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Beware of Pity: The League of Nations’

Treatment of Prostitution

Magaly Rodriguez Garcia
KU Leuven, Belgium

Résumeé

La pitié dangereuse. La Société des nations
et le traitement de la prostitution

Cet article étudie le soutien de la Société des nations
aux idées eugénistes. Les campagnes anti-prosti-
tution menées par la Société des nations peuvent
étre entendues comme une expérience d’interna-
tionalisme, car l'organisation s’est attaquée a une
question qui était jusqu’alors considérée comme
relevant de la sphére nationale. Elle a mis sur pied
un réseau d’experts qui ont diffusé diverses idées
autour de la « déficience mentale » des prosti-
tuées. Ce faisant, la Société des nations ne s’est pas
démarquée d'une époque ou les interprétations
biologiques du crime et de la déviance étaient cou-
rantes. Ce qui est plus surprenant, c’est qu’elle soit
parvenue a dissimuler son intérét pour les théories
eugénistes au regard de la critique contemporaine
comme a celui des chercheurs d’aujourd’hui.

Mots-clefs : organisations internationales - pros-
titution - eugénisme - abolitionnisme - traite des
femmes.

Abstract

This article analyzes the League of Naiions’ support
of eugenic ideas. The League’s anti-prostitution cam-
paigns can be understood as an experi%ent in inter-
nationalism, as it stretched its mandate to tackle an
issue that had hitherto been regarded as a national
problem. The organization built a web of experts that
circulated various ideas around the “mental defi-
ciency” of prostitutes. As such, the League was not an
exception in a period in which biological understan-
dings of crime and deviancy were common. What is
surprising is that the League succeeded in concealing
its flirting with eugenics from both contemporary
critics and present-day scholars.
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Some of the most powerful predisposing
causes of prostitution seem to lie in the menta-
lity and temperament of the individual. A third
of the women described in this enquiry were
considered to be mentally abnormal or sub-
normal, and this, for the most part, without
special tests or examination by expert psycho-
logists. Wherever the examination was more
thorough, an even larger number were found to
be below normal.*!

he quote above was one of the main

conclusions the League of Nations drew
from its investigation of prostitutes’ profiles in
the mid-1930s, which was embedded within
its (self-imposed) mission to rehabilitate pros-
titutes and prevent prostitution. For its reha-
bilitative project, the League thought it neces-
sary to gather information on sex workers’
“early lives.” It reasoned that knowledge about
their family background, education level, first
sexual experience, habits (use of alcohol or
other drugs), employment history, civil sta-
tus, dependent family members and mental
condition would contribute to the creation
of more efficient rehabilitation programs. It
was thought that this information would also
contribute to the prevention of prostitution, as
knowledge of prostitutes’ traits would help to
detect vulnerable women and girls in time.

| am indebted to Mark Wyers for his valuable contribu-
tion to an earlier draft of this article. Many thanks also
to Keely Stauter-Halsted for providing me with useful
information on Polish eugenicists, and to this journal’s
anonymous reviewers for their valuable suggestions.

1 Prostitutes: Their Early Lives (Geneva: League of
Nations, 1938), p. 64.
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These initiatives, far from being bex%eficial to
women involved in the commerciagsex sec-
tor, became contaminated with controversial
ideas on human genetics that reéresented
sex workers as victims of “poor heriedity and
poor environment” and as a threat é) “public
morality, health and order”? They g:ontribu-
ted to the idea of prostitution as anfaberrant
activity that can be eradicated by %neans of
re-integration of ex-prostitutes int& “normal
life,” as well as by early diagnosis aiqu treat-
ment of “mentally defective childrerf”® A suc-
cessful amalgamation of abolitionist, femi-
nist and eugenic discourses gave %ymbolic
representation to campaigns during@and after
the interwar period that called (in the short
term) for the abolition of the systeni of regu-
lation and (in the long run) for the repression
of prostitution in general.

This article analyzes the League of Nations’
support of eugenic ideas, a topic that has been
neglected by historians of both the League
and of eugenics. It builds on Roser Cusso’s
work on the League’s Health Organization
and responds to her call to conduct more
research on the League’s role as “passeur” of

2 Ipid., p. 29, 116.

3 Tage Kemp, “Physical and Psychological Causes of
Prostitution and the Means of Combating Them,”
in Prevention of Prostitution: A Study of Measures
Adopted or Under Consideration Particularly with
Regard to Minors (Geneva: League of Nations, 1943),
p. 65.



eugenic ideas and practices.* I argue that the
League’s anti-prostitution campaigns of the
1930s can be understood as an experiment in
internationalism, since it stretched its man-
date to tackle an issue that had hitherto been
regarded as a national problem. In its efforts
to combat the “social evil,” the League built
an international web of experts and stakehol-
ders that circulated all kinds of ideas and pro-
moted “scientific” projects that experimented
with the most vulnerable people in society.
As such, the League was not an exception in
a period in which biological understandings
of crime and deviancy were pretty common.
What is surprising is that the League succee-
ded in concealing its flirting with eugenics
from both contemporary critics and present-
day scholars.

Examining the process that led to the inter-
nationalization and medicalization of pros-
titution allows us to challenge historical
accounts of the League and of eugenics. Some
historians of the League’s humanitarian work
have tended to romanticize the proposals
put forward by members of its various spe-
cialized bodies.® On the other hand, various

4 Roser Cusso, “The League of Nations and Eugenics:
An Overview of Transnational Activity,” Popolazione e
Storia, n° 1 (2015), p. 15-33.

5 See for example: Barbara Metzger, “Towards an
International Human Rights Regime During the Inter-
War Years: The League of Nations’ Combat of Traffic in
Women and Children,” in Kevin Grant, Philippa Levine,
Frank Trentmann, eds., Beyond Sovereignty: Britain,
Empire and Transnationalism, c. 1880-1950 (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 54-79; Bruno Cabanes,
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scholars have produced thought-;%rovoking
analyses of commercial sex based o% the rich
archival material the League producéd during
its 1920s inquiry into trafficking, but have
overlooked its involvement with préstitution
proper during the 1930s.° Furtherfélore, the
League has remained exempt fro@ critical
assessments of the link between ifiternatio-
nal organizations and eugenics. E%cept for
Cussd’s work mentioned above, only a few
scholars have paid any attention t(§ the role
played by eugenicists sent as govefnmental
representatives, assessors or expeﬁ:ts to the
League and to the ideological undegpinnings
that linked the League to the eugenic move-
ment.” The “failure to formally internatio-
nalize eugenics” has too often led Kistorians
to conclude that “the League of Nations had
very little to do with eugenics.”®

The Great War and the Origins of Humanitarianism, 1918-
1924 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

6 E.g., Liat Kozma, “Women’s Migration for Prostitution
in the Interwar Middle East and North Africa,” Journal
of Women’s History, vol. 28, n° 3 (2016), p. 93-113;
Cristiana Schettini, “Between Rio’s Red-Light District
and the League of Nations: Immigrants and Sex Work
in 1920s Rio de Janeiro,” International Review of Social
History, vol. 62, n° 25 (2017), p. 105-132.

7 Marius Turda, ed., The History of East-Central European
Eugenics, 1900-1945: Sources and Commentaries
(London: Bloomsbury, 2017); Deborah Barrett, Charles
Kurzman, “Globalizing Social Movement Theory: The
Case of Eugenics,” Theory and Society, vol. 33 (2004),
p. 487-527.

