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This paper examines the changing forms of sentimental discourse at the turn-of-

the- century, reading social reform media as engines for rethinking and reevaluating the 

place of the “fallen woman” within larger bodies politic.  Building on antebellum efforts 

to promote “moral reform” – a large coalition of movements, in this case focusing upon 

the abolition of prostitution -- women’s groups such as the American Female Guardian 

Society created their own media networks as a means of furthering their social goals.  

The fictional and nonfiction stories published in their newspapers tirelessly argue for a 

central guiding belief: that fallen women are not naturally transgressive sirens, but rather, 

morally worthy and respectable daughters, sisters, and mothers whose ostracization 

represents the cruelest hypocrisy of prevailing socio-economic and religious structures.  

As the 19th century turned into the 20th, however, the question of whose daughters, sisters, 

and mothers these prostitutes happened to be reveals competing discourses, and social 

pressures regarding immigration, nativism, and eugenics inflecting moral reform 

activism. Through the society’s main newspaper, the Advocate and Family Guardian, 

members advance anti-fallenness arguments using sentimental narrative strategies, 

initially encouraging their white, middle-class female readership to identify and 

sympathize with sex workers.  These strategies transform prostitute (back) into the 

reader’s daughter, sister, or mother, urging women readers to feel sentimentally by 

feeling metaphorically. But as the century wears on, the limits of metaphor, and of 

sentiment, are exposed as readers are asked to sympathize but not identify, help out, but 

not understand.  By looking at a selection of stories from the Advocate (ranging from the 



1870s through the 1930s, but concentrating on the 1890s and 1900s), I hope to suggest 

ways in which the reform press, exemplified in moral reform, can track the 

metamorphosis of narrative styles and strategies -- a metamorphosis itself reacting to the 

course of larger social ruptures. 

 


