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Introduction 

 

The eighteenth century was a period that saw a great deal of social change; class 

mobility became easier and the pursuit of pleasure teamed with increased leisure time 

and money resulted in a blurring of class-lines that had not been seen before. Although 

this social mobility gave a greater quality of life to many, it also increasingly highlighted 

social problems further down the economic ladder. The ability to increase money and 

leisure time came only to those who already had some financial stability; the plebeian 

masses were largely excluded from the great changes that affected the rest of the 

country. As the century progressed, theatres, operas and pleasure gardens were 

increasingly filled with people from all walks of life, but a distinct difference in 

acceptable attitudes and behaviour remained; as much as the respectable could 

increase their social stations, it remained unacceptable for the working-class to do the 

same.  

 

The complex changes of the eighteenth century increased the social interest in 

prostitution, with Restoration theatre bringing rise to actresses as one example of this. 

Actresses, who were unusually successful and rich women in the public sphere, 

became associated with prostitution as public interest into their private sex lives 

increased. The political and social focus on prostitution during the eighteenth century 

is unquestionable; it affected women from all backgrounds and thus highlighted the 

equally complex and highly debated subject of women's place in both the social world 

and the working world. The eighteenth century was a period where patriarchal values 

dominated the way that men and women lived and worked together. It was considered 

that men were physically, sexually and socially more powerful and significant than 
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women, which was reflected in their jobs and the way they spent their time. The 

patriarchy as a social model restricted both men and women to certain expected 

behaviours and selling one’s body for a living certainly fell out of these restrictions, 

meaning prostitutes were deemed a significant social threat.  

 

Drawing on recorded contemporary sources, this work will highlight and analyse 

the perceived causes of prostitution, the effect it had on society and the methods used 

in (failed) attempts to curb it. The genuine causes of prostitution are vast and complex, 

and will be used to highlight how perceived causes fell short of a real explanation. The 

arguments raised and conclusions drawn will largely be based on recorded 

contemporary social commentary including poems, letters, and legal reports, 

contrasted with the genuine reasons where relevant. The sources are instantly 

problematic to the historian; there are many opinions from the eighteenth century that 

were never recorded because of illiteracy or the social and political insignificance of 

the person involved. This cannot be helped, but it is important to highlight the 

weaknesses of the sources that have been used here and note that this has been 

considered when drawing inferences and conclusions. 

 

The outcome of this work will show that despite perceived changes in causes, 

effects, and how to control prostitution, each account essentially comes down to the 

remaining influence of patriarchy and the belief that these women needed salvation or 

reformation rather than how to learn life skills that encourage respectable employment. 

Moreover, with the majority of the sources read being written by men, the research 

instantly has a gender specific bias. The few examples of women’s writings are rare, 

which further highlights the fundamental idea of patriarchy and the view that as 
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sexually, socially and politically passive, women’s views, even on specifically women’s 

issues, are limited.  

 

 Based on patriarchal authority and the gender double standard, models of 

expected male and female behaviour played a great part in perceived causes of 

prostitution, which will be explored within chapter one. It will be seen that because the 

perceived causes lay far from reality, any method of control limited its success 

instantly. Poverty was not widely recognised as a cause of prostitution until the later 

part of the century, and instead fictional novels and bawds were recognised as two of 

the main causes of prostitution, alongside women’s inherent moral weaknesses. The 

perceived causes will show how opinions changed throughout the century, and the 

prostitute came to be re-defined as contemporary writers debated how she had 

become a ‘fallen angel’.  

 

Chapter two will examine the effect that prostitution had on the rest of society, 

and the sources used will be questioned to see where reality lay. The women involved 

were directly affected by prostitution, but it reached many other aspects of society too. 

From families affected by their daughter’s ruin, to the spreading of venereal disease, 

and young men losing their reputations and inheritance due to a curiosity in the 

pleasures of prostitutes, there were many direct and indirect effects of prostitution. The 

different ways that they were emphasised by their authors will show a range of 

opinions on the matter, including how each gender was affected by prostitution, and in 

turn how the double standard between them became increasingly more evident. 

 

As the eighteenth century moved on and evolved, so too did attitudes towards 
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prostitutes as women and prostitution as a means of earning a living. There are great 

differences between these attitudes at the turn of the eighteenth and the nineteenth-

centuries, which will be examined with the knowledge and hindsight that prostitution 

remained a great social problem through the nineteenth-century, and indeed even so 

today. The recorded social commentary on prostitution is vast and covers many 

opinions towards women who sold their bodies for a living, as is the literature based 

on how to reform the problem. One must note here that the methods used to control 

and hinder prostitution in London ultimately failed, which is a point that shall be 

examined and analysed in the final chapter and conclusion. From individuals to 

reformation groups and magistrates, many suggestions were raised on how to resolve 

the problem of prostitution. Chapter three will investigate and show that it was 

educated males who were suggesting methods of change, and their agendas in doing 

so demonstrate that their failings lay in misinterpreted opinions regarding both the 

causes and effects of prostitution. 

 

Due to illiteracy levels, it will never be known what drove individual women into 

prostitution. However, by looking at perceived causes whilst drawing on wider issues 

within society in the eighteenth century, a picture can be built up of how society had 

misunderstood and then failed them. It was not the prostitutes who needed reforming; 

it was wider society, starting from the top down. Patriarchal values and the wide belief 

that women were the weaker of the sexes was the backbone to perceived causes, 

effects and ways of controlling prostitution. Whether it was at the beginning of the 

century when women were seen to be sexually and morally loose, or from the mid-

century onwards when they were considered pitiable and the “first victim of 

prostitution”, the belief of the cause was that as women they were vulnerable.1 This 
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opinion continued, along with increasing levels and infamy of prostitution through the 

nineteenth-century.  