8 Alison Bashford, “Internationalism, Cosmopolitanism,
and Eugenics,” in Alison Bashford, Philippa Levine,
eds., The Oxford Handbook of the History of Eugenics
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 154-
172, 160-162. See also Philippa Levine, Eugenics: A
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In what follows, I provide an overview of the
main tenets of eugenics and of the League’s
campaigns against trafficking and licensed
brothels during the 1920s and early 1930s.
Both provide the context to better unders-
tand the complex interplay between state
and non-state actors in the 1930s, and the
shift away from trafficking towards ideas
focused on rehabilitation and individual
treatment on the basis of genetic and social
background information. The empirical ana-
lysis establishes a fruitful conversation with
Stephen Legg, who uses Foucault’s work on
governmentalities to study the League’s anti-
trafficking campaigns.” A concluding section
reflects on the impact of the League’s actions
with regard to prostitution and on the useful-
ness and dangers of gathering statistical data
for prevention purposes. Interdisciplinary
literature on profiling will be integrated into
that final part.

Faith in Science

The League of Nations’ view of prostitu-
tion had its precedent in ideas of Western

Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2017); Paul-André Rosental, A Human Garden:
French Policy and the Transatlantic Legacies of Eugenic
Experimentation (New York: Berghahn Books, 2020);
Iris Borowy, Coming to Terms with World Health: The
League of Nations Health Organisation 1921-1946
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2009).

9 Stephen Legg, “The Life of Individuals As Well As of
Nations’: International Law and the League of Nations’
Anti-Trafficking Governmentalities,” Leiden Journal of
International Law, vol. 25, n° 3 (2012), p. 647-664.
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scientific superiority and new ngtions of
hygiene, human fitness, deviance%and cri-
minality that swept the world énce the
XIX™ century. Around the same period,
secular ideas of social work joinedZan idea-
list belief that the state could evercome
social problems through scientific “gnethods.
Physicians, social scientists, state officials
and volunteers increasingly percei\ii’ed social
ills as problems whose root causes could
be uncovered by means of statisticédata and
empirical findings as interpreted by experts
from a variety of disciplines. Butgwhereas
eminent early xix™ century hygietésts such
as Alexandre Parent-Duchételet thonght that
the putrefying effects of phenon%ena like
prostitution could be mitigated by state sur-
veillance and regulation, social reformers of
later decades were convinced of their capa-
city to prevent them.!?

Their investigations were underpinned by
a desire to discover why a person would
engage in activities that were deemed to be
criminal or deviant. As evolutionary thought
and notions of degeneration began to
spread, biological deterministic approaches

10 Alexandre Parent-Duchételet, La prostitution a Paris
au xix° siecle. Texte présenté et annoté par Alain
Corbin, Paris, Seuil, 2008; Michael Barnett, Empire of
Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism (Ilthaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2011); Craig Calhoun, “The
Imperative to Reduce Suffering: Charity, Progress,
and Emergencies in the Field of Humanitarian
Action,” in Michael Barnett, Thomas G. Weiss, eds.,
Humanitarianism in Question: Politics, Power, Ethics
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008), p. 73-97.



of “abnormal” behavior became increasin-
gly popular. Darwin’s findings profoundly
influenced his cousin, Francis Galton, whose
eugenics scheme was designed to apply bio-
logy to improve “the race by furthering the
productivity of the Fit” and to impair the
reproduction of “undesirables.”!! Yet, contra-
ry to common knowledge, eugenics was
not mainly preoccupied with racial purity.
Eugenicists singled out all those “margina-
lized insiders whose very existence threate-
ned national and class ideals.”'? Sex workers
and generally “morally deficient” women and
girls figured prominently among the long list
of “degenerates.” They became the target of
scientists’ mental and physical examinations,
as well as one of the main concerns of public
authorities and social workers. American
reformers from the Progressive Era, who
would later play an important role within the
League, were particularly receptive to euge-
nic ideas.™

Meanwhile, the field of criminal anthropo-
logy took shape. The Italian criminologist
Cesare Lombroso published his seminal work
L'uomo delinquente in 1876. A few years later,

11 Francis Galton, Memories of My Life (London: Methuen,
1908), p. 323.

12 Philippa Levine, Alison Bashford, “Introduction:
Eugenics and the Modern World,” in Alison Bashford,
Philippa Levine, eds., The Oxford Handbook of the

History of Eugenics, op. cit., p. 6 (cf. note 8).

13 Angie C. Kennedy, “Eugenics, ‘Degenerate Girls,” and
Social Workers During the Progressive Era,” Affilia:
Journal of Women and Social Work, vol. 23, n° 1 (2008),

p. 23-37.
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he and his son-in-law Guglielmo% Ferrero
developed a typology of female jlgffenders
based on the so-called stigmata of degene-
ration.!* Lombroso’s arguments C(f;afncerning
the “atavistic” criminal and physicalg;manifes—
tations of criminal behavior were eriticized
by the turn of the century, but did rgot disap-
pear altogether.’® The League of Ndtions, for
instance, opposed Lombroso’s andéFerrero’s
ideas about “born” prostitutes but, s it will
be discussed later, included in its§ publica-
tions many of the innate traits they claimed
to have found in them (e.g, “mor§1 insani-
ty,” “lack of emotion,” “frigidity,” “léziness”).
Indeed, Lombroso’s claims about the rela-
tionship between a person’s anomalies, dege-
neration or crime would play a kir role in
subsequent models of criminology, genetics,
and psychiatry.'®

14 Cesare Lombroso, Guglielmo Ferrero, La donna
delinquente, la prostituta e la donna normale (Torino/
Roma: Editori L. Roux e C., 1893). For the (complete)
English translation edited by Nicole Hahn Rafter and
Mary Gibson, see: Criminal Woman, the Prostitute, and
the Normal Woman (Durham: Duke University Press,
2003).

15 Laurent Muchielli, “Criminology, Hygienism, and
Eugenics in France, 1870-1914: The Medical Debates
on the Elimination of ‘Incorrigible’ Criminals,” in Peter
Becker, Richard Wetzell, eds., Criminals and their
Scientists: The History of Criminology in International
Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2006), p. 207-230.

16 Mariacarla Gadebusch Bondio, “From the ‘Atavistic’
to the ‘Inferior’ Criminal Type: The Impact of the
Lombrosian Theory of the Born Criminal on German
Psychiatry,” in Peter Becker, Richard Wetzell, eds.,
Criminals and their Scientists, op. cit., p. 183-206 (cf.

note 15).
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These approaches to crime and deviancy
went hand in hand with the development
of new technologies and bureaucracies that
facilitated the gathering of personal data, the
creation of pedigree charts and the classifi-
cation of all sorts of defects.'” Importantly,
these views, which focused on the anthropo-
logical, physical and social environment as
interacting causes of deviant behavior, were
part and parcel of the individualization of
punishment or treatment. In the early 1900s,
[talian criminologist Enrico Ferri argued
that punishment should be meted out in a
manner befitting the crime committed by an
individual in light of his or her circumstances
rather than imposing fixed sentences for each
type of crime, and he proposed that reform
should play a role in that process in the case
of young offenders.'® Their ideas, along with
those representing the Lyon school of crimi-
nology, such as Gabriel Tarde and Alexandre
Lacassagne, led to the further development
of criminal anthropology by Belgian doc-
tor Louis Vervaeck.! This gave rise to more

17 Bernard E. Harcourt, “From the Ne’er-Do-Well to
the Criminal History Category: The Refinement
of the Actuarial Model in Criminal Law,” Law and
Contemporary Problems, vol. 66, n° 3 (2003), p. 99-151;
Pauline M. H. Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics
and Human Failings: The Eugenics Society, Its Sources
and lts Critics in Britain (London/New York: Routledge,
1992).

