and which often are 

unnecessarily and incorrectly assumed incompatible with the consideration of gender.  

Primarily, however, she cited the projection of recent Western gender structures onto the 

past, resulting in and reinforcing the perception that gender roles were biologically 

determined, therefore stable, and therefore requiring no further development of resources 

for their study.   

 The assumption that gender roles are biologically determined is linked to what 

was historically a difficulty fundamental to gender studies in a variety of fields, the 

conflation of gender with sex, a biological given, or sexuality, a personal, projected, or 

perceived identification with sexual preference, practice, or relations, neither of which it 

is, but either of which it may invoke.  Gender is the cultural construction of “man,” 

“woman,” or other, related categories made up of social and cultural ideas about what 

each category means (gender ideology) and the appropriate roles for each category 
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(gender roles).  These constructions are incorporated into the ways individuals perceive 

themselves or are perceived by others to fit into a category (gender identity) (Conkey and 

Spector 1984:15; Scott 1994:10).  Because gender is sociocultural and not biological, it is 

not universal or inherently stable, and it does, therefore, require the development of 

resources for its study.   

 Understanding gender as sociocultural construction means that an archaeology of 

gender must engage the culturally specific processes and effects of that construction, 

moving well beyond biological ties.  Processes and effects, of course, are not tangible and 

therefore cannot be recovered as artifacts from the archaeological record.  Material 

culture, however, that conveys these processes and effects is; thus in regard to those who 

cannot speak, material culture is necessary to understanding these processes and effects, 

as well as adherence to or manifestations of gender roles and ideology and how these 

might have been or not been expressed individually or within groups.    

 The necessity of using material culture for such understanding presents another 

archaeological difficulty, the avoidance of circular reasoning in interpreting gender in the 

archaeological record.  If a known gender ideology dictated that women should do 

housework, based on that ideology, one might assume that a woman would leave behind 

an iron, then use the iron as the basis for suggesting a woman was present at the site and 

adhered to that ideology.  What that might mask is that the man who actually used the 

iron operated in opposition to that ideology.  The challenge is then posed of identifying 

who contributed what to a given assemblage.  This difficulty is highlighted by Starbuck 

(1994:124), who discusses the inability to locate women’s artifacts at 18th-century U.S. 
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military sites, noting that “in military settings, men and women were apparently often 

using and sharing virtually the same material culture, so their identities are not easily 

distinguishable archaeologically.”  

 Starbuck’s study, in noting the potential for shared material culture between 

gendered groups, reinforces what is problematic in many archaeological studies 

considering gender, which is that artifacts are interpreted by default as related to men’s 

activities, unless they relate specifically to women’s fashion, hygiene, or medical 

conditions, or to domestic activities.  Interpreting gender in this way eliminates not only 

women who might have smoked pipes or participated in agriculture, but also men who 

might have sewn or prepared food.   

 The assumption that artifacts are “male” or “female” conceals the fact that many 

artifacts are “both” and, therefore, suggestive of the interactions between and activities 

shared by men and women.  In the case of prostitution-related assemblages, these 

difficulties are compounded by the knowledge that both women and men were involved 

in the creation of these assemblages and potentially sharing several activities, including 

eating, drinking, smoking, and sex.  This problem was most recently tackled by Spude 

(2005), who suggests that the archaeological identification of gender categories should be 

limited to those artifacts, such as earrings, cosmetic containers, douching paraphernalia, 

suspender buckles, and jeans rivets that, Calamity Jane aside, overwhelmingly point to 

“male” or “female.”  Though Spude’s approach may prove useful for identifying 

contributors to a site and the site type, ultimately the use of material correlates to identify 

the presence of a member of a given gender category, i.e., to find women or men, in order 
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to analyze the relationships of an assemblage to the resistance to or maintenance of 

gender roles and ideology has tended to reify gender roles within society into stable and 

universal entities, which they are not (Wurst 2003). 

 While the challenges presented by the archaeological study of gender are stiff, 

archaeologists have made and will continue to make advances in that study.  With the 

growing understanding by the majority of the field that “social scientific research must 

take gender and women into account if it is to be academically credible” (Wylie 

1991:33), the archaeology of gender has found its footing in numerous quality studies 

conducted over the last few decades (e.g., Wall 1994; Delle 2000).  One of the earlier 

historical-archaeological studies to address gender as a structuring principle of society 

came hot on the heels of Wylie’s query, and this study put forth several important 

considerations for the study of gender in the mining West.   

 In 1991, Purser described how the study of gendered patterns of mobility between 

mining camps along Port Wine Ridge in California led to the discovery that the pattern of 

women’s visiting was more than just a domestic-ideologically approved activity.  These 

reciprocal visits served social and practical functions in maintaining community.  Unlike 

men’s visits, which occurred over short time frames in saloons, general stores, and other 

public venues, women’s longer visits to relatives and friends “created and maintained sets 

of social ties that provided some continuity to the community as a whole.  Some of these 

networks linked and reinforced kinship ties; others mirrored, and in some instances 

presaged, sets of small business partnerships seen among the men of the ridge 

community” (Purser 1991:11).  Additionally, Purser found, during the summer and early 
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fall, women residents of one of the mountain mining camps, Grass Flats, would visit 

relatives or friends in the agriculturally based foothill settlements with an older child, 

who she would leave there until just before winter.  In this way, the “mountain household 

fed one less mouth during the lean, non-mining season and possibly provided additional 

labor to the valley household during summer harvests.  It also linked the mining-camp 

household with a supply of fresh vegetables, fruits, and meat” (Purser 1991:12).  In the 

spring, valley residents would visit their mountain counterparts to take advantage of the 

recreational opportunities afforded by the mountain setting.   

 Perhaps more important in this study than the elucidation of these community-

related functions, however, was the exposure of several originally made assumptions that 

without further analysis of the data would have rendered Grass Flats women as acting out 

fixed roles associated with Victorian gender ideology.  These assumptions were that 

Grass Flats women were simply participating in activities approved by Victorian 

domestic ideology, an assumption that Purser (1991:13) attributes to the “danger inherent 

in the rich body of comparative historical literature available to historical archaeologists 

and the seeming familiarity of the subject matter”; that gendered archaeology had to be 

considered at the household level; and that gender was a specialized topic instead of a 

structuring principle.  Regarding the latter, Purser notes, importantly: 

The intellectual shift described [in this study] only begins to move from 
excavating “women” in “households” to perceiving gender relations as an 
historically constituted structuring principle inherent throughout society.  It raises 
questions about what is being excavated, and why, in specific contexts, but cannot 
yet answer those questions fully.  These questions are not about “doing” versus 
“not doing” gender in historical archaeology, or how to “find” women or men in 
the archaeological record.  Rather, they examine the extent to which recognizing 
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the gendered character of social life problematizes archaeological concepts like 
household, community, or human mobility. 
 
In raising such questions, the personal transition from looking for women to 
looking through gender also begins to articulate the critical potential of gendered 
research with other, parallel arguments for critical, self-reflexive approaches in 
historical archaeology [Purser 1991:13; italics in original]. 

 
Methodologically, the field will continue to evolve in relation to gendered studies.  I 

believe, for example, that the above-mentioned guesswork needed to address assemblages 

outside of male- or female-specific artifacts can be fortified by other, increasingly 

recognizable lines of evidence, for example, when prostitution-related artifacts can be 

identified as publicly used versus privately used, it is likely that the privately used 

artifacts will reflect the women’s level of identification with gender ideology and the 

publicly used artifacts will point to public perceptions of the same.  Though the 

methodological issues will likely prove frustrating for some time, in the end, the benefits 

of attending to gender as a structuring principle of society will outweigh methodological 

frustrations as it will elucidate broader social processes and how these work to impact 

societies, perhaps in a way that might be useful for effecting social change. 

Ethnicity 

 Interpreting ethnicity, like gender, is plagued by definitional and operational 

difficulties, but perhaps more so due to the recognition of numerous and overlapping 

processes associated with its shifts.  The historical archaeology of ethnicity has been 

complicated by the struggle to define the most basic elements involved in its study, 

“ethnicity” and “ethnic group,” and to understand how those definitions relate to, overlap, 

or differ from definitions of “culture.” 
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 Over 25 years ago, Kelly and Kelly (1980) were pointing out to historical 

archaeologists that cultural anthropologists could not agree on whether an ethnic group 

was the product of self-ascription or ascription by others.  Two years later, McGuire 

(1982) followed Barth (1969:13) in defining an ethnic group as one in which membership 

was the product of both, with ascription of group identity based on a person’s “most 

general identity, presumptively determined by his origin and background.  To the extent 

that actors use ethnic identities to categorize themselves and others for the purpose of 

interaction, they form ethnic groups in this organizational sense.”  Horvath (1983) feels 

that Barth’s extended definition, which separates cultural similarities or differences from 

ethnic group identity unless group members say that they are linked, precludes 

archaeological studies of ethnicity.  He prefers Hicks’ (1977:13) definition, which allows 

ethnicity an objective cultural dimension that is manifested in a symbolic system.  Staski 

(1990:122, 1993:128), frustrated with the conflicting definitions from cultural 

anthropology, proposes one that he finds useful for archaeologists, in which an ethnic 

group is a “symbolically ascriptive and exclusive subculture” with which members can 

identify and to which they can confine their primary relationships. (Staski 1990:123).  

Finally, Penner (1997:264) combines the work of several cultural anthropologists (e.g., 

Despres 1975; Eriksen 1993; Noel 1968) to argue that ethnicity is an ascriptive “aspect of 

social relationships . . . , which unites individuals who, while they may share certain 

cultural traits, identify themselves in specific situations for specific purposes,” those 

situations being directly related to the differential distribution of power. 
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 The disagreement in the archaeological literature over what constitutes ethnicity 

or an ethnic group, then, is a direct reflection of disagreement in the cultural 

anthropological literature.  It injects a degree of difficulty into applying the concept of 

ethnicity to the archaeological record, because archaeologists must first understand their 

subjects of study before they can examine how the material cultural record relates to 

those subjects.  For historical archaeologists who study ethnicity, the most basic 

definitional problem is probably a contradiction pointed out by Williams (1992:609), that 

“ethnicity is . . . not simply cultural differences, but it cannot be sustained without 

reference to an inventory of ‘cultural traits.’”  The conflation of ethnicity and culture is 

reinforced as processes pertaining to ethnic group change, such as ethnogenesis and 

ethnocide, are subsumed under studies of “culture change” (e.g., Cusick 1998; J. Hill 

1998), while processes that could pertain to the stability of either an ethnic group or a 

culture, such as resistance, tend to be subsumed under studies of the “maintenance of 

ethnic boundaries” (e.g., Babson 1990).  Penner (1997:266) makes the suggestion that we 

approach “ethnicity through culture change,” though he argues that ethnicity is not 

culture.  Then, he lists the varying degrees of culture change as assimilation, 

acculturation, adaptation, ethnic incorporation, ethnic segregation, and ethnic secession. 

 The processes related to ethnicity versus culture change, many of which have 

their own definitional problems, suffer from conceptual problems regarding interpretation 

of the material record.  If, as Williams’ definitional summary suggests, the archaeological 

study of ethnicity relies on an inventory of cultural traits, and a particular group’s traits 

disappear in the archaeological record, how do archaeologists determine whether they are 
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viewing the results of assimilation, in which a culture is completely subsumed into 

another so that the original culture is lost, or of ethnocide, in which the same process 

occurs for an ethnic group?  Similarly, how does one differentiate between acculturation 

and ethnogenesis archaeologically, when both have to do with the sharing of ideas and 

materials between groups so that at least one group takes on some of the characteristics of 

the other? 

 McGuire’s (1982) paper on ethnicity is an early example of a study that attempts 

to address operational difficulties by applying ideas about boundary maintenance and 

power relations to the historical-archaeological record.  McGuire presents a theory in 

which the degree of ethnic boundary maintenance is based on the interrelationship of 

competition, ethnocentrism, and differential power.  He suggests his theory can be tested 

by measuring the “degree of ethnic boundary maintenance [and of] the disparity in power 

between ethnic groups” (McGuire 1982:174) and examining how these variables change 

with qualitative changes in ethnic boundary maintenance.  He argues that these variables 

can be measured archaeologically by using “ethnically sensitive [artifact categories]—

food refuse, ceramics, and architecture” (McGuire 1982:174) for the degree of ethnic 

boundary maintenance and material indicators of wealth for the degree of disparity in 

power.  Though he did not have the material data with which to test his theory, his paper 

demonstrated the importance of considering the social contexts within which the material 

indicators of ethnicity (or ethnic behaviors) occurred.  He showed that possibilities 

existed not only for studying those contexts but for measuring them archaeologically, 

paving the way for two categories of studies relating to the application of broader 
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anthropological concepts such as acculturation, assimilation, ethnogenesis, and resistance 

to the archaeological record.   

The first category includes studies that examine the ways in which artifacts in 

general are interpreted in relation to these concepts.  The studies stress the importance of 

considering agency, context, meaning, and the dynamic nature of ethnic groups when 

examining the material culture of ethnicity.  These considerations are, I would argue, 

extremely important, though they frequently suffer from a lack of operability in relation 

to material culture.  The second category includes studies that actually apply these 

concepts to the interpretation of specific archaeological sites.  These studies have been 

successful in their innovative use of different material culture types and in attempting to 

establish archaeological indicators and measurements of ethnic boundary maintenance 

and culture change.  Such studies, however, need to address the archaeological 

measurement of the second variable suggested by McGuire, disparity of power, because 

though documents can give us a generalized idea of power relations between ethnic 

groups, they may not be able to inform us on a local or site-specific level.  In addition, 

such studies need to take steps to incorporate more of the ideas coming from studies in 

the first category to avoid putting forth one-sided (dominant) and perhaps incorrect 

interpretations of the experiences of those non-dominant groups who participated in 

ethnic boundary maintenance. 

One of the papers in the first category that supports this need is Upton’s (1996) 

highly important paper Ethnicity, Authenticity, and Invented Traditions.  In this paper, 

Upton notes three problematic assumptions underlying models of acculturation, 
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resistance, and recontextualization.  A model of acculturation relies on “a positivistic 

notion of ethnicity . . . [which establishes] a radical and mutually exclusive dichotomy 

between [in the case to which he is referring] ‘Englishness’ and ‘Indianness’” (Upton 

1996:1).  A model of resistance relies on the assumption that there exists a “stability of 

ethnic cultures.”  This assumption traditionalizes cultures by suggesting that “memory is 

defining, experience corrupting” (Upton 1996:1), and that a group member only retains 

her ethnic identity if she is not “corrupted” by elements typically assigned to another 

group.  This assumption leaves no room for shifts in the expression of identity.  

Recontextualization, for example, saying that the use of English teacups by Native 

Americans means that Native Americans have invested “English” teacups with “Indian” 

meaning, implies that certain artifacts are “more authentic signs of ethnic culture than 

others” (Upton 1996:2; emphasis in original), which is also traditionalizing and 

emphasizes a static nature.  Further, it eliminates the possibility that an artifact might 

have the same meaning for the group that appropriated it.  

Upton does not suggest that contact between ethnic groups does not result in 

changes in those groups, but rather, those changes, whether stronger or weaker adherence 

to values, material items, and behaviors, indicate shifts in the groups, not a fortification or 

deterioration of the groups.  His suggestions require a new way of thinking to understand 

that what we perceive as assimilation may be the result of a series of shifts in an ethnic 

group that still very much identifies itself as separate and that has agency in producing 

those shifts.  Upton argues, therefore, that the material culture of the dominant ethnic 

group used by the non-dominant group falls into the realm of invented traditions.  
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Invented traditions “reveal the process by which ethnic groups form themselves by 

choosing to commodify their identities and to attach them to equally consciously chosen 

material signs” (Upton 1996:5; emphasis in original).   The choices that group member 

makes do not make them any less what they are (e.g., Chinese, German), but depending 

on those choices may make them harder to identify archaeologically when archaeologists 

have preconceived notions of how members of those groups appeared and acted and what 

items they were using. 

Singleton and Bograd’s (2000) study of colonoware pottery reinforces the dangers 

of assigning “ethnic authenticity” to artifacts.  For over a decade, colonoware was 

assigned to Native American manufacturers until more archaeological evidence 

demonstrated that it was produced by African Americans as well.  Singleton and Bograd 

point out that due to this confusion, much of the current research on colonoware focuses 

on creating typologies to differentiate between the Native American and African 

American varieties, the problem with which is that it draws attention away from 

questions related to social context, in their case, leading archaeologists to “a search for 

Africa, not an understanding of African America.”  For the study of colonoware, they 

suggest an examination of how it “was used, appropriated, and transformed by its makers 

and users.  In this way, colonoware becomes the catalyst for understanding identity 

formation, cultural interaction, and change under colonialism.”   

Linking meanings to artifacts in these contexts is still complex, due to what Perry 

and Paynter (1999:303) refer to as the “multivalency” of objects, meaning that “an object 

or set of objects [can take] on strikingly different meanings for different social groups, 
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with dominating groups often totally ignorant of the meaning system of subordinated 

groups.”  They recommend the use of ethnographic data for investigating multiple 

meanings.  Such data, however, may not be available for a particular group, or the data 

applicable to a group during one time period may not be applicable to the same group 

during another.   

In reference to the first category of studies, then, the need is clear for historical 

archaeologists to consider agency, context, meaning, and the dynamic nature of ethnic 

groups when studying ethnicity to avoid uninformed inferences about the experiences and 

perceptions of the groups represented in the archaeological record.  Much work remains 

to be done, however, in the area of archaeological method for dealing with these 

phenomena. 

Staski’s (1993) study of the overseas Chinese in late 19th-and early 20th-century El 

Paso is a typical study of the second category that illustrates a somewhat successful 

application of acculturation and assimilation to the archaeological record but highlights 

the deficiencies mentioned above.  Staski uses three lines of evidence to argue that the 

Chinese who lived at the Cortez Parking Lot site underwent acculturation in El Paso.  The 

first line of evidence consists of two bottles with Chinese labels that incorporate both the 

Chinese and English languages.  These, he admits, constitute weak evidence, but he 

attempts to bolster his inference with the changing percentage of Chinese ceramics and 

the foodways indicated by faunal remains and alcohol bottles.  The archaeological record 

shows an increase in the use of Chinese ceramics in some Chinese households but a 

decrease in others.  He notes that both of these changes correspond with the increased 
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self-sufficiency of the Chinese, and they indicate that the Chinese had a choice in 

ceramics.  The decision by some people to use non-Chinese ceramics, he says, indicates a 

degree of acculturation, which he views as a step toward assimilation.  He uses a similar 

line of reasoning regarding the overwhelming presence of non-Chinese alcohol bottles.  

Regarding foodways, much of the pig bone recovered from the site “was cut with a non-

Chinese saw, and not in a traditional Chinese manner” (Staski 1993:141).  Further, beef, 

presumably a “non-Chinese” food, appeared to be the second most common food item, 

and most of the bones that were recognizably butchered, which were minimal, had been 

butchered with a non-Chinese tool as well.  Using a combination of the archaeological 

evidence and documentary evidence that supports the idea that the Chinese were low on 

the scale of power, even when they became more self-sufficient, Staski concludes that the 

imposition of power will not always result in stronger boundary maintenance, but may 

result in acculturation. 

In making this conclusion, however, Staski does not consider the possibility that 

shifts may have occurred in the group, leading to a different expression of boundary 

maintenance than the ones he is looking for.  While he does allow the Chinese agency in 

choosing material goods, he implies that their choices were driven by a cultural force that 

pulled them toward assimilation with Euroamericans.  Why, for example, does he give 

primacy in his interpretation to the fact that some Chinese chose non-Chinese ceramics 

instead of arguing that those Chinese who chose more Chinese ceramics indicate 

increased boundary maintenance?  Perhaps choices in ceramics represent the personal 

preferences of group members, and ethnic boundaries were maintained in other ways.  
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The other deficiency in Staski’s study is that he does not try to measure variables that 

might indicate disparity in power in a case where he has established it generally through 

documents.  The El Paso sites also reflect Euroamerican and Mexican habitation and 

would have presented a good opportunity to attempt to measure wealth or some other 

variable indicative of power to further not only his archaeological study but future ones 

as well.  Many historical-archaeological studies of ethnicity exhibit the same pitfalls as 

does Staski’s (e.g., Diehl et al. 1998; Hattori 1998), but these pitfalls do not represent a 

failure to apply anthropological concepts regarding ethnic shifts to the archaeological 

record.  Rather, the incorporation of these concepts indicates that historical archaeology 

is making headway in the study of ethnicity by consideration of its relationship to broader 

historical contexts and associated social relations. 

The multi-ethnic composition of the population of prostitutes and their customers 

in the mining West, and sometimes in the same places of work or residence, will pose 

significant challenges to interpreting ethnicity archaeologically.  Beyond these 

challenges, however, lies the opportunity to address important questions, such as those 

relating to strategies of ethnic ascription, the importance to the women of maintaining or 

not maintaining ethnic boundaries, and the ways in which ethnicity affected social 

relations that might in turn affect relations of the next topic, class. 