 

There is a vast amount of secondary literature evaluating different aspects of 

prostitution within the eighteenth century but each are problematic. The correct use of 

sources is inherent to writing concise accounts of history, yet they are by their nature 

challenging to the historian. As Vern Bullough and Randolph Trumbach assert, the 

historian must acknowledge problems encountered in their research to make the 

conclusion as well rounded and as objective as possible, especially when using novels 

as evidence.2 This work will attempt to draw on wider aspects of the eighteenth 

century, rather than isolating prostitution as one part of society, through the use of 

contemporary recordings, many of which do comment on the novel. The complexities 

of the century’s changes would not be done justice without considering other 

influences, and as prostitution was only a part of the jigsaw of social change, albeit a 

very important one, the rest of the pieces need considering too. In this case, this study 

falls into what Tony Henderson refers to as the history of prostitution, rather than his 

own research regarding the history of the prostitute.3  It will not be an analysis of the 

representation of prostitutes as seen through the work of Sophie Carter and Vivien 

Jones, but will instead use this representation to show how contemporary opinion 

changed along with the rest of society in the eighteenth century.4 Keith Thomas has 

highlighted the major issue of the gender double standard in the early modern period, 

and my own research aims to continue his work and highlight how this was especially 

the case for prostitution.5 

 

Although other aspects of society will be investigated alongside prostitution, 
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other groups engaging in unconventional sexuality will not be. As a study of gender 

relations and expectations rather than sexuality, arguments such as Trumbach’s that 

the growth of the effeminate male sodomite in society and the lax attitude towards 

female prostitution are inseparable, is somewhat irrelevant. Though they were both 

given “outcast status” by society, it was for different reasons, and one must highlight 

that sodomy was illegal whereas prostitution was not.6 It is for this reason that male 

prostitution is excluded from this study. 

 

In his review of ‘Prostitutes in History’, Timothy Gilfoyle questions whether 

prostitutes are “metaphors of modernity.” He claims “recent research increasingly 

reveals that issues of regulating female sexuality, licensing brothels, restraining male 

promiscuity and maintaining the “the social order” were significant components of pre-

modern societies.”7 However, he does not reflect on the social constraints that 

formulated these ways of controlling prostitution. The prostitute of the eighteenth 

century cannot be seen as a metaphor of modernity, as the actions that forced her in 

to it in the first place, and the ways in which society attempted to control her actions 

were founded on her vulnerability and the far from modern conception of patriarchy. 

Prostitutes will instead be seen as a symbol of women’s perceived vulnerability – a 

view held by all in society; male and female; the lowest class and the elite. As women 

were perceived as vulnerable, they became vulnerable. Ultimately, this work will show 

that though publications on the whole changed from attacks on prostitution to 

defending the prostitute, commentators overlooked that in reality nothing had changed 

for the women themselves. At the end of the century, women were still entering 

prostitution because of poverty, and the methods raised to help them had not worked 

as they had been based on incorrect perceptions. 
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Chapter One 

Causes of Prostitution – The Agent of Destruction and the Fallen Angel  

 

The genuine causes of prostitution in eighteenth century London are incredibly 

complex, with their roots existing in early modern society and the expectations of 

women. As women were not educated to an adequate level, if at all, they had no 

chance of earning a respectable living on their own. Furthermore, they were not 

expected to; until they were married they answered to their father, and after marriage 

to their husband. Patriarchal values put women socially and mentally beneath men. 

As women were considered to be weaker in mind and body, attitudes towards them 

and their objectives in life left them specifically vulnerable to poverty. Research 

conducted by Henderson shows that most prostitutes were born into the poorest parts 

of society, meaning they had “acquired few skills while growing up that would allow 

them to escape poverty.”8 With poverty came pessimism, hunger and desperation: 

harsh facts of life that drove women into prostitution and kept them there until either 

very good luck or death pulled them out of it.  

 

Prostitution as the exchange of money for sexual acts defined a woman as 

sexually active. This in itself defied patriarchal values, as women were expected to be 

sexually passive, and that for them sex was solely for pro-creation. On the other hand, 

men were considered (and to an extent expected) to be sexually active. Despite this, 

at the beginning of the eighteenth century, one of the mostly widely held beliefs was 

that the moral weakness of the female sex was to blame for the levels of prostitution. 

The contradictory ideas that women should be sexually passive, yet inclined to be 

morally loose coincide with a great tolerance to the male sex for promiscuity, especially 
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with the idea of late seventeenth-century libertinism. While the poor education and 

economic state of those of the lowest class should have been considered the key 

factors of the continued growth of prostitution in the metropolis, it was instead the 

immorality and weakness of the female sex that became the most frequently perceived 

cause. The differences between the real and perceived causes of prostitution are 

great, and it shall be the latter that is explored herein. These perceived causes were 

widely circulated and discussed, and though some do have a connection to the real 

causes, many were based on misinterpreted or misunderstood ‘facts’, and many more 

written with a political agenda.  

 

Contemporary publications through the century show a shift of opinion on who 

a prostitute was, and what had caused her downfall, yet at the near end of the century, 

some continued to believe that prostitutes were inherently morally corrupt. The Whore: 

A Poem (1782), describes the prostitute as: 

 “A woman, who the worst kind of thoughts debase, 

 All void of shame, of decency, and grace; 

 One who for hire her person will dispose, 

         And take, for need, each passer-by that goes.”9 

This description of a prostitute is more suited to the beginning of the century, when it 

was believed that the prostitute had caused her situation through her own actions. 

Throughout the century, the believed cause of prostitution changed and merged along 

with social trends. Minimal blame was placed on men for debauching young women, 

but some authors did recognise this as a problem. In these cases, wider society was 

examined to see what had caused men to act in this way, rather than blaming it on a 

weakness of their sex.  
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The Restoration court and more specifically, the behaviour and reputation of 

King Charles II (r. 1660-1685) was called into blame for causing a rise of prostitution 

from the latter end of the seventeenth-century. An anonymously written piece titled 

The Evils of Adultery and Prostitution (1792) highlights this, declaring that, “The 

debauched court of Charles II. infected the whole nation,” whereas the present King, 

George III (r. 1760-1820), was “an illustrious example of every kind of temperance.”10  

As well as showing blatant political alignment, the author most successfully highlights 

the influence that the powerful, respected and elder members of society have on the 

younger generations, who may choose to follow their example.  

 

The view that Charles II’s influence had a serious effect on the declining morals 

of the following century is held up by social historian Ben Wilson, who asserts, “the 

court of Charles II had encouraged a voluptuous and sensuous culture.”11 Margaret 

Hunt agrees that the reign of Charles II, as well as James II, “presented clear cases 

of private immorality, family disorder, and political incompetence at the highest level.” 

Hunt also argues that the negatively influential behaviour of the elite did not become 

part of a wider social discussion on immoral sexuality until the 1740s, when it became 

fashionable to do so.12 The sole blame on Charles II is perhaps unfair, as would be 

recognised later in the century when it became the influence of the elite as a group 

that was blamed, but for commentators he was an easy target to use as a scapegoat. 