18 Enrico Ferri, The Positivist School of Criminology,
Trans. Ernest Untermann (Chicago: Charles H. Herr &

Company, 1908), p. 26-27.

19 Hélene Duffuler-Vialle, “Filles victimes, filles vicieuses,

filles dangereuses. Le regard du législateur et du
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sophisticated theories on female ctime and
prostitution, which became in%reasingly
popular during the first part of t%le twen-
tieth century. Experts embraced psychologi-
cal and social-structural factors andi@the new
terminology to describe the "mora%ly unfit.”
Feeblemindedness, for example, erﬁerged in
the United States as an important category to
describe “mental deficiency, moral (%eficiency
and social inadequacy."*°

wnl oad

[t is within such a framework of cat%gorizing
and classifying that the League of Nations
sought to produce a body of knowledge about
sex workers with the aim of rehabilitating
them and of preventing prostituti(zq?il altoge-
ther. The League inherited both theémethods
and the prejudices concerning deviant beha-
vior from various schools of criminology and
the eugenic movement. But whereas, in the
1920s and early 1930s, experts in interna-
tional crime played a key role in the League’s
campaigns against trafficking and its
attempts to prepare a convention to repress
souteneurs, medical doctors, psychiatrists
and geneticists monopolized the debates on
prostitution since the mid-1930s.

criminologue sur la prostitution des mineures »,
Criminocorpus, March 2018. Online available at:
[http://journals.openedition.org/criminocorpus/3706],
last accessed 19 December 2020; Veerle Massin,
“Measuring Delinquency. The Observation, Scientific
Assessment and Testing of Delinquent Girls in 20"
Century Belgium,” vol. XLVI, n° 1 (2016), p. 104-132.

20 Angie C. Kennedy, “Eugenics, ‘Degenerate Girls,” and

Social Workers,” op. cit., p. 24 (cf. note 13).



“Facts, Not Opinions”

The League of Nations inherited the logic of
Western superiority and embraced the pre-
1919 scientific belief in social betterment. Its
work involved the formation of new mecha-
nisms that maintained a blind faith in sta-
tistics and promoted the gathering of qua-
litative data from all over the world for the
development of traditional forms of inter-
national regulation, such as diplomacy and
legal conventions. Soon after its foundation,
its advisory committees began meeting on
a regular basis to discuss annual reports by
member states and representatives of pri-
vate organizations, examine proposals put
forward by all kinds of professionals, and
send investigatory teams to gather infor-
mation on the ground in places as diverse
as Buenos Aires and Karachi. The shift from
pre-war philanthropy to international fact-
finding was meant to lend scientific support
to the League’s proposals. Hence, while the
large scale of its operations and the compara-
tive approach it applied were definitely new,
the League built on pre-war modernist ideo-
logies, and relied on the extensive support
of non-state actors such as the Rockefeller
Foundation to face the challenges of the post-
war period.?! As Stephan Legg argues, all this
allowed the League to go further than the
conventional juridical realm and to develop
“broader informal techniques through which

21 Magaly Rodriguez Garcia, Davide Rodogno, Liat
Kozma, “Introduction,” in Magaly Rodriguez Garcia,

Bewa

103

re of Pity: The League of Nations’ Treatment ofsProstitution

Bs.73.216

the language and mechanism of int

lism spread across the globe.”??

rnationa-

nfo (IP

In its 1921 session, the League appéoved the
International Convention for the Suppression
of the Traffic in Women and Children that
supplemented the provisions o?; earlier
agreements, and set a specializec@ body to
deal with the issue. The Advisory Cemmittee
on the Traffic in Women and Childra%—rena—
med Advisory Committee on Social éuestions
in 1937—was innovative in many w%ys. First,
it got rid of the racial connotationzattached
to the term “white slave traffic” employed in
previous international agreements? Second,
it invited to its meetings governmeétal dele-
gates from member and non-member states
(the US and Germany), non-goveirnmental
assessors representing the main internatio-
nal organizations interested in the suppres-
sion of the traffic in women and children,
and experts in social hygiene, international
criminal law, labor legislation, psychiatry and
genetics.”® Third, it contributed further to
the construction of epistemic communities
directed at social engineering that started to
develop by the latter part of the nineteenth

Davide Rodogno, Liat Kozma, eds., The League of
Nations’ Work on Social Issues. Visions, Endeavours
and Experiments (Geneva: United Nations Publications,
2016), p. 13-28.

Stephen Legg, “The Life of Individuals As Well As of

Nations’ op. cit., p. 649 (cf. note 9).

22

23 Magaly Rodriguez Garcia, “The League of Nations and
the Moral Recruitment of Women,” International Review

of Social History, vol. 57 (2012), p. 97-128.
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century.** It was within that novel transnatio-
nal environment that eugenic ideas spread.

Eugenics entered the League at an early
stage, but in a subtle way. As Alison Bashford
has argued, eugenics was officially avoided
by the League. In spite of repeated efforts
over the 1920s and 1930s, eugenic advocates
did not succeed in persuading the League’s
Secretariat or its specialized bodies to adopt
eugenics as an international issue.”® Yet,
lack of official recognition did not mean lack
of tacit acceptance. In her analysis of the
League’s Health Organization, Roser Cussé
identified “two intertwined channels of both
the tolerance and the expression of euge-
nic ideas.” The first refers to the exchange
of information and people directly or indi-
rectly linked to eugenics, and the second to
the compatibility between positive euge-
nics, social medicine and social hygiene.?®
Prominent and less prominent members
of eugenic organizations worldwide were
appointed as experts to the League, although
they seem to have avoided the term due to
the controversies it provoked.

Grace Abbott, the US delegate to the League’s
anti-traffic committee in the early 1920s, is

24 Jasmien Van Daele, “Engineering Social Peace:
Networks, Ideas, and the Founding of the International
Labour Organization,” International Review of Social
History, vol. 50 (2005), p. 435-466.

25 Alison Bashford, “Internationalism, Cosmopolitanism,
and Eugenics,” op. cit., p. 160-162 (cf. note 8).

26 Roser Cusso, “The League of Nations and Eugenics,”
op. cit., p. 17 (cf. note 4).
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a typical example of this. She and §1er elder
sister Edith were leading social wor§<er5 who
related to eugenics in different way;g. Edith’s
work on “degenerate girls” was embedded
in the turn-of-the-century approzach that
embraced eugenic ideas as an answég to men-
tal and social hygiene concerns.?’ grace, on
the other hand, expressed serious &oncerns
about immigration restrictions proo osed by
conservative eugenicists, but held aii honora-
ry post on the board of the AmericanéEugenics
Society during the 1920s.”® Their fctivities
were, furthermore, linked to the Réckefeller
Foundation and the American Sociag Hygiene
Association (ASHA), both of whichéplayed a
crucial role in the dissemination og eugenic
thinking in prostitution debates.?® &

In 1923, Grace Abbott proposed a thorough
investigation on the nature of the internatio-
nal traffic. In her view, the League of Nations
needed to respond to the desire of world
public opinion “to know the truth” about the
traffic and develop the legal tools to combat
it. It was “absolutely necessary,” she argued,

27 Angie C. Kennedy, “Eugenics, ‘Degenerate Girls,” and
Social Workers,” op. cit., p. 28-31 (cf. note 13).

Molly Ladd-Taylor, “Saving Babies and Sterilizing
Mothers: Eugenics and Welfare Politics in the Interwar
United States,” Social Politics, vol. 4, n° 1 (1997),
p. 137-153, 138-139. See also Randall Hansen and
Desmond King, Eugenics, Race, and the Population
Scare in the Twentieth Century North America (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

28

29 Stefan Kihl, The Nazi Connection: Eugenics, American
Racism and German National Socialism (New York/

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).