Class 

 Given the challenges of the archaeology of gender and ethnicity discussed above, 

it is not surprising that the challenges of the archaeology of class are also, to begin with, 

definitional in nature.  Some define “class as a discrete social or economic category,” or 
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objective group.  Others define “class as relative social position by birth or mobility,” or 

rank.  Still others define “class based on perceived economic relationship; social political 

and cultural organization,” or formation (Wurst 1999:7, after Williams 1983:60-69).  

Objective group and rank come under what are known as gradational views of class, in 

which classes are set based on predetermined strata, such as “within an income 

distribution, occupation structure, or status variations” (Wurst and Fitts 1999:1, after 

Wright 1994, 1997), either taken alone (objective group) or relative to other classes 

(rank).  Formation comes under what is known as a relational view of class, which “stem 

from Weberian and Marxian traditions and use class to designate the nature of the 

underlying social relations” (Wurst and Fitts 1999:1).  In studies of class, Wurst (1999:7) 

notes, that definition to which “class” refers is often unannounced and/or consists of a 

combination of two or three of the possibilities.  In addition, class is often conflated with 

status, specifically of the socioeconomic variety (Wurst and Fitts 1999:2; Wurst 1999:7). 

 In 1999, when Wurst and Fitts (1999) reviewed the state of the concept of class in 

historical archaeology, most historical archaeologists who studied class, and at that time 

they had been relatively few, had been guilty of conflating it with status or grouped it as 

an isolated category with gender, ethnicity, or race (Wurst 1999:8).  Spencer-Wood’s 

(1994) study of domestic reform is an example that does the former.  In this study, 

“middle-class,” “upper-class,” and “working-class” are used as descriptors.  They are 

presented without definition, which presumes that their definitions are fixed somewhere 

in the collective consciousness of author and readers.  It is when “middle-class” children 

are mentioned in opposition to “poor” children (Spencer-Wood 1994:191) that it becomes 
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clear that relative economic status is being used as the class referent.  Proponents of the 

class as status approach have generally identified class archaeologically on the basis of 

the relative presence of high-cost objects or on calculations of the cost of consumer, 

usually ceramic, goods.  Wurst and Fitts (1999:2) note that while subsequent critiques of 

these attempts rightfully pointed out that the effects of household size and product 

availability combined with the low relative cost of ceramics as a household expense 

undermined the correlation between socioeconomic status and ceramic assemblages, no 

attention was given to the question of whether economic wealth correlated with social 

class (Wurst and Fitts 1999:2).  Those who studied class as a category, some of whom 

linked it to status, often recognized the intersections of class with gender, race, and 

ethnicity but continued “to identify all of these aspects as objective traits or attributes that 

characterize individual identity” (Wurst 1999:8).  Both of these approaches employed a 

gradational view of class, with class as socioeconomic status engaging class as rank 

(upper, middle, and lower classes) and with class as category engaging class as an 

objective group, e.g., defined by occupation or income, in either case assuming class “to 

be an objective, unproblematic, and ‘real’ category” (Wurst 1999:8). 

 Frequently, however, class does not present as an objective, unproblematic, or 

real category.  Take, for example, the wealthy madam whose income exceeds that of a 

middle-income household by three or four times.  Purely on the basis of income, she 

might be considered upper-middle or upper class.  The moral standards of greater society, 

however, relegate her to a different class, completely independent of her wealth.  Further, 

class can shift, as is easily observable if one considers again the madam, but from the 



  
 

187

point of view of the women who work for her, who may recognize her as of a different 

class not only on the basis of her wealth, but also of her power over their labor.  It is the 

latter type of relationship that is recognized by a relational view of class, specifically an 

internal relational view of class, in which “class is not an entity that changes or reacts to 

history, but a set of relations that are historically constituted, fluid and constantly 

changing” (Wurst 1999:9).  The difference between the gradational view of class as status 

and the relational view of class is illustrated in an example by McGuire and Reckner 

(2002:46):   

If the scholar sees the cowboy through the lens of social status, emphasis will be 
placed on how much money he made and what material goods, foods, and drinks 
this income allowed him.  Historical archaeologists would look for the suite of 
material goods that would distinguish him from the miner or the Chinese cook.  
Adopting a relational class perspective, the cowboy is/was a wage worker 
laboring for employers engaged in capitalist—profit-driven—enterprises.  The 
role of the cowboy existed because businesses such as ranches and trail drives 
needed workers to handle a commodity, in this case cattle, and these businesses 
continued to operate through the work of the cowboy/employee. 

 
Because the examination of social relations within particular historical contexts is 

inherent to this type of class analysis, a relational view of class cannot rely on fixed 

categories, and it is therefore more useful for understanding the complexity that 

characterizes the historical interactions and experiences of people. 

 It is perhaps this complexity that caused and still causes historical archaeologists 

to avoid class studies that employ a relational view (though, for exceptions see, e.g., Van 

Bueren 2002; McGuire and Reckner 2002); the manifestations of class relations are 

harder to quantify and measure archaeologically than those associated with fixed 

socioeconomic categories.  One reason for this difficulty is the multivalency of objects, 
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as discussed above for ethnicity.  Understanding “how people manipulated the meanings 

of artifacts as part and parcel of the negotiation of class relations” (Wurst and Fitts 

1999:3) is complicated enough without the second reason for this difficulty, identifying 

the interactions of different individuals or groups with different artifacts.  Those 

challenges may be compounded by the occurrence of multiple class relations within a 

single location, as demonstrated by Wurst’s (1999; Wurst and Versaggi 1993) study of 

three households in Binghamton, New York.  Several points raised by Wurst are 

particularly salient for the archaeological study of prostitution in the mining West. 

 The Doubleday, Stowers, and Mather households occupied a single block in 

Binghamton.  In each household, the family was headed by a prominent merchant, and 

each merchant was married to a daughter of the same prominent lawyer.  These families 

were financially well-off; hence, their households included not only the family, but a 

variety of domestic servants who lived under the roof as well.  In one case, it appeared 

that at least some of the servants occupied the second story of the carriage house on the 

premises.  A deposit excavated within an addition on the carriage house was drastically 

different in character from the assemblage associated with the main house, but when 

combined with that assemblage, the full assemblage was highly similar to the 

assemblages associated with the other two households, in which domestic servants shared 

the building of residence with the family.  Wurst (1999:17) uses this finding to 

demonstrate, among other findings, that the latter assemblages are “in reality the product 

of the complex relations of master-servant and employer-employee [and that] these 
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relations were an essential component to the creation of these assemblages and must be 

considered whether the deposits can be separated or not.”   

 The importance of recognizing these relations extends to the uses and meanings of 

material culture by the different groups involved.  While the “ceramics recovered from 

[these] household[s] may well have been bought and used by the [families],…they were 

also washed, dried, used, served, and broken by the domestics who lived and worked 

there” (Wurst 1999:14).  These domestic workers, like many prostitutes who lived in 

brothels, cribs, or other buildings where they plied their trade, “did not experience the 

transformations in the ‘industrializing and modernizing society in which workplace and 

home had become separate and the daily hours of work were rapidly diminishing’ 

(Katzman 1978:95)” (Wurst 1999:15).  Also applicable to the brothel prostitute is 

Wurst’s (1999:15) point that the “world of the domestic servant exhibited an almost total 

lack of personal freedom; in terms of clothing, room furnishings, diet, and time off, they 

had very little control.”  In this vein, a relational view of class is well suited to the 

archaeology of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West.  Such a view allows for an 

analysis of the frontier prostitutes within relevant historical contexts, such as the world-

economy and Victorianism, while avoiding gradational constructions of a hierarchy of 

status, which as currently exist are too rigid and put forth a too-universalized perspective 

to account for the complexity of prostitution in the 19th-century western United States. 

Returning to Simmons’ (1989) model (see Chapter 3), for example, her use of the 

hierarchy of status is of concern because status, rank, and class, all of which Simmons 

invokes and at times seems to conflate, at one point discussing “class-status within the 
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ranks of the demimonde” (Simmons 1989:23), have to have a referent.  Without a 

referent, the analysis of these concepts cannot really answer any questions of 

significance.  Simmons (1989:23) indicates that class “was based on the perception of the 

demi-monde, customers, and the community,” as if these three perceptions, given the 

diversity of the frontier population, could co-exist in complete harmony even internally, 

much less between groups.  This problem aside, the attempt to distinguish fixed “classes” 

obscures the variable class relations involving prostitutes, thereby missing an important 

direction and framework for historical inquiry, as well as masking the complexity of 

prostitutes’ experiences. 

 In fact, Simmons’ assessment of class, by which she seems to mean status, is 

largely couched in the Victorian perspective.  Simmons (1989:23) says that status “was 

generally a product of the percentage of companionship or entertaining involved in the 

actual prostitution service being purchased.  The more “lady like” a prostitute was, i.e., 

the more entertainment and companionship she provided, the higher her status.”  The 

Victorian perspective is subsequently reinforced by Simmons’ (1989:23) reference to 

Goldman’s (1978:110-111) study, in which she states, “Chinese prostitutes were close to 

the bottom of the status structure.”  If, as Simmons indicates, the service of Chinese 

courtesans occurred as several hours to an evening of “entertainment, companionship, 

and sexual services,” how is it that they can be classified as lower in status than all 

Euroamerican prostitutes?   

 Not identifying the referent by which status is evaluated further obscures a 

number of associated and important directions of historical inquiry.  Is, for instance, 
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economic status what is really being examined?  If so, does economic status refer to a 

prostitute’s net income, which, for example, could be lower for a brothel prostitute than a 

crib prostitute, suggesting that accepted hierarchies and motivations need to be 

historically recast?  Or does it refer to affected economic status, in which, for example, 

the material items engaged by a parlor-house prostitute on a daily basis are more costly 

and of a higher quality than those engaged by a crib prostitute but owned by the madam?  

In either case, economic status cannot be based on ethnicity, age, or other alternative 

hierarchical referents but must consider dollar value alone, either earned by a prostitute or 

of the items that constitute a prostitute’s surroundings, and then some justification for the 

importance of these comparative dollar values must be made.  If economic status is not 

what is being examined, but status is a combination of “race, ethnicity, social 

background, education, specific talents, appearance, and experience” (Simmons 

1989:23), whose perception of these combinations are being examined, and how is it 

measured?  If it is the Victorian perception, what are the intersections of class, ethnicity, 

and gender that result in a particular status assignment?  If not, how might other 

perceptions differ or be shared and why?  Does status combine one or more of the 

previously listed factors with economics, and if so, does the evaluation of status give 

primacy to economic status or, say, ethnicity, e.g., if prostitutes of a select ethnic 

background have different incomes, what is their status, through whose eyes, and why? 

 While it is clear that different forms of prostitution varied with respect to financial 

returns, living situations, occupational advantages or disadvantages, and the like, I 

believe, after White (1990), that studies of prostitution in the mining West should avoid 
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focusing on supposedly universal hierarchies of prostitution, which appear to be 

constructed in reference to Victorian values.  Rather, archaeologists should study and 

accurately define the aforementioned variations between forms of prostitution, then 

address the commonalities and differences, the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and 

class, of women within and between forms, in this way de-homogenizing the presentation 

of prostitutes in the 19th-century western United States  If, as implied by western 

historians and Simmons’ archaeological model, prostitutes moved in and out of varying 

forms, or as they say, up and down the ranks, throughout their careers, it is incredibly 

unlikely that women who could be grouped on the basis of given same characteristics all 

engaged in the same form at the same time.  The ever-shifting composition of the 

population of prostitutes in the mining West does not lend itself to hierarchical 

determinations. 

 Further, the gradational view of the hierarchical-status approach masks a number 

of social relations that tie directly into the adequate understanding of prostitution as 

described by Zatz (1997; see p. 127), such as those between madams and prostitutes, 

between prostitutes and other employees (e.g., in brothels, in saloons), between 

prostitutes and their customers, and between prostitutes and other members of society, the 

latter of which are especially masked by reference to parlor-house prostitutes as high 

status, even with the caveat of “within the profession.”  Though complicated in its 

interpretation, the study of class as a formation will more fully elucidate these relations.  

If, however, archaeologists insist on hierarchizing prostitutes by status or rank, this ever-
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shifting composition requires that we clearly define the hierarchy’s referents and 

acknowledge under whose perspective those referents are being evaluated. 

 Clearly, the archaeology of gender, ethnicity, and class is challenging when they 

are considered as individual entities, and associated challenges can only multiply 

exponentially when the intersections between the three are considered.  The interaction of 

so many groups constructed through the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and class in 

such close proximity had intra- and extra-group effects on space, activities, and 

behaviors.  As this level of interaction increased, so did the sharing of material culture in 

all directions (Purser 1999; Waselkov and Paul 1981).  The result of this complex web of 

interaction is that it severely complicates the identification and interpretation of data 

related to gender, class, and ethnicity in the archaeological and documentary records 

pertaining to the 19th-century mining West as previously described. 

 More difficulties will occur when archaeologists attempt to interpret the 

intersections of gender, class, and ethnicity, as evidenced by Griggs’ (1999) study of the 

Irish in 19th-century New York.  Griggs demonstrates that while documentary evidence 

supports class (socioeconomic and occupational status) heterogeneity within the Irish 

immigrant population, the material record is fairly silent on the subject. She attributes this 

silence to the availability of secondhand ceramics and household items to the working 

class, and the tendency for the upper class to “[focus] their surplus economic resources 

outside of the home on needy family members in Europe, ocean passages to America for 

extended family, investment in businesses, and acquisition of property” (Griggs 

1999:97).  Without documents, therefore, attempting to interpret this archaeological 
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record accurately would already be difficult enough without factoring in gender, which 

she does not do, or factoring in the presence of Asian porcelains or English figurines.  

Considering all the different ways in which gender, ethnicity, and class intersect, the 

problem for archaeologists who consider these intersections becomes one of not only 

what group or groups are represented through the material culture at a site, but also of 

how representative they are of a larger group, how each group used the artifacts and 

spaces encountered, and what these artifacts and spaces meant to each group.  While 

consideration of these intersections may seem daunting, I would argue that only by 

considering these intersections regularly can we more accurately interpret the 

archaeological record of the 19th-century mining West in a way that sheds light on social 

processes and broader historical contexts.  The effects of these intersections on the lives 

of individuals and groups within the culturally pluralistic 19th-century western United 

States are undeniable; therefore, despite the interpretive and methodological challenges 

they present, they cannot be ignored.  Thus, though the next section may appear 

somewhat idealistic, it is crafted with the knowledge that historical archaeology has 

already made and will continue to make great strides toward making possible its 

implementation. 

Approaching the Intersections of Gender, Ethnicity, and Class in the Mining West 

 Beginning with the work of Scott (1991) and Hardesty (1994, 1999), the premise 

of an archaeological approach to studying gender, class, and ethnicity is that these three 

principles intersect to organize a society and the activities of its members.  Though some 

might suggest replacing ethnicity with race, given that the “concept of race invokes 
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[though is not defined by] biologically based human characteristics” (Omi and Winant 

1994:55), which are frequently unidentifiable archaeologically, and because ethnic 

boundaries often resulted in markedly different experiences between members of the 

same race in the 19th-century western United States, ethnicity seems to be a more useful 

construct.   In the current study, ethnicity is defined following the abbreviated version of 

Barth’s (1969:13) definition as presented by McGuire (1982), as the ascription of group 

identity by the self or others based on a person’s “most general identity, presumptively 

determined by his origin and background.  To the extent that actors use ethnic identities 

to categorize themselves and others for the purpose of interaction, they form ethnic 

groups in this organizational sense.”   

 Scott (1991) illustrates how the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and class 

organized subsistence activities at the British colony of Michilimackinac between 1765 

and 1781.  Within Ottawa society, men were responsible for hunting and fishing, while 

the women were responsible for planting.  British women did not engage in any of these 

activities as hunting, fishing, and agricultural activities were within the domain of British 

men.  Neither British men nor women engaged in maple sugaring, but this activity did 

fall under the purview of French Canadian, metis, Ottawa, and Ojibwa women.  For those 

groups with socioeconomic differentiation, those men and women higher on the scale 

were less likely to participate in the procurement of wild foods.   

 The applicability and necessity of examining these intersections have been 

demonstrated in a few historical-archaeological studies of the 19th-century West (in one 

case, Canada), which recognize them in varying degrees.  Wegars (1993), for instance, 
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demonstrates that the experiences of Chinese women differed tremendously from those of 

not only men and women from other ethnic groups but from those of Chinese men as 

well.  Because most Chinese men in the 19th-century western United States assumed they 

would return to China after making a profit, and because it was Chinese custom for a 

woman to reside with her husband’s parents, few Chinese women joined their husbands 

in the early years of the mining frontier.  The scarcity of Chinese women made Chinese 

prostitution highly profitable, initially for the prostitutes themselves, but by the mid-

1850s, for the criminal tongs (“fraternal organizations or secret societies” [Wegars 

1993:231]) who usurped control of the trade.  For the greater part of the 1850s through 

the 1870s, therefore, most of the Chinese women who came to the western United States 

“had been sold by poor parents in China, kidnapped, or lured with promises of lucrative 

employment or marriage” (Wegars 1993:231).  Upon arrival, some Chinese women 

ended up high-cost prostitutes who “lived in attractive surroundings and had fine clothes 

and jewelry” (Wegars 1993:233), while others ended up low-cost prostitutes who had 

inferior housing and personal items.  For the most part, the tongs controlled both groups 

of women.  This example demonstrates why archaeologists need to consider the ways in 

which the intersections of ethnicity and gender structured the lives of, in this case, 

Chinese women in the mid-19th-century western United States.  Without consideration of 

these intersections, the archaeological record of high-cost prostitutes, for example, might 

incorrectly be considered indicative of a high level of personal freedom and social status 

for Chinese women based on their great wealth, when actually these women were 

subordinate to their male employers/owners.  
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Cheney (1991) demonstrates that the intersections between gender and class are 

equally important to examine.  Cheney uses archaeological and archival data from 1880s 

Alberta to demonstrate differences in the archaeological record of a site occupied in one 

area by lower-class (on a socioeconomic scale) male ranch hands and in another by 

British upper-class male ranch managers and their male and female family members. 

While she devotes some attention to the presence of female artifacts, her focus is on 

differences in artifacts related to recreational alcohol use, her argument being that lower-

class male ranch hands would have been less apt to subscribe to the upper-class values 

associated with female moral purity.  To support her argument, Cheney examines the 

ratio of female artifacts to artifacts related to alcohol consumption.  Using the ranch site 

and an all-male police post, a brothel, and two family farm sites as comparative cases, 

Cheney found the expected pattern except in the brothel site, which for obvious reasons 

contained high numbers of both female-specific artifacts and artifacts related to alcohol 

consumption. 

 The only archaeological approach to the 19th-century western United States that 

specifically recognizes the intersection of all three elements—gender, class, and 

ethnicity—is Hardesty’s (1994) model of gender strategies for the mining West.  

Hardesty’s approach calls for archaeological analyses of the gendered organization of the 

mining West, with consideration of class and ethnicity, at the household, settlement, and 

regional levels.  He argues that because mining towns were class conscious and most of 

them exhibited similar economic class structures, the ways in which “mining towns were 

organized by gender . . . has to be interpreted within the context of class divisions” 
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(Hardesty 1994:131).  For the white middle class, for example, families could afford to 

follow culturally prescribed activities along gender lines so that women tended to limit 

their activities to domestic space, while men were involved in public space, both in labor 

and civic activities.  For the white working class, however, women could not afford to 

stay out of the public sphere of labor.  Gender, therefore, organized mining towns in 

different ways for that class. 

 Hardesty also recognizes the interaction of gender with ethnicity in mining towns.  

Drawing on Wegars’ (1993) study, he highlights how gender organized the Chinese 

communities in the mining West, focusing on some of the women’s experiences 

mentioned above and briefly discussing the variability in married women’s experiences 

based on the class that they married into:  While working-class wives were generally 

purchased from the tongs and had to remain vigilant against kidnapping and abuse, the 

lives of the wives of wealthy merchants were leisurely and secluded. 

 These studies clearly indicate the effect that gender, class, and ethnicity can have 

on each other in organizing society, but they do so by engaging rather static perspectives 

of each principle.  Hardesty avoids a static perspective of gender, but he looks at its 

organizational power through set class categories.  Further, none of these studies fully 

examine the intersections of gender, class, and ethnicity, looking only at pairs of these in 

a rather unidirectional, instead of integrated, fashion. 

 I contend that a historical-archaeological approach to studying the intersections of 

gender, ethnicity, and class in the context of the 19th-century mining West must begin 

with an understanding of gender, ethnicity, and class as active, interacting, and often 
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shifting constructions.  These constructions organized mining-West societies because 

they are used in the process of identity formation by the self, individually or as part of a 

group, and by others, and identity based on these constructions is frequently used with 

reference to perceived or real power to assign oneself or others as appropriate to 

particular spaces, activities, or interactions.  For this reason, different constructions or 

different intersections of these constructions may be accentuated in a given situation by 

those engaged in it to gain an advantage (for the self) or create a disadvantage (for the 

other), hence the shifting nature of these constructions. 