As will be seen through the role of the bawd, to put blame on one person, or specific 

group of people who could be identified as socially corrupt, was far easier than 

analysing wider social problems. 
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A great deal of both class and gender double standards are evident in attitudes 

towards changes implemented under Charles II’s Restoration, specifically that of the 

theatre and the introduction of female actors for the first time. Notable actresses such 

as Nell Gwynn and Mary Robinson became infamous for their conduct off stage as 

much as on. Gwynn was the mistress of Charles II, and Robinson the mistress of the 

Prince of Wales (later George IV), each representing the actress/prostitute comparison 

at opposite ends of the long eighteenth century. Actresses’ visual public roles led to a 

fascination with their private lives and any association with adultery and prostitution 

led them to be vilified. As the theatre became more popular over the course of the 

century, prostitutes frequented the pits as a place to pick up clients. Due to the 

spectacle of the theatre and the women who occupied both the stage and the pit, the 

theatre was seen as a cause of moral corruption and became labelled as the ‘Temple 

of Prostitution.’13 As women had never had such a publicly visible role before, many in 

society believed that the theatre encouraged women to step out of the boundaries that 

patriarchal standards had set. 

 

The contemporary representations of both prostitutes and prostitution are vast 

in number and style, and also heavily analysed in relevant historiography. As asserted 

by Gilfoyle, “prostitutes and other sex workers are considered “fallen women” only in 

the context of their symbolic representation”, and thus the novel, poetry and artwork 

of the eighteenth century are indispensible to historians of prostitution, if used 

correctly.14 Contemporary novels, and in particular John Cleland’s Memoirs of a 

Woman of Pleasure (Fanny Hill), explored representations of the prostitute and the 

cause of her downfall, and in time became noted as a cause themselves due to their 

erotic and explicit nature rarely seen widely published before.15  
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The Devil Divorced: Or the Diabo-Whore, written anonymously in 1782 tells the 

story of the Devil divorcing his wife to replace her with a prostitute. The author explains 

that the Devil wants someone who is inherently morally and sexually corrupt, not the 

streetwalker who prostitutes for economic need or an actress famed for her sexual 

relationships: 

 “A common punk my wish will not supply, 

 Her sins must be of a much darker dye: 

 She must be conversant with ev’ry guilt. 

 A wicked, crafty, prostituted jilt.”16 

The Devil eventually finds his whore, and on inspecting her dressing room finds not 

only that “Lord Rochester was on her toilette laid”, but there too,  

 “…if her inclinations prove; 

 And with provocatives to have her fill, 

 There were the Memoirs of Fanny Hill.”17 

The insinuation that novels such as Fanny Hill encouraged women to fall into 

prostitution coincided with the changing ideas on who they were. Fanny Hill was first 

published in 1748, and shortly afterwards the 1750s became significant for the great 

amount of publications advocating reformatories for prostitutes, who were now seen 

as fallen angels. Due to the fact that few women, especially low-class prostitutes, 

would have been literate enough to read, this assertion empathises with the view that 

prostitutes were fallen angels of the middle-class.  

 

 The Evils of Adultery and Prostitution also puts blame on erotic novels for the 

fall of women, as they “have an unhappy effect on the rising generation; they debauch 
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the morals, and corrupt the taste.”18 In comparison to twenty-first-century life, where 

top shelf magazines and internet pornography are readily available to the public, the 

historian must acknowledge that half the thrill of reading such books as Fanny Hill was 

in the chase of actually purchasing the book. A young William Jackson fell prey to this 

at the turn of the nineteenth-century when he was encouraged by a friend to read 

Fanny Hill and was soon encouraged to visit prostitutes himself.19 In this case, it is 

supposed that novels could as easily corrupt young men as young women, although 

due to William’s social status this again solely applies to the literate middle-class. 

 

 As well as highlighting the novel as a cause of prostitution, The Evils of Adultery 

and Prostitution points out what many historians of prostitution find to be a problem in 

their work, that “novels dress out vice in pleasing colours, gild over all its deformities, 

and thus insensibly instil the deadly poison into the thoughtless and unwary heart.”20 

The historian using novels as sources must acknowledge their place as fiction and the 

author’s interpretation of reality. Though the stories of prostitutes and loose sexuality 

in Fanny Hill and Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders may have been true of a minority of 

prostitutes, their insight into reality was driven by a need to sell books through explicit 

and entertaining narratives. Tim Hitchcock claims that most historians “owe our 

images of prostitution and prostitutes” to eighteenth century literature, highlighting that 

the “stock elements” of the novel are bawds and libertines, sympathetic prostitutes 

and brothels, which as a result do not examine the reality of prostitution.21 The 

problematic nature of the novel to the historian is generally overcome by discussing 

literary representations of prostitutes or avoiding them as a source entirely, as seen 

through the work of Sophie Carter and Henderson respectively.22 
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 With a direct example of how novels misrepresented the reality of prostitution, 

Randolph Trumbach underlines that “Cleland makes prostitution in Fanny Hill a rather 

private affair”, noting that Fanny only once breaks out of her private world once in her 

sexual endeavours.23 Highlighting the difference between fiction and reality, the private 

sexual experiences of Fanny are contradictory to many of the experiences of the 

streetwalkers of London, with many of them engaging in sexual acts very much in 

public. The experiences of James Boswell are an infamous example of this. In his 

journal, he wrote that on the night of 10 May 1763, “I picked up a strong jolly young 

damsel, and taking her under the arm I conducted her to Westminster Bridge, and then 

in armour complete did I engage her upon this noble edifice.”24 

 

 The case of the fictional representations realistically did little to encourage 

women into prostitution, as however much they glossed over the reality of the lifestyle 

and experiences of London’s streetwalking population, they do not highlight 

prostitution as an acceptable way of life. However, it is possible to attribute some form 

of encouragement given to men who read these novels. As erotic texts it was their 

intention to excite and encourage sexual activity. Though William Jackson was 

perhaps using the novel as an excuse for his behaviour, it is true to say that many men 

would have read these novels and became curious about the sexual skills of London’s 

prostitutes, and thus been encouraged to act upon this curiosity.  

 

 Despite the historiographical focus on novels as unrealistic representations of 

prostitutes and their way of life, it is in fact Cleland’s Fanny Hill who delivers the most 

articulate view on prostitutes and their apparent vices. Declaring that “our virtues and 

our vices depend too much on our circumstances”, Fanny shows that the supposed 



 15 

sexual immorality of prostitutes was in itself subjective, as it was based on their 

personal and economic statuses.25 In some way then, Cleland’s representation of 

prostitution, though highly romanticised and eroticised, is moderately sympathetic and 

understanding towards the prostitute. 