“to secure the facts to refute sensational
exaggerations or general denials as to the
traffic.”*® The committee approved the US
proposal and appointed a Special Body of
Experts, which included Dr. William Snow,
Director of the ASHA and vice president of
the American Eugenics Society. The ASHA
provided the financial and human resources
for the field enquiries, conducted by under-
cover agents in Europe, the Mediterranean
Basin and the Americas. The Body of Experts
published a summary of its investigation in a
two-volume final report, which established a
direct link between the international traffic
and state-regulated prostitution.3! As Jean-
Michel Chaumont has shown in his thou-
rough study of the Body of Experts, its mem-
bers distorted the results of the investigation
and failed to distinguish between exploitative
working conditions and actual trafficking—if
the latter can actually be measured.*?

A similar logic was followed during the
second enquiry in the Near, Middle and

30 Advisory Committee on the Traffic in Women and
Children [hereafter “Committee”], Second Session,
Geneva 22-27 March 1923, p. 27, 61, League of
Nations Archive [hereafter “LNA”] C.225.M.129.1923.IV.

31 “Report of the Special Body of Experts on Traffic
in Women and Children — Part One,” Geneva, 17

February 1927, p. 9, LNA C.52.M.52.1927.IV.

32 Jean-Michel Chaumont, Le mythe de la traite des
blanches. Enquéte sur la fabrication d’un fléau, Paris, La
Découverte, 2009; Paul Knepper, “Measuring the Threat
of Global Crime: Insights from Research by the League of
Nations into the Traffic in Women,” Criminology, vol. 50,
n° 3 (2012), [doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2012.00277.X]

(last accessed 20 December 2020).
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Far East in the early 1930s. One ignportant
methodological difference betw%een the
first and the second enquiry was the use of
undercover agents during the forginer and
their absence in the latter. This re}ulted in
an investigation by a traveling coféqmission
that focused on the opinions of pélice offi-
cials; personnel from social welfarg, health,
labor and education departmeI%ts; and,
judges, lawyers, doctors, social wo%kers and
representatives of religious conﬁnunities
and missionary organizations.>® The lack of
involvement of the actors themseﬁves—sex
workers and intermediaries of gorostitu—
tion—in the enquiry resulted in an incom-
plete, if not distorted, vision of the %ituation.
As Christian Henriot has commentéd in this
respect, “many of the [government’s] replies
were total fabrications.”** This did not deter
the travelling commission from seeing a
direct link between licensed brothels and
international traffic. Hence, the commission
“recommended” abolition as the most effec-
tive remedy against “the evil” Trafficking
then “tended to be equated with prostitu-
tion in general.”® This resulted in an open

33 League of Nations Commission of Enquiry into Traffic
of Women and Children in the East — Report to the
Council, Geneva, 10 December 1932, p. 4-17, LNA
C.849.M.393.1932.IV.

Christian Henriot, Prostitution and Sexuality in
Shanghai: A Social History, 1849-1949 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 319.

34

35 Katharina Leppénen, “Movement of Women: Trafficking
in the Interwar Era,” Women’s Studies International

Forum, vol. 30 (2007), p. 528.
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call for the abolition of regulation of prosti-
tution, which had until then be viewed as a
national issue.3¢

However, the assumption that recognized
brothels were “mere traps for young
persons”®” and that regulation or tolerance
of prostitution stimulated the traffic of
women gave rise to another problem: what
was to be done with the ex-prostitutes when
the establishments closed their doors or
when the system of regulation was abando-
ned? Therefore, during the thirteenth ses-
sion of the committee in 1934, Dr. Witold
ChodZko—representing Poland and a
founding member of the Polish Eugenics
Society®®—expressed the opinion that the
campaign against the system of regulation
needed to be accompanied by rehabilita-
tive measures. He suggested that “to secure
the best results prostitutes should first be
selected from a medical and psychological

36 Abolition of Licensed Houses (Geneva: Committee on
Traffic in Women and Children, 1934).

Committee, Minutes of the Thirteenth Session, Third
Meeting, Geneva, April 5, 1934, p. 81, LNA CTFE/13"
Session/PV (revised).

37

38 Magdalena Gawin, “Progressivism and Eugenic
Thinking in Poland, 1905-1939,” in Marius Turda, Paul
J. Weindling, eds., Blood and Homeland: Eugenics and
Racial Nationalism in Central and Southeast Europe
1900-1940 (Budapest & New York: Central European
University Press, 2007), p. 167-184; and /d., “The Sex
Reform Movement and Eugenics in Interwar Poland,”
Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, vol. 39,
n° 2 (2008), p. 181-186. See also Keely Stauter-Halsted,
The Devil’s Chain. Prostitution and Social Control in
Partitioned Poland (Ithaca/London: Cornell University
Press, 2015).
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standpoint with the assistance &
cal specialists.”®* From then on, j‘ghe ana-
lysis of prostitution became inqé‘easingly
medicalized. 2

Ishs.

At the close of the 1934 session, th(fgLeague's
committee decided to start a nev§ investi-
gation on rehabilitation program% around
the world and appointed Samué; Cohen,
representative of the London-basegéi Jewish
Association for the Protection —g)f Girls,
Women and Children, as rapporteu%ln 1935,
a preliminary report on “Direct sMethods
of Prevention and Rehabilitatiori in the
Campaign Against Traffic in Women and
Children” was submitted. The reéort was
discussed during the committee’s fgurteenth
session, and some novel—and offen ambi-
guous—opinions were raised with regards
to the causes of prostitution and the charac-
ter of prostitutes in particular. Belgian dele-
gate Isidore Maus thought that “thousands
of prostitutes had been forced into that way
of living, owing largely to social causes”*
and since “many of them were abnormal
and weak [they] were entitled to pity not
severity.” For her part, Dr. Estrid Hein, repre-
senting Denmark, argued that one impor-
tant aspect of prostitution required further
investigation in the context of rehabilitation

39 Committee, Minutes of the Thirteenth Session, 5
April 1934, p. 81 (cf. note 37).

40 This and the following quotes are taken from:
Committee, Minutes of the Fourteenth Session, Second
Meeting, Geneva, 2 May 1935, p. 7-10, LNA CTFE/14"
Session/PV.2.



and prevention, namely that “a high percen-
tage of prostitutes were feeble-minded.” Like
Maus, she thought that “it was a disgrace
that no protection was extended to them.”
Her unequivocally eugenicist language—
“feeblemindedness”—followed the tradition
of “leftist reform eugenics,”*! which rejected
racism and stressed the possibility of res-
cuing wayward women and girls.

