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In January 1875, the Buenos Aires municipal council legalized
female sexual commerce within authorized bordellos. A decade of rapid
urbanization and population growth, characterized by a high propor
tion of unmarried males, had created problems of social control and
public health that had to be addressed by city authorities. Assisted in
their task by doctors specializing in public health who were aware of
European legislation on the issue, councilmen enacted a law purport
edly intended to improve public health. Instead, the desire to create
revenues from exorbitant lic~nse fees meant that municipally regulated
prostitution served principally to keep prostitutes off the streets and
enlarge city coffers. It was not until 1888 that the Dispensario de Salu
bridad (or Prostitutes' Registry) was established along with the Sifi
licomio (the venereal disease hospital) to periodically examine and treat
women in licensed houses of prostitution. 1

Municipal attitudes toward prostitutes paralleled official views of
other working-class women. During the same years, less successful
measures were enacted to register and monitor wet-nurses, female do
mestic servants, hotel employees, and waitresses. By the early twenti
eth century, local authorities were discouraging the employment of fe
males as cafe waitresses by charging their employers high license fees
and forcing the women to register as prostitutes. The common goal of
these laws was to control independent, lower-class females at the same
time that unsupervised women workers were being removed from the
urban workplace. 2

*The research for this paper was funded by a National Endowment for the Humanities
Senior Summer Fellowship and a University of Arizona Sabbatical Grant. An earlier ver
sion of this paper was presented to the International Congress of Americanists in Bogota
Colombia, in June 1985. The author wishes to thank Ursula Lamb, Sandra McGee
Deutsch, Kevin Gosner, and Asuncion Lavrin for comments on earlier drafts and to ac
knowledge the helpful critiques by anonymous LARR reviewers.
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According to the 1875 prostitution law, women who sold sexual
favors to more than one man had to have biweekly medical examina
tions and live alone or work in licensed houses. Within the bordellos,
prostitutes were treated like part-time jail inmates. Madames (regentas)
could not leave the premises for more than twenty-four hours, and
prostitutes were required to return within two hours of sunset. Women
could not appear at windows or doors to entice customers. Outside, all
prostitutes had to carry identity cards. If a woman wanted to leave the
bordello, she had to prove her good intentions by "volunteering" her
services at a charitable institution for one month. Anyone who did not
register and was accused of prostitution was automatically treated as a
criminal and fined. 3

Despite good intentions, the licensing of prostitution in Buenos
Aires and other cities throughout the world had unanticipated conse
quences. Because customers were not encouraged to seek treatment
and no effective cures existed for syphilis or gonorrhea until the twenti
eth century, campaigns to lower rates of venereal disease that included
state-regulated prostitution were ineffectual. Legalized prostitution
could not control the spread of these illnesses, but it had significant
consequences, among them harassment of poor working women and
the corruption of public officials by criminals involved in procuring new
recruits. It did not improve the lives of prostitutes because it turned
what had been a casual activity among poor women into a permanent
and quasi-criminal one, legal but monitored by the police. The history
of how and why local governments addressed issues of public health
and social control through prostitution laws provides an important way
of studying the impact of modernization and urbanization on women in
Latin America.

PROSTITUTION AND WHITE SLAVERY

Many international reformist groups were particularly shocked
by aspects of legal prostitution that purportedly forced some European
women to migrate involuntarily to countries like Argentina and provide
sexual gratification for men of different nationalities and races. Al
though the incidence of white slavery was highly exaggerated and the
belief that women were mere passive victims mostly unwarranted, the
campaign against white slavery, or the international traffic in women
and children, became an important issue of moral reform. Initially, the
Argentine Socialist party became interested in abolishing licensed pros
titution in order to rid the country of white slavers. 4

Buenos Aires, the Argentine capital, was cited in many reports
as a haven for pimps who took advantage of legalized prostitution and
made a legal business out of forcing innocent European women into
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foreign bordellos. At the tenth meeting of the International Abolitionist
Federation, held in Geneva in September 1908, Sir Percy Bunting, direc
tor of the Contemporary Review, blamed the Buenos Aires system of mu
nicipally licensed bordellos for allowing white slavers to operate in Ar
gentina. According to Bunting, one had only to look at the nationality
of registered women to realize that "prostitution is controlled by the
international traffic and there it is fed by the houses that receive these
women and live off their sexual commerce."s

Buenos Aires obtained this notoriety because of the large num
bers of foreign-born women who plied their trade in the rapidly grow
ing capital and port city. As early as 187~ almost 50 percent of prosti
tutes registered for the first time were foreign-born, and between 1889
and 1901, they grew to represent 75 percent. This trend occurred at a
time when the city's female adult population was as much as 60 percent
foreign-born. Not until the 1920s did the number of newly registered
Argentine prostitutes began to increase, and by 1934 they represented
44 percent, even though native-born females constituted 67 percent of
the city's population. 6