 

As well as providing a range of perceived causes of a woman’s downfall to 

prostitution, art, novels and relevant publications emphasise the role of the bawd as a 

cause of prostitution. The image of the bawd as a procuress is largely thanks to 

Hogarth’s The Harlot’s Progress. The first plate depicts Mother Needham, an infamous 

real bawd, whose own image and the image of the procuress as a direct cause of 

prostitution became immortalised through this work. Historians such as Tim Hitchcock 

and Henderson have argued that the role of the bawd was minimal, and that the 

majority of prostitutes worked on their own, or in pairs, rather than under the watchful 

eye of a bawd. Using the complete lack of evidence pointing the reality of the bawd 

this historiographical role has its basis in fact far more than the fictional 

representations of Mother Needham of William Hogarth’s The Harlot’s Progress, and 

Mrs. Brown of Cleland’s Fanny Hill, among others.26  

 

 Publications throughout the long eighteenth century continuously assert an 

influential role to the bawd of London’s streets. Though its truth is beyond 

questionable, the attribution of blame to a set group of single and middle-aged to old 

women shows a great deal about attitudes towards women in the eighteenth century. 

Earlier in the early modern period, women of a similar description had been accused 

of witchcraft throughout England, and the eighteenth century saw these women now 

targeted as one of the sole factors to the downfall of England’s young and beautiful 
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women. The Insinuating Bawd (1758) describes the catch-22 situation of bawds, as 

they had once been procured from innocence in the same situation: 

  “Let no loose women tempt you to the hook. 

 With which themselves unwarily were took: 

 For if you’re once betray’d you’ll surely find, 

 You’re curst from the first moment you are kind.”27   

The author in this case can blame young women’s fall into prostitution on another 

group of women manipulating the weaknesses of their own sex. 

 

The most significant and most widely thought cause of prostitution was the 

inherent weakness of women, which at the beginning of the century exhibited through 

their lascivious behaviour. From the restoration of Charles II to the beginning of the 

1750s, the belief was that prostitutes had put themselves in the position they were in. 

The prostitute, as Henderson describes her was an “agent of destruction.”28 With 

changing ideas on how to solve the problem of prostitution came a change of opinion 

of who these young women were. Coinciding with a rise in sympathy towards 

prostitutes and the emergence of plans for the Magdalen Hospital, which will be further 

explored in chapter three, came the idea that these women were not there by their 

own doing; they were ‘fallen angels.’ Though it is true to say that they were treated “as 

prostitution’s first victim” after this point, the view was still based on the weakness of 

the female sex, “the result of specifically female weakness and male sexual voracity”.29 

It would appear that as the eighteenth century went on, recorded contemporary 

opinion relented more to patriarchal conventions than ever before. By defining 

prostitutes as victims of male sexuality, it became true that women were sexually 

passive, and men sexually active. In reality, little changed in who prostitutes actually 
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were, and the change in opinion did little to change their situations. Within 

historiographical debates however, it shows what a specific affect the written opinion 

could have on how real and perceived changes merged and changed throughout the 

long eighteenth century. 
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Chapter Two 

Attitudes towards Prostitution and “Its effects so prejudicial to Mankind” 

 

While the causes of prostitution were heavily discussed and debated, most 

contemporary writers tended to agree on what its direct effects were. However, 

different emphasis was applied to different effects depending on the personal 

circumstances, political leanings and social status of the writer, and these will be 

investigated within this chapter.  

 

Bernard Mandeville (writing under the pseudonym Phil-Porney) wrote in 1725 

that the “practice of whoring has of late Years, become so universal, and its Effects so 

prejudicial to Mankind.”30 He highlighted the most significant effects as venereal 

disease, encouragement to live beyond financial means, infanticide and injury to 

families.31 Though the discussed effects of prostitution were realistic and showed the 

harshness of life in the metropolis, many sources regarding the effects of prostitution 

applied patriarchal views and attributed excessive negative opinions of women’s 

involvement in them. When elaborating the effects in discussion, it again became 

women who had directly caused such an effect, or as the century went on, became 

even more vulnerable as a result.  

 

 Prostitutes became a symbol of sympathy in the mid-century when attitudes 

distinctly changed to merge with changing ideals. As social commentary discussed 

middle-class women falling into prostitution, middle-class ideals began to be enforced 

on concepts of who the prostitute was and how she should be understood. As a result, 

attitudes towards the effects of prostitution on the prostitute herself and the rest of 



 19 

society changed, and different measures were proposed to control the ‘social evil’.  

 

Though generally omitted from public commentary, one of the greatest effects 

of prostitution was that changing attitudes continued to distance the working-class, 

middle-class and upper classes. Double standards are evident between the classes 

as much as the sexes, and while elites seemed to get away with more lascivious 

behaviour, this was not an option for the aspiring middle-class. Hunt has highlighted 

the importance of living within financial means for the lower middle-class especially; 

they could not afford to live by excess in any way (an opposing lifestyle to those able 

to follow the pursuit of pleasure). They were in a position above the working-class, so 

they had more to lose, but they were below the upper-class, whose reputation and 

finances stood more of a chance of surviving scandal. Hunt also notes using Daniel 

Defoe’s Conjugal Lewdness; or, Matrimonial Whoredom (1727), that many people 

began to notice these differences. She asserts that Reformation of Manners 

campaigners shied away from accusing the elite classes of causing prostitution, but 

independent writers such as Defoe highlighted the social double standards applied to 

those of lower classes.32 Defoe argues that the ‘real’ prostitute had been replaced by 

elite women who abused their sexuality to gain political and social power, making them 

“little better than Prostituted”.33 Rather than agreeing with the subtle changes over the 

course of the century, Defoe strikes out at the elite, and as a result highlights the great 

differences in standards. Hunt brings in a direct comparison of what was considered 

correct behaviour for both men and women of the middle-class. She argues that 

Hogarth’s The Harlot’s Progress and The Rake’s Progress symbolise unchastity and 

profligacy as the worst sins for female and male middle-class youths respectively.34 

The moral stakes were much higher for the middle classes, which became clearer 
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throughout the eighteenth century with the turn of ideals of the prostitute as the fallen 

middle-class angel rather than the agent of destruction. 