During the 1935 session, the issue of prosti-
tutes’ antecedents became more prominent.
British assistant delegate, Miss J. I. Wall, sug-
gested an expansion of the enquiry to cover
not only the issue of rehabilitation, but also
the provision of social services in connection
with treatment for venereal diseases and
examinations of the backgrounds of women
who had taken up prostitution. Even though
the members of the committee made efforts
to avoid appearing judgmental towards
prostitutes, the mental condition of pros-
titutes was increasingly called into ques-
tion. Wall, for example, specified that the
study she proposed on the “antecedents of
patients in V.D. clinics” should only contain
“facts [..], not opinions.”*? This statement,
too, stressed the humanitarian and scientific
approach the League’s committee wished to
be known for.

41 Alison Bashford, “Internationalism, Cosmopolitanism,
and Eugenics,” op. cit., p. 155 (cf. note 8).

42 Committee, Minutes of the Fourteenth Session, Third
Meeting, Geneva, 3 May 1935, p. 4, LNA CTFE/14"
Session/PV.3.
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The cure to prostitution

During the second half of the 1%305, the
members of what had by then begome the
Advisory Committee on Social Questions
went a step further in its experir@entation
with “biopolitical tactics that targz.eted ‘the
life of individuals as well as of nations.”*
Inside and outside the League, 8éprostitu-
tion was viewed as a universal th%eat; and
women with an uncontrolled sexuality were
to be “corrected for the sake of tl?ge nation
and society but also for their ows sake.**
To this end, the League’s committe':e agreed
that fuller data was required on tli;e educa-
tional level, employment prior to Sprostitu-
tion, first conviction for prostitutigpr)l, social
aid received during convictions and the men-
tal status of the prostitute. Furthermore, on
the question of finding employment for ex-
prostitutes, Adrienne Avril de Sainte Croix—
representing the International Women'’s
Organizations—“strongly advocated com-
plete candor as to their antecedents so that
employers should be fully alive to any pos-
sible moral danger involved.”*® This betrays
the ambiguous stance of committee members
towards sex workers: on the one hand, they

IP: 216.73.216.
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43 Stephen Legg, ““The Life of Individuals As Well As of
Nations’, op. cit., p. 664 (cf. note 9).

44 Yvonne Svanstrom, “Prostitution as Vagrancy: Sweden
1923-1964,” Journal of Scandinavian Studies in
Criminology and Crime Prevention, vol. 7, n° 2 (2006),
p. 142,

45 Committee, Minutes of the Fourteenth Session, 3
May 1935, p. 2 (cf. note 42).
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were perceived as mentally weak women
who needed protection from wicked procu-
rers, pimps and traffickers, but on the other
they were implicitly or explicitly described
as immoral or lazy women in need of disci-
pline. The extent to which the French acti-
vist can be described as “staunchly liberal,
even radical, and secular in the tradition of
the Declaration of Rights of Man as viewed
through a feminist lens,”*¢ calls therefore for
further research on the complexities of early
xx™ century feminism.

The eugenic bias was clear in the commit-
tee’s study of the antecedents of prosti-
tutes, which was meant “to obtain—out of
the knowledge of their past histories and
social background—some indications as to
the best methods of rehabilitation.”*” More
effective methods seemed urgently needed
because the committee had found out that
“in all countries where tolerated brothels
have been abolished only a small percen-
tage of the released women wished to avail
themselves of the opportunities offered to
them by the authorities or by voluntary orga-
nizations.” Their “sullen opposition to the
ways of an interfering government” was not
interpreted in terms of agency, but rather of

46 Karen Offen, “Madame Ghénia Avril de Sainte-Croix,
the Josephine Butler of France,” Women’s History
Review, vol. 17, n° 2 (2008), p. 242.

47 This and the following quotes are taken from: “Enquiry
into Measures of Rehabilitation of Adult Prostitutes,
Part I,” Geneva, 25 March 1936, p. 3, 18, LNA CTFE
679.Part I.
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subordination to third parties, idleliess and/
or abnormality. This logic coincided with that
of other social reformers, whose embrace of
eugenic ideas and focus on hereditalgian traits
offered welcome explanations to thig‘;ir inabi-
lity to bring their clients onto right track.*®

Yet the committee seems to have &feen divi-
ded on the issue of abnormality or f%eblemin-
dedness among sex workers. For éinstance,
Samuel Cohen was happy to find out that the
enquiry had demonstrated that alm%st all the
cases examined (some 2,300 prostitiates from
nineteen countries) were of normal thentality.
This meant, he argued, that it was ‘gunneces-
sary to deal with the question of hon%s for the
mentally deficient”*’ In his view, mbral edu-
cation, training, employment opp%rtunities
and recreation were the best rehabilitative
and preventive measures. Also, Isidore Maus
thought that many prostitutes were weak,
but that only a small proportion among them
were feebleminded. “Most of them became
prostitutes,” he went on, “because of difficult
economic circumstances, slum life, unhealthy
cinema performances, dancing halls, obscene
literature, all of which went unpunished.”>°

48 Angie C. Kennedy, “Eugenics, ‘Degenerate Girls,” and
Social Workers...,” op. cit., p. 31 (cf. note 13).

49 Committee, Minutes of the Fifteenth Session, Third
Meeting, Geneva, 21 April 1936, p. 5, LNA CTFE/15"

Session/PV.3.

50 This and the following quote are taken from:
Committee, Minutes of the Fifteenth Session, Fifth
Meeting, Geneva, 22 April 1936, p. 6, 14, LNA
CTFE/15" Session/PV.5.



Others disagreed. Matilde Huici, the Spanish
assistant delegate, thought that prostitutes
were “patients suffering from a disease” and
required therefore specialized assistance.
Chodzko, who had called for the medical and
psychological analysis of prostitutes in 1934,
argued that Cohen underestimated the need
for psychiatric treatment for adult prosti-
tutes. He believed that if the figures provided
for Denmark by Dr. Tage Kemp were applied
to other countries, they would arrive at the
conclusion that 70% of prostitutes were

abnormal and 10% “complete idiots.”>!

In spite of these differences of opinion, the
committee invited Kemp to present his
results in Geneva. I have not been able to
find information on the discussions that led
to Kemp’s invitation; but it is almost certain
that his fellow countrywoman and colleague,
Estrid Hein, encouraged his inclusion in the
committee. Both shared, after all, similar
views on prostitution and the prevention the-
reof. For the latter, Hein recommended “reha-
bilitation through work,” which was in her
view, “the modern method of treating mental
and many other complaints.”>?

Tage Kemp was Director of the University
Institute for Human Genetics at Copenhagen,
and a “hard-line eugenicist,” according to

51 Committee, Minutes of the Fifteenth Session, Sixth
Meeting, Geneva, 22 April 1936, p. 8, LNA CTFE/15"
Session/PV.6.

52 Committee, Minutes of the Fourteenth Session, 3
May 1935, p. 11-12 (cf. note 42).
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3.21

Randall Hansen and Desmond King.é3 Thanks
to the funding of the Rockefeller Foilndation,
he became an internationally acknéwledged
expert on human genetics who, asz was the
case with other Danish eugenici%’ts, drew
much inspiration from and kept% friendly
relations with prominent Germéﬂl scien-
tists during and after the Nazi period.>* If,
in the early 1920s, the eugenic rr%ovement
was unwilling “to make any generdlisations
as to the distribution of feeblemiédedness
among prostitutes” due to “the abisence of
any proper studiesS® Kemp was ‘determi-
ned to provide answers. In 1932, hé finished
his biosocial treatise “A Study of tlge Causes
of Prostitution, Especially Concerhing the
Hereditary Factors,” and presented:it at the
Third International Congress of Eugenics.®®
It was this research, and the monograph that
resulted from it, that put Kemp on the world
map.®’

53 Randall Hansen and Desmond King, Eugenics, Race,
and the Population, op. cit., p. 23, fn 76 (cf. note 28).

54 Lene Koch, “The Ethos of Science,” Scandinavian

Journal of History, vol. 27, n° 3 (2002), p. 167-173.