White slavery seemed to accompany licensed prostitution in Ar
gentina. Just three months after bordellos became a completely legiti
mate business, the local La Naci6n reported that a French court had
condemned a man and woman to jail terms and fines for having "cor
rupted the conscience of several young French women and brought
them to Buenos Aires to practice the disgusting vice of prostitution."?
Within a year, Hungarians were already well entrenched in similar pur
suits in Buenos Aires, but their importance was soon surpassed by
French pimps and then by Poles, mainly Jews. 8

Given the prospect of racial and ethnic intermingling, opposition
to legalized prostitution helped mobilize moral reformers, feminists,
and international political groups to form a worldwide lobby. Heart
ened by the 1886 repeal of the English Contagious Diseases Acts (which
in certain port cities had forced women accused of soliciting into broth
els), reformers associated with groups such as the National Vigilance
Association, the International Federation of Abolitionists, the Interna
tional Bureau for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic, and even
the League of Nation's Special Body of Experts on the Traffic in Women
and Children all sought to abolish licensed female prostitution every
where.

What most groups really wanted was to protect the honor of
their countrywomen abroad and ultimately to control the physical mo
bility of women at home. To accomplish these goals, reformers empha
sized either the immorality of forcing their "white women" into sexual
slavery abroad or the dishonor of having foreign-born women degraded
in local bordellos. This motive was clearly revealed in 1906 when a
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Major Wagener, head of the German National Committee, reported to
an international anti-white-slavery congress on conditions in Brazil and
Argentina. He admitted that German ships were being used to trans
port women involuntarily but expressed relief that most of the German
speaking women at risk were in fact Polish, Hungarian, or Russian. In
1910 Jewish reformers expressed similarly narrow concerns by stating
that they were assembled lito discuss [the subject] as a specifically Jew
ish one." The implication was that these problems could be prevented if
single women stayed at home in their native lands. 9

During the era of licensed municipal bordellos in Argentina
(1875-1936), three political parties enjoyed strong constituencies in Ar
gentina: the Partido Autonomista Nacional (the PAN or the Conserva
tive party), the official party of the oligarchical elites who ruled the
country from 1880 to 1916; the Union Civica Radical (the VCR or Radical
party), a middle-class party that after 1890 challenged the PAN until it
won the presidency in 1916; and the Partido Socialista (the PS or Social
ist party), which had strong support in the city of Buenos Aires. Only
the Socialists took a firm stand on the issue of legalized prostitution,
and opinions diverged widely within the party. Some members be
lieved the main issue to be white slavery. Others viewed the abolition
of municipally licensed prostitution as a solution to controlling venereal
disease and a way to end state harassment of poor women. In any case,
because Socialists were committed to the improvement of the working
class and to gender equality, they had to find a means of dealing with
this particular form of sexual exploitation.

Founded in 1890 by immigrant ideologues, the Socialist party
saw its future assured when Juan B. Justo, an Argentine physician,
joined the group and became its leader. One of many doctors who al
lied themselves with the Socialist cause, Justo wanted to cure social ills
by improving, rather than destroying, the existing order. 10 Other So
cialist physicians such as Angel Gimenez, Nicolas Repetto, and Alicia
Moreau de Justo drew heavily on their medical expertise and commit
ment to sexual prophylaxis and education to develop a multifaceted
campaign against involuntary sexual slavery and state-regulated prosti
tution. Their attitudes toward prostitution reveal the way that medically
oriented positivism enabled party members to recognize many of the
injustices suffered by women in Argentina.

Over the years, Socialists were elected as national senators and
deputies, and they also won significant representation on the Buenos
Aires municipal council. From these positions they persuaded other
legislators to enact laws to ameliorate social and economic conditions.
Much of this effort was geared toward creating public health facilities
for the indigent. Socialists advocated treatment strategies for malaria,
tuberculosis, leprosy, and venereal disease.
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The party also had a special commitment to expand women's
political, social, and legal rights. Defenders of the right to divorce, fe
male suffrage, and publicly supported sex education, Socialists also
campaigned against municipally licensed female prostitution.

Most of the Socialist physicians were higienistas who were com
mitted to public health care rather than to private practice. They often
worked with other higienistas in municipal hospitals and on the city
council. Their joint knowledge about the causes of communicable dis
eases probably had more impact on urban planning and social control
in Buenos Aires and other Argentine cities than any other group of
trained professionals.

The goal of higienistas was to instill better sanitation and health
practices among the poor. They initiated programs for child care and
maternal education in the hope of improving the reproductive capacity
of immigrant and native populations and training parents to assume
more responsibility for the appropriate socialization of their children.
To achieve these varying goals, new behavior norms had to be incul
cated in the working class for the sake of future generations. For this
reason, public health physicians targeted women more frequently than
men as objects of reform because they were most responsible for child
rearing.