 

 The most common effect as noted by social commentators was a further decline 

in moral standards. This was as much a cause as an effect, as people discussed that 

the visibility of prostitutes throughout London further encouraged more women to fall 

to their dire situations. It is unfair to say that the high visibility of prostitutes on the 

streets encouraged young women to seek this out as a way to earn a living; these 

women were street-walking for economic reasons as they could find no other work, 

not because it was an attractive option of many. An anonymous letter to the Lord 

Bishop of London (1808) highlights the scenes that supposedly debauched others 

around the metropolis. The author claimed prostitutes were “absolutely half naked and 

withal are so hardened in vice, so totally lost to shame, and exhibit such lewd 

manners”, that they further corrupted the morals of the city and encouraged young 

men to join them in vice.35 Again the genuine causes for prostitution were overlooked, 

and commentators avoided discussing the reality of the economic state of these 

women. Though they would have been visible throughout London, especially in 

concentrated areas as St. Giles and Covent Garden, to label an effect of prostitution 

as the continued moral downfall of more women was excessive and avoided the root 

of the problem.   

 

Venereal disease was both one of the most visible and most widely discussed 

effects of prostitution, because it could, and did, affect those who were not personally 

involved in prostitution. Mandeville described syphilis as “the greatest evil that attends 

this vice”, but what makes it worse is that “no Age, Sex or Condition can be intirely 
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(sic) sage from the Infection.” It was easily spread from prostitute to client and vice 

versa, to be passed on from men to their wives, children and then to their nurses who 

pass it on to other children.36 The biggest part of the problem was that the two most 

vulnerable groups within society, innocent women and children could also be affected 

by disease, through none of their own wrongdoing. In this way, venereal disease was 

a visible example of the supposed spiralling moral standards caused by prostitution, 

with even innocents being involved with further corruption and debauchery. 

 

With so many prostitutes living desolate lives caused by their initial poverty, 

their immediate social surroundings made petty crime such as theft another easy way 

to gain money. The level of crime associated with prostitutes is heavily covered within 

historiography, with a criminological method evolving to highlight where these crimes 

fit into metropolitan life. Both Anthony Simpson and Mary Clayton have used the 

crimes of prostitutes to highlight wider social problems. Simpson puts the lack of 

judicial force on these women down to ‘male guilt’, and the knowledge that male-led 

society had caused these women to fall to prostitution in the first place, which then 

caused them to turn to theft to supplement their already low incomes. Whilst engaging 

with the double standards evident during the eighteenth century and the failings of the 

judicial system, Simpson successfully acknowledges the desperation of these women 

who had been helped very little by those in authority, explaining that the lack of 

punishment from the courts was because “patriarchal values that support the male 

ego must also support the protection of the weak and the powerless.”37 Although the 

courts were not necessarily protecting prostitutes, they were lenient on their cases. 

This judicial leniency can be seen through Clayton’s case study of Charlotte Walker, a 

street prostitute arrested and tried thirty-two times between 1776 and 1799. All but 
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three of her charges were theft, in which case she was accused of assault or the 

records do not record her offense. The weakness of the judicial system is clear through 

the level of acquittals, and she was only found guilty on her last charge when she was 

transported. Here too Clayton highlights the failings of the courts in convicting 

prostitutes accused of theft, and equally shows the intelligence of Walker herself, who 

through her own defence and experience avoided punishment for twenty-four years.38  

 

 As Simpson shows, both social commentators and the courts recognised a link 

between poverty and crime, but their problem was they did not know how to break this 

link effectively, especially when it came to the crimes of prostitutes. Magistrate John 

Fielding has provided historians of both criminology and prostitution in the eighteenth 

century with invaluable resources. He acknowledged the link between young men who 

steal through necessity, and young women who both whore and steal because they 

have no other option, saying “as these deserted Boys were Thieves from Necessity, 

their Sisters are Whores from the same Cause; and having the same Education with 

their wretched Brothers, generally join the Thief to the Prostitute.”39 Saunders Welch 

agrees with Fielding’s view of the link between prostitution and petty crime, cementing 

the point that social commentators were aware of the strong links between prostitution 

and poverty, declaring quite simply “Whoring is succeeded by robbery.”40 Though 

Welch is not sympathetic to the prostitute as a desperate woman, he does understand 

the need to reform them, praising the ideas raised by Robert Dingley in opening a 

penitent house. John Dunton on the other hand, whose monthly publication The Night 

Walker attacks all those involved in prostitution, criticizes both the prostitutes and the 

magistrates. Appealing to magistrates and judges who are lax on prostitutes, he 

accuses them of encouraging crime rather than abating it. Dunton explained, “she 
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that’s a Common-Whore is generally reputed a Pick-pocket, and we meet with many 

instances which prove it to be true,” and so punishment should be harsh to deter 

prostitutes from committing such crimes.41 Like many of the aspects of prostitution, 

public attitudes towards crimes that prostitutes committed were complex and often 

contradictory. Including sympathy for their need to steal, guilt, and accusations on the 

leading magistrates for encouraging them, each attitude reflected the confused public 

opinion on prostitution. The effects were clear and visible, but their causes and ways 

to control them were not.   

  

 Whilst many streetwalkers undoubtedly committed theft to supplement their 

meagre incomes, there was a much darker criminal aspect to the effects of prostitution. 

As with venereal diseases, the weak and vulnerable often found themselves directly 

affected by prostitution with little protection. Aside from women the weakest group in 

society was children, especially from the lower-class. The anonymous author of 

Satan’s Harvest Home notes the “murdering of Bastard Infants” as great consequence 

of the vice of prostitution, but one “much worse than the Vice itself.”42 It is explained 

that though the law is justly severe in cases of infanticide, it is all too easy for women 

destroy their infants before birth, “or suffering them to die afterwards by wilful Neglect.” 

Considering that Satan’s Harvest Home criticises all aspects of sexuality outside 

marriage, it is unsympathetic to the women involved and does not examine how she 

fell pregnant in the first place, nor her economic ability of raising a child. Instead, the 

reason infanticide is so detrimental to society is “as it evidently hinders the Propagation 

of the Species.”43 Though infanticide is indeed a terrible crime, the reasons why 

women were either aborting or neglecting their children were not through lack of 

morals but through necessity. As the majority of women fell into prostitution through 



 24 

necessity, many more of their actions happened for the same reason. The author does 

not mention the role of the fathers of these children, and the ease with which men 

could escape responsibility again becomes clear. Considering the familiar story of the 

seduced and deserted young woman, ‘the seduction narrative’, grew ever more 

popular in the eighteenth century, there was still little sympathy for women who aborted 

or killed their child through neglect, and in most cases it was the woman who took the 

full brunt of social stigma.  