55 Benjamin Malzberg, “Mental Defect and Prostitution,”

The Eugenics Review, vol. 12, n° 2 (1920), p. 102.

56 Bent Sigurd Hansen, “Something Rotten in the State
of Denmark: Eugenics and the Ascent of the Welfare
State,” in Gunnar Broberg, Nils Roll-Hansen, eds.,
Eugenics and the Welfare State: Sterilization Policy in
Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland (Helsinki: East

Lansing, 1996), p. 58.

57 Tage Kemp, Prostitution. An investigation of Its
Causes, Especially with Regard to Hereditary Factors
(Copenhagen/London: Levin & Munksgaard/William

Heinemann, 1936).
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In 1936, he presented a summary of his
study to the League’s committee. As explai-
ned above, in its unpublished report on the
enquiry on the antecedents of prostitutes,
the committee noted that most of the ans-
wers received from governments suggested
that many of the women concerned were
of normal or even superior intelligence.>®
Nonetheless, the committee chose to follow
Kemp’s conclusions. The Danish government
had sent a summary of his study, which was
then included in the committee’s report.
Kemp concluded that of the prostitutes exa-
mined in Denmark, 80% were mentally ill:

48% were retarded, debile or imbecile; 25%
were constitutional psychopaths, and 8% suf-
fered from other distinctly pronounced psychic
disturbances (hysteria, and hysterical disor-
ders of the mind, degenerative insanity, manic-
depressive psychosis, etc.). [...] [Kemp’s] dis-
sertation says that these figures tend to show
clearly how below the average is the “psychic
habitus of these women, a fact which must be
kept in mind if one reflects upon the causes
of their fate and upon the manner in which
society ought to act towards them.

According to the committee, this suggested
“that the mental assessment [from other
countries] might have been different in some
of the other cases if the examination had
been made from a psychiatric standpoint.”

58 This and the following quote are taken from: “Enquiry
into Measures of Rehabilitation of Adult Prostitutes,
Part lll,” Geneva, 25 March 1936, p. 17, 36, LNA CTFE
679. Part Il
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In its published report, the co;%qmittee’s
conclusions on the subject of jlglentality
and temperament of prostitutes% became
more complicated. Initially, it replicated the
results of its enquiry and stated Qlat two-
thirds of the women studied “were: conside-
red to be average, or above the agerage, in
intelligence.”®® The remainder werge descri-
bed as below normal or borderline c;éses, and
“only 4% were classed as feebleniinded or
abnormal.” Then it went on to argﬁe that it
was difficult to draw general conclésions on
the issue due to the wide variety ofiocal cus-
toms, and the standards and methjg)ds used
to measure mental capacities in tdifferent
countries. Still, this did not stop the com-
mittee from extrapolating the results from
Denmark, the United States and Switzerland,
where “considerably fewer women were
classed as averagely intelligent” compared
to the rest of the population. Particularly the
results coming from Denmark and the United
States were considered more reliable than the
rest, as they were based on “elaborate intelli-
gence tests.” Considering Kemp’s strong links
with American scientists, it is quite possible
that he learned the technique from them. As
Daniel Kevles points out, Dr. Henry Goddard,
a prominent psychologist, eugenicist and
director of the Research Laboratory at the
Vineland Training School for “feebleminded”
boys and girls in New Jersey, introduced the

59 This and the following quotes are taken from:
Prostitutes: Their Early Lives, p. 22-27 (cf. note 1).



Binet-Simon intelligence test at the early
1900s in the United States. He also popula-
rized the use of family trees to determine the
hereditarian nature and degree of feeblemin-
dedness among the inmates of reform insti-
tutions.®® Goddard’s work is cited in Kemp’s
published monograph, which is also replete
with pedigree charts and family histories
aimed at obtaining a “real psychiatric exami-
nation” and at establishing a suitable indivi-
dual treatment for the women involved.®!

As was the case with other criminological
anthropologists and eugenicists, Kemp and
the committee paid much attention to gende-
red character traits such as hysteria, reckless
promiscuity, emotional detachment or love of
luxury.®? They also stressed laziness, which
according to the committee “seems to be in
part innate, in part acquired by a long divorce
from work.”®® Their conclusion with regard
to class—“the majority [of the women] came
from poor, working-class families”—as well
as the committee’s constant reminder of the
need to inculcate in ex-prostitutes a “love of

60 Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics. Genetics
and the Uses of Human Heredity (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1998), p. 77-78; Angie C. Kennedy,
“Eugenics, ‘Degenerate Girls,” and Social Workers...,”
op. cit., p. 25 (cf. note 13).

61
62

Tage Kemp, Prostitution, op. cit., p. 43 (cf. note 57).

Alexandra Minna Stern, “Gender and Sexuality,” in
Alison Bashford, Philippa Levine, eds., The Oxford
Handbook of the History of Eugenics, op. cit., p. 173-
191 (cf. note 8).

63 This and the following quote come from: Prostitutes:

Their Early Lives, p. 25-29 (cf. note 1).
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work,” corroborates Thomas Leon%rd’s fin-
dings. In his analysis of the influence of euge-
nics in Progressive Era American eczonomics,
Leonard argues that “eugenic treatment of
those deemed biologically inferior ZWas pro-
moted as a means to the end of uplifting the
industrial poor” (italics in the ogiginal).64
This logic also explains the invitation of a
representative of the lnternationaié Labour
Organization (ILO) to the committée’s mee-
tings from the 1930s onward. iike the
League, the ILO put prostitution outside the
realm of work and promoted insteizd typical
female occupations such as domesti% service.
By the end of the 1930’s, it also wrote a chap-
ter for the League’s publication on% the pre-
vention of prostitution.®® 5

All this led the committee to conclude that
“some of the most powerful predisposing
causes of prostitution seem to lie in the men-
tality and temperament of the individual.”®®
Another conclusion from the enquiry that
allegedly supported this claim was that most
women came from the laboring classes but
not from extremely poor homes. Hence the

64 Thomas C. Leonard, “‘More Merciful and Not Less
Effective’: Eugenics and American Economics in the
Progressive Era,” History of Political Economy, vol. 35,
n° 4 (2003), p. 687-712, 688.

65 International Labour Office, “The Moral Protection of
Young Women Workers,” in Prevention of Prostitution,
op. cit., p. 67-104 (cf. note 3); Eileen Boris, Magaly
Rodriguez Garcia, “(In)Decent Work: Sex and the ILO,”

Journal of Women'’s History, forthcoming.