Much of what physicians recommended for improved urban
health thus transcended their task as healers of biological disease and
underscored their role as social reformers. Doctors identified lower
class urban residents as both the cause and the victims of disease.
While higienistas campaigned and proposed treatment for epidemic
and pandemic diseases, their proposals thus advocated lvwer-class
moral reform. 11

From 1875 on, moralistic doctors operated public hospitals, the
Dispensario, and the Sifilicomio. They shaped prostitution legislation
while serving on the municipal council, and the ordinances they helped
design, as well as the internal regulations they wrote for the Dispen
sario and the Sifilicomio, demonstrated their firm conviction that doc
tors could control venereal disease by examining prostitutes, who were
expected to behave deferentially. A physician could even declare a
prostitute unwell and incarcerate her in the Sifilicomio if she resisted
the physician's authority during an examination. 12

Eventually, Socialist higienistas campaigned for new public
health laws that relied on less coercive and less moralistic reasoning
and offered more comprehensive medical treatment. To create public
health legislation that was free of unscientific assumptions, Socialist
higienistas had to scrutinize municipal laws and join forces with other
positivist physicians. All of them had to overcome a long tradition of
dealing with prostitutes according to policies that derived from class-
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and gender-based moral judgments rather than from sound medical
practices.

Despite extensive evidence of male prostitution and the role of
males as sources of contamination for healthy prostitutes, no men were
ever subjected to prostitution registration or mandatory medical exami
nation until the advent of compulsory prenuptial blood tests after 1936.
Argentine physicians knew that Buenos Aires contained a significant
homosexual population, male and female, and that male prostitutes
could be found not only among streetwalkers soliciting sex but within
supposedly all-female bordellos. Nevertheless, no one ever suggested
licensing male prostitutes or criminalizing homosexual activity among
male or female adults. This stance resulted from the doctors' view that
male homosexual prostitutes-unlike inherently immoral female prosti
tutes-had acquired their sexual preferences and were temporarily
mentally ill because they misunderstood female sexuality. Equally im
portant was the belief that homosexuals were not health risks. These
doctors clearly believed that prostitution and venereal disease origi
nated from gender-based social, moral, and medical considerations. It
became the task of Socialist higienistas to point out the unscientific way
that other physicians viewed these issues. 13

To the great dismay of all public health officials, most prostitutes
evaded registration. Unwilling to define their sexual activities as a per
manent profession and to submit to medical examinations that might
prevent them from working, many women were also unable to open
their own businesses because of high rents and municipal fees. Conse
quently, they worked out of apartments, cabarets, bars, restaurants,
and theaters or cruised the crowded downtown streets in search of cus
tomers. Over the years, their numbers grew as a result of poor pros
pects for employment at a decent wage, the need to pay high rents for
lodging, and the inability of men to support families on a single
income.

A specialist in venereal disease claimed in 1903 that there were
eight to ten thousand prostitutes in Buenos Aires, yet less than eight
hundred had registered. By 1915 the number of clandestine prostitutes
was estimated to have increased to almost nineteen thousand. Dr. J. J.
Puente calculated that the number of registered prostitutes in 1929
equaled 10 percent of the total. In the 1930s, it was believed that
twenty-five to thirty thousand women practiced prostitution in Buenos
Aires, although less than three hundred were usually registered. None
of the estimates presumed that more than 10 percent of the adult fe
male population of Buenos Aires engaged in prostitution in these years,
but although other cities might have had a higher proportion of pre
sumed prostitutes, this likelihood provided little comfort to the doctors
who had tried to contain commercial sex within legal bordellos. 14
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Medical inspection of female prostitutes not only discouraged
registration, it also failed to contain the spread of venereal disease.
While their uninspected customers infected their wives or other sexual
partners, ill prostitutes taught each other a variety of ways to contami
nate their vaginal secretions to mask the presence of venereal disease.
Confronted by a system they perceived to be coercive, one in which
their customers were neither inspected nor treated, these women re
sisted medical treatment. As a consequence, the number of deaths in
Buenos Aires from venereal disease actually increased after medical in
spection of prostitutes was implemented. By 1906 public health officials
charged with monitoring legalized prostitution in the capital city char
acterized the ability to control venereal disease by this means as "com
pletely illusory" and were convinced that the problem could be handled
better if prostitution were not municipally regulated. 15

Confronted by such evidence, many higienistas, Socialists and
non-Socialists alike, began to argue for reforms. Dr. Jose Manuel Irizar,
Director of the Dispensario de Salubridad in the 1890s, lambasted the
system in 1902 by stating that "any ordinance that stresses a coercive
spirit will be counterproductive as a method of prophylaxis." He recom
mended that instead of relying on the health of prostitutes, programs
of public education and treatment of all infected persons should be
undertaken. 16

The following year, Dr. Enrique Prins, Secretary of the Buenos
Aires public health program (the Asistencia Publica), published a con
cise indictment of legalized prostitution based solely on empirical rea
soning. He refuted the notion that written laws influence a woman's
decision to engage in commercial sex. "They do it when the tendency
and opportunity are suited to their necessity," and not at the age that
the municipality defines as appropriate. He questioned whether the
organization and location of legal bordellos had any effect on public
morality. Above all, he criticized the mandatory hospitalization and in
carceration of diseased prostitutes, arguing that they would be less dan
gerous if allowed to make their own decisions. Prins's arguments sup
ported the assertion that prostitution control had little medical or moral
utility. 17

PALACIOS AND THE ANTI-PIMPING LAW OF 1913

During the first few years after the Socialist party was founded,
no mention was made of the prostitution issue. But by the time Alfredo
Palacios was elected as the first Socialist in the Chamber of Deputies in
1904, he responded to the reformist clamors of the anti-white-slavery
movement by joining the international campaign and sponsoring a na
tionallaw to punish pimps. Although Palacios had no personal desire
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to abolish licensed prostitution, he was outraged by the impunity with
which white slavers imported allegedly defenseless immigrant women
into Argentina merely to supply legal and clandestine houses with
fresh young recruits.