 

 It was not just unborn and very young children who were affected by 

prostitution. As young men saw their elders behaving in a lewd manner, they attempted 

to emulate them. As seen through the work of Hunt, this was especially the case for 

the middle-class. While middle-class moral high-mindedness steadily rose through the 

century, so too did fears for the reputations of the younger generations. John Corry 

portrays the fear that families had for their sons and daughters falling into debauchery 

in The Gardener’s Daughter (1800). Although the story is fictional, it represents the 

change in attitudes towards prostitutes throughout the century. Earlier publications 

speak only of the families disowning their children, especially daughters when they 

became ‘corrupted’, but Corry’s story of young Lucy falling to prostitution and her 

father travelling to bring her back shows the shift to middle-class morals and a more 

sympathetic view of prostitutes.44 

 

 On the other hand, middle-class sons were often a great threat to the security 

of their family. As young men and heirs, they had a reputation to uphold, and gaining 

a reputation as a rake could ruin their chances of receiving inheritance as well as their 

whole family’s reputation. Aside from contracting venereal disease, without modern 



 25 

contraception they could easily father a child, in the worst-case scenario with a 

prostitute. Bernard Capp has reviewed the female-sympathetic double standard to 

discuss how men could be taken advantage of by women they had impregnated. 

Although his conclusions avoid any form of sympathy with women who had been 

seduced and wronged, he does make the valid point that men were vulnerable to 

attacks on their reputations and their finances.45 Mr. Jackson encountered this 

problem when his son William became acquainted with the fashion of London and 

prostitution, and his moral and criminal sins spiralled out of control. The efforts that 

Jackson went to attempting to save his son and heir from debauchery makes it clear 

that men too could fall into poor repute for their sexual liaisons.46 However, Satan’s 

Harvest Home notes that “many Fathers now living, would gladly have seen their Sons 

fifty times in a Stew rather than see them so unfortunately married.”47 The 

contradictory reports are down to the motive of the author. Firstly, Jackson’s recording 

of letters between himself and his son later justified his actions and acted as an 

attempted deterrent to William, while the author of Satan’s Harvest Home had set out 

to critique all sexuality outside of marriage including prostitution, adultery and 

homosexuality. The author’s aim in placing blame on poor parenting in the aspiring 

middle classes shows the difficulty that parents had in trying to assert morals in their 

children whilst setting them up for a successful life and marriage. In this case, one of 

the most burdening effects of prostitution was on the older generations of the middle 

class, who were desperately trying to guide and educate their children away from the 

immoral but attractive distractions from education and business: easily accessible 

sexual liberation with prostitutes. 

 

 Over the course of the century, the effects seemed to land more on the 
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shoulders of the middle classes, and attitudes made a stark turn around the mid-

century. As it became a middle-class problem, middle-class attitudes were applied. 

The idea of who the prostitute was became ‘middle-class’; she was through no fault of 

her own a fallen angel and needed moral salvation. The changing perceived causes, 

and different emphasis on effects of prostitution had a profound affect on the attitudes 

towards both prostitutes and prostitution, which was reflected in the methods used to 

control it. The effects of prostitution changed very little throughout the century but they 

did spread to more of society. As a result of this she became re-defined as pitiable, 

which provoked the need for different methods of ‘salvation’ and control. 
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Chapter Three   

Methods of Controlling Prostitution and Their Failures 

 

As prostitution continued to be singled out as a great social evil of the eighteenth 

century, various methods were proposed on how to contain, control or stop it. 

However, prostitution levels continued to soar into the nineteenth-century and became 

even more notorious with the high-profile murder cases of prostitutes in Whitechapel 

at the end of the century. While this was heavily sensationalised, it does point out to 

eighteenth century historians that every method proposed for the containment of 

prostitution failed. This was down to a misinterpretation of prostitution from the very 

beginning. With the perceived causes in mind, very few people with the power to 

change things recognised that the real causes of prostitution were down to the poverty 

of lower-class women as a result of their lack of education and skills.  

 

 The methods raised were highly debated, with contemporary writers suggesting 

both practical and reformatory methods, some of which were highly controversial. The 

least controversial was to simply remove the root of the evil. Proposals based on this 

were sympathetic to the women involved, as they clearly recognised a link between 

poverty, desperation and prostitution, but they remained far easier said than 

implemented. Charles Horne wrote in 1783 that he could see no reason for punishing 

prostitution, because “we all know it sufficiently punishes itself”, thus he intended to 

“totally eradicate the causes that produce it.”48 Horne’s plan to do this was rather naïve 

yet at the same time a modern conception. He proposed that every woman who had 

been seduced would be provided for by her seducer, and any child she bore by him 

was also supported.49 In this case, men would avoid seducing young women they 
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could not afford to support, nor could they afford to see their reputations tainted by 

continued maintenance to a prostitute. He also wished for “every woman, instead of 

being upon the town, to be honestly and industriously married and employed, to the 

good of the community, and her own eternal welfare.”50 This would have been ideal, 

but the practicality of making all ranks and stations throughout the metropolis stick to 

this made it impossible to uphold. Magistrate John Fielding also said, “all Effects must 

cease when the Causes are removed, striking at the Root of the Evil is certainly the 

best Method of reducing it,” and though it would take “much Consideration, much 

Labour, some Time, and considerable Expence (sic)”, the end result would benefit 

society.51 Although the attempt to strike out the causes of prostitution failed it did show 

that society was increasingly taking note of the prostitute as a desolate woman rather 

than a morally deprived whore. As Vern Bullough has explained, later reformers were 

“motivated by real concern for the poverty-stricken prostitute.”52 

 

On the other hand, with little concern for the welfare of the women involved, the 

installation of public stews or licensed brothels was proposed, most notably by Bernard 

Mandeville. His plan was to open at least one hundred houses in a convenient part of 

the city, each one with a Matron to manage twenty courtesans so “that they keep 

themselves neat and decent, and entertain Gentlemen after a civil and obliging 

Manner.”53 Each woman would charge depending on her beauty or qualifications, 

being one of four classes, and they would be taxed on these wages. Essentially, this 

was aimed at controlling rather than eradicating prostitution from the streets. As 

Mandeville’s opinion was that venereal disease was the greatest effect of prostitution, 

his aim was that “Publick Stews, when well regulated, will prevent the Spreading of 

this Plague”, and eventually eradicate venereal disease from prostitution.54 Another 
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publication from 1758 also suggested that through public stews, “many Impositions in 

the Venereal-way might be avoided, and Fornication reduced to some thing of a 

regular System,” which further highlights what a social problem venereal diseases 

were considered. 55 

 