66 This and the following quotes come from: Prostitutes:

Their Early Lives, p. 64-66 (cf. note 1).
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committee inferred that material conditions
in childhood and bad working conditions in
previous jobs were “sometimes” the cause of
prostitution. The committee acknowledged
that long hours and low wages often charac-
terized the occupation of most of the women
concerned. And it added: “of course, wor-
kers who are difficult or below the normal in
intelligence tend to fill the worst positions.”
Domestic service—from where almost half of
sex workers came®’—made, according to the
committee, “a refuge for the less gifted and
the less preserving.” Poverty was “by far the
most frequent reason given, specially by the
women themselves,” but figured much lower
than mental and physical weaknesses, traits
of character, broken homes, flawed upbrin-
ging, bad working conditions, unemployment
and the influence of procurers or friend pros-
titutes in the committee’s unpublished report
and publication.

Indeed, for the enquiry, some governments,
social services and private organizations
had provided information that fell outside
the scope of the committee’s questionnaire.
Crucial details about the motives given by
the women themselves for their entrance
into prostitution, the persons that persuaded
them, their perception and boredom of

67 Eileen Boris, Jennifer N. Fish, “Decent Work for
Domestics: Feminist Organizing, Worker Empowerment,
and the ILO,” in Dirk Hoerder, Elise van Nederveen
Meerkerk, Silke Neunsinger, eds., Towards a Global
History of Domestic and Caregiving Workers (Leiden:
Brill, 2015), p. 530-552.
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conventional work and their lack Q% interest
in a “respectable” job were often%included
in the case sheets.®® Yet, the committee
questioned the veracity of this infg)rmation
and published only a summary onLthe res-
ponses under the subtitle “Age at Bieginning
Prostitution and Alleged or Supposeg Reasons
for Doing So” (emphasis added).*

06/06/.

The refusal to give more credit to t%ais infor-
mation was based on the committee’s tenden-
cy to doubt the women'’s capacity %r willin-
gness to speak the truth. With regard to the
influence of unemployment, the fepresen-
tative of the International Union of; Catholic
Women's Leagues, Ms. Lavielle, aréued that
“the replies of prostitutes are mefrely pre-
texts. In many cases the women stated that
they had fallen into prostitution because they
had no work; but it was observed that many
of them refused the work that was obtained
for them.”® Similarly, in the introductory
letter to the package with case sheets from
Hungary, the delegates from the International
Anti-Traffic Bureau and its national branch
in that country warned the committee that
“since these women are very often liars
the evidence provided many not be strictly

68 The individual case sheets per country can be found
in the League of Nations archives in Geneva, boxes

R4688-98.
69 Prostitutes: Their Early Lives, p. 45 (cf. note 1).

Committee, Minutes of the Thirteenth Session, 5
April 1934, p. 18 (cf. note 37).



accurate.”’! Contemporary radical feminists
that follow the League’s view of prostitution
do not go as far as to call sex workers “liars”
but they, too, doubt the veracity of their sta-
tements. In her analysis of prostitution as a
form of violence to women, Rhea Jean argues,
for example, that “women in prostitution can
exercise a rational choice when they accept
to prostitute themselves because they believe
that this will help improve their situation”
(emphasis added).”? It is not clear why radi-
cal feminists doubt this kind of assertions
with regard to the motivation for prostitu-
tion, sex workers say in a myriad of forums.”?
For her part, Sheila Jeffreys praises the
League’s campaigns against trafficking and
prostitution, but resents Kemp’'s “woman-
blaming [...], which threw the responsibi-
lity of prostitution back onto the women."”*
Jeffreys dedicates a whole chapter to the
League’s work, particularly to the role played
by feminists, but fails to acknowledge the

71 FA.R. Sempins (International Bureau for the
Suppression of Traffic in Women and Children) to Eric
Einar Ekstrand (member of the League’s committee),
London, 27 January 1936, LNA box R4688, file 20832.

72 Rhea Jean, “Prostitution and the Concept of Agency,”
in Herjeet Marway, Heather Widdows, eds., Women
and Violence: The Agency of Victims and Perpetrators
(Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015),

p. 56.

73 P.G. Macioti, Giulia Garofalo Geymonat, eds, Sex

Workers Speak. Who Listens? [https://www.nswp.

org/resource/sex-workers-speak-who-listens] (last
accessed 20 December 2020).
74 Sheila Jeffreys, The Idea of Prostitution (North

Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 1997), p. 27.
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widespread support for Kemp’s id
the Geneva organization.

: s within
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Not the opinions of the women c§)ncerned
but the information provided byZ authori-
ties, social workers, representative% of abo-
litionist/anti-traffic organizationsé medical
experts and doctors stood centr@l in the
League’s enquiries. Kemp became %point of
reference for all debates around r%habilita—
tion and, by the end of the 1930s, pgevention
of prostitution. In 1938, he was app%)inted as
expert of the League’s committee, aalthough
a few members had reservations. {Carefully
but repeatedly, Cohen warned the cgmmittee
against the controversial nature oii“ Kemp’s
findings with regards to the causes pf prosti-
tution, his focus on the psychiatric treatment
of prostitutes and his undermining of social
workers in rehabilitative and preventive pro-
grams. But to no avail.”®

The logic behind the committee’s support of
Kemp's views was that his analysis of prosti-
tution and proposed measures to redeem ex-
prostitutes and to protect other women from
the sex trade were based on not only scien-
tific investigations but also condemnation of
commercial sex. The majority of members

75 Advisory Committee on Social Questions [hereafter
“CQS”], Second Session, Second Meeting, Geneva,
21 April 1938, p. 1, LNA CQS/2™ session/PV.2.; CQS,
Second Session, Seventh Meeting, 25 April 1938,
p. 2, LNA CQS/2™ session/PV.7; Samuel Cohen to
E. Wertheimer (League of Nations Social Questions
Section), London, 7 March 1940, LNA Registry files
1933-46, R4710.
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of the committee agreed with Kemp that the
solution to the problem was not the punish-
ment of women involved in prostitution, but
protection and adequate individual treat-
ment. New social legislation approved in
Denmark and Sweden was perceived as an
example of an alternative and innovative way
to deal with the issue of prostitution. Sex
workers were removed from police control
and subjected instead to psychiatric exami-
nations and re-education. In his exposés to
the committee, Kemp emphasized that “most
prostitutes, without being definitely insane,
were mentally abnormal.”’¢ He specified that
“not all prostitutes were abnormal enough to
warrant their confinement in institutes,” but
argued that it was not possible to leave them
at large. A system of control and assistance
was, in his view, paramount for rehabilitation
and prevention purposes. In his influential
publication of 1936, Kemp wrote:

These individuals are eugenically the most dan-
gerous because they are not sufficiently abnor-
mal to be placed in institutions. In many cases
it is only through far-reaching eugenic regis-
tration that one is able to obtain the necessary
genetic information about such persons, there-
by making sterilization possible in time.””

Neither “eugenics” nor “sterilization” appear
in the committee’s publication, and it seems
that Kemp only occasionally used the former

76 This and the following quotes are taken from: CQS,
Second Session, 25 April 1938, p. 4-6 (cf. note 75).

77 Tage Kemp, Prostitution, op. cit., p. 61 (cf. note 57).
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during the meetings at the Leaglge.78 This
is not surprising, as Kemp was pre%ented to
the committee as an expert in pégychology
and human genetics, not as a eugenicist. No
references to sterilization are fourd in the
committee’s sources either. Yet soéle of its
members did not refrain from éroposing
radical measures. Avril de Sainte-Eroix, for
example, thought that suitable téfeatment
could help “to spare these poor girls the
hours of anguish and over—excitemént which
threatens them, by the skillful admi@istration
of drugs in the proper doses and aé the pro-
per time.””®

ersitaires

The League’s committee was aware that
Kemp’s findings would raise many guestions
but was apparently convinced of hi$ authori-
ty in the matter of rehabilitation and the pre-
vention of prostitution. Therefore, it gave him
a forum to express his views not only within
the committee, but also publicly, through
the dissemination of his views in one of the
League’s publications.®’ Because of the out-
break of the Second World War, the results
of the enquiry on prevention of prostitution
were published only in 1943. As a matter of
precaution, the League placed a footnote in
Kemp’s chapters to clarify that responsibility

78
79

CQS, Second Session, 25 April 1938, p. 6 (cf. note 75).