The origins of the bill, as well as its fate in Congress, illustrate
the important role played by the Socialist party in encouraging public
debate and support for laws aimed at ending female exploitation. The
Palacios Law, as it soon became known, was originally drafted by a
group of moral reformers called the Asociaci6n Nacional Argentina con
tra la Trata de Blancas. Formed in 1902 by Dr. Arturo Condom!, the
association was supported by important members of the foreign com
munity, including their religious leaders. The following year, the asso
ciation asked PAN member Dr. Miguel Cane to present a bill to the
Senate. The projected law would incarcerate anyone, male or female,
who seduced or otherwise forced a female minor to commit acts "that
would satisfy the dishonest desires of others." The length of prison
terms would depend on the age of the woman and on whether the
guilty party was related to the victim. A convicted man would be re
quired to reimburse the costs of repatriating the woman and to support
any offspring resulting from the alliance. 18

The project did not pass in Congress that year nor in subsequent
ones. Even with Socialist backing, not until after 1907 did sufficient
public interest in the issue cause the bill to be debated in Congress.
Revised and sponsored by Palacios, the bill was ignored until 1913. A
catalyzing event in 1912 was the Buenos Aires visit of William Coote,
president of the International Bureau for the Suppression of the White
Slave Traffic. Coote noted in his memoirs, "In view of the absence of
any public opinions on morals, . . . the wonder was that things were
not worse." His visit heartened those who had been battling for so long
to get the anti-pimping bill passed. 19

Finally, on 8 August 1913, Palacios introduced yet another bill.
As before, the legislation was designed to punish pimps. But this bill
broadened the definition of white slavery to encompass corruption of
minors, both male and female, and adult women under age twenty
two, thereby differing from the 1903 plan advocated by the Asociaci6n
Nacional Argentina contra la Trata de Blancas. Once again, the guilty
party would face a jail sentence, and if a relative, husband, or tutor,
would lose the right to exercise parental authority (patria potestad) over
the woman or the minor. Foreign-born pimps faced deportation if con
victed of white slavery more than once.

The Palacios measure parted company with the goals of the anti
white-slavery group when it came to the issue of legalized prostitution.
Whereas pimps, parents, and guardians would automatically be tried
for the crime of corrupting minors, bordello madames would not. Only
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when madames knowingly took in minors would they be considered
coauthors of the crime. 20

In his accompanying message, Palacios mentioned how im
pressed he had been by Coote's visit and how embarrassed he was that
Buenos Aires was known in Europe as "the worst of all the centers of
the immoral commerce in women.,,21 During his speech, Palacios did
not attempt to analyze the problem from a Marxist or even a public
health perspective. Nor did he challenge the system of licensed prosti
tution as fostering illegal traffic in women. For him, it was simply a
matter of national shame and embarrassment that Argentina was allow
ing the illegal traffic in young women to operate anywhere in the re
public. According to his view, in order to eliminate the scandal, female
minors-even if they were prostitutes-had to be given legal protection
from pimps.

When the bill emerged from the Chamber of Deputies' legislative
commission on which Palacios served, its modifications included legal
protection of adult females. According to the revision, if adult women
were forced into prostitution because their consent had been given un
der deception or threat of violence, the author of the crime would face
from one to three years in prison. With this provision, the projected law
ensured for the first time that any woman forced into prostitution invol
untarily, whether by a stranger or a relative, could seek legal redress. 22

In support of their bill, committee members pointed out that on
26 February 1904, the Argentine Ministry of Foreign Relations had
promised to honor the recommendations of a 1902 international anti
white-slavery conference held in Paris. The conference urged all nations
to enact appropriate legislation to prevent international traffic in
women and children from operating in their own countries. An interna
tional accord was signed in 1904, but Argentina was not a signatory
partner. Thus the legislation at hand merely fulfilled the Argentine
promise. 23 Congressional debates indicated that the majority of depu
ties, mostly members of the PAN and the Radical party, had few spe
cific objections to the revised legislation. The only discordant note came
from another Socialist deputy, Dr. Nicolas Repetto, who objected to the
article that excluded madames who "simply admit women into licensed
houses of prostitution" from being accused of corrupting women or
children. Repetto believed that no national law ought to dignify such a
profession.