 Despite the ability to accentuate particular constructions or intersections, I 

contend that a historical-archaeological approach to the intersections of gender, ethnicity, 

and class must not only interpret how gender organized society through ethnicity and 

class, but also how class organized society through ethnicity and gender, and how 

ethnicity organized society through class and gender.  The reasons for this contention are 

two, and they have to do with the role of Victorian hegemony in the mining West.  First, 

though an individual or group may choose to accentuate particular gender, class, or ethnic 

constructions or intersections in a given situation, if the group or individual holding 

power chooses to recognize the other constructions or intersections, they may constrain 

spaces, activity, or interactions accordingly.  Because members of societies who 

subscribed to Victorian ideology were in power and were strongly attuned to gender, 

ethnicity, and class, no one could completely divorce themselves from Victorian 

constructions of these, which affected the organization of society externally; these 

constructions frequently rendered one as a function of the other, for example, class as a 
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function of the gender system in “a society where women were subordinate to men” (Hill 

1993:2).  Second, in considering the impacts of Victorian hegemony, archaeologists must 

avoid the assumption that the constraints of Victorian society were so strong that other 

groups defined themselves by and always acted in response to Victorian standards.  

While Native Americans, for example, likely understood that the Victorians viewed them 

as lesser people, it is not likely that they would adopt those standards to assess class 

relations within their own societies.  It is equally hard to imagine that high-cost Chinese 

prostitutes, who were supported by and entertained only Chinese men (Wegars 1993), 

would base many daily decisions or activities on the ideas or actions of white society, or 

that a family of wage laborers would attempt to keep women from working.  For this 

reason, all intersections must be considered to understand how gender, ethnicity, and 

class organized society internally.  Consideration of these on internal organization should 

not be limited to groups outside of Victorian society, as the latter was also internally 

organized by gender, class, and ethnicity.  In addition, it is important to remember that 

non-dominant groups constrained the decisions and activities of the dominant group as 

well.  Such constraints become clear if one thinks, for example, of how the settlement 

patterns and spheres of activity of Euroamericans in late 19th-century territorial Arizona 

were affected by their fear of Apache raids. 

 In the 19th-century mining West, the rapidly occurring and increasing interactions 

between numerous groups whose members identified themselves and others on 

intersecting constructions of gender, ethnicity, and class likely resulted in frequent shifts 

in the formation of identity.  These shifts would have been achieved through the 
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manipulation of behaviors and symbols, material, linguistic, or otherwise.  A historical-

archaeological approach to gender, ethnicity, and class in the mining West, therefore, 

should not seek to identify gender, ethnic, or class categories in the archaeological record, 

but rather, the behavioral and material expressions of identities formed by those active 

constructions.  In doing so, we can move beyond simple description into the questions of 

why certain groups constructed certain identities in certain situations, thereby shedding 

light on the complex social processes that existed in this area of sudden and intense 

cultural collisions. 
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CHAPTER 9.  NEGOTIATION AND NAVIGATION:  QUESTIONS THAT 
COUNT 

 
Developing the questions that count for the historical-archaeological study of 

prostitution in the 19th-century mining West should avoid, by definition, those that seek 

only to reinforce or refute historical documents or to provide material details to enhance 

previously established histories.  Such questions should instead seek to engage broader 

historical processes, i.e., social, economic, or political, and associated relationships. 

To this end, I would argue, historical archaeologists must first and foremost 

reconcile themselves to the idea that historical studies of prostitution in the 19th-century 

western United States are based largely on documents produced in the wake of a 

dominant narrative that was highly didactic and against prostitution; these documents, 

therefore, not only do not likely fully convey the experiences of prostitutes, but also may 

over-convey particular types of experiences, such as violent acts and suicide.  Certainly, 

these events occurred.  Just as certainly, however, the authors of newspapers, legal 

documents, and 19th-century literature, in writing for and often sharing the sentiments of 

an audience with a vested interest in the debasement of prostitution, would have little 

reason to present information that might intimate normalcy or positive occurrences in the 

daily lives of prostitutes.  For the number of prostitutes who committed suicide, how 

many did not?  For the number who died young by their own hand or disease or violence, 

how many continued practicing into their 40s or 50s, found new vocations, or established 

new lives?  On one hand, it could be argued “not many” because they are only 

occasionally heard of, but it could just as easily be argued that these avenues would not 

be advertised by an author aware of a woman’s past as a prostitute, and in the case of the 
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latter two avenues, if the author was not aware, that these women would not be 

considered by the writers and recorders of information at that time to merit attention.  

 Such authors would not likely want to provide objective assessments of the forms 

of prostitution either, finding the downward spiral story useful in demonstrating the just 

results of a life of sin and depravity and more soothing than the idea of a woman simply 

and successfully supporting herself through sexual contact for money, without the 

consequences of destituteness or despair.  Again, certainly some women experienced the 

shift in forms this way, but the voice of Lillian Powers (see p. 149) indicates that the 

universality of this experience and associated hierarchical constructions cannot be 

assumed.   

Though voices such as Lillian’s, who incidentally lived to the age of 87, are rare, 

listening closely to the voices of mid-19th- to early 20th-century prostitutes who have 

spoken suggests a wide range of experiences: 

• Dolly Arthur (Thelma Copeland):   

By the time I was 18 or 19 I realized I could make a lot more money from the 
attentions of men than I could waiting tables [Allen 1976:12]. 
 
I was hardly ever mistreated, you know.  Most men are gentlemen if you are 
decent with them.  I was always a “straight” girl, didn’t drink and was careful to 
keep myself clean.  I guess men thought I was fun and attractive because I always 
seemed to have more friends than the other girls on Creek Street.  I could never 
get along with other girls, you know.  But I never had any trouble getting along 
with men.  They liked me and I liked them [Allen 1976:58]. 
 

• Laura Evens: 

Was I ever proud, with everybody looking at us!  Hot dog!  Man, if you ever want 
to have fun, just get tight and run a chariot race down your main street.  Katie, bar 
the door!  [Bancroft 1965:41]. 
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The Honorable Highness proceeded to bite a piece out of the inside of my thigh 
about the size of a quarter, and I had to go to Dr. Law to have it cauterized.  A few 
days later, after another of the girls and me got arrested for having raced some 
horses up the main street, disturbing the peace and almost getting in a smashup, 
the marshal who arrested us was walking down Harrison Avenue to the 
courthouse when the city official saw us, an recognized me.  He stopped the 
marshal and asked what was the matter.  The officer told how the other girl and 
me had damned near caused a smashup, and the officer was mad, he was loud.  So 
I said, “I think I hurt myself a little bit when the horses ran away.”  The official 
complimented the officer on his efficiency, then said “Turn her loose, officer, for 
she knows not what she douche.”  The official then told the officer to go back and 
take care of the horses—and the other girl and I were free [Miller and Mazzulla 
1962:161-162]. 
 

• Unidentified Chinese prostitute: 
 

When I was 19 years old, the mistress No. 3 of a noted procurer by the name of 
Gwan Lung, who lives in San Francisco, went back to Canton, where my mother 
happened to be living with me at the time, and gave me glowing accounts of life in 
California.  She painted that life so beautiful that I was seized with an inclination 
to go there and try my fortune, mother taking $200 and consenting to my going.  I 
arrived in this country, together with six other girls brought by this woman 
[Simmons 1989:15]. 
 

• Lillian Powers: 
 

Well my father had this farm, you see, and nobody to work it but him and us two 
girls.  I was fourteen, two years older than my sister, and he forgot most of the 
time that we wasn’t horses.  Got so I couldn’t take it anymore.  It was drudgery, 
day after day, and I’m telling you they was long days from sunup to sundown.  
One morning, I decided that instead of going into the field to plow, I would run 
away to Alton, the next town, a few miles from St. Louis.  I swore to God that I’d 
never return and I never did.  Never wanted to see my father again or anyone else 
in my family.  I got a job in a laundry and if you think that was easy, my God!  It 
was almost as bad as the farm and my pay was one dollar a week.  A room cost 
fifty cents a week—there wasn’t much left for all the fancy folderols I thought I 
could buy when I went to the big city.  I took up with a girl who worked next to 
me.  We got to talking one day and I asked here how she made out on such a 
piddling wage.  “I don’t,” she said, “None of us girls do on what they pay us.  
Every last one of us has had to get ourselves a pimp.  The quicker you do this the 
better off you’ll be” [Lee 1968:50-51]. 
 
So I laughed at Leo and said, “Didn’t you do any good last night?  I had an awful 
swell night myself.”  And I had, too.  There was business all night long, and in 
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addition to selling lots of beer.  Oh, lots of beer.  I had a bunch of Swedes in, and 
boy, they was buying it—two bottles at a crack, two dollars a round.  They was 
going fast.  And I had so much silver, I had to carry it in a handbag.  I couldn’t 
carry it in my purse.  You know, so much silver and gold.  There was gold in 
those days, many years ago [Miller and Mazzulla 1962:154]. 
 
I was just as nice as could be, and do you know that some of these roughnecks 
that used to come in, I started to swear then.  I wouldn’t say much to their faces.  
‘My God, ain’t they awful, the dirty sons of bitches,’ and everything [Miller and 
Mazzulla 1962:159]. 
 
I was never legally married, never pregnant, never burned, and I have no regrets 
[Mazzulla and Mazzulla 1966:51]. 
 

• Anonymous Interviewee for WPA Writers’ Project—“Annie”: 
 

I’ve laid it in all of ‘em, Borger, Kilgore. . . . I throwed my fannie 21 times a 
night, 5 bucks a throw and time old red-eye come up I was eatin’ breakfast 
drunker’n an Indian [Myres 1982:255]. 
 

• Wong Ah So: 
 

It seems to be just my fate. . . . earning money by living this life of prostitution 
[fulfilled in part the] requirement of complete filial piety [Tong 1994:168]. 
 

• Lee Yow Chun: 
 

Mother told me one day that a go-between had been to see her on behalf of a 
wealthy Chinese merchant living in San Francisco, who wanted a wife from 
China; that she wanted me to go out and take a walk, so that I could be viewed by 
the go-between, that she could make her report.  I did what I was bid, though I 
knew that mother told me with some misgivings, as she had declined the offer 
once and would decline again but for her good nature and her poverty.  The go-
between having made her a present of $380 as coming from my intended 
husband, mother said she consented to take so little because I could only marry 
that merchant as a concubine and also that in two or three years I could come 
back to pay her a visit” (Simmons 1989:13). 

 
• Unidentified Chinese prostitute: 
 

I was bought in China by a Chinaman, acting with a Chinese woman, for $680, 
Mexican.  Then I was sent over here to California by those people.  I was told that 
when I came here I would be married to a respectable, wealthy Chinese merchant; 
soon after my arrival, however, I found that was not the intention of those people.  
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I was resold for $1680 gold.  I was first placed in a house of ill fame in San 
Francisco [Simmons 1989:15]. 
 

• “Madeleine Blair”: 
 

I could not make a demonstration of affection over men or any pretense or 
response to their caresses.  For the life of me, I could not understand why they 
should expect it.  They had only bought my body.  I could not see why they 
should want more.  My love was not for sale, piecemeal, to every man who had 
the price to pay for my body, and I could make no pretense at a response I did not 
feel.  On the contrary, I made little effort to conceal my repugnance [Blair 
1986[1919]: 71]. 
 
Despite my shuddering horror, the sight [of prostitutes in a Butte saloon] 
fascinated even while it repelled me [a parlor-house prostitute].  It gripped me by 
the throat . . . and filled me with many sad forebodings.  I drew my skirts back 
from contact with the poor creatures. . . . I wanted to take them by the hand and 
tell them I was one of them, but I could not touch them.  I could barely touch my 
lips to the glasses of beer which they served [Blair 1986[1919]: 212]. 
 

• Gon Sing: 
 

I was punished and often struck by the owner of the house because I did not make 
myself agreeable and did not earn enough money for the owners. . . . The 
instruments used were poles and rattans [Simmons 1989:19]. 

 
• Chun Ho: 
 

My owners were never satisfied, no matter how much money I made.  When they 
were angry in anyway, they would vent their anger upon me which they would 
also do upon the other girls. . . . The instruments used were wooden clubs and 
sometimes anything they could lay their hands on; and one time I was threatened 
with a pistol held at me [Simmons 1989:19]. 
 
The overwhelmingly successful attempt by the dominant narrative to silence these 

voices makes it difficult to accept that constructions of prostitution through this narrative 

may not be accurate, especially when that narrative has been instrumental to 

demythologizing the frontier prostitute.  While I do not advocate the re-glamorization of 

prostitution in the mining West, I do believe that consideration should be given to the 
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potential that the experience of prostitutes was more balanced than either the 

glamorization or victimization accounts suggest, and that depending on context and 

events, occurred at both ends of this spectrum and as just illustrated at all the places in 

between, much like that claimed by prostitutes today.  Only when such open-minded 

consideration is made and the potential effects of Victorian ideology on existing western 

histories admitted can we begin to either negotiate with or navigate around Victorianism 

in a way that reveals previously obscured important questions of historical-archaeological 

data, questions that will both move us toward an adequate understanding of the local 

experience of prostitutes and shed light on broader historical contexts. 

Negotiating with Victorianism for Questions That Count 

Negotiating with Victorianism in the study of prostitution in the 19th-century 

mining West begins with the recognition of its association with the hegemonic power and 

the homogenizing thrust of its ideology, especially as relates to gender, ethnicity, and 

class.  As has already been discussed, Victorian ideology promoted the roles of wife and 

mother for all women, and it established as natural to them and therefore as their 

responsibility the embodiment and transmission, respectively, of morality, purity, 

Christianity, and other Victorian ideological values.  These roles and responsibilities, 

with the exception of religious activities, were to be carried out in the home to support 

men, who were expected to provide for their families through work, investments, or other 

ideologically approved activities carried out outside of the home, while maintaining 

sobriety, conscientiousness, compulsiveness, a high valuation on time, and other elements 

of rational order.  The amenability of fitting men and women into separate and non-
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overlapping gender-based arenas and associated roles to intra-gender homogeneity is 

evident, and attempts to make these fits occur were ideologically wholehearted.   

A mitigated homogenizing thrust characterized the Victorian ideology of “other.”  

The Victorian ideological standpoint of cultural superiority combined with its didacticism 

(Howe 1976:22) promoted encouraging other ethnic groups, other races, and other classes 

to adopt ideologically approved valuations, values, and lifestyles, including those 

surrounding the separation of gender roles.  In this respect, Victorianism sought to 

homogenize the masses.  On the other hand, though Victorian ideology did not pointedly 

support racism, those most likely to engage the ideology in their lives were often racist, 

ethnocentric, and class-centric, and these qualities of character “tended to restrict rather 

than reinforce didacticism, for while Victorian didacticism assumed that everyone would 

benefit by acquiring Victorian culture, the stereotypes supposed that some people were 

incapable of doing so, at least beyond an elementary stage” (Howe 1976:24).  Such 

restriction, however, did not prevent attempts to inculcate other ethnic groups, races, or 

classes with Victorian ideology; rather, it established a system that demanded the 

adoption of Victorianism but excluded certain people from membership in Victorian 

society. 

Once the homogenizing thrust and hegemonic power of Victorianism are 

recognized, and indeed no historian or archaeologist of late has denied these, negotiating 

with Victorianism in the study of frontier prostitution also requires acknowledgment that 

this combination, because of its attention to race, ethnicity, class, and gender and its 

social, political, and economic power to impose upon and permeate society, resulted in 
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profound effects upon all groups who were present in the western United States during 

the mid to late 19th-century height of American-Victorian hegemony.  “Effects” is 

purposefully vague because Victorianism was so far-reaching, it would be impossible to 

comprehensively characterize them, though by way of example, geographical effects 

would be one, as in the widespread phenomenon of Chinatowns throughout the American 

West.  Negotiating with Victorianism must, however, similarly acknowledge that these 

effects were not always total, because the western United States did not become a 

homogenous utopia for Victorians.  Instead, the western United States encompassed a 

cultural pluralism that is best represented by a modified version of what Griffin 

(1998:141-142) refers to as the Martini Cocktail (as opposed to Melting Pot) metaphor, in 

which exists: 

just two ingredients:  the dominant and the dominated.  In this formulation, the 
United States divides disproportionately into a large dominant class, including the 
bourgeoisie as well as the power elite, and a portmanteau category, “the 
oppressed,” wherein the particularities of individual cultural distinctions owing to 
race, class, gender, ethnicity, language, region, and religion are amalgamated into 
one classification.  The intellectual’s task is to enlighten the oppressed cultures, 
uniting them in effective opposition to the dominant majority.  The proportions fit 
the recipe for the martini:  three (or more) jolts of raw, powerful, colorless gin 
drily mingling with, but overcoming, one part vermouth and a little olive for the 
garnish. 
 

 More appropriate to the 19th-century mining frontier would be a revised version 

that I call the Dirty Martini6 metaphor, in which two parts gin, nearly one-half part 

vermouth, and nearly one part olive juice are poured into a container and shaken hard.  In 

the resultant drink, gin remains the overpowering flavor, but its flavor is reciprocally 

                                                 
6 It is unfortunate that the drink is so named because this metaphor is in no way meant to imply “other” as 
“dirty.” 
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affected, lightly by the vermouth and noticeably by the olive juice.  The olive garnish, as 

a solid, cannot overpower the flavor of the gin, but its own flavor is strongly retained, just 

barely gin-tinged by having soaked in the drink.  This metaphor seems to more accurately 

represent the mining frontier in that it recognizes a greater, more varied proportion of 

non-Victorians, a sudden and intense admixture, cross-cultural impacts, and a range of 

resultant experiences. 

 Negotiating with Victorianism to study the past, then, involves recognizing the 

combined effects of its hegemonic power and homogenizing thrust in order to identify 

and understand the range of range of resultant experiences, including responses, of 

prostitutes, as a population representative of the many “others” who were present on the 

mining frontier, to Victorianism.  Negotiation, however, specifically does not involve 

accepting the perspective or terms of one side, but instead requires that all sides enter into 

a dialogue.  The dialogue described here assumes that some background information on 

the prostitute or prostitutes being studied is available through historical documentation.  

If it is not, the attempt to obtain background information, e.g., as relates to ethnicity, 

through archaeology would have to occur first.  Based on the methodological challenges 

described in the previous chapter, such an attempt may fail, in which case a study may 

need to move on to questions under navigating around Victorianism (see below).   

 The dialogue, as pertains to the study of prostitution in the mining West, must 

begin with listening to where a particular side, in this case a prostitute or group of 

prostitutes, is coming from, i.e., their context.  The personal history of an individual is a 

component of her context, thus any available historical information on or by the 
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individual prostitute or group of prostitutes must be heard during this stage of the 

negotiation.  When that information is exhausted, which tends to occur quickly, more 

general historical information that might form the context of prostitutes should be 

considered. 

 As put forth in Chapter 5, historical research on frontier prostitutes has to include, 

whenever possible, an examination of relevant historical cultural attitudes toward 

women’s labor and prostitution.  Most inhabitants of the 19th-century mining frontier, if 

not previous residents, were not far removed temporally or generationally from their 

country or region of origin.  The attitudes toward women’s labor and prostitution in these 

places of origin, then, form part of a prostitute’s context, as does her level of exposure to 

Victorian ideology.  Those who were further removed from their ancestral country or 

region tended to be Euroamericans or African Americans who had come from the eastern 

part of the country and whose cultural background likely represented an amalgamation of 

the culture in their ancestral countries and more recent exposure to Victorianism.  

 Context is further established by examination of the intersections of gender, 

ethnicity, and class, as proposed in the previous chapter, understanding that these are 

issues with which Victorianism was largely concerned.  Given, for example, a prostitute’s 

identification with a particular ethnic group, the way that construction organizes her 

spaces, activities, and interactions as a woman and with respect to whatever class 

relations she might be involved in would form part of her context.  Attending to context 

and to the available words of prostitutes will assist in understanding as closely as we can 
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prostitutes’ perspectives on their identities and their lives and the way they experienced 

them. 

 Having heard the prostitutes’ side(s) of the dialogue, the negotiation must also 

hear the Victorian side.  Doing so will be easier because historical documentation and 

literature that includes its voice is voluminous.  The Victorian side will bring to the table 

its perspectives on the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and class as pertains to the 

identity of a prostitute or prostitutes, and how the intersections of those constructions, 

given the hegemonic power associated with Victorianism, should organize her spaces, 

activities, and interactions.  Depending, then, on the potential perspective of the 

prostitute, i.e., based on context whether or not hers is likely to be aligned with the 

Victorian one, listening to the Victorian side will elucidate how its combined ideology 

and hegemonic power historically cast or recast the identities, lives, and experiences of 

prostitutes.   