Avril de Sainte-Croix’s report regarding the rehabili-
tation of prostitutes, CQS, First Session, Eighteenth
Meeting, 27 April 1937, p. 3, CQS/A.10.

80 Tage Kemp, “Physical and Psychological Causes of

Prostitution,” op. cit., p. 42-66 (cf. note 3).



for those ideas were borne by him. But in the
general conclusions, the League’s authors
stated that

The enquiry into the prevention of prostitution
showed that the causes leading women into
prostitution could be divided into two main
categories, one of which is social and the other
individual. In the conditions of Western civili-
zation prevailing down to the year 1939, social
causes alone were rarely determining factors
unless they were linked up with individual
predisposing characteristics. The most impor-
tant amongst the latter are weak character and
poor mental equipment, grave physical disabi-
lity, and—though less important than has been
commonly assumed—an oversexed constitu-
tion or constitutional depravity.®!

In spite of the cautious warnings of some
members of the committee—Cohen in parti-
cular—the League opted to follow the contro-
versial reasoning of Tage Kemp and added a
further layer of alterity to women involved in
prostitution.

Concluding remarks

The League of Nations’ project to reintegrate
ex-prostitutes into “normal life” is just one
example of the ways Western elites attemp-
ted to shape the modern world. Furthermore,
determining what “went wrong” with sex
workers’ early lives was perceived as a use-
ful tool for the development of preventive
measures that would protect innocent young

81 Prevention of Prostitution, op. cit., p. 142 (cf. note 3).
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women from falling prey to “evil %nen." All
this involved the production of %odies of
knowledge marred by inherent pz‘e]'udices
and absent or distorted empirical evidence.
The League was not immune tog eugenic
ideas, which were, as Lene Koch argées, “part
of a broad Western scientific traditgon."82 Its
initiatives for rehabilitation and pEevention
of prostitution went hand in hanc% and fol-
lowed the logics of the eugenic m‘gbvement
After all, “if eugenics was about the rEaroblems
of inheriting the past, it was also dbout the
optimistic possibilities of plannl@ future
generations.”®?

ersitaires

Moreover, the League’s ideas on and=methods
to combat trafficking and prostitufion sur-
vived World War Two and continue to
influence governmental and non-governmen-
tal organizations. The League’s work motiva-
ted various countries to approve abolitionist
policies during the interwar and postwar
periods. The 1949 United Nations Convention
for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons
and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution
of Others got its inspiration from a conven-
tion draft prepared by the League in 1937.
Also, the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially
Women and Children (in force since 2003) and
the Swedish model, which criminalizes the

82 Lene Koch, “The Ethos of Science,” op. cit., p. 172 (cf.
note 54).

83 Philippa Levine, Alison
op. cit., p. 10 (cf. note 12).
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buying of sex, contain much of the League’s
gendered logic with regard to prostitution. In
2014, the European Parliament approved a
non-binding resolution, which recommends
its member-states to change their policies so
as to facilitate the criminalization of clients
of prostitution. Contemporary abolitionists
and radical feminists reject the language of
“feeblemindedness,” but insist that “prosti-
tuted women” are victims of male violence.?*
“In practice,” P.G. Macioti and Giulia Garofalo
Geymonat retort, “‘saving prostitutes’ means
taking away their livelihoods, and, when they
are migrants, removing them from the natio-
nal territories. Sex workers’ groups are clear
on this point: all sex workers end up more
vulnerable to exploitation, abuse, and coer-
cion as a consequence of ‘anti-trafficking.”®
Their conclusion resonates with that of Stefan
Zweig who—writing at the same time as the
League was publishing its views on the pros-
titute’s “mental habitus”—warned against
pity, which is an emotion that can cause much
harm 8¢

84 Sheila Jeffreys, The Idea of Prostitution, op. cit. (cf.
note 74); Rhéa Jean, “Prostitution and the Concept of
Agency,” op. cit. (cf. note 72).

85 P.G. Macioti, Giulia Garofalo Geymonat, eds, Sex

Workers Speak, op. cit., p. 16 (cf. note 73).

86 Stefan Zweig, Beware of Pity (London: Pushkin Press,
2013 - first published in 1939). On the role of emotions
within (neo-)abolitionist campaigns, see: Birgit Sauer,
“Mobilizing shame and disgust: abolitionist affective
frames in Austrian and German anti-sex-work move-
ments,” Journal of Political Power, vol. 12, n° 3 (2019),

p. 318-338.
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The question is whether the g
of personal data for preventive %_purposes
makes sense. Various authors not only point
at its futility, but argue that “even _gi modest
form of profiling remains proble@atic” as
the social costs (stigmatization, steéeotyping
or ostracizing) can be high.?” As a Eaneans of
prevention, analyses of social profiles seem
useless because they can never be %epresen—
tative for those activities in whichZclandes-
tinity plays an important role. Th§ League
acknowledged this problem, but insisted that
“the extraordinarily far-reaching sdzi*cial mea-
sures adopted in the Scandinavian éountries
are directly responsible for the tconside-
rable decrease in the number (g prosti-
tutes in these countries within therlast two
generations.”®® Furthermore, the League’s
case demonstrates that generalizations
and statistics on so-called deviant behavior
emphasize individual responsibility and
downplay the structural factors that can lead
people to stigmatized activities.

nivers

If applied fairly, however, analyses of social
backgrounds can yield some positive results.
As Frederick Schauer argues, there is good
and bad profiling.?® A thorough study of

87 Daphen Barak-Erez, “Terrorism and Profiling: Shifting
the Focus from Criteria to Effects,” Cardozo Law
Review, vol. 29, n° 1 (2007), p. 9.

88 Prevention of Prostitution, op. cit, p. 142-143 (cf.
note 3).
89 Frederick Schauer, Profiles, Probabilities, and

Stereotypes (Cambridge, MA: Bellknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2003).



social profiles can serve to understand career
choices and the reasons why certain people,
like the women studied by Kemp, end up in
the most visible sectors of the profession.”

90 Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson, Jeylan T. Mortimer,
“Career Choice and Development from a Sociological
Perspective,” in Duane Brown, ed., Career Choice
and Development (San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons,
2002), p. 37-83; Maja Mechant, “The Social Profiles of
Prostitutes,” in Magaly Rodriguez Garcia, Lex Heerma
van Voss, Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk, eds., Selling
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For profiling to be effective, the fOC%lS on the
individual should shift to a multi-layered
model so as to arrive at a better understan-
ding of the macro-, meso- and m§cro-level
factors at play in unconventional za'ctivities.
This necessarily implies respecting Ehe views
of the persons directly involved.
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Sex in the City: A Global History of %’rostitution,
1600s-2000s (Leiden: Brill, 2017), p. 833—8@.
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