But Deputies Arturo Bas and Palacios, both members of the com
mission, defended the inclusion. As a staunch Catholic, Bas believed
prostitution was a necessary evil that had to be controlled. Palacios
supported the exclusion of madames for different reasons. He justified
legalized prostitution because it was already sanctioned by municipal
law and because it would be "English hypocrisy" to deny the right of
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local governments to regulate an inevitable situation that he grudgingly
labeled a result of "the present economic system."24

Once Bas and Palacios began to discuss the value of prostitution
laws, discord arose in the congressional debate. After an exchange of
ideas regarding the merits of legalized prostitution and the legal rights
of madames, most of the legislators refused to engage in the debate.
After all, the ordinances were local, and it was one thing to prosecute
procurers and quite another to prohibit municipally regulated prostitu
tion. This legislative success, however, did little to quiet objections by
Repetto to the clause excluding madames.

Local and international responses to the legislation were favor
able. Most European and Argentine moral reform groups were de
lighted. According to the British Vigilance Record, "The effect [of the bill]
was electrical; according to the investigation department no less than
2,000 procurers ... left the capital as if fleeing from an earthquake."25
Nevertheless, many Argentine Socialists were not satisfied with merely
stopping the international traffic. They wanted the complete eradica
tion of legal bordellos.

Even before the law was enacted, a debate emerged on the pages
of the Socialist newspaper, La Vanguardia. It began on 19 September
1913 with an editorial announcing that the clause recognizing the rights
of madames elevated "the legal prostitution traffic to a necessary and
lawful profession."26 In subsequent issues on 20 and 21 September, Dr.
Angel Gimenez wrote two more editorials, both entitled "Prostitution,
the Bankruptcy of Its Legislation," in which he concluded that it was
"inefficient, useless, and dangerous to regulate prostitution in any way
so as to extend the tutelage of the state to something that should be a
completely private act." He also criticized Palacios indirectly by ridicul
ing those who believed that the repeal of the English Contagious Dis
eases Act was hypocritical. 27

But some members of the Socialist party were not about to give
up on the question of legalized prostitution. Some referred to Carolina
Muzilli's 1913 study of Argentine working women that identified the
most common causes of prostitution as limited job opportunities, low
wages, and male deceit. Others, like Gimenez and Alicia Moreau de
Justo, supported the educational work of the Socialist Sociedad Luz,
founded in 1898 by Juan B. Justo to provide free education for the work
ing class. They also applauded the efforts of the Liga Argentina de
Profilaxis Social (the Argentine Social Health League), founded in 1921
to promote public sex education through conferences, movies, and
pamphlets. 28

The split within the Argentine Socialist party mirrored the di
verse positions taken by other reformers on the issues of white slavery
and legalized prostitution. Although everyone recognized some evi-
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dence of international traffic in women and children for the purpose of
prostitution, disagreements arose as to its extent and cure. Many
Catholics believed that St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas had co
gently justified prostitution as a necessary evil. According to this view,
pimping, rather than prostitution, should be eliminated. For others, the
debate centered on laws dealing with immigration reform.

In response to this view, certain European feminists objected to
the term "white slavery" because it made false distinctions or exagger
ated the passivity and helplessness of immigrant women. They argued
that claims of white slavery were highly exaggerated and that women
had to take responsibility for their actions. Most believed that all li
censed prostitution was involuntary and coercive because the state was
forcing women to continue working as prostitutes with no regulation of
male sexuality.29

Latin American feminists shared many of these views but criti
cized the unusual concern for the nationality of the woman involved.
As Uruguayan Dr. Paulina Luisi, a firm advocate of abolitionism in Uru
guay and Argentina, responded to an international resolution prohibit
ing the entry of foreign prostitutes, "I would like to know why my
Government could expel a woman merely on the grounds that she is a
foreign prostitute? ... In that case why should we allow our nationals
to commit crimes? We should be nationalising prostitution and not ad
mitting foreign competition. That would be too base a principle to ac
cept.,,30 With such a range of opinions on this controversial subject, it is
no wonder that Argentine Socialists did not always agree on how to
deal with prostitution. But after the debate over the Palacios Law sub
sided, it became clear that a new political strategy needed to be devised
to avoid future disagreements. The solution came about when physi
cians within the party redirected the debate away from issues of mo
rality and nationality to that of public health.

POSITIVISM AND PROSTITUTION LAWS

In order to deal with social problems, Socialist public health phy
sicians applied positivist principles that reflected their awareness of
gender and class relationships. Positivism was based on the observable
rather than on metaphysical beliefs, having been formulated in France
in the 1840s to control social unrest by "introducing a system of order
via a knowledge and application of society's laws. Sociology was the
capstone which crowned . . . a hierarchy beginning . . . with mathe
matics, then proceeding to astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, in
that order, and finally sociology. Sociology from on high would insure
political order 'in the midst of profound moral disorder.' ,,31
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Positivism, public health, and socialism in Buenos Aires were
further linked by local philosophical developments and practical appli
cations. One of Argentina's most famous positivists, Jose Ingenieros,
was both a Socialist and a physician. Although he never joined the
party formally, he attended party rallies as a medical student in the
1890s with Angel Gimenez. Ingenieros broke with the Socialists in 1905
over particular political disagreements rather than over Socialist
philosophy. 32