 The input of all sides of the negotiation allows for the proposal of some questions 

that count for the historical-archaeological study of prostitution in the 19th-century 

mining West.  These questions are amenable to localized studies, and similarities will be 

apparent between some of them and questions previously asked of historical-

archaeological data related to western-U.S. prostitution (see Chapter 3).  Because, 

however, they are situated within a historical negotiation that stems from a 

comprehensive theoretical background, world-systems theory, they can be brought to 

bear on broader historical contexts under a more balanced perspective.  This is because 

the questions that count through negotiations with Victorianism cannot be asked without 
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reference to Victorianism, and asking questions in reference to Victorianism take on 

broad significance when it is presented as an ideology associated with the hegemonic 

group of the capitalist world-economy.  

 Under negotiations with Victorianism, the historical-archaeological questions that 

count in relation to 19th-century frontier prostitution are those that relate to identity 

formation, maintenance, and associated strategies through the intersecting constructions 

of gender, ethnicity, and class and the responses of prostitutes, individually and as 

members of groups constructed through the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and class, 

to the homogenizing thrust of Victorianism and associated attempts to structure their 

identities, lives, and experiences, as well as the effects of those responses either on their 

own lives and experiences or those of the group in power.  The answers to these 

questions, then, will shed light on the depths, surficial, personal, or otherwise, to which 

the power of the core penetrates in the periphery; how peripheral groups are likely to 

respond to power-based ideology, e.g., adoption, cooption, segregation, contestation, 

group realignment, and why; and the ways in which peripheral groups might mitigate or 

shift the power of the core.  These answers will have the added benefit of elucidating, to 

the extent possible, emic perspectives on the motivations and choices of prostitutes, 

thereby recognizing their personal agency.  Specific questions are not limited to but 

might include:   

• How did a prostitute or prostitutes choose to construct her identity, i.e., which 

constructions or intersections, if any, did she choose to emphasize?  If she worked 

for a madam, which emphases did the madam choose for her employees?  In both 
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cases, at those sites where privately versus publicly used artifacts can be 

discerned, did the emphasized constructions differ between them, and, if so, how?  

What do the answers to these suggest about power in the relationships of 

prostitutes? 

• Between sites, does there appear to be any correlation between identity formation 

or maintenance strategies and economic return, specifically, might there have 

been an advantage to maintaining an identity that was strongly “other?”  On a 

related note, to what level did prostitutes adopt or coopt Victorian behaviors and 

material culture, and how do these vary with reference to the intersections of 

gender, ethnicity, and class? 

• How closely do the settlement patterns of prostitutes adhere to established red-

light districts?  Does adherence vary with respect to identity as formed through 

gender, ethnicity, and class?  On the whole, how do the intersections of gender, 

ethnicity, and class play out in the settlement patterns and financial returns of 

prostitutes in red-light districts?  Is marked differentiation apparent? Within the 

red-light district, were prostitutes segregated in a way that reflects how Victorians 

would organize them through intersecting constructions of ethnicity and class, or 

is the district organized in a more haphazard and individualistic fashion? 

Navigating Around Victorianism for Questions That Count 

 Navigating around Victorianism in the study of prostitution in the 19th-century 

mining West begins in the same way as negotiating with Victorianism, with the 

recognition of its association with the hegemonic power, and the homogenizing thrust of 
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its ideology, especially as relates to gender, ethnicity, and class.  From there, the study of 

the past takes a different turn, in which the next step is the acknowledgment that the 

combination of hegemonic power and homogenizing ideology with the attention of 

American Victorians to gender, ethnicity, and class, established these as relevant 

scholarly subjects for the history of the western United States and provided standards 

against and through which historians and historical archaeologists can evaluate the 

experiences of peoples during the 19th-century height of American-Victorian hegemony, 

as is done in negotiating with Victorianism.  Next, however, we navigate around 

Victorianism to develop a new dialogue with the past.  To navigate around it requires 

constant awareness that it is present and of where it is located.  Having this awareness, 

we can ask questions of the past without running directly into it, questions that would 

have been fairly well outside of the purview of Victorian ideological concerns. 

 Through navigating around Victorianism, the historical-archaeological questions 

that count in relation to prostitution in the 19th-century mining West are those that relate 

to the work of prostitutes and the contribution of that work, either directly or indirectly, 

to local, regional, national, or global economic systems and associated communities.  The 

answers to these questions, then, will speak to more outwardly observable phenomena, 

providing an etic perspective of the women involved and recognizing their historical 

agency.  Specific questions might include: 

• What were the commonalities/differences in the means of production of sexuality 

by prostitutes in the mining West?  Between prostitutes and other women? 
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• Which eastern-U.S./international markets were supported by western-U.S. 

prostitution?  Were these different from those supported by other households? 

• Compared to other groups, how strong was the contribution of prostitutes to the 

local economy and market viability?  Did the relative contribution change with 

the economic phase of the town? 

 

 The next chapter presents a case study of the archaeology of prostitution in the 

mining West by revisiting Foster et al.’s (2004) study of prostitution in Prescott, Arizona, 

through questions such as these within the conceptual framework developed in this 

dissertation.  As discussed in Chapter 3, the original study was artifact, versus theory, 

driven, and conclusions drawn based on the artifacts were that alcohol was consumed, 

pipes were smoked, people were eating food, patent medicines were used, and grooming 

and personal hygiene were important in the brothel; that the residents of the brothel, 

including the madam, had access to and ability to pay for expensive items; and that the 

house of prostitution was likely a “nice” (Foster et al. 2004:157) brothel, as opposed to a 

parlor house, low-end brothel, or crib categories established in the hierarchy.  The 

synthesis of the historical-archaeological data is an analysis of product availability and 

market access for Prescott, which concludes that though Prescott had to obtain many 

manufactured items from the eastern part of the country, transportation systems were 

such that these items were readily accessible.  These findings are not linked to 

prostitution in Prescott, nor are they situated within a broader historical context for that 
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town, the latter being limited to a brief overview of the town’s development, project area-

specific information, and brief overviews of prostitutes and the Chinese in Prescott. 

 



  
 

218

CHAPTER 10.  PROSTITUTES IN PRESCOTT:  RECASTING RESEARCH 
WITHIN A WORLD-SYSTEM 

 
 In this chapter, I provide a practical application of the approach developed in this 

dissertation by recasting Foster et al.’s (2004) recent archaeological study of prostitution 

in late 19th-century Prescott, Arizona.  In this application, I first present relevant cultural 

contexts.  These contexts situate Prescott as a periphery within the capitalist world-

economy and explore the contexts (see Chapter 5) of the prostitutes within this periphery 

who were associated with the excavated archaeological features.  Next, I develop explicit 

hypotheses based on the cultural contexts.  These hypotheses were designed to bear on 

the questions that count in a historical archaeology of 19th-century mining frontier 

prostitution, as developed in Chapter 9, within a world-systems theoretical framework.  

For each set of related hypotheses, test implications, data requirements, and study 

methods are provided (after Van Bueren 1991).  Though not repeated for each hypothesis 

below, implied within the data requirements is that the artifacts should be from discrete 

features that retain good to excellent integrity and can be associated with a specific 

occupation.  Next, the study methods are implemented to generate concise results that 

directly address the test implications for each hypothesis.  After the presentation of the 

results at this level for all hypotheses, I provide a synthesis that integrates and interprets 

all results.  Before this application is carried out, background information pertaining to 

the original study is in order. 
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“Celestials and Soiled Doves” 

 In 2002, SWCA Environmental Consultants, a cultural resource management 

consulting firm, undertook archaeological data recovery to mitigate the potential effects 

by a proposed parking garage and residential lofts to cultural resources in lots 4 through 9 

of Prescott, Arizona’s, original townsite block 13.  Located in the Bradshaw Mountains in 

central Arizona, Prescott began as a mining camp in 1863 after gold was found 

approximately five miles east of it at Lynx Creek (Figure 6).  The following spring, the 

townsite was platted and the first lots purchased.  The townsite extended from Granite 

Street on the west to Whipple Street on the east and from Sheldon Street on the north to 

Lount Street on the south.  Block 13 was originally located on the west edge of town, 

bounded by Granite Street on the west, Montezuma Street on the east, Gurley Street on 

the North, and Goodwin Street on the south (Figure 7).  SWCA investigated 38 

archaeological features on this block, many of which were structural remains, some of 

which turned out to be non-diagnostic, non-cultural, or otherwise low in information 

potential, and a few of which retained good integrity and held dense cultural deposits. 

 Previous testing and archival research by SWCA indicated that the area of the 

townsite to be affected by construction was an informal (i.e., not legally designated) red-

light district and was also occupied by Chinese immigrants (Ryden and Foster 2001).  

The informal district was located on the east side of Granite Street.  By 1890, and likely 

earlier, Prescott had grown, and Granite Street was no longer on the edge of town but in 

the heart of the downtown business district, one block west of the center of town as 

marked by the Yavapai County courthouse.  The row of lots east of and behind the 
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Figure 6.  Map of Arizona showing Prescott and major cities (Map by Chris Vermeer, 2006).
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Figure 7.  Original Prescott townsite (Map by Chris Vermeer, 2006, after Groom 1864). 

 
 

 



  
 

222

district, which faced Montezuma Street and the courthouse, was occupied by several 

stores and saloons.  On the west side of Granite Street, across from and facing the district, 

were Prescott’s Chinatown and scattered dwellings.  Residential neighborhoods were 

established outside of the business district in the four cardinal directions (Sanborn-Perris 

Map Company 1890, 1895). 

 Despite the location of the project area within the red-light district, only one dense 

artifact deposit could be confidently associated with prostitution.  This deposit, located on 

lot 7, was found within a former privy associated with a late 19th-century brothel owned 

and run by a woman named Mary Hamilton as identified through historical fire-insurance 

maps, census records, and deed research.  Other potential prostitution-related features 

may not have been identified, first because the eastern quarter of the project area had 

been severely disturbed through the cutting and removal of earth since its 19th-century 

occupation (Foster et al. 2004).  Additionally, potential prostitution-related features may 

not have been recognized as such because although a few archaeologists have attempted 

to establish the material correlates of prostitution (Simmons 1989; Spude 2005), material 

correlates that point unequivocally to prostitution have not been identified.  Given the 

diversity of the prostitute population, it seems unlikely that such correlates will be 

solidified any time soon.   

 Further, such correlates may not always be present.  As noted previously, Blee 

(1991) linked high relative frequencies of liquor bottles and female-specific artifacts 

archaeologically to brothels; however, in the Mary Hamilton privy deposit, which is 

known to be associated with prostitutes, few artifacts that could be specifically attributed 
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to women were recovered.  Additionally, in a neighborhood containing several saloons, 

as the one surrounding the project area did, relative frequencies of liquor bottles may 

appear lower.  Though, ideally, material correlates that accommodate the unique 

conditions of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West will be established in the 

future, available documentary evidence, such as maps and census records, currently 

provides the most reliable means of identifying prostitution in a given location. 

 Such evidence points to the potential for a prostitution-related component in a 

second excavated feature within the project area.  This feature, located in lot 9 at 58-59 

Granite Street, was identified as the basement of a Chinese-owned building.  Foster et al. 

could not determine the function of the building from the 1890 or 1895 Sanborn-Perris 

fire insurance maps of Prescott, the earliest available for the area, which label it in 1890 

as “Chinese” and in 1895 as “Chinese” attached to a saloon and dance hall of unknown 

ownership.  Based on the artifacts present in the basement, Foster et al. speculate that it 

was a gambling hall, opium den, likely restaurant, and possible store, but they note: 

Chinese prostitutes and brothels were also present on Granite Street in the project 
area and at least one opium den existed in Prescott in the middle of Granite Street.  
It was raided by police in 1893.  The only Chinese dwelling near the middle of 
the street was the Chinese dwelling [indicated by the basement feature] on Lot 9 
in the . . . project area [Foster et al. 2004:73]. 

 
Further, the 1880s census indicates, assuming that the census taker moved in an orderly 

fashion down Granite Street and that he did not label non-prostitute Chinese women as 

prostitutes, that the Chinese households nearest to Mary Hamilton’s house in either 

direction were occupied in part by prostitutes.  Whether or not prostitution occurred in 

the building, the basement feature will be used as a mock site of prostitution for the 
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purposes of this case study.  I stress that because it is not known whether prostitutes 

worked or lived in this building, the findings of the case study, when related to 58-59 

Granite Street, are merely for demonstration and should not be taken as faithful to 

historical events in Prescott. 

 Based on the association of the basement feature with a Chinese-occupied 

building and the association of the privy deposit with Mary Hamilton’s establishment, 

Foster et al.’s (2004) research focused on prostitutes and the Chinese.  According to the 

report of the investigations, titled Celestials and Soiled Doves, the goals of the data 

recovery were: 

the investigation of prostitutes, prostitution, and the Chinese in the project area; 
the role of prostitutes and the Chinese in Prescott society; the comparison of the 
Prescott historical artifact assemblage to those of contemporaneous neighboring 
communities in Arizona and the Old West in general; the history of the project 
area; and the economic networks that tied territorial Prescott to the outside world 
[Foster et al. 2004:xi]. 
 

Although these goals were achieved, because they were achieved without the benefit of 

organizing theory, the study resulted in only the most basic behavioral reconstruction 

(e.g., eating, drinking) and a detached assessment of Prescott’s extra-local economic ties.  

The findings were not integrated in a way that addressed greater social issues (see pp. 61-

62).  The following application seeks to demonstrate that such issues could have been 

addressed through a world-systems theoretical framework, beginning with the 

establishment of Prescott as a periphery within the capitalist world-economy. 
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Prescott, the Periphery 

 The mining camp that would become Prescott, Arizona, was established in 1863 

after gold was discovered in its vicinity.  At the request of the miners, Brigadier General 

James H. Carleton established Fort Whipple in the spring of 1864 on the opposite side of 

Granite Creek from the burgeoning settlement to protect its Euroamerican residents and 

those of the numerous nearby camps from the Hualapai, Yavapai, and Tonto Apache who 

preceded them in the area (Sheridan 1995:71-72).  By June of that year, Prescott had been 

platted, and the first town lots were being sold (Lister and Lister 1989).  Shortly 

thereafter, Prescott was designated as the territorial capital, a northern-territorial location 

being desirable so as to keep the capital out of Tucson, which had “strong Mexican and 

Confederate influences” (Hoagberg 1999:1).  Though the Civil War would slow the 

development of Prescott, mining in the area would continue part-time throughout the war 

years, then amble along for more than two decades without the benefit of a railroad, 

thanks to the richness of a few of the mines and a combined freight wagon and steamship 

route via the Colorado River and the Gulf of California, which allowed the shipment of 

supplies to Prescott and the shipment of ore to San Francisco (Paul 1963). 

 By 1870, the non-Native American population of Prescott, which had lost its 

designation as territorial capital three years prior, was 668, including 559 males (United 

States Bureau of the Census 1870).  These males, and the 109 females who lived in the 

town, constituted one of the markets for goods produced in or shipped through San 

Francisco, which at the time was receiving shipments of ore from and investing fairly 

heavily in Prescott mining operations (Paul 1963; Holabird 2002).  After the middle of 
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the decade, however, investments shifted to the east, with capital coming from cities such 

as St. Louis, New Jersey, New York, and Philadelphia, San Francisco capitalists being 

less willing to risk investments “after the massive, complete failure of virtually every 

1863-4 public company with an Arizona mine” (Holabird 2002:4). 

 Despite the failures of early investors, however, Prescott continued to grow.  

Already by the mid to late 1860s, Prescott had at least a drugstore, three mercantile 

stores, a restaurant, a saloon, a newspaper, a sawmill, and a doctor (Ruffner Weiner 

1981).  The 1870 census lists additionally trades such as cabinet maker, tailor, lawyer, 

jeweler, watch maker, carpenter, baker, school teacher, brewer, liquor dealer, artist, 

blacksmith, tin smith, printer, brick layer, brick maker, shoe maker, butcher, and stone 

mason, most of these in multiples, along with numerous farmers, laborers, and miners 

(United States Bureau of the Census 1870).   During the 1870s, Prescott would come to 

also include a bank, a church building, and a school, and it could claim 14 mercantile 

houses and 20 saloons.  To these were added another church and a slaughterhouse and 

meat market in 1880 (Ruffner Weiner 1981).   By 1877, the territorial capital had 

returned to Prescott, and in 1880, the federal census recorded a population of 1,738.  In 

January of the following year, Prescott was incorporated (Wagoner 1970:175), and new 

businesses continued to move into the town.  More growth, however, in both population 

and economy was still to come.   

 In the mid-1880s, Arizona’s Governor Frederick Tritle organized a company of 

local politicians and businessmen to promote a railroad to connect Prescott to the Atlantic 

and Pacific Railway line, which ran across the north part of the future state on its way 
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between San Francisco and eastern urban centers, including Chicago and New York, via 

connections in St. Louis.  Investor groups out of New York and Minneapolis were 

interested in the project, causing a rift between the local promoters, but in 1885, at the 

behest of the Atlantic and Pacific, the investors reluctantly combined to form the Prescott 

and Arizona Central Railway Company.  A line joining Prescott to the Atlantic and 

Pacific line at modern-day Seligman, formerly Prescott Junction, and thereby to the rest 

of the country was completed on December 31, 1886 (Wagoner 1970:216-217; Gilley 

1999:1).  Freight shipments began immediately:  “Inbound traffic consisted of 

merchandise, mining machinery, flour, coal and coke for the smelters and occasional 

shipments of Kansas City apples for Alvord Aitken . . . , a prominent Prescott merchant” 

(Myrick 2001:38).  Additionally, “mining took on a renewed life [and] . . . outgoing 

traffic consisted of metallic ores from surrounding Bradshaw mines, plus Congress, 

Copper Basin, Big Bug and Jerome [mines]” (Myrick 2001:38-39). 

 With this connection in place, Prescott reached a population of 2,100 by 1890 

(Burgess 2000:12).  Though Prescott permanently lost the capital to Phoenix the previous 

year, which was seen as a compromise to locating it in either of the still-battling towns of 

Prescott and Tucson, the Sanborn-Perris fire insurance map of 1890 depicts the following 

businesses:  a bakery, a bottling works, a dress maker shop, a dry goods/clothes store, a 

jewelry store, a liquor store, a lumber company, a millinery, an oil and paints shop, a 

paint shop, a planing mill, a saw mill, an undertaker, an upholstering shop, 2 carriage 

painting shops, 2 cigar shops, 2 cobbler shops, 2 drugstores, 2 dry goods/grocery stores, 2 

furniture shops, 2 general stores, 2 hardware stores, 2 harness shops, 2 meat shops, 2 
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printing shops, 2 tailor shops, 3 barber shops, 3 woodworker shops, 4 dry goods stores, 5 

“Chinese laundries,” 5 restaurants, 6 blacksmith shops, 6 hotels or lodging houses, 7 

carpenter shops, and 14 saloons, as well as a block of undesignated offices (Sanborn-

Perris Map Company 1890).  Many of these businesses, especially the mercantile outfits, 

made Prescott a market for foreign, eastern-U.S., and semiperipheral-western-U.S. 

manufactured goods, and these outfits were supported by the monies of other businesses 

and residents who purchased items there.  While Prescott’s economy, then, was still 

primarily driven by mining (Myrick 2001:38), the more money was spent in local 

businesses, the more it promoted new businesses and town growth, which resulted in 

more money being spent in local businesses.  By 1900, 3,563 people lived in Prescott 

proper (United States Bureau of the Census 1900).  Eventually, the town, though never a 

bustling urban center, became fairly self-sustaining. 

 Though a few Hispanics and Chinese immigrants were present, throughout the 

mid to late 19th century, the vast majority of Prescott’s businesses and residences were 

run and occupied, respectively, by white citizens who: 

had come from the Mississippi valley or farther east.  If not born abroad 
themselves, many had parental roots stretching across western Europe and 
Canada.  Generally, they were first-generation immigrants bringing with them an 
accumulated baggage of racial, social, and religious viewpoints.  In the main, that 
included an uncompromising notion of the superiority of themselves and the 
cultural background from which they emanated [Lister and Lister 1989:2]. 
 

This baggage is, by implication, Victorian, a culture that is reflected heavily in the 

architecture of the city, and one that is presumed would carry a negative view of 

prostitutes and result in the constraint of their spaces, activities, and interactions.  

Prescott, however, like many 19th-century mining West communities, seemed less 
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inclined to engage such negativity or associated constraints in the early years of its 

existence, as evidenced by local newspaper articles dating to the 1870s. 

 In 1870, two prostitutes were murdered two months apart by different individuals 

in the course of robberies.  The first, Jenny Schultz, lived on the corner of Cortez and 

Gurley Streets, approximately four blocks east of what would become the informal red-

light district.  In relation to Prescott’s attitude regarding prostitution, it is telling that she 

occupied this location, but even more telling is the newspaper coverage of this event.  

When it occurred, the headline for the Arizona Journal Miner read “Dastardly Outrage.  