The author of The Evils of Adultery and Prostitution claimed setting up licensed 

brothels would “sacrifice and ruin one part of the sex for the salvation of the other,” as 

although it might reduce numbers it would further ruin the morals and lives of those 

who continued. The anonymous critic claimed the only benefit would be that the more 

virtuous in society might be less exposed to the “solicitation of unlawful pleasure”, but 

it would also encourage crime and the houses would become like a “nursery to train 

up youth to every kind of debauchery.”56 Other writers did not oppose it so heavily, for 

though they may have disagreed with continued prostitution, it could be seen that it 

would remove a great number of women from the streets. Another anonymously 

written piece rather meekly agreed with the idea as the better of too evils, saying “if 

we cannot altogether prevent the intercourse between the buyers and sellers, let us, 

at least, try to prevent the hateful commodity from being publicly exposed to view.”57 It 

would seem that prostitution was accepted as a part of social life, but one that should 

not be so visual. 

 

Hitchcock has highlighted that the age a woman was most likely to be involved 

in prostitution was between fifteen and twenty-five years old, which was also the 

“period of greatest economic insecurity for many women.” Using workhouse records 

as evidence, Hitchcock has shown that women in this age band made “substantive 

use” of workhouses, but did so in particularly desperate circumstance that showed 
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them as “connected to a world in which economic despair and sexual irregularity were 

the norm.”58 From the mid-century this was also recognised by social commentators 

and particularly the middle-classes. Therefore, instead of suggesting ways to save 

most women from prostitution (at the sake of others), practical methods to save them 

from both economic despair and sexual irregularity were proposed in the form of 

reformatories. Hitchcock argues that workhouses were the first “experiments in 

reform”, as they engaged women in work and attempted to install religious and moral 

control. They were however, very different from the reformation houses that would be 

set up from the 1750s onwards.  

 

Over the 1750s, various ideas for reformatories were proposed, including ideas 

from John Fielding and Jonas Hanway. Robert Dingley proposed the idea for the 

Magdalen Hospital for Penitent Prostitutes and had full backing from these two and 

many others, but did come up against a significant amount of criticism. Alongside the 

Lock Hospital and the Foundling Hospital, these institutions became visible signs of 

attempts to rid the city of venereal disease, prevent orphaned children from falling to 

crime and prostitution, and reform women who had already become involved. The 

Magdalen Hospital, along with middle-class ideals, was highly influential in the 

redefinition of the prostitute. The prostitute became vulnerable, and in need of help. 

Henderson has highlighted that the proposals for the Magdalen portray the prostitute 

as “the victim, not of her own unbridled sexuality but of material want and male 

heedlessness”; she was “poverty stricken, pitiable, above all powerless and hence 

forgivable.”59 Thus, patriarchal values were not disturbed by this change of attitude, 

but women remained as a weak and vulnerable part of society, who needed help from 

those in authority. Aside from publications from Dingley, moral reformists and the 



 31 

Magdalen Hospital itself, the idea of the prostitute as a victim was more widely 

asserted throughout society, and the need to pity (and then support) her was spread. 

The Evils of Adultery and Prostitution declared, “the situation of the betrayed and 

deluded female, is of all the others the most to be pitied”.60 Written in 1792, it shows 

that by the end of the century, attitudes had changed, though women’s supposed 

weakness remained. 

 

 Dingley’s main aims in setting up the Magdalen Hospital were of “employing 

the idle, of instructing them in, as well as habituating them to work; of reforming their 

Morals; of rescuing many bodies from disease and death, and many souls from eternal 

misery.”61 Preventative measures would also be employed to stop young girls falling 

to prostitution in the first place, by accepting girls between twelve and fifteen years old 

who had been abandoned by their parents before they could be procured and forced 

into a life of prostitution. This way, Dingley hoped to remove part of the root of the evil, 

and the young girls would be kept separate from other women who had already lived 

a life on the streets.62 Inside the hospital, isolation and religious reform were 

implemented to strengthen morals within the prostitutes and young girls. As well as 

moral reformation, they were expected to learn skills so that when they left they could 

be employed “in the most useful manner, both for themselves and the community” to 

“prepare them for a comfortable settlement in the world.” 63  

 

With strict regimes and rules, many prostitutes admitted were either dismissed 

by fault or chose to leave themselves. In the first ten years of the hospital opening, 

1,036 women had been admitted, and of these only 509 had been returned to their 

friends and families or placed into trade or service with a good family. 201 had been 
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discharged for “faults or irregularities” and a further 150 had been “uneasy under 

restraint” and left of their own desire. The rest either remained in the house, had died, 

not returned from hospitals where they had been sent to be cured or were “proved 

lunatic”.64 The weaknesses of the hospital, and the level of women who left or were 

discharged came under great scrutiny, with William Hale arguing, “the result of its 

operations will never lessen, but increase, the sum of prostitution.”65 Hale refused to 

assign to the middle-class idea of the prostitute as a fallen angel, and believed that 

women would worsen their personal circumstances deliberately to be allowed swift 

access to the hospital, and not even see any punishment while they were there. 

Instead, more attention should be paid to the benefits of the workhouse, which did not 

focus on moral reform but on practical work. A reply to this publication by G. Hodson 

brings some surprising sides of the argument forward. Hodson argued that firstly, 

prostitution itself was not a crime and therefore should not be punished. Moreover, 

Hodson highlighted that although women were the weaker and more vulnerable sex, 

men had undoubtedly played a part of their downfall, and asked “Is then the weaker 

sex to suffer the whole weight of legal vengeance, whilst the stronger escapes?”66 

 

What is most important to note of the Magdalen Hospital and the publications 

regarding it, is that it continuously reasserted the prostitute as a victim. As a woman 

she was vulnerable, as a prostitute she was to be pitied and helped by those more 

fortunate. Sarah Lloyd has highlighted that the thanks to the efforts of the Magdalen 

Hospital’s publications, the prostitute was transformed into a “decent, if deluded girl”, 

who became worthy of public charity.67 However, Lloyd does go too far in attributing 

social changes specifically to the Magdalen Hospital, by saying that it was a key place 

“where the concepts we now call sexuality and gender were formulated and 
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described.”68It is true to say it helped re-define the prostitute as one worthy of pity and 

charity, but such a small institution could not have changed attitudes towards sexuality 

and gender that had been ingrained in society for centuries.  