After Ingenieros received his medical degree, he worked as di
rector of the Servicio de Observaci6n de Alienados (the mental health
observation service) of the Buenos Aires police department from 1904 to
1913. He and his associates examined jail inmates in order to investi
gate all that was "morbid and antisocial" in the capital city. The results
of their research became the basis of modern Argentine criminological
theory as well as a justification for· subsequent Socialist-sponsored ur
ban reforms. 33

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, Inge
nieros and his colleagues had gathered enough empirical data on crime
in Buenos Aires to justify introducing new forms of social control. Al
though Ingenieros adhered to a Darwinist faith in biology and the
struggle for life, he believed that criminality and deviant behavior were
not immutably based on biology or morality. Instead, many definitions
of criminality were reflections of class or group interests. The separa
tion of social and biological concerns in criminology would identify
these factors and ultimately reform the legal system. As Ingenieros
noted:
Each group or class has its own morality. There is no way to claim that the one
espoused by the dominant class at any time or in any place is superior to any
other, rather, it is more useful to the governing class. These kinds of moral
definitions are particularly perceptible in the realm of crimes against the social
order as compared with crimes against property....

Undoubtedly the advent of a new morality must be accompanied by a
transformation of the notions of honesty and delinquency, of virtue and vice, of
good and evil. From this perspective, the diffusion of scientific philosophy will
eventually subvert the legal concept of crime and ultimately force the law to
approximate biological reality. 34

Ingenieros's assertion that social cnmes were not rooted in bi
ology provided Socialists with a clearer understanding of how to ap
proach class and gender issues. If no provable biological explanation for
a crime existed, then the decision to define the act as a crime was politi
cally and ideologically inspired. Thus scientific evidence proving that
legalized prostitution did not prevent the spread of venereal disease
would unmask the false claims that providing medical treatment for
poor prostitutes-but not for their elite and poor customers-would
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solve the problem. Scientific inquiry could also be used to question the
definition of sexual crime that made actions legal in authorized bordel
los but illegal elsewhere.

In addition to making these critIcisms of the system, Ingenieros
offered his own thoughts on the causes of prostitution. Although he
published research on the subject carried out by colleagues who as
sumed that prostitutes were immoral but criminal only when they or
their accomplices defrauded the customers, Ingenieros disagreed on
both points. In an introduction to one such study published in 1908,
Ingenieros reiterated his assertion that social crimes derived from
norms of the moment and that crime is defined by the "limits the collec
tivity places on the individual in the struggle for life.,,35 Thus from his
perspective, the decision to monitor female prostitutes for moral pur
poses while characterizing male homosexual prostitutes as mentally ill
and ignoring their commerce was a class- and gender-based approach.
Ingenieros developed his ideas further in subsequent studies of mar
riage and the family in which he implicitly addressed the assumptions
that led to criminalizing sexual commerce. 36

SOCIALIST PHYSICIANS AND PROSTITUTION LEGISLATION

An eventual shift in the position of Socialist legislators toward
Ingenieros's theories helped them outlaw municipally regulated prosti
tution in Argentina. The process began when Dr. Angel Gimenez, who
taught young people sex hygiene and treated venereal diseases in the
city's hospitals, became a national deputy and subsequently served as a
representative to the Buenos Aires Municipal Council. Gimenez drafted
laws to abolish licensed prostitution and provide free national health
care for venereal disease as well as sex education. 37 In 1917 he launched
a personal crusade in the Argentine Congress to abolish legalized pros
titution. He introduced a new bill to punish anyone "who is in any way
involved in the traffic of women, promotes or facilitates their corruption
and prostitution with the intent to make money, even with the permis
sion of the victim.,,38 The legislation also included provisions for pun
ishing any national, provincial, or municipal authority who allowed
such crimes to continue. This project, which was also sponsored by the
other Socialist deputies, proclaimed a full-scale war on the licensed bor
dellos and directly blamed them for the continued existence of white
slavery in Argentina. 39 Like the earlier attempts by Palacios to enact the
first anti-white-slavery law, Gimenez's new bill was buried in congres
sional committees.

Undeterred, Gimenez took his campaign to the local arena.
Elected to the Buenos Aires municipal council in 1919, he worked with
fellow party members to ban licensed prostitution in the city while cre-
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ating ten municipal clinics to treat victims of venereal disease and offer
sex education classes. 4o This time Gimenez presented a clearly devel
oped class and gender argument against licensed prostitution, one that
incorporated concepts developed by Ingenieros. He questioned why
upper-class courtesans never went to the Prostitutes' Registry and why
better-paid women workers were not compelled to do so. He also
pointed out how low wages led to the sexual exploitation of domestic
servants, clearly the most typical female employment in the city, and
that similar conditions faced female entertainers and "artistes" in the
city. The explanation was the link between female poverty and prostitu
tion. Thus legalizing prostitution had ignored the causes of female
sexual commerce, just as it had failed as a prophylactic measure.
Gimenez concluded with the pragmatic observation that "licensed pros
titution is ... an obstacle to medical treatment" because it offers the
public the illusion of protection against infection. Furthermore, the sys
tem would never work as long as women evaded medical treatment. 41