A Defenseless Woman Shot.  Arrest of the Cowardly Assailant” (quoted in Koblitz 

2005:1).  Subsequent editorials noted that the timely meeting of the District Court was 

the only reason the killer had not been lynched, delighted in the poor conditions of the 

murderer’s prison, and referred to him as “woman-slayer,” while referring to Ms. Schultz 

“with compassion and respect” (Koblitz 2005:1).  In the second case, the murder of Ellen 

Stackhouse, editorial sympathy and respect continued.  Though the killer was never 

caught, the territorial governor, then in Tucson, offered a $500 reward for information 

that would bring him or her to justice (Koblitz 2005:1).  In contrast, when two 

presumably properly Victorian female missionaries departed town after an 1870 to 1871 

residence, they were accorded significantly less respect by the editor, who said: 

After a long and earnest effort on the part of these ladies to raise Prescott away up 
toward heaven, they became disgusted at their ill success and our want of 
godliness as a people, and hence departed for the sunny south, in quest of more 
tractable disciples.  May your portion be a grand success and a prolonged absence 
from Prescott, ladies [quoted in Koblitz 2005:2].   
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Of further interest is an 1876 article that describes an abused wife who left her husband 

and “sought refuge with her friend, a ‘soiled dove’” (Koblitz 2005:2), a clear case of a 

non-prostitute woman associating with a prostitute, which points to the association in 

Prescott of at least some “respectable” women with prostitutes, an obvious divergence 

from the pattern reported for more cosmopolitan communities. 

 This divergence is not surprising, because Prescott, at this time, was not very 

cosmopolitan.  With six males to every female present in 1870, despite its on-again off-

again capital status, Prescott was still largely a component of the wageworkers’ frontier.  

Thirty-five to 40 families were logged in the census of that year, and roughly 13 of these 

were married couples with no children (United States Bureau of the Census 1870).  The 

first institutional buildings that typically indicate the beginning of the transition to more 

permanent settlement, schools and churches, were not constructed until 1872 and 1875, 

respectively, but Prescott was not populated enough to need more than a tiny log 

schoolhouse that housed all grades together until 1876, and the Methodist Episcopalian 

Church building was shared by multiple denominations for 15 years, though other 

denominationally specific buildings began to be constructed by 1880.  In that year, the 

population was still imbalanced, though less so, with approximately one female to every 

three males (United States Bureau of the Census 1880).  

 Without a railroad to support its then most promising industry, the burgeoning 

community of Prescott may still have experienced the atmosphere of tentativeness shared 

by many hinterland mining towns.  In all likelihood, such an atmosphere would have 

made the entertainment district and its reliability as a consumer base a welcome, if 
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somewhat begrudgingly, facet of the community and of added importance as a source of 

revenue to the businesses and markets that supplied it, especially because the 

complication and expense of transportation in and out of Prescott before the railroad 

meant that the town’s entrepreneurs had invested heavily in obtaining goods to be sold, 

and they needed to make good on those investments.  How long the town’s semi-

Victorian stance on prostitution lasted is not known, but it had certainly waned by 1900, 

when Prescott passed its first ordinance formally creating a red-light district, a clear sign 

that Victorian-influenced heads had prevailed.  Prior to July 14 of that year, when a fire 

destroyed the previous, informal incarnation of that district, two establishments that 

would have contributed to the success of the town’s entrepreneurs would have been those 

with which Foster et al.’s (2004) study was concerned, that of Mary “Annie” Hamilton 

and the establishment at 58-59 Granite Street. 

Mary Hamilton’s House 

 Research by Foster et al. (2004, 2005) indicates that the house at 61 Granite Street 

was built sometime before June of 1880, when the census taker recorded Mrs. Hamilton 

as “keeping house” at that location.  Mrs. Hamilton took over ownership of the property 

sometime between 1878, when the previous owner disposed of it, and the time that the 

census was taken.  At that time, the 40-year-old Mrs. Hamilton, an Irish immigrant, was 

listed as married, though a spouse was not living with her.  She shared the building with 

Mollie Martin, who was listed as the head of the household, Mary Smith, Alba Jones, 

Mary Healey, Jenny Elias, and Lulu Carlton, who declared themselves as prostitutes.  In 

addition, Mollie’s two-year-old daughter and Mary Healey’s 8-month-old son lived on 
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the premises.  The census data provided by Foster et al. (2005:358) for each resident of 

the household are presented in Table 3. 

 In conducting additional census research, I found that though Lulu Carlton’s 

parents were born in New York, and Mary Smith’s were born in Illinois, most of the 

women’s parents included one Western European immigrant.  Mollie Martin’s mother 

was born in New Jersey and her father in Scotland, Mary Healey’s and Jenny Elias’ 

fathers were born in New York and their mothers in Ireland, and Alba Jones’ mother was 

born in Florida and her father in England.   

 In England, Ireland, and Scotland: 

traditional working-class . . . values . . . prescribed that women work to support 
themselves and contribute to the family income.  Because of declining 
employment opportunities for women in the countryside as well as changes in 
production, young single women were increasingly required to seek work outside 
the home and sometimes to migrate to nearby urban areas to find alternative  

 

TABLE 3.  1880 Census Data for the Lot 7 Household (from Foster et al. 2005:358) 

Name Age Relationship Marital Status Profession Birthplace 

Martin, Mollie 24  Married Prostitute New Jersey 

Martin, Edith 2 Daughter   Arizona 

Smith, Mary 22 Boarder Single Prostitute Illinois 

Hamilton, Annie (Mary) 40  Married Keeping House Ireland 

Jones, Alba 21 Boarder Widowed Prostitute California 

Healey, Mary 19  Married Prostitute California 

Healey, Henry 8 mos.    California 

Elias, Jenny 23 Boarder Widowed Prostitute New York 

Carlton, Lulu 20 Boarder Single Prostitute New York 
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employment.  There, they were expected to fend for themselves, and not burden 
their family for support [Walkowitz 1980:16].  
  

As should not, however, be surprising, such employment was not intended to be 

prostitution. 

 The view of prostitution in England, Ireland, and Scotland was shaped by similar 

dominant discourses during much of the 19th century (Walkowitz 1980; Mahood 1989; 

Luddy 1997).  Though these discourses shifted through the 1850s, the latest period for 

which the parents of the prostitutes could have been overseas, all were actively opposed 

to the trade.  The earliest part of the century witnessed a discourse that sprung from the 

prison reform movement.  Overcrowded prisons and poorhouses were thought to pose a 

danger for “impressionable young girls, whose morals would be corrupted if they were 

left to associate with older women of ‘low character’” (Mahood 1989:54), leading to 

prostitution, a corruption that might be reinforced by the harshness of the prison and 

poorhouse systems.  For this reason, philanthropists sought to create what they claimed 

would be less harsh institutions, typically called magdalene homes or asylums, for the 

reform of budding, young prostitutes, i.e., those who could still be saved.  Raising funds 

for such facilities required recasting new prostitutes in a sympathetic light.  The discourse 

engaged at this time portrayed prostitutes: 

either as the unfortunate daughters of the “respectable” working class, who had been 
forced to leave the “counsel and protection” of their families by coming to the cities in 
search of employment, wherein they fell “into the society of the wicked”; or as innocent 
servants who had been seduced by the “devilish machinations of the unprincipled and 
callous profligate” [Mahood 1989:58], 
 
but who were remorseful and salvageable as respectable women through training and 

placement with their families or as the employees of other families.  This successful 
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discourse resulted in the establishment of several magdalene homes, or similar 

institutions, but it did not curb the practice of prostitution, and a new discourse began to 

take shape soon after Queen Victoria ascended the throne. 

 During the 1840s, the discourse on prostitution was shaped by evangelical 

doctrine and espoused by doctors and religious men alike.  This discourse emphasized the 

patriarchal family and saw male sexual license, and in some cases the movement of men 

into the public sphere of industrialism, as a threat to that structure.  In this discourse, 

prostitutes were a means by which this threat was realized, but their lot was due to the 

improprieties of “men of the propertied classes” (Walkowitz 1980:34), leading to a larger 

class debate between Socialists who linked prostitution to class inequality and some 

reformers, who linked it to the “anomic and undisciplined nature of working-class life” 

(Walkowitz 1980:35), though both recognized poverty as an underlying cause.  The more 

sympathetic view taken by some evangelicals on poverty was supplanted in the 1850s by 

those who chose to see it not as a cause but merely a condition that went hand in hand 

with unsanitary housing and inferior moral education (Walkowitz 1980:41), the latter of 

which had to be focused on and addressed, handily, at the expense of class issues 

(Mahood 1989:65). 

 As this later evangelical focus came into vogue, a parallel discourse was in the 

works, one that was soothing to evangelicals but promoted the regulation over the 

abolition of prostitution.  This discourse, which extended into the 1860s and resulted in 

the passing of the Contagious Diseases Acts in southern England and Ireland during that 

decade, established prostitution as a social evil, but one that could not be eliminated 
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given that the “‘state of society’ . . . required delayed marriages” and that the male sex 

drive was “an ‘innate’ constant” (Walkowitz 1980:42-43).  For these reasons, men would 

patronize prostitutes, and unless regulated, “commercial sex [would foster] the spread of 

venereal disease” (Walkowitz 1980:43).  Some proponents of this “sanitary” discourse 

suggested that without regulation, prostitutes would be caught in a hopeless descent.  

Others, such as William Acton, suggested that this view was in error, and that regulation 

was needed to quickly move women out of prostitution once they had entered it, citing 

the results of A. J. B. Parent-Duchâtelet’s study of Parisian prostitutes, all who were 

registered, in which prostitution “emerge[d] as a specialized but transitional occupation 

for young women of the laboring class” (Walkowitz 1980:36). 

 All of these discourses made their way into the northeastern United States 

simultaneous with their shifts in Western Europe, so that they dominated the narrative on 

prostitution during the same decades (Hill 1993).  Despite, then, the scattered birthplaces 

of the prostitutes of Mary Hamilton’s house, they had likely grown up in households 

directly or indirectly well-exposed to Victorian discourses on prostitution; and yet, all 

had chosen the profession; thus this establishment, as one occupied by women who may 

have carried some Victorian baggage into a profession that was distinctly not Victorian 

and a town that was just beginning the transition toward gaining institutions suggestive of 

Victorian hegemony, presents a relevant basis for questions that count under negotiations 

with and navigating around Victorianism. 
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58-59 Granite Street 

 Foster et al. (2004:75-77) note a series of owners of the lot upon which 58-59 

Granite Street was located between 1872 and possibly 1910, none of whom were 

Chinese; however, as noted above, the 1890 and 1895 Sanborn-Perris fire insurance maps 

label all or part of the building that occupies the lot as “Chinese.”  The census does not 

provide building numbers but does provide street names, and the census taker did not fill 

in the column titled “Dwelling houses numbered in order of visitation,” but instead filled 

in the column “Families numbered in order of visitation,” which means that 

consecutively numbered “families” may have occupied the same residence. 

 The nearest Chinese-headed “families” on either side of Mary Hamilton’s house 

each included one prostitute.  One of these is listed three “families” before Mary 

Hamilton’s, and it was occupied by Sam Boy, a 20-year-old prostitute living with two 

Chinese male laborers:  Ah Joe, 18 years old, and Ching Wo, 32 years old.  The other was 

listed one “family” after Mary Hamilton’s, and it was occupied by Ah Chi, a 20-year-old 

prostitute residing with Ah Yong, a 35-year-old male whose occupation is listed as 

“keeping house of ill fame” (United States Bureau of the Census 1880), and Ah Yum, a 

40-year-old Chinese male laborer. 

 Contextual information related to Chinese prostitution in general is provided in 

Chapter 6, but some Prescott-specific information is available as well.  According to 

Lister and Lister (1989:33), in 1880, Prescott’s Chinese prostitution was “under the 

supervision of Ah Yong, a thirty-five-year-old brothel operator assumed to have been a 

member of one of the west-coast towns that controlled the Chinese prostitution racket.”  
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It is unclear why this assumption was made, given that their source is listed as the 1880 

census.  The other Chinese prostitutes in this part of Granite Street are listed in other 

households with other men, one with two laborers and one with a miner and a cook who 

is also listed as her husband. 

 The prostitute at 58-59 Granite Street, like those living at Mary Hamilton’s, may 

have been engaged in a profession that was distinctly not Victorian, but unlike the 

residents of Mary Hamilton’s house, she was likely not as heavily exposed to 

Victorianism, especially prior to her arrival in the United States.  Her exposure to 

American Victorianism during her residence in the town of Prescott, then, provides an 

opportunity for comparative research through addressing questions under negotiating 

with and navigating around Victorianism. 

 Before addressing such questions, I add that those presented here, which follow 

those established in Chapter 9, are not meant to exhaust the potential inquiries under 

negotiations with Victorianism for this or any other site related to prostitution in the 19th-

century mining West, nor are the data requirements and study methods described meant 

to exhaust the means for answering these questions. 

Negotiating With Victorianism 

• How did a prostitute or prostitutes choose to construct her identity, i.e., which 

constructions or intersections, if any, did she choose to emphasize?  If she worked 

for a madam, which emphases did the madam choose for her employees?  In both 

cases, at those sites where privately versus publicly used artifacts can be 

discerned, did the emphasized constructions differ between them, and, if so, how?  
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What do the answers to these suggest about power in the relationships of 

prostitutes? 

 

Hypothesis:  1) Prostitutes in Mary Hamilton’s house and at 58-59 Granite Street 

constructed a Victorian identity both on and off work hours, in their public and private 

lives. 

 

 If this hypothesis is true, it would suggest that the prostitutes in these 

establishments were motivated by the desire to attain a Victorian lifestyle despite their 

engagement in sex work. 

 

Test Implication:  Items associated with self-presentation will be uniformly Victorian-

influenced or in keeping with Victorian style. 

 

Data Requirements:  Artifacts used in creating personal appearance, for example, 

clothing parts (e.g., buttons, clasps) or jewelry are needed to test this hypothesis.  Ideally, 

primary or secondary documentary sources that depict or describe Victorian fashion will 

assist in identifying whether such artifacts are in keeping with Victorian style.  Primary 

sources, such as local newspapers might describe the appearance of prostitutes.  If 

relevant descriptions are available, these should be used in conjunction with material 

culture to address this hypothesis. 

 



  
 

239

 Thomas and Thomas (2004) describe four layers of personal appearance used in 

self-presentation, the body, against the body, clothing, and accessories, through which 

identity may be constructed.  “These different layers of appearance can express different 

aspects of identity and each layer may be more or less visible and comprehensible to 

different audiences.  Furthermore, each of these layers functions somewhat differently in 

terms of the aspects of social identity that they communicate or reinforce” (Thomas and 

Thomas 2004:107).  Outer layers of clothing and accessories are readily visible and 

therefore generally meant to communicate a certain identity to the public, while inner 

layers of clothing and items worn against the body are often not intended for the public 

and therefore may reflect a more personal identification with particular ideas or values.  

While one typically does not construct aspects of the body (biology), these can be 

covered up, de-emphasized, or accentuated in ways that affect identity, public or 

otherwise.   

 Ideally, artifacts associated with personal appearance in relation to all four layers 

will be present.  If, however, they are not, such artifacts might still be examined for 

overall consistency in identity construction; for example, while clothing is often visible to 

the public, the clothing prostitutes wore during work hours may not reflect the same 

identity as the clothing they wore during off hours. 

 

Study Methods: 

 Qualitative analyses should be used to assess whether artifacts used in personal 

appearance are in keeping with Victorian values.  Because American Victorians were 
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conscious of gender, ethnicity, and class and promoted the superiority of their culture, 

artifacts worn by prostitutes in keeping with Victorianism would be decidedly feminine 

and would follow the fashions worn by Anglo women in the middle to upper 

socioeconomic classes.  Such artifacts would not include traditional non-Anglo clothing 

parts, jewelry, or charms that served to maintain ethnic boundaries, non-Protestant 

religious symbols, or indicators of membership in working-class society. 

 Artifacts used in personal appearance should also be studied to identify the layers 

with which they are associated and therefore how and for whom they may have 

functioned.  Prostitutes are an unusual case, in that all layers of appearance could 

potentially have been intended for the public as embodied in their customers, but it seems 

unlikely that these women had no personal or private items.  Even so, if items are not 

uniformly Victorian, artifact patterning in what is or is not Victorian may shed light on 

whether adherence to Victorian ideology was a public or personal matter. 

If prostitutes were not striving to someday achieve Victorian ideals, at least some 

of the more personal items, those used and owned by individuals out of public view, 

should be inconsistent with the ideal.  Personal items, for example, may reflect non-

Anglo ethnicity and the desire to maintain that identity, which would contradict the sense 

of Victorian cultural superiority.  If, on the other hand, prostitutes endeavored to achieve 

the Victorian ideal, personal material culture should reflect the use of their earnings to 

obtain items in harmony with it to the extent that they could afford to do so. 
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Results: 

 Artifacts associated with personal appearance found in the privy of Mary 

Hamilton’s establishment consist of 25 buttons, 2 women’s shoe heels, a woman’s hat, 

and a broken collar stud, all of which are associated with the clothing layer.  The hat 

appears to be a cloche, which did not come into vogue until well after the occupation of 

the brothel, so it is unclear whether it is associated with the Hamilton occupation.  The 

collar stud would have been worn by a man and would not therefore reflect identity 

construction by the prostitutes, though it may have been worn by one of their customers.   

 Twelve of the 25 buttons are cataloged as Prosser buttons, six of which have a 

“sunburst around [the] edge” (Foster et al. 2004:234), likely the pie crust design noted 

and depicted by Sprague (2002).  The Prosser process allowed for the mass production, 

and therefore lower cost, of buttons.  Six of the 25 buttons are glass, two of which have a 

“spoke pattern on [the] edge” (Foster et al. 2004:234).  Three buttons are metal and badly 

corroded, and another is described as “clay coat” (Foster et al. 2004:233).  The remaining 

three are not identified as to material type, which is listed as “other.”  Of these, one was 

decorated, one was decorated and faceted, and one was “pearl like” (Foster et al. 

2004:234).  Unfortunately, the decorated buttons are not described or depicted, but 

because decorative buttons could be more expensive if additional labor was involved in 

making them (Sprague 2002:116), these buttons may point to higher cost, high-fashion 

purchases, which would emphasize class, gender, and ethnic constructions that agreed 

with the Victorian ideal. 
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 Buttons alone are not enough to determine in what capacity the prostitutes were 

emphasizing Victorian identity constructions, but historical documentation would support 

the use of high-fashion clothing to attract customers, i.e., a public capacity.  Because no 

artifacts clearly associated with private layers of personal appearance were identified, it 

cannot be said on the basis of evidence of self-presentation alone whether the attempt to 

construct a Victorian identity was carried over into their personal lives. 

 Artifacts associated with personal appearance from the basement of 58-59 Granite 

Street are limited to 16 buttons and a collar stud, which is not described but would not 

have been worn by the resident prostitute.  Nine of the buttons are Prosser buttons, three 

are identified as “glass?” (Foster et al. 2004:228), two are bone, one is shell, and one is 

mother of pearl inlaid in copper backing, but it is suggested that the latter served as a 

gambling token (Foster et al. 2004:229).  Bone and shell were used in handmade buttons 

prior to the mass production made possible by the Prosser process, thus the presence of 

buttons made of these materials may point to more traditional means of clothing 

manufacture, perhaps at greater cost, which could suggest at least partial maintenance of 

ethnic boundaries.  Again, with artifacts representative of other layers of personal 

appearance absent, it is difficult to know on the basis of self-presentation alone whether 

such maintenance was public, private, or both. 

 

• Between sites, does there appear to be any correlation between identity formation 

or maintenance strategies and economic return, specifically, might there have 

been an advantage to maintaining an identity that was strongly “other?”  On a 
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related note, to what level did prostitutes adopt or coopt Victorian behaviors and 

material culture, and how do these vary with reference to the intersections of 

gender, ethnicity, and class? 

 

Hypotheses:  2) Prostitutes in Prescott during the late 19th century benefited financially 

from constructing a non-Victorian, i.e., strongly “other,” environment and identity; 3) 

Prostitutes in Prescott coopted Victorian behaviors and material culture to increase 

financial returns. 

 

 If Hypothesis 2 is true, it would suggest that constructing and maintaining an 

environment and identity that was strongly “other” was a useful strategy for non-

dominant groups, such as women, non-Anglo groups, or the working class, to 

survive/succeed under Victorian hegemony.  Alternately, if Hypothesis 3 is true, it would 

suggest that catering to Victorian ideology in a Victorian-dominated society was a 

strategy for survival/success, though testing Hypothesis 1 (see p. 238) could show that 

prostitutes did not coopt Victorian behaviors and material culture but rather adopted them 

because they personally embraced the ideology.  While Hypothesis 3 could be seen as a 

null hypothesis for Hypothesis 2, it is possible that both strategies were successful or that 

both were not, for example, if prostitution was not profitable overall. 