 

 As Henderson has asserted, policing the streets of London against prostitutes 

was sporadic and at best heterogeneous.69From the top down the judicial system was 

criticised, and many proposals were issued on how to change the way that the law 

treated prostitutes. Both John Dunton and Saunders Welch proposed ways to 

encourage stricter policing on the streets and within courts to curb prostitution. Dunton 

advocated for magistrates to cease encouraging prostitution by punishing them, but 

just over fifty years after he wrote this, magistrate John Fielding was advocating 

penitent hospitals as help to prostitutes.70 Because the prostitute came to be seen as 

vulnerable and in need of help to social reformers such as Fielding, it seemed unfair 

and irrelevant to punish them. Welch on the other hand, made more of a statement for 

physical policing on the streets and in bawdyhouses. He proposed that keepers of 

bawdyhouses should be transported for seven years, as would prostitutes if they 

returned to street walking within seven years of being admitted to Bridewell or a 

penitent hospital. He also called for every Justice of Peace to have the power to call 

constables or parish officers to question if he believed there was a bawdyhouse in 

their jurisdiction. If they did not comply, they too should be judged.71 The Evils of 

Adultery and Prostitution also demanded regular and severe police action to be taken 

against houses of ill repute, and punish any magistrate who neglected to convict those 

found guilty.72 It is clear through varied publications that the public had little faith in the 

way that the law handled prostitution, especially questioning those who had the 

authority to make radical changes and decisions.  
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 With a more attacking manner, the Society for the Reformation of Manners 

implemented a far different approach to removing prostitutes from the streets of 

London. The Society set out to rid the London streets of public lewdness, with 

particular emphasis on prostitutes and sodomites. They had little long-term impact, but 

their actions and who their members were make them significant. Hunt argues that 

Reformation of Manners activists “constitute a paradigmatic  “lay” effort to define and 

confine “deviant” sexual communities and practices”, thus highlighting that not all 

efforts to control prostitution came from those highest in society.73These societies did 

not conform to the changing idea of the prostitute as a victim, but this may be explained 

through their lack of activity after 1730, though they did re-emerge later on in the 

1780s.74 There were sporadic attacks largely on sodomites, prostitutes, bawdy houses 

and those who broke the Sabbath rules, but as the laws surrounding prostitution were 

vague their success rate was difficult to achieve. Henderson also highlights that their 

attitudes towards women’s sexuality differed greatly from other reformers, in that they 

considered the streetwalker and a woman in a pre-marital relationship as the same, 

further highlighting them as an extremely conservative group who remained largely on 

the margins of attempts on reformation.75 

 

 Despite the best efforts of many, especially during the 1750s, prostitutes 

remained on the streets of London. The failings of the judicial system, penitent houses, 

Reformation Societies and individual campaigners were not for one particular reason. 

Prostitution remained legal, and the few constables on the streets could only do so 

much, especially if the prostitutes in question were not causing a nuisance. The other 

failings are down to the misinterpretation of causes of prostitution and thus with 

hindsight, the methods proposed were doomed to fail. As no commentators could 
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agree on the causes of prostitution, the methods proposed were incredibly varied and 

with different agendas.  
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Conclusion 

 

This essay has explored how the perceived causes of prostitution were based on 

unrealistic gender expectations, which thus hindered any reformation proposals. The 

effects of prostitution were more based on fact, but they served to highlight an 

increasing visibility of the gender and class double standards. Despite a specific shift 

in attitudes from the mid-century onwards, reformers and social commentators moved 

nowhere nearer the reality of life as a prostitute. It did however, make attempts at 

reform easier to suggest and pass, as at the turn of the century it is difficult to imagine 

a hospital for penitent and pitiable prostitutes to have gained much support. By turning 

the prostitute into someone who was a victim, support could be rallied and an attempt 

at reforming her begun. 

 

The false perceptions of what caused women to fall to prostitution in the first 

place eventually resulted in society failing them even more. Society had failed them in 

the first instance by not recognising the link between her situation and poverty, and 

secondly by portraying her as a lewd and unforgivable character. Through changing 

her portrayal, society was more open to help her, but went about it in the wrong way. 

The anonymous author writing to the Lord Bishop of London best sums up the attitude 

towards prostitutes from the mid-century onwards. He said of them, “one would wish 

to remember that they are females, that their lot has been eminently unfortunate.”76 

This was reasoning for why she should not be punished, but instead be pitied and thus 

given charitable help. Written at the latter end of the long eighteenth century in 1808, 

the author shows exactly what the prostitute had become in the eyes of reformers. No 

longer was she an agent of destruction, but she was a symbol of feminine weakness, 
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a victim of her own circumstance. Moreover, by re-defining the prostitute, 

commentators were able to change wider opinion on prostitution; if she could be 

reformed and saved, then prostitution was not necessarily something that was 

inherent within society and it could eventually be stopped. By reforming her, the more 

practical effects of prostitution could also be hindered, namely venereal disease and 

crime (both petty and serious), which should save society both money and lives. 

Therefore, it is evident that the aims of the reformers were just, whether based on 

Simpson’s idea of “male guilt” or not.77 

 

Despite their best efforts, reformers failed to rid the streets of prostitutes and to 

‘redeem’ those who had fallen. Their methods could never have worked as they were 

based on misinterpreted fact. As well-educated men, they may have had great 

compassion for these women, but they had no real understanding of what life was like 

as a prostitute and what had caused young women to sell their bodies in the first place. 

Bigger things within society needed to change before any methods could turn into 

positive results, and that would not come for some time. Even the incredibly young 

age of prostitutes was not fully addressed until William T. Stead took it upon himself to 

highlight it to the press and public with his unorthodox journalism methods in the late 

nineteenth-century.78 It would seem that on the whole, reformers were missing the 

point. Although it is true to say that it was eventually recognised that prostitution was 

caused by poverty, this gender enforced poverty could not change until attitudes did, 

and attitudes remained much more difficult to change than actions. It is worth noting 

that there was no institution such as the Magdalen Hospital where men could be 

reformed for their sexual misdoings, despite aggressive male sexuality being noted by 

some authors as a societal problem, a point that makes the double standard yet more 
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visible. As women were still considered weaker than men they could only ever be 

portrayed at worst as lascivious beasts who could not control their sexuality or at best, 

vulnerable beings to take pity on. In turn attitudes towards prostitution re-defined 

gender standards. Men failed to recognise that their attitudes and actions had 

disadvantaged the other sex, instead concluding that by their own nature women 

needed their help to survive, especially if they had been seduced and wronged. 
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