Gimenez thought initially that victory was at hand. Unfortu
nately, on 6 June 1919 the Buenos Aires Intendente Municipal (the city
mayor) went to the council and threatened to veto any attempts to abol
ish prostitution or to implement the Gimenez program. Despite the
intendente's threats, the Socialist program passed with the minimum
number of votes. Again threatened with a veto, the council reached a
compromise with the mayor. The ordinance only allowed bordellos
with one prostitute to operate. The city promised to provide free medi
cal care to anyone suffering from syphilis and to establish ten evening
clinics to serve the working class. Thus even though the victory ap
peared to be pyrrhic, the compromise struck between the intendente
and the municipal council gave the Socialists half of what they had
recommended. 42

Although the municipality reached a temporary agreement to
continue regulating prostitution, the Buenos Aires debate had not oc
curred in a vacuum. International groups continued to pressure local
and national authorities to abolish legalized prostitution. Thus the
shameless reputation of Buenos Aires in the international community
continued. In 1924 the League of Nations Committee on the Interna
tional Traffic in Women and Children went to Buenos Aires to survey
the white slavery situation there. The Buenos Aires visit was just one of
hundreds made by committee reporters, but the final study (published
in 1927) proved extremely embarrassing for Argentina.

According to the study, the Buenos Aires police were well aware
of the white slavery problem but had been hampered by court cases
that had essentially nullified the Palacios Law. The police kept track of
some five hundred known traffickers but did little to stop them. The
committee concluded that Buenos Aires had "a high percentage of alien
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prostitutes, and a body of underworld characters who assist and fi
nance prostitutes, and who live with impunity upon the earnings of the
victims. ,,43

The audacity of a small group of pimps and traffickers finally
turned public opinion against the system of licensed houses in Buenos
Aires. Over the years, their wealth and political influence had become a
political embarrassment. Every time the municipal council attempted to
change the regulations by raising the minimum age, limiting the num
ber of women in each bordello, banning bawdy houses from the down
town area, or refusing to license new bordellos (between 1927 and
1934), a group of men and women, including immigrant Jews, financed
some of the bordellos and made accommodations with the police.
Gradually, they became more daring and inventive in their methods.
They opened up clandestine houses all over the province of Buenos
Aires as well as in the city. They also invested in establishments in
Rosario and other Argentine cities. Unable to operate as before, they
became more criminal and consequently less controllable by public au
thorities.

In 1930 members of a Jewish pimps' association, the Zwi Migdal,
were arrested. Few convictions resulted, but most pimps fled the coun
try, and the public soon concluded that the white slavery issue had
been solved. Although the organized prostitution ring was important,
contemporaneous and recent studies alike have tended to overestimate
its significance, thereby emphasizing the anti-Semitic aspects of the
scandal and further obscuring the other issues associated with the pros
titution debate. 44

By December 1930, Buenos Aires Intendente Jose Guerrico is
sued a decree abolishing municipally regulated prostitution in the city.
In his prefatory remarks, he admitted that Buenos Aires was considered
a center of international white slavery. More important, he recognized
the validity of arguments previously made by Gimenez and other So
cialists that the system of legalized prostitution was ineffective and a
farce. To rectify the situation, Guerrico decreed that the city would no
longer monitor bordellos and ordered the closing of the Dispensario
and its Prostitutes' Registry. To replace these institutions, he created a
committee, which included Angel Gimenez, to organize a campaign
against venereal disease. 45

It was one thing to issue a decree but quite another to have the
order carried out. Between 1930 and 1934, Buenos Aires mayors bick
ered with members of the municipal council until everyone recognized
the inevitability of abolishing licensed houses. They finally agreed to
ban them after 31 December 1934 and replace existing ordinances with
laws offering medical care and repatriation or help in finding "honest
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jobs" for those leaving bordellos. The municipal council also authorized
more comprehensive municipal campaigns against venereal disease.46

Even though the city of Buenos Aires banned licensed bordellos
after 1934, it remained unclear whether prostitution itself was illegal.
Many also wondered how effective such a law could be when the city
suburbs still allowed houses to operate both legally and clandestinely.
At this point, it became evident that municipalities had little control
over the prostitution business so long as their neighbors were reluctant
to adopt similar policies. Under these circumstances, local governments
were unable to stop either the activities of many pimps or the flight of
prostitutes to the suburbs. Consequently, the military president, Gen
eral Jose Uriburu, began in March 1931 to consider national measures to
resolve the problem. He authorized a committee to study prostitution
in Buenos Aires. Members were urged to suggest new regulations, al
though the possibility of prohibiting licensed houses was still not
mentioned. 47

Until the national debate over legalized prostitution finally be
came a vocal one in the 1930s, the Socialist party continued its policy of
protesting legalized prostitution and encouraging better medical facili
ties for venereal disease. Its efforts were reinforced by important modi
fications to the Civil Code in 1926 that legally protected women from
undue parental or spousal pressures. According to the new law, mar
ried and minor women could choose their own professions and did not
have to tum their wages over to husbands or fathers. Although this
legislation did not ensure that women would no longer be victimized by
family members, at least they could tum to the courts.48