 

Test Implications:  2) If Hypothesis 2 is true, prostitution-related assemblages that tend 

toward non-conformity with Victorian material culture will contain higher-end 



  
 

244

manufactured goods, cuts of meat, and other consumer goods, as well as special-order 

items, i.e., those not typically shipped in bulk to the western United States; 3) If 

Hypothesis 3 is true, prostitution-related assemblages that tend toward conformity with 

Victorian material culture will contain higher-end manufactured goods, cuts of meat, and 

other consumer goods, as well as special-order items, i.e., those not typically shipped in 

bulk to the western United States. 

 

Data Requirements:  Artifact classes that would typically be used to convey Victorian 

values or carry out Victorian behaviors, along with catalogs, newspaper, and other 

advertising documents that might be used to assess the cost of recovered artifacts are 

needed to test these hypotheses.  Ideally, store ledgers or other primary documents that 

identify the cost of specific items will be available, and if so, should be consulted. 

 

 Some historical archaeologists have studied the types of artifacts that typically 

manifest adherence or opposition to Victorian values.  The most studied have been 

ceramics.  Majewski and Schiffer (2001) describe how Neoclassical and Gothic Revival 

styles characterized Victorian ceramic decoration during the late 1830s and between the 

1830s and 1860s, respectively.  Subsequently, the Aesthetic movement, “a reaction 

against Victorian excesses and eclecticism in decorating” (Majewski and Schiffer 

2001:36) resulted in the use of more subdued colors and/or asymmetrical, uncluttered 

artistic motifs, the latter often influenced by Japanese art.  They note that these decorative 

styles made their appearance on mass-produced ceramic tablewares, teawares, toilet sets, 
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tiles, and decorative wares.  Wall (1994) distinguishes the use of Gothic Revival-style 

ceramic tablewares to emphasize the family and moral guardianship in the Victorian 

home at family dinners from the use of more elaborate French- or Italian-style teawares 

to emphasize class relations in the same household when entertaining others. 

 Ceramic indicators of adherence to Victorian values include not only style, but 

also the complement of ceramics used in dining.  Fitts (1999), after Shackel (1993), 

suggests that “households exhibiting a variety of vessel forms and specialized forms are 

considered to have been following genteel dining etiquette” (Fitts 1999:53), while both 

Fitts and Wall address the use of matched sets of ceramic tablewares to emphasize 

community within the family.   

 Similarly, matched tea sets are indicative of the Victorian ritual of “taking tea.”  

Though tea came into vogue among the British upper socioeconomic class during the late 

1600s and had trickled down to the British working class by the mid-1700s, the middle- 

and upper socioeconomic-class institution of afternoon tea was a 19th-century social 

innovation (Emmerson 1992).  The matching tea sets that accompanied this institution 

were characteristic of the Victorian age, and indeed could not have been readily 

purchased much earlier because they awaited technological innovations in British 

ceramic manufacture.  Teawares imported from China were frequently mismatched even 

when matched pieces were requested to be shipped, but it was not until the 1790s that 

English porcelain teawares approached the affordability and durability of Chinese 

porcelain; therefore, prior to that time, consumers continued to purchase the latter 

(Emmerson 1992:21-22).  Majewski and O’Brien (1987:179) note that ceramic sets did 
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not achieve popularity until the 19th century.  While conveying messages about 

community or class, whether tablewares or teawares, matched sets may also have 

reflected the Victorian preoccupation with order. 

 While ceramics have been the focus of many archaeological forays into 

Victorianism, overall home décor has also been addressed.  Wall (1994), for example, 

notes that the different styles in ceramic tablewares and teawares were likely reflected in 

the décor of the rooms of the home in which they were used.  Praetzellis (1991:44-45) 

describes some of the ways in which material culture “played an essential part in 

Victorian families household rituals,” from the hall stand where visiting cards were 

received to the decorative “bric-a-brac” on the dining room wall.  Fitts (1999:48) 

describes how:  

the [Victorian] middle class also surrounded itself with plants and natural symbols 
to help foster the suitable “Christian” environment.  Nineteenth-century planners 
and architects, such as Andrew Jackson Downing, viewed the country as the ideal 
place for raising a family.  The proximity to nature, it was thought, was not only 
healthy, but its beauty also brought one in touch with God. . . . Plants were 
commonly incorporated into interior decorative schemes, and many middle-class 
homes contained bay window gardens, potted plants, and flower arrangements.  
Nature motifs were also brought into the home through material culture:  
wallpaper, furniture, pressed glass, and ceramics commonly depicted floral and 
leaf motifs. 

 
The suitable Christian environment would also incorporate material culture with 

Christian motifs, such as furniture that incorporated cross, quatrefoil, or gothic-arch 

motifs; religious art; and feather crosses and other decorative accessories (Green 1983). 
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Study Methods: 

 Qualitative analyses should be used to assess whether artifacts used in creating the 

environment of the establishment are in keeping with Victorian values, i.e., whether they 

exhibit the styles or motifs described above or others that might be deemed desirable by 

Victorian culture and do not exhibit an adherence to a masculine, traditional non-Anglo, 

or working-class identity.  The possibility of ceramic sets should be addressed using 

qualitative ceramic analysis in combination with quantitative analysis, specifically 

minimum vessel count (MVC) analysis, to determine the vessel forms present and the 

number of each type of vessel form per style.   

 MVC analysis is used with artifacts of easily broken material types, such as 

ceramics or glass, which frequently occur as vessel fragments in archaeological contexts.  

Often these fragments, when studied individually, suggest function at only the most basic 

level, for example, “dish” or “bottle.”  Further, because vessels can break into an infinite 

number of pieces, fragments cannot reliably be used to understand certain aspects of 

human behavior, for instance, the relative frequency with which a household purchased 

some items in comparison to others, which can point to other important information such 

as economic class or ethnic boundary maintenance.    

 MVC analysis begins with sorting fragments of like material types on the basis of 

relevant diagnostic attributes, such as form, composition, and decoration for ceramics, 

and color, form, and similar markings for glass, then refitting them where possible 

(Sterner and Waugh 1997; Waugh and Majewski 1997).  Once refitting has occurred, 

whole or partial vessels can be counted on the basis of the diagnostic attributes.  These 
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attributes must, however, result in mutual exclusivity in the counted vessels.  If bottle 

finishes are used, for example, to establish a MVC, and a base from the same type of 

bottle is present but it cannot be joined to a finish through other fragments, the base 

should not be counted as a separate bottle or it may inflate the count.  If, however, a base 

from a different type of bottle is identified, and it has no complementing finish, it should 

be counted separately.  After the vessels are refit, other diagnostic attributes that will 

allow counts to be made with regard to more specific functions, such as wine bottles or 

tea saucers, often become apparent and can be used to identify particular behaviors. 

 If the types or styles of items associated with Victorianism are not present in an 

assemblage, the creators of that assemblage did not likely present a Victorian-influenced 

environment or identity.  Conversely, the presence of particular items would point toward 

the construction of a non-Victorian environment or identity.  Because Victorians believed 

in the superiority of their culture, artifacts that indicate the maintenance of ethnic 

boundaries by members of non-Anglo groups would be such items.  They might include 

faunal remains associated with a preference for traditional foods or items imported from 

the home country.  The presence of artifacts such as alcohol bottles, which counter 

Victorian values of temperance and sobriety, would also suggest an opposition to 

Victorian ideology. 

 The conditions under which a particular strategy of identity construction was 

carried out could be analyzed to understand those necessary for the strategy to be 

successful.   Based on census records and settlement patterns represented 

archaeologically, was an identity of “other” maintained within an area of town where it 
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would seem exotic or familiar?  Did the strategy work in nascent mining towns, which it 

has been suggested were relatively free of Victorian institutions, or did it work in 

response to increasing constraints as towns stabilized and incorporated more Victorian-

influenced institutions?  How did the success of the strategy vary with regard to customer 

identity?  Were these strategies carried out willfully by prostitutes, or imposed by 

madams, tongs, or others? 

 Cost analyses should be used to assess either the actual or relative cost of artifacts 

present to gain a sense of financial returns.  Decoration-based ceramic cost analyses have 

been developed by Miller (1980, 1991) and Henry and Garrow (1982a, 1982b).  Miller’s 

CC index values are based on the premise that undecorated, or cream-colored (CC) 

vessels were marketed most cheaply to 19th-century consumers, and that the more 

involved the decorative technique, the greater the consumer cost.  Index values, which 

reflect prices from price lists, bills of lading, account books, and invoices, are multiplied 

by the number of vessel types, based on form and decoration, to which they apply after 

MVC analysis is complete.  These numbers are then totaled for each form regardless of 

decoration and the sum divided by the number of vessels of each form to obtain an 

average index value that can be compared with those of other assemblages.   

 Miller revised the index values in 1991 to accommodate the post-1850 changes in 

the ceramic market, for example, the popularity of white granite wares, which cost more 

than shell edge wares despite their lack of decoration, and which take into account 

consumer cost in relation to wholesale price to establish between which years ceramic 

index values can be compared (Miller 1991).  Such values, however, have not been 
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developed for use beyond 1880.  Henry and Garrow (1982a, 1982b) use a similar scheme 

of ceramic cost analysis, which is applicable through 1927, but theirs is based on retail 

and not wholesale prices (Majewski and O’Brien 1987:133). 

 Retail prices are the basis for Schulz and Gust’s (1983) ranking of meat cuts as 

well.  Using records of retail beef prices from the second half of the 19th century, Schulz 

and Gust ranked each cut by expense.  The relative frequencies of faunal elements of 

each rank can be used to assess whether faunal assemblages include significant 

proportions of more or less expensive cuts of meat, which may point to purchasing 

power, though ethnic or other preferences must be considered as well. 

 Documentary evidence, if available, may also be used to assess the cost of artifact 

classes for which standard cost analyses do not exist.  Local store ledgers from the period 

of occupation, for example, should provide the cost to the consumer for particular items, 

or at least the cost to the store owner.  Newspaper and other printed advertisements will 

often contain retail prices.  Additionally, some qualitative assessments of relative cost 

may be made with caution.  In the mid to late 19th-century era of mass production, 

handmade goods were often more costly to produce, which would result in higher prices.  

It is also likely that special-order or imported items not typically carried by local stores 

and which therefore required additional effort and cost to obtain sold for higher prices 

than items carried in bulk. 
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Results: 

 The ceramic evidence reported in Foster et al.’s study is limited because they 

present the data only for whole or nearly whole vessels (Foster et al. 2004:85).  Further, 

not all whole or nearly whole vessels were included in their “detailed analysis” group; for 

example, a possible Staffordshire covered dish, a decorated chamber pot, and ink bottles 

from the privy are discussed in the report text but are not included in the detailed analysis 

group in the catalog in the report appendix.  It is therefore unknown how representative 

the samples subjected to detailed analysis are of the assemblage from each feature.  

Seventy-five ceramic fragments and vessels from across the project area were analyzed in 

detail, five of which originated from the Hamilton privy and 37 of which came from the 

basement at 58-59 Granite Street.  In addition to ceramics subject to detailed analysis, a 

grab sample of ceramic fragments was cataloged for each feature, 31 fragments from the 

privy and over 1,000 fragments from the basement.  MVC analysis was not performed. 

 Only two tablewares from they privy deposit, a plate and a bowl cataloged as 

plain (undecorated) whiteware, were analyzed in detail.  Three “plates” are listed among 

the sherds from the grab sample, but these are categorized as “other,” i.e., not plain 

whiteware, decorated whiteware, porcelain, stoneware, earthenware, sculpted, or 

Chinese, and no additional description is provided.  Based on the limited number of 

tablewares analyzed and the limited description provided for those discussed, the 

possibility of matched sets cannot be addressed. 

 Decorative motifs and styles vary in the three fairly complete vessels recovered 

from the privy, but all may be classified as Victorian.  Two of them, the possible 
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Staffordshire dish and a majolica jug, are items that would typically have been displayed 

as room décor and/or in use.  The third, a chamber pot, would have been a privately used 

item, but one that may have been provided to overnight customers.  The possible 

Staffordshire dish was badly burned but appears to have been white, paneled, and fairly 

austere in its design, so perhaps it would have worked to convey messages similar to the 

Gothic Revival style.  The chamber pot is decorated with a Victorian motif consisting of 

roses tied with ribbons.  These two vessels clearly incorporate Victorian styles.  The 

majolica jug is decorated with an Aesthetic-influenced pond lily motif and was likely 

produced by English potter Samuel Lear between 1877 and 1886, though American 

manufacturers of majolica may also have used this motif (Karmason and Stacke 

2002:112).  Despite, however, any Aesthetic movement influence, as a nature motif, the 

pond lily with rope is in keeping with traditional Victorian material culture. 

 The use of other artifacts recovered from the privy, however, would certainly 

have worked against a Victorian emphasis, specifically beer, wine, champagne, and 

liquor bottles, a shot glass, and pipe stems, presuming that some or all of these were used 

by the women in the house.  Artifacts related to alcohol consumption, in addition to 

working against sobriety, specifically reflect an “association with working class and/or 

immigrant behavior” (Wurst 1999:16), and pipes were typically perceived as masculine.  

Other items that may have been used to create a Victorian or non-Victorian environment 

or identity are not reported or were not present.  From the limited data related to the 

construction of identity through personal appearance, behaviors, and surrounding décor, 

it appears that the prostitutes presented an ambiguous identity, which moved between the 
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representation of upper-class, Victorian and working class, un-Victorian gender 

constructions.   

 Financial returns can be addressed through a few lines of evidence, but not 

conclusively.  Though the possible Staffordshire dish may have been a high-value item, 

its identified date of manufacture significantly predates the Hamilton occupation and 

therefore cannot reflect on the success of the strategy used there.  The majolica jug, 

however, if a Samuel Lear piece, was produced in England during the time of the 

Hamilton occupation, and as an in-vogue import would not have been typically afforded 

by the working class, nor would high-fashion clothing as may be suggested by the 

decorated buttons recovered from the privy.  Faunal analysis showed that the privy 

assemblage contained entirely medium-priced cuts of meat.  While no high-priced cuts 

were present, neither were any low-priced cuts. 

 While the artifacts reported for the basement at 58-59 Granite Street include 

whitewares and other items manufactured in the United States, England, and Scotland, 

the overwhelming majority are of Chinese origin and point to the emphasis of ethnicity in 

identity construction by the residents of the building.  These include Chinese ceramics in 

the Winter Green and Four Seasons styles, large soy sauce jars, a Chinese-style soup 

spoon, ginger jars, a Chinese wine bottle, rice wine containers, Chinese liquor bottles, 

opium-pipe bowls, opium tins, Chinese coins/gaming pieces, and possible fantan gaming 

pieces.  Many of the products represented by these items were imported (Lister and Lister 

1989:24-25), indicating a conscious choice to adhere to traditional lifeways.  It should be 

noted that beef bones, largely sawn, are significantly present in the faunal assemblage 
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though “pork is the preferred meat in China” (Foster et al. 2004:135) and cutting with a 

cleaver is a traditional Chinese method as opposed to sawing, but similar studies have 

indicated that “as a more isolated population in places such as Prescott, Phoenix, and 

Tucson in the Arizona Territory, at least some Chinese may have acquired a taste for beef 

as a more easily obtained and lower-priced substitute for pork” (Foster et al. 2004:136).  

Overall, the artifacts recovered from the basement of the Chinese “brothel” indicate that 

its residents maintained a strongly Chinese and therefore non-Victorian identity.   

 Financial returns appear to have been high for this establishment.  While at times 

its residents settled for what was more cheaply available in the United States, they could 

afford imported consumables from China.  The Chinese ceramics, in the Winter Green 

and Four Seasons styles, were of the more expensive Chinese-made patterns.  

Additionally, these residents were able to purchase high-priced cuts of meat somewhat 

regularly, as indicated by the faunal assemblage, which comprises 24 percent high-priced 

cuts, 63 percent medium-priced cuts, and 11 percent low-priced cuts (Foster et al. 

2004:136). 

 

• How closely do the settlement patterns of prostitutes adhere to established red-

light districts?  Does adherence vary with respect to identity as formed through 

gender, ethnicity, and class?  On the whole, how do the intersections of gender, 

ethnicity, and class play out in the settlement patterns and financial returns of 

prostitutes in red-light districts?  Is marked differentiation apparent? Within the 

red-light district, were prostitutes segregated in a way that reflects how Victorians 
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would organize them through intersecting constructions of ethnicity and class, or 

is the district organized in a more haphazard and individualistic fashion? 

 

Hypotheses:  4) Prostitutes in Prescott who did not construct a Victorian 

identity/environment were spatially segregated from the rest of the town into Prescott’s 

informal red-light district; 5) Prescott prostitutes who constructed identity differently 

with regard to ethnicity or socioeconomic class segregated themselves from each other 

within the informal red-light district. 

 

 If Hypothesis 4 is true, it would support the idea that projecting an adherence to 

Victorian ideology was a strategy for obtaining greater freedoms under Victorian 

hegemony in the mining West.  If Hypothesis 5 is true, it would suggest that prostitutes 

strove to maintain identity-associated boundaries, though the reasons for such 

maintenance might be speculative.  Prostitutes with real or affected wealth, for example, 

may have wished to keep customers under the illusion that they were not in a “seedy” 

part of town, or they may have been racist or classist.  Prostitutes of a given ethnicity 

may have felt safer or found it easier to attract their niche in the market by separating 

themselves from other ethnic groups. 

 

Test Implications:  4) Prostitution-related assemblages in the informal red-light district 

will appear largely non-Victorian.  Because the project area was within the informal red-

light district, prostitution-related assemblages outside of this district cannot currently be 
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used to test whether they appear more Victorian; 5) Prostitution-related assemblages 

within the informal red-light district will be able to be clustered on the basis of artifacts 

indicative of ethnic and/or class identity. 

 

Data Requirements:  Artifacts of the nature described for all previous hypotheses, as well 

as data on spatial patterning, are needed to address these hypotheses.  The location of 

Prescott’s red-light district is known, but to address this issue in general, legal 

documents, such as written ordinances, that establish the location of red-light districts 

should be identified.  Where these are absent or a formal red-light district was never 

established, census data and historical maps should be examined for concentrations of 

prostitutes or prostitution-related establishments, which may indicate an informal red-

light district.  Census data should be consulted in either case to identify the ethnic 

backgrounds of the residents of the red-light district. 

 

Study Methods: 

 The methods outlined for identifying artifacts as adhering to or opposing 

Victorian values under Hypotheses 1 through 3 should be used and the resultant data 

compared with spatial patterns and historical documentation regarding the layout of 

Prescott to assess how identity construction and environment may have affected the 

settlement patterns of prostitution in the town. 
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Results: 

 Neither the residents of Mary Hamilton’s house nor those of 58-59 Granite Street, 

both of which were within Prescott’s informal red-light district, appear to have 

constructed a strongly Victorian identity. 

 Despite the strongly Chinese identity constructed by the residents of 58-59 

Granite Street, only one lot separated this building from Mary Hamilton’s house.  

Archaeological features associated with more establishments of prostitution on and near 

the block would be needed to assess how the residents of other establishments of 

prostitution emphasized identity in relation to gender, ethnicity, and/or class, and whether 

this emphasis affected the settlement patterns of prostitutes.  It seems, though, that if 

ethnicity was strongly emphasized, it was not cause for segregation in the informal red-

light district, given that the 1880 census puts a Georgia-born, white prostitute, Elizabeth 

Arbuckle, two doors down from a Sonora-born prostitute, Fransis . . . [illegible] Tranery; 

the Mary Hamilton house between Chinese residents and prostitutes; and a British 

prostitute, Dada McKenzie, next door to Chinese prostitutes, Yu Ky and Mary, at various 

points along Granite Street. 

Navigating Around Victorianism 

• What were the commonalities/differences in the means of production of sexuality 

by prostitutes in the mining West?  Between prostitutes and other women? 

 

Hypothesis:  6) The means of production of sexuality were different for the prostitutes in 

Mary Hamilton’s establishment and the prostitute at 58-59 Granite Street; 7) The means 
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of production of sexuality of Prescott’s prostitutes were different from the ways in which 

Prescott’s non-prostitute women produced their sexuality. 

 

 If Hypothesis 6 is true, it would suggest that the prostitutes were catering to 

different sexual ideals, which may reflect differences in their consumer base.  If 

Hypothesis 7 is true, it would suggest that prostitutes actively constructed their sexual 

identity to be pointedly different from that of other women, but depending on the 

evidence encountered, it may also suggest that non-prostitute women actively projected 

the asexuality that Victorian prescriptive literature claimed of them. 

 

Test Implication:  6) Artifacts related to the production of sexuality through self-

presentation will differ between the prostitution-related assemblages associated with 

Mary Hamilton’s establishment and 58-59 Granite Street; 7) Artifacts related to the 

production of sexuality through self-presentation will differ between prostitution-related 

assemblages and non-prostitution-related assemblages.  Because the project area was 

within the informal red-light district, non-prostitution-related assemblages cannot 

currently be used to test for differences in the production of sexuality, but these data are 

worth gathering in the event that future excavations occur outside of Prescott’s red-light 

district. 

 

Data Requirements:  Artifacts, primarily those associated with self-presentation, that may 

be associated with the production of sexuality are needed to test these hypotheses.  For 



  
 

259

Hypothesis 7, Victorian prescriptive literature should be reviewed to identify the 

promotion or discouragement of practices or products that may be associated with 

sexuality. 

  

 In addition to artifacts directly used in the four layers of personal appearance 

previously discussed, artifacts indirectly used in personal appearance and/or related to 

sexuality should be considered.  Artifacts may include items such as makeup containers, 

skin cream/lotion containers, hair dye containers, perfume bottles, jewelry, clothing parts, 

especially if they indicate the types of clothing worn, and devices for birth control. 

 

Study Methods: 

 Qualitative analyses should be used to identify and describe the types of artifacts 

noted in the data requirements. 

 

Results: 

 In the case of Mary Hamilton’s establishment, the means of production of 

sexuality in relation to self-presentation are represented by several perfume bottles and 

stoppers, hair-dye bottles, skin cream containers, buttons that may indicate high-fashion 

women’s clothing, a hairbrush, and a comb.  Toothpaste containers and toothbrushes 

could probably be included in this category but are more readily associated with hygienic 

practices.  
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 At 58-59 Granite Street, the means of production of sexuality are represented by a 

perfume bottle, possibly by buttons, if sexuality was conveyed through more traditional 

clothing, and a possible comb.  These artifacts are few, but if somewhat representative of 

the complement of items used in the production of sexuality, they show that differences 

were present in the mode of production of sexuality between the two establishments.  If 

such differences can be seen, they will be addressable when comparative assemblages for 

non-prostitute women are identified.   

 

• Which eastern-U.S./international markets were supported by western-U.S. 

prostitution?  Were these different from those supported by other households? 

• Compared to other groups, how strong was the contribution of prostitutes to the 

local economy and market viability?  Did the relative contribution change with 

the economic phase of the town? 

 

Hypotheses:  7) The relative contribution of Prescott’s prostitutes to the local economy as 

consumers was high during the late 19th century; 8) The relative contribution of Prescott’s 

prostitutes to the extra-local economy as consumers was high during the late 19th century. 

 

 It is known that prostitutes actively contributed to sustaining the local economy in 

the mining West and provided a market for extra-local goods, but addressing Hypotheses 

7 and 8 would provide a fuller understanding of the level of those contributions and 
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therefore the intricacies of the economy in the mining West, as well as shed light on the 

historical agency of prostitutes. 

 

Test Implications:  7) Prostitution-related assemblages will contain larger quantities of 

locally sold consumer goods than comparable assemblages from residences or other 

businesses.  Additionally, prostitution-related assemblages may contain greater quantities 

of more expensive goods than comparable non-prostitution-related assemblages; 8) 

Prostitution-related assemblages will contain larger quantities of eastern-U.S. or foreign 

manufactured goods, whether obtained directly or indirectly, than comparable 

assemblages from residences or other businesses.  Additionally, prostitution-related 

assemblages may contain greater quantities of more expensive goods than comparable 

non-prostitution-related assemblages.  Even though the artifacts recovered from the 

Prescott excavations may all be linked to prostitution, these data are worth studying in the 

event that comparable non-prostitution-related assemblages are excavated in Prescott in 

the future. 

 

Data Requirements:  7) Consumer goods are needed to test Hypothesis 7; 8) Consumer 

goods with makers’ marks or other characteristics that may be used to identify their 

points of origin in production or manufacture are needed to test Hypothesis 8.  In both 

cases, store ledgers that record the quantities and types of goods purchased by store 

customers, if available, should be used as an independent line of evidence.  These would 

be especially useful if known prostitutes or madams were recorded among the customers.  
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Even if customers are not identified, ledgers would be useful for assessing the cost of 

particular goods and whether they were regularly carried by a store.  Shipment records, if 

available, may also shed light on items shipped in bulk versus special-order items. 

 

 To address these hypotheses, comparable assemblages, i.e., from similar features 

dating to the same period, from both prostitution-related and non-prostitution-related 

contexts are needed.   

 

Study Methods: 

 Minimum vessel count (MVC) analysis should be used to quantify different types 

of consumer goods.  Makers’ marks or other relevant characteristics should be used to 

determine the place of manufacture of consumer goods.  To assess contributions at both 

levels, cost analyses should be used to assess either the actual or relative cost of artifacts 

present. 

 

Results: 

 As discussed on page 250, sampling strategies do not appear to be such that MVC 

analyses, which were not conducted, would be reliable.  It can be noted that the 

assemblage from Mary Hamilton’s establishment includes many whole or nearly whole 

items that represent products that were likely purchased through Prescott’s general or 

specialty stores.  Those reported include approximately 24 medicine bottles, 14 perfume 

bottles, 6 perfume-bottle stoppers, 12 soda water bottles, 11 beer bottles, 9 champagne or 
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wine bottles, 8 liquor bottles, 1 shot glass, 4 pipe fragments, 6 hair-dye bottles, 2 hair-

loss-remedy bottles, 6 toothbrushes, 1 toothpaste jar, approximately 4 Vaseline 

containers, 2 skin cream bottles, 1 hairbrush, 1 comb, 25 buttons, 2 shoe heels, 1 doll 

head, 1 metal can, 1 pen tip, ammunition, butchered faunal remains, ceramic tableware 

fragments, and ink bottles.  The extra-local economies supported by the purchases of the 

residents of the Hamilton household were varied.  They are provided in Table 4. 

 The primary extra-local economy supported by the residents of 58-59 Granite 

Street was China’s, but the establishment did support others (Table 5).  Given that several 

Chinese-owned and operated stores were present in late 19th-century Prescott, these stores 

could well have been responsible for obtaining Chinese imports and selling them in 

Prescott, in which case purchases made by the residents of 58-59 Granite Street of those 

imports supported local formal labor.  Additionally, likely local purchases are represented 

by the following recovered artifacts:  16 buttons, 15 medicine bottles, 5 beer bottles, 3 

wine or champagne bottles, 2 liquor bottles, 3 shot-glass fragments, 1 Listerine bottle, 1 

perfume bottle, 1 chimney lamp, 1 can top, ammunition, ink bottles, ceramic tablewares, 

and butchered faunal remains. 

Synthesis 

 Class dynamics pervaded all levels of the social environment within which Mary 

Hamilton’s establishment and 58-59 Granite Street operated.  With the attention of the 

hegemonic culture to class, gender, and ethnicity and the painfully apparent widening of 

the gap between those who did and those who did not control the means of production, 

class dynamics in the mid to late 19th-century United States in general were so  
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TABLE 4.  Locations of Manufacture for Products Represented in the Hamilton House Privy (where provided by Foster et al. 2004) 

Product Baltimore Belfast Chicago England Lowell, MA New York Paris Pittsburgh San Francisco

Beer, A & DH Chambers        x  

Beer, Frederick Hampson 
Glassworks 

   x      

Colgate & Co. (perfume?)      x    

Ed. Pinaud (perfume)       x   

Gouraud’s Oriental 
Cream (skin cream) 

     x    

Hamlin’s Wizard Oil 
(patent medicine) 

  x       

Hoyt’s German Cologne     x     

Lubin Parfumeur 
(perfume) 

      x   

Majolica jug    x (likely)      

Prescription medicine, 
H. B. Slavin Chemist – 
The Baldwin Pharmacy 

        x 

Prescription medicine,  
S. C. Wells & Co. 

     x    

Prescription medicine, 
WM McCully 

       x  

Ross’s Soda  x        

St. Jakobs Oel x         

Toothpaste, John Gosnell 
and Company of London 

   x      

Vaseline      x    
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TABLE 5.  Locations of Manufacture for Products Represented in the Basement of 58-59 Granite Street (where provided by Foster et al. 2004) 

Product Baja, CA China England Japan Lowell, MA Milano New York Paris Scotland 

Ale         x 

Ceramics, various  x x x      

Colgate & Co. (perfume?)       x   

Damiona Bitters x         

Dr. Kilmer’s Swamp Root 
Kidney Liver and Bladder 
Cure (patent medicine) 

      x   

Duffy Malt Whiskey       x   

Frantelli Branca (herbal 
bitter liqueur—patent 
medicine) 

     x    

Hoyt’s German Cologne     x     

Lea and Perrins 
Worcester Sauce 

      x   

Liquor  x        

Opium  x        
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pronounced as to be almost tangible.  These dynamics, beyond their broader-level 

creation of conditions that made prostitution one of the few viable economic options for 

working women, permeated the lives and interactions of the prostitutes in the Prescott 

establishments at the micro scale; thus, it is with class relations that this interpretation 

begins. 

 With Mary Hamilton’s house and 58-59 Granite Streets as sites of labor 

production, each was defined at all times by employer-employee relations and part of the 

time by producer-consumer relations.  This fact must be kept in mind when interpreting 

each assemblage because the choices and actions of prostitutes were constrained by these 

relations, as evidenced by the words of a Latina prostitute who worked for an Italian 

madam in New Orleans:  “I have room weef all kin’ Mexican t’ings.  Ees sombreros, you 

know, mantillas, serapes, all dees t’ings.  I nevair see such t’ings at home [in Santo 

Domingo], but May Spencer [the madam], she teenk good idea for my room” (quoted in 

Costello 2000:171-172).  

 In Mary Hamilton’s house, the prostitutes were subordinate to the madam because 

she was the conduit through which the customer controlled the means of production, i.e., 

money.  She paid for the food, liquor, housing, and other requisite items for the 

prostitutes to turn a profit.  If 58-59 Granite Street was the residence of Ah Yong, and he 

was a tong, Ah Chi would have been subordinate to him in the same way that the 

prostitutes at Mary Hamilton’s house were subordinate to her, because he “kept” the 

house.  In either of the Chinese households mentioned on page 235, the prostitute was 

likely subordinate to her co-residents due to Chinese male hegemony.  Male hegemony 
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would also have marked class relations in the prostitute-customer relationship, with class 

as a function of gender, in both establishments.  Further, some prostitute-customer 

relationships may have been characterized by class as a function of ethnicity.  Griggs has 

noted, for example, that English Victorians looked down upon the Irish, perceiving them 

as “basely superstitious, callous to suffering, credulous, excitable, thriftless, untruthful, 

dirty, pettily dishonest, destructive, cunning [sic] imitative, tortuous, devoid of moral 

courage, and intensely vain” (C. H. Bretherton, quoted in Griggs 1999:89).  Customers 

ultimately controlled the means of production, a fact that was surely not lost on the 

prostitutes, whose decisions would have been constrained by the need to keep these men 

entertained and interested. 

 One of the means by which such interest would have been achieved was through 

the emphasis of certain constructions in creating public identity.  In this sense, public 

identity constructed by prostitutes may say as much about their customers as about the 

women themselves.  Emphasis in identity construction would have been achieved not 

only through personal appearance, but also through the décor of the establishment and 

prostitutes’ behaviors, which could be used to support the identity constructed through 

personal appearance. 

 At both establishments, despite the ideal woman conveyed by the dominant 

narrative, the women were not concerned with constructing a strongly Victorian identity.  

In Mary Hamilton’s house, the ceramic items bearing Victorian motifs, including the 

possible Staffordshire dish, floral chamber pot, and majolica jug, juxtaposed with the 

alcohol bottles and shot glasses suggest that Mary sought to convey ambiguity in the 
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identities of the prostitutes who worked for her.  An ambiguous identity that moved 

between the representation of upper- or middle-class, Victorian and working-class, un-

Victorian gender constructions could both soothe the customer into a sense of propriety 

while indicating that propriety was flexible, or perhaps alternately, could accommodate a 

variety of clients who might feel at ease with women with whom they could project a 

common social position.  Because prostitutes generally bought their own clothes, the 

prostitutes’ participation in the construction of this shifting identity might be conveyed by 

the presence of the decorated, faceted, and pearl-like buttons found in the privy, if these 

were from high-fashion clothing, combined with their consumption of alcohol and 

possibly pipe smoking. 

 Because most of the artifacts recovered from the privy appear to have been visible 

to the public, it is difficult to know which facet of the ambiguous identity represented the 

prostitutes’ motivations; whether their familiarity with Victorianism created a desire to 

obtain certain “things,” or whether they were more interested in maintaining a British or 

Irish working-class identity, as evidenced by the consumption of alcohol, which carried 

with it an acceptance of working women, even if not their particular form of work; 

resisting hegemonic values; or both.  The ability to compare artifacts associated with 

public identity with personally purchased and more privately used items would be useful 

in this regard. 

 Personal items do not appear to be well represented in the assemblage from 58-59 

Granite Street, but it appears that publicly, little to no ambiguity was present in the 

identity portrayed.  Though artifacts associated with personal appearance are few, the 
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handmade buttons suggest that the resident prostitute sometimes put forth extra expense 

to accentuate some aspect of identity, and the artifacts used in constructing the 

establishment’s environment suggest that that aspect was ethnicity. 

 Another key aspect of public identity construction in both establishments would 

have been tied into sexuality, the main commodity offered by prostitutes.  The artifact 

assemblages suggest that the production of sexuality was quite different between Mary 

Hamilton’s house and 58-59 Granite Street.  Clothing in both places may have tied into 

the different ethnic groups present and what would have been fashionable and attractive 

for each.  At 58-59 Granite Street, bodily modifications were kept to a minimum, with 

minimal perfume use and no use of hair dye or skin creams.  Prostitutes at Mary 

Hamilton’s house, however, used all of these products, and apparently much more 

perfume, of the imported French variety. 

 The items recovered from Mary Hamilton’s privy, especially the hair dye, point to 

the possibility that the prostitutes there engaged in emotion- and identity-management 

strategies used by modern-day prostitutes, specifically that of the “manufactured identity” 

(Sanders 2005).  Sanders (2005:319) has argued under the theory of identity management 

and emotional labor that: 

sex workers create a manufactured identity specifically for the workplace as a 
self-protection mechanism to manage the stresses of selling sex as well as crafting 
the work image as a business strategy to attract and maintain clientele.  Drawing 
on the comparisons between sex work and other feminized service occupations, 
[she argues] that sex workers who are involved in prostitution under certain 
conditions are able to capitalize on their own sexuality through the construction of 
a manufactured identity.  The process of conforming to heterosexualized images 
in prostitution is . . . not simply accepting dominant discourses but [is] a 
calculated response made by sex workers to manipulate the erotic expectations 
and the cultural ideals of the male client. 
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The possibility of frontier prostitutes actively engaging this strategy is reinforced by the 

number who took on a new name and created histories for themselves when they came to 

the western United States, two of its common components.  At Mary Hamilton’s house, 

the prostitutes appear to have manipulated the Victorian cultural ideal in a way that 

would have provided a sense of the familiar to customers who had greater exposure to 

Victorian ideology, while fueling their erotic expectations, but as the establishment at 58-

59 Granite Street shows, the manipulated cultural ideal need not have been the dominant 

one to foster solid financial returns. 

 Perhaps this was the case because Anglo men from the upper and middle 

socioeconomic classes were not the primary clientele for the informal red-light district.  It 

is likely that prostitutes attempted to set up establishments to make them as easily 

accessible as possible to their consumer base.  The single men who resided on Granite 

Street near the two establishments were primarily Chinese or eastern-U.S.-born whites of 

the working class, with occupations such as laundryman, laborer, cook, miner, saloon 

keeper, gunsmith, carpenter, livery stable keeper, woodchopper, and teamster (United 

States Bureau of the Census 1880).  If these men and others like them were the primary 

patrons of the two establishments, they may not have desired a woman conveying an 

upper- or middle-class Victorian identity but rather sought someone who fit their cultural 

ideals, which should have involved shared or at least projected shared emphases in 

identity because cultural ideals would, by definition, spring from one’s own culture.  If 

these men were seeking a non-Victorian cultural ideal, a market existed for prostitutes 

who emphasized non-Anglo ethnicity and/or membership in the working class in identity 
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construction, making resistance to Victorian hegemony through the maintenance of a 

non-Victorian identity a successful financial strategy. 

 Whether this strategy constrained the settlement patterns of the prostitutes to the 

district requires additional data.  It is known that some prostitutes resided outside of the 

informal red-light district at the time that Mary Hamilton’s house and 58-59 Granite 

Street were occupied by prostitutes (United States Bureau of the Census 1880).  If they 

could do so because they conveyed a more socially acceptable identity in the eyes of the 

upper and middle socioeconomic classes, it would indicate that the strategy of 

maintaining a non-Victorian identity resulted in spatial constraints.  If, however, the 

identity conveyed by the women outside the red-light district was equally non-Victorian, 

settlement in the informal red-light district one-half block from many of Prescott’s 

saloons may represent a good business decision.  In either case, relative emphasis on 

Victorian or non-Victorian ideals in identity and environment construction do not seem to 

have had an effect on settlement patterns within the informal red-light district, given the 

proximity of Mary Hamilton’s house to 58-59 Granite Street, the house of Elizabeth 

Arbuckle to that of Fransis . . . [illegible] Tranery, and the house of Dada McKenzie to 

that of Mary and Yu Ky.  If Prescott’s prostitutes in the district perceived ethnically 

based class relations, it was not established spatially.  Neither did an identity that was not 

strongly Victorian constrain the prostitutes’ interactions with the Prescott business world. 

 As Foster et al.’s (2004) study of commodity flows indicates, Prescott’s 

businessmen were, despite the difficulties in overland travel prior to the connection of 

Prescott to the railroad system, “well supplied” (Foster et al. 2004:154) and continued to 
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be so through the end of the 19th century.  Before 1887, these supplies were generally 

shipped through or manufactured in San Francisco, supporting its semiperipheral 

function; subsequently, shipping could have originated from any point along the railroad 

system.  In large part, these goods came early on through the Henderson & Bro., Kelly 

and Stephens Co., and C. P. Head & Co. general stores, as well as the Pioneer drugstore 

(Ruffner Weiner 1981; Woodcock 2003); later, these merchants and others were joined 

by Michael Goldwater, and in 1879 by his son Morris, who, incidentally, came to own 

Mary Hamilton’s property in 1889 (Foster et al. 2004:77).  These stores, of course, were 

complemented by an increasing number of specialty stores and services as Prescott grew. 

 As noted above, the assemblages from the privy associated with Mary Hamilton’s 

house and the basement of 58-59 Granite Street represent numerous items that were 

likely purchased through Prescott’s general or specialty stores.  Though these artifacts do 

not likely represent the full complement of goods purchased, other lines of evidence may 

be available to further our understanding of the contributions of these establishments to 

the local economy.  Primary and secondary sources indicate that at C. P. Head & Co., 

“The cellar [was] filled from floor to ceiling, with liquors, cigars and other things too 

numerous to mention” (Arizona Daily Miner 1876), and when Morris Goldwater took 

over management of his father’s store in 1879, he switched from “mining supplies, 

farming implements, and hardware” to women’s goods, “from fabrics to home 

furnishings” (Ruffner Weiner 1981:46).   

 More specific links to Mary Hamilton’s house and 58-59 Granite Street might be 

found by comparison with store records.  It is known, for example, that C. P. Head also 
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maintained a sutler’s store at Fort Whipple, for which some ledgers still exist.  If some of 

these ledgers are contemporary with Mary Hamilton’s occupation, items listed may 

provide indications of specific goods that he carried in his stores.  Perhaps similar data 

exist for other stores.  In any case, many of the products indicated by the artifacts 

recovered would have required frequent replenishment and therefore frequent store 

patronization, suggesting strong support of formal labor within Prescott’s economy, and 

by extension, extra-local manufacturing interests. 

 The prostitutes of Mary Hamilton’s house, Mollie Martin, Mary Smith, Alba 

Jones, Mary Healey, Jenny Elias, and Lulu Carlton were not privileged women; all 

ostensibly needed to earn an income.  Having come from British and Irish family 

backgrounds, these women were surely familiar with at least the general construction of 

women under Victorian gender ideology, if for no other reason than that it affected the 

jobs available to them. 

 These women challenged this construction by working outside of the realm of 

domesticity and especially by engaging in sex work.  This work could have 

simultaneously empowered and disempowered them.  As members of the working class, 

they may have taken pride in resisting an ideology catering to the middle and upper 

socioeconomic classes.  If, however, they embraced that ideology, they may have felt 

negatively about their line of work.  On the other hand, if part of that embracement was 

the desire for certain types of material goods, they could have experienced empowerment 

in the ability to purchase and be surrounded by such goods, even if the latter represented 

only affected wealth.  Their possible purchases, as indicated by the recovered artifacts, 
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point to their active participation in using partially Victorian material culture to achieve 

financial stability in a very non-Victorian manner.  Despite its challenge to Victorian 

ideology, this strategy was successful. 

 Another financially successful strategy was engaged by the resident prostitute of 

58-59 Granite Street, whose active participation in constructing a distinctly non-Victorian 

identity resulted in financial returns strong enough to obtain higher-end material goods 

and traditional Chinese goods and consumables.  Though given Chinese male hegemony, 

she was likely disempowered by living with Chinese men, who may have owned her, her 

negative experience may have been somewhat softened by the standard of living she 

gained through prostitution.  If not, she may have been somewhat comforted by the 

thought of helping her family and/or the knowledge that once out, she would not be 

shunned by Chinese working-class society. 