In 1933 Socialists led by Angel Gimenez introduced into Con
gress the first proposal for national venereal disease treatment. The
intent of the legislation was to have the national government take over
all treatment centers for venereal disease, make sex education manda
tory in primary schools and the armed forces, prohibit licensed prosti
tution, and require prenuptial medical exams. It also established as
grounds for divorce a spouse's contracting a venereal disease. 49 In a
single piece of legislation, Gimenez and his supporters managed to tie
together a series of Socialist goals and present them to the public in the
name of public health reform. The tactic was a brilliant one, and al
though it was never completely implemented, the Argentine public
gradually became more sensitized to such matters, and eventually a
series of public health measures were approved.

Throughout the 1930s, the Socialists worked with others to pro
mote greater state control of the economy and public health, and thus
the idea of a national venereal disease law was not unrealistic. But it
was not until 1934 that Argentine politicians allied with the military
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began to formulate their stance on the issue. The opportunity arose in
May 1934, when Deputy Tiburcio Padilla, a prominent conservative
physician who claimed to be apolitical, offered a national venereal dis
ease law that excluded sex education and made no mention of prostitu
tion or divorce. Then in June 1935, Padilla introduced another sex edu
cation bill. This version specified the grades in which sex education
should be offered and made it obligatory for bars, hotels, and other
sites of assignation to sell prophylactic devices. He also insisted that
bachelors over twenty-five pay a tax of 3 to 5 percent to encourage them
to get married. 50

Eventually the Commission of Hygiene and Social Assistance
was formed in the Chamber of Deputies to aid Padilla and Gimenez in
working out a compromise bill that would resolve the differences be
tween the Socialists and the Conservatives. The final version of this
legislation was passed in December 1936. It included provisions for
abolishing licensed prostitution throughout the nation and for setting
up a national program of mandatory prenuptial exams for males. 51

The abolition of licensed prostitution did not end prostitution in
the city of Buenos Aires. Indeed, prostitution continued to flourish de
spite the increased legal and medical protection offered by Socialist leg
islation. Nurtured by the rising rate of Argentine female unemploy
ment and low wages, the international economic depression, and the
persistence of family coercion, prostitution continued to exist but was
finally hidden from public scrutiny. It is also questionable whether the
new Argentine laws actually ended the prospects of international white
slavery. The diminution of European immigration to the Americas oc
casioned by the outbreak of World War II probably had a more decisive
role in the decline of reported cases. Nevertheless, most national and
international moral reformers were delighted with the new law. Argen
tines could claim a moral victory by ignoring the plight of poor women,
and Europeans could contentedly believe that their women were safe in
Buenos Aires. As with many other attempts to control "dangerous
women," prostitution laws were unenforceable because they failed to
address the causes of female poverty. But if poor women could not be
driven off the streets, they could be rendered invisible by ignoring their
plight.

CONCLUSION

The history of prostitution in rapidly modernizing Latin Ameri
can cities is an important topic that needs to be reexamined from the
perspective of women's history. Efforts to control and criminalize fe
male sexual commerce provide an index of female-focused moral re
form activity in developing countries and also show how host countries
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responded to external moral pressures during periods of intense immi
gration. While this issue is a significant one, it should not define the
extent and nature of the prostitution controversy in any country, how
ever.

As seen in the Argentine case, anti-white-slavery lobbies were
racist and nationalistic in their desire to protect only foreign-born
women from sexual exploitation. Nationalistic concerns tended to ob
scure the interrelationships of local economic conditions to female
sexual commerce and to female immigration. It also completely ignored
the issue of clandestine prostitution because of the impossibility of de
termining the nationality of the women involved. Yet the clandestines
must be studied because they always greatly outnumbered those who
registered.

The focus of the antiprostitution campaign on conditions in the
port city of Buenos Aires also obscured the impact of legalized prostitu
tion in other Argentine cities. In many of these municipalities, propor
tionately far more native-born women entered legal bordellos than im
migrant women, yet this difference rarely entered into the national
debate. Comparative studies of prostitution are therefore necessary in
order to understand the situation in Buenos Aires.

Another critical issue that needs to be expanded is the way that
public health authorities linked control of female prostitutes to the
transmission of venereal disease. Preventing pandemic or epidemic dis
eases has been a major task confronting municipal officials in all rapidly
growing cities. If programs to protect the public were flawed by gender
and class prejudices, they probably had little chance of success. The
Socialist campaign to abolish legalized prostitution should therefore be
viewed as part of a larger effort to attack the Argentine medical value
system through legislative reform.

In order to accomplish their goals, Socialists encouraged national
as well as municipal reforms. The enactment of the national Law of
Social Profilaxis in 1936 was part of a series of laws designed to wrest
public health reform away from municipalities and place it under na
tional supervision. From this perspective, new inquiries into the social
legislation of conservative governments in the 1930s may lead to a re
assessment of this era in Argentine history.
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