 Both of these strategies were engaged in an area where the prostitutes’ 

constructed identities provided a sense of the familiar.  Close to working-class residents, 

the prostitutes in Mary Hamilton’s house may have decorated themselves, while Mary 

Hamilton decorated the establishment, to look somewhat upscale, but their social 

drinking and possible smoking would have been more in line with working-class identity.  

The prostitute at 58-59 Granite Street was surrounded by Chinese men, who were 

interspersed along Granite Street on the side of the informal red-light district but also 

present directly across Granite Street in Prescott’s Chinatown. 

 These strategies were also engaged at a time when Prescott apparently did not 

take a strongly Victorian stance on prostitution, likely because its residents were largely 
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single male wageworkers.  Prostitutes in the informal red-light district were located in the 

heart of the business district and had not been pushed to the outskirts of town.  Though 

these prostitutes were not spatially well integrated with the more cohesively residential 

areas of town, other Chinese and Euroamerican prostitutes were, suggesting that the 

district prostitutes chose to locate where they did for business reasons and not because 

they were forced to.  As noted before, no law to sequester prostitutes to a specific area 

came until 1900, and even that law granted legality to the profession in that area.  The 

formal red-light district was none too distant from the former informal red-light district, 

likely because of the economic support prostitutes provided.  It would not have made 

good business sense to separate prostitutes from the saloons, nor to make it difficult for 

prostitutes to access consumer goods.  The act to keep prostitutes there suggests that as an 

entertainment that kept the saloon crowd nearby and in town, and as consumers, 

prostitutes importantly contributed to the development of Prescott. 

 

 The foregoing study does not conclusively answer the questions posed, and its 

shortcomings in relation to necessary data support Cleland’s (1988) call for applying 

theory proactively when designing historical-archaeological research.  Because world-

systems theory was not used as an organizing framework in the original study, some 

analyses that would have been useful to addressing related broad social issues were not 

conducted, and perhaps the data necessary to conduct them were not collected.  Had 

world-systems theory been used to frame the original study, the grab-sample strategy for 

fragmented artifacts may have been foregone for a more thorough strategy that ensured 
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the capture of all data necessary for accurate MVCs.  These could have been used in 

combination with qualitative analyses to answer questions relevant to broad social issues, 

such as whether either establishment attempted to emulate Victorian dining etiquette or to 

gain a stronger and perhaps more accurate understanding of the frequency of purchases 

and the strength of economic contributions.   

 The lack of data needed to address the questions asked here, however, is due not 

only to the absence of organizing theory in the original study, but also to the complexity 

of mining frontier prostitution and the questions asked of the material culture.  The 

diversity in the contexts of prostitutes, combined with the sudden, intercultural 

introduction of material culture, styles, and foodways; the varying economic cycles of 

mining towns; the differences in the forms of prostitution practiced; and the 

accoutrements of each form resulted in immense variability in the material culture used 

and the reasons for using it.  The accumulation of data that account for all combinations 

of this variability is not going to be achieved through the excavation of a few features in a 

single location but will require the collection of relevant data as outlined above as more 

prostitution-related sites are excavated. 

 It is the variability in mining frontier prostitution that provides fertile ground for 

asking questions that pertain to broader social issues, but it also complicates attempts to 

answer them.  The foregoing study suggests that in late 19th-century Prescott, prostitutes 

were economically successful under a hegemony that was against women’s work by 

emphasizing different intersections of identity construction.  Based on the limited data 

available, the prostitutes at Mary Hamilton’s establishment appear to have 
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simultaneously emphasized working-class, masculine and non-working-class, feminine 

constructions through behaviors (smoking and drinking) and fashion (clothing), 

respectively, while the prostitute at 58-59 Granite Street emphasized a strongly Chinese 

identity (clothing, foodways), both of which were supported by the surrounding décor.  

Would these strategies have worked, however, in a different neighborhood, or during a 

different economic cycle?  Under what conditions did they work outside of Prescott?  

Artifactual and documentary data related to self-presentation, establishment décor, and 

identity-related behaviors will need to be consistently identified and recorded if a full 

understanding of how prostitutes experienced, responded to, and affected Victorian 

hegemony is to be obtained, and to identify patterning in the conditions for the relative 

success or failure of each strategy throughout the mining West. 

 The measurement of the relative success or failure of a strategy of identity 

construction under Victorian hegemony will require some idea as to what success or 

failure entails.  The archaeological data from Prescott suggest that the prostitutes in the 

two establishments made enough money to buy nice clothes, but at the time they were 

working, they were not making enough to immediately stop working.  They were, 

however, surrounded by and used at least some upscale items, and they ate well, and 

perhaps these elements of their lifestyle represented success to them.  If affected wealth 

or living comfortably may be considered success, then even the material culture 

purchased by the owner of the establishment may be taken into account in measuring 

success.  Given the variety of motivations prostitutes had for entering the profession, 

however, definitions of success may have ranged from wealth to survival to an easy way 
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to make a living; therefore it is important that different definitions be considered instead 

of a single standard, such as the ability to leave the profession. 

 It is important that comparisons occur not only between prostitution-related 

assemblages, which can be used to study patterns in strategies used, the results of the 

strategies, and the conditions surrounding them, but also between prostitution-related and 

non-prostitution-related assemblages.  The latter will become especially important in 

relation to independent prostitutes, who may not have engaged as much material culture 

as their parlor-house counterparts, but who may have lived well in comparison to their 

working-class non-prostitute counterparts.  In all cases, it will be important to collect 

data, artifactual and documentary alike, that can be used to conduct cost analyses.  When 

possible, all data that may be used to achieve accurate MVCs should be collected because 

these will more accurately reflect where the material culture engaged by prostitutes 

typically fell on an economic scale. 

 Comparative assemblages and material culture related to identity construction are 

also needed to answer questions about the ways in which prostitutes were integrated with 

or segregated from greater society and each other, and how these were affected by 

strategies of identity construction under Victorian hegemony.  These questions are 

particularly important because a universal hierarchy of prostitution based on the form of 

prostitution practiced and ethnic differences has been assumed in historical and 

archaeological studies of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West.  It has been 

repeatedly suggested that this hierarchy was spatially manifested, with more expensive 

parlor houses integrated with residences outside the red-light district, at least during the 
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early years of a mining town’s existence, and with divisions along lines of ethnicity and 

according to form practiced within the red-light district.  Prescott’s census data and the 

archaeological data from the two establishments suggest that segregation did not occur 

along ethnic lines within the red-light district, but more archaeological data are needed to 

assess whether ethnicity was downplayed or emphasized in most establishments, and 

archaeological and documentary data are needed to assess whether segregation occurred 

according to form practiced.  In addition, data from establishments of prostitution outside 

of Prescott’s red-light district are needed to assess whether these were establishments 

where the prostitutes constructed a strongly Victorian identity.  Again, these data should 

be tied to identity construction as described above. 

 Unfortunately, identifying and excavating the necessary comparative assemblages 

from a single town is not very likely.  Many archaeological sites have been destroyed or 

covered by development since 1900, and archaeological excavations today are largely 

limited to compliance-driven efforts with locations determined by proposed undertakings.  

Relevant data will therefore have to be collected for all excavated sites related to 

prostitutes in the mid to late 19th-century mining West to gather enough data to allow for 

pattern identification in the future.  Perhaps prostitutes outside of red-light districts 

consistently constructed a non-Victorian identity and were located within working-class 

neighborhoods or perhaps identity construction by prostitutes outside of the red-light 

district varied with the economic cycle of the mining town.  Perhaps segregation along 

ethnic lines or according to form practiced by prostitutes within red-light districts was 
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also specific to particular social and economic conditions.  Spatial patterning data will be 

important in this regard. 

 Similarly, attention should always be given to collecting data to address the 

questions asked in relation to navigating around Victorianism, which will shed light on 

the labor and economic contributions of prostitutes to the capitalist world-economy.  The 

available data from the Prescott establishments suggest that the prostitutes made 

important contributions through their labor, which required frequent purchases from local 

stores, to the Prescott economy and by extension, extra-local economies that supplied 

those stores.  Again, however, understanding the strength of those contributions relies to 

some extent on the analysis of comparative assemblages.  Further, data pertaining to the 

means of production of sexuality, the quantities and costs of products represented in the 

archaeological record, and the locations of purchase and manufacture of those products, 

should be identified and recorded.  It is only in analyzing these data to highlight and 

reinforce the labor and economic contributions of prostitutes that their role in western-

U.S. economies will be understood.  

 Despite the limitations of the study presented in this chapter, it demonstrates that 

questions that address broad social issues can be asked and answered of archaeological 

sites related to prostitution on the 19th-century mining frontier if organizing theoretical 

frameworks are used, and by extension, relevant data collected.  The answers to these 

questions will move us beyond basic historical reconstruction and universal assumptions 

influenced by dominant narratives toward a better understanding of the personal and 

historical agency of prostitutes in making the West. 
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CHAPTER 11.  SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 Prostitution is a topic that has been broached sporadically by historical 

archaeologists over the last 25 to 30 years, but is has recently received a dramatic 

increase in attention.  While historical-archaeological studies pertaining to this topic 

provide a foundation for identifying prostitution-related sites and the accompanying 

complement of material culture (Simmons 1989; Spude 2005), thus far they have tended 

to be driven by artifacts instead of by theory, and as a result, they have been unable to 

address broad economic and social issues.   

 In addition, the contexts for these studies have relied heavily on historical 

accounts that have tended to engage common directions of inquiry, including the 

possibilities for societal freedoms and acceptance of prostitutes in the western United 

States, their financial returns, and their relationships (Jeffrey 1979; Goldman 1981; 

Butler 1985; Petrik 1987), as well as common subthemes, such as reconstructing age and 

ethnic background; outlining the effects of these on prostitutes’ marketability, treatment 

by society at large, and relationships with the law (Blackburn and Ricards 1979; Barnhart 

1986); professional hazards, violence, and suicide (Goldman 1981; Butler 1985; Selcer 

1992); birth control and bearing children (Goldman 1981; Butler 1985); ordinances 

creating and the locations of red-light districts (Selcer 1992; Bowers 1995); and 

motivations for entering the profession.  The reliance by historical archaeologists on 

these accounts has obscured the field’s potential for examining frontier prostitution as an 

important business and for incorporating some of these themes and subthemes into 

broader issues, such as the social and economic processes that surrounded women’s labor 
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in peripheries historically and the social processes that characterized an intercultural-

frontier periphery associated with a hegemonic Victorian core, including the ways in 

which peripheral groups responded to power-based ideology and in which peripheral 

groups might mitigate or shift the power of the core.    

 Historical accounts of 19th-century prostitution have, in turn, relied heavily on 

documents constructed through a dominant narrative, Victorianism, that was strongly 

opposed to prostitution.  The power of this narrative was such that what little 

documentation exists of the lives of prostitutes has resulted in their portrayal largely as 

women locked in a short and fast economic and emotional downward spiral toward death.  

Additionally, accounts based on such documentation limit prostitutes’ role in western-

U.S. history to subjects of legal reform, obscuring their importance as women workers 

who contributed to the development and economy of the mining West.  In the foregoing 

chapters, I demonstrated that a historical-archaeological perspective, with the benefit of 

organizing theory, can shed new light on the social and economic contributions of 

prostitutes to reflect their active role in western-U.S. history. 

 In this dissertation, I put forth world-systems theory as an appropriate framework 

through which to study prostitution in the mid to late 19th-century mining West.  This 

theoretical approach is appropriate to the study of prostitution in that spatiotemporal 

context because the mining frontier participated in the capitalist world-economy, had an 

internal-peripheral status within that economy, and was unique as a site of sudden and 

intense cultural collision due to the expansion of that economy.  These conditions 

combined to make the role of prostitutes and the makeup and interactions of their 
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population historically unique, and it is the elements of this uniqueness which allow for 

the generation of questions that can address broad economic and social issues. 

 To generate these questions, it was necessary to situate mid to late 19th-century 

western-U.S. prostitution within the context of women’s labor in the capitalist world-

economy:  how women’s labor in peripheries supports capitalism (Mies 1982a. 1982b; 

Truelove 1990), the strategies by which a sexual division of labor in support of capitalism 

is maintained (Boserup 1970; Hartmann 1976; Dunn et al. 1993; Fernandez Kelly 1994), 

and whether women’s labor under capitalism is exploitative or empowering (Tinker 

1976; Safa 1981; Lim 1990; Mohanty 1991).  To demonstrate the ways in which 

women’s labor in peripheries supports capitalism, I drew on comparative examples from 

recent research related primarily to third-world case studies which demonstrate how 

women’s informal labor in support of men’s formal labor in the periphery is necessary to 

the maintenance and reproduction of capitalism and to the economic success of the core. 

 Although informal labor need not be inherently women’s work, the strategies used 

to create the division of labor necessary for capitalism to succeed, as was shown through 

the case studies, are generally geared toward a sexual division of labor.  The strategies 

discussed include building on existing patriarchal structures (Hartmann 1976; Nash 1988; 

Fernandez Kelly 1994), constructing the domestic and reproductive spheres as natural to 

women, and their work within those spheres as “just housework” (Mies 1982a, 1982b; 

Pyle 1990), training only men in skills or technologies (Boserup 1970; Dunn et al. 1993), 

lowering women’s wages (Acker 1988; Misra 2000), and encouraging passivity in 

women (Nash 1988; Ward 1990).  Attention was given to these specific strategies 
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because they parallel the strategies engaged by the Victorian core in maintaining a sexual 

division of labor, and these had tremendous effects on the availability of women’s labor 

and on the hegemonic view of prostitution in the mid to late 19th-century western United 

States.  Among others, one effect was that prostitution was viewed as unnatural and 

immoral, and ultimately construed as a crime instead of work. 

 I have argued that in the 19th-century western United States, prostitution, as an 

income-earning activity and a livelihood comprised of activities that are not inherently 

criminal, is a form of informal labor, and that the notion that sex cannot be labor 

replicates the private/public sphere arguments of Victorian ideology, including the 

appropriate use of sex, i.e., for procreation.  Further, I contended that to divorce 

prostitution from Victorian discourse requires attention to context (Derrida 1982; Zatz 

1997), and that such attention is especially necessary regarding the mid to late 19th-

century mining frontier, where the diversity of peoples and cultures was such that no 

universals could have characterized the lives and experiences of frontier prostitutes, much 

less accommodated the variety of perspectives from which their labor was viewed from 

both inside and outside of the profession. 

 Having illustrated the ways in which informal labor in support of formal labor in 

peripheries is necessary to capitalism, and having established prostitution as a form of 

informal labor in a periphery, I argued that the nature of the mining West component of 

the wageworkers’ frontier created conditions in which the informal labor of prostitutes in 

the mid to late 19th-century mining West was needed to support formal labor in that 

spatiotemporal context.  The mining frontier was a vital component of the capitalist 
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world-economy, but one that was fraught with economic instability.  Mining hinterland 

communities as a whole faced such instability because eastern-U.S. and foreign 

capitalists withheld capital from the western United States, which could have been to 

create local manufacturing concerns, thereby reducing competition for mining jobs and 

lessening reliance on extra-local products.  The result was that these communities were 

subject to the vagaries of the mining industry, giving western-U.S. residents a pervasive 

sense of impermanence with which they frequently struggled and because of which they 

engaged in struggles, class, ethnic, or otherwise.  Women on the mining frontier faced 

economic instability because Victorian ideology stood firmly against wagework by 

women, and as the ideology of the hegemonic core, it limited available wage-earning 

opportunities for women.  The result was that many women, for a short time or for life, 

engaged prostitution as a form of labor. 

 Through their labor, prostitutes were able to counter some of their own economic 

instability and that of the mining West.  They did so through the support of formal labor 

by providing both an added attraction to other local entertainment businesses and a 

reliable consumer base for local merchants and service-based businesses, as well as by 

paying fees and fines.  In these ways, they kept the money of a largely transient 

population in the local economy and helped to solidify the market for extra-local goods, 

supporting the expansion of the capitalist world-economy. 

 The elucidation of the role of prostitutes in the economy of the mining West and 

the recognition of the unique makeup and interactions of the population of prostitutes 

brought on by the infiltration of the capitalist world-economy into the mining West 
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provided the basis for the archaeological approach developed in this dissertation.  

Because this approach acknowledges Victorianism as a hegemonic force in the mid to 

late 19th-century capitalist world-economy, and its ideology as strongly attentive to 

gender, ethnicity, and class, I prefaced it with a discussion of the difficulties imposed and 

opportunities provided by the archaeological study of each of these social constructs.    

   The archaeological approach begins with the idea that gender, ethnicity, and class 

are active, interacting, and often shifting constructions that can be emphasized by the self 

or others to assign oneself or others as appropriate to particular spaces, activities, or 

interactions.  In the 19th-century mining West, the rapidly occurring and increasing 

interactions between numerous groups whose members identified themselves and others 

on various intersections of these constructions likely resulted in frequent shifts in the 

formation of identity.  This approach therefore specifically rejects the identification of 

gender, ethnic, or class categories in the archaeological record, but rather, seeks to 

identify processes of identity formation through the manipulation of behaviors and 

symbols, i.e., material culture.  The identification of processes will allow for the 

examination of why certain groups constructed certain identities in certain situations, 

thereby shedding light on the complex social processes that existed in this area of sudden 

and intense cultural collisions.  Further, despite Victorian hegemony, because Victorian 

assessments of identity were not universal, the approach calls for historical archaeologists 

to look at how each construction organized society through the other two.  In this way, 

when examining why certain groups constructed certain identities in certain situations, 

the answer will not reflect a false Victorian determinism. 
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 Though Victorian hegemony did not determine the spaces, activities, or 

interactions of prostitutes in the mid to late 19th-century mining West, it did have the 

power to significantly affect them.  For this reason, I developed two sets of questions that 

count in the historical archaeology of prostitution through which the archaeological 

approach may be implemented.  The first set of questions comes under the heading of 

negotiating with Victorianism, and these stem from the recognition of the effects of the 

hegemonic power and homogenizing thrust of Victorianism.  They seek to identify the 

range of resultant experiences, including responses, of prostitutes, as a population 

representative of the many “others” who were present on the mining frontier, to 

Victorianism, but in a way that listens to the “voices” of both prostitutes and Victorians, 

i.e., through a negotiation.  The answers to these questions will allow for better 

recognition and understanding of the personal agency of prostitutes.  The second set of 

questions comes under the heading of navigating around Victorianism.  These questions 

require an awareness of the effects of the hegemonic power and homogenizing thrust of 

Victorianism to maneuver around it in order to address issues that would have been 

outside of its ideological purview, such as those related to the labor and economic 

contributions of prostitutes to the capitalist world-economy.  The answers to these 

questions will allow for better recognition and understanding of the historical agency of 

prostitutes.   

 Having developed specific questions under each of these headings, I addressed 

them through the theoretical and archaeological approaches described in this dissertation.  

Specifically, I applied them to recently excavated data from the former informal red-light 
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district in late 19th-century Prescott, Arizona (Foster et al. 2004, 2005).  While the 

original study of the Prescott data (Foster et al. 2004), which did not incorporate a 

theoretical framework, resulted in the reconstruction of the basic behaviors (e.g., food 

was eaten, alcohol was consumed) of the prostitutes, recasting these data through a 

world-systems theoretical approach and the archaeological approach developed in this 

dissertation made it possible to address the strategies used by the prostitutes in 

constructing public identity, the material culture and behaviors through which such 

construction was achieved, the success of and the conditions surrounding the success of 

these strategies as just a few used by “others” under a Victorian hegemonic core, and the 

extent of the power of that core in shaping the spatial integration of the prostitutes both in 

and outside of the red-light district.  In addition, the approaches brought to light the 

function of some of the artifacts, as the means of production of sexuality, in the 

prostitutes’ labor.  Finally, the material culture of the strategies of identity construction 

and the means of production of sexuality could, through these approaches, be related to 

the prostitutes’ consumer practices, demonstrating their importance to Prescott’s formal 

economy, the capitalist world-economy, and by extension, the creation of the modern 

world-system.  Thus, though the implementation of these approaches showed that the 

collection of the data needed to fully answer the questions that count in a historical 

archaeology of prostitution in the 19th-century mining West will likely require many 

years and numerous sites, it is clear that the historical-archaeological study of this topic, 

with the benefit of organizing theory, has excellent potential for providing information on 

broad social and economic issues.   
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 It was, somewhat ironically, Frederick Jackson Turner (1891) who said, “History 

has a unity and a continuity:  the present needs the past to explain it; and local history 

must be read as a part of world history.”  It is in viewing prostitution in mining hinterland 

communities through the lens of the capitalist world-economy that we are able to see 

prostitutes in the story of the mining West not as stepping stones or as minor characters 

who add a little color while they await a tragic end, but rather as working women from all 

over the world whose labor provided for them while providing support for the labor of 

others, women who assisted in the expansion of what would become the modern world-

system while they actively contributed to the formation, development, stability, and 

identity of the American West.  
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