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INTRODUCTION

The Legend of Mary Ellen Wilson

ometime during the winter of 1873, Mrs. Etta Wheeler, a volunteer for
S St. Luke’s Methodist Mission in New York City, received troubling
news. As Wheeler told the story some forty years later, she had been mak-
ing her usual rounds through the tenements of the Hell’s Kitchen neigh-
borhood tending to the souls of the poor and the sick when a “quiet, re-
served Scotch woman, truthful and careful of her words,” told her that for
more than two years she had lived next door to a family that held its only
child, a girl, as a prisoner. Locked in the apartment’s darkened rooms day
and night, the girl was never allowed out, but her cries, which “gave evi-
dence of her unhappy life,” trespassed the apartment walls. All the neigh-
bors knew that the child was being terribly beaten, but their appeals to the
landlord had fallen on deaf ears. Recently, the family had removed itself to
a new apartment down the street.! No one knew what to do.

Wheeler went to the family’s new apartment house to investigate. She
knocked first at a neighbor’s door, and entered to find an elderly woman
who affirmed that a child did live next door. Like the family’s former
neighbors, she too had heard it crying frequently. Emboldened by this in-
formation, Wheeler knocked on the door of an adjacent apartment and was
greeted by a “woman’s sharp voice” and an open door. “Being an unbidden
guest,” Wheeler reported she did not stay long, but she managed to “see the
child and gain my own impression of her condition.” The child was pale,
thin, clothed in a tattered rag of a dress, laboring to wash “a frying pan as
heavy as herself.” Though Wheeler saw a “brutal whip” lying on a nearby
table and glimpsed “many marks of its use” on the child’s arms and legs,
she claimed that the saddest part of the girl’s plight was “written on her
face in its look of suppression and misery, the face of a child unloved.”?

After her brief visual inventory of the girl’s sufferings, Wheeler left
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determined, “with the help of a kind Providence to rescue her from her
miserable life.” She continued to visit the girl’s sick neighbor, learned
more of the girl’s misery, and consulted with the priest at St. Luke’s, with
local charities, and with the police about what could be done to help the
girl. The charities told Wheeler that they could care for children legally
brought to them, but could do nothing to remove a child from her home.
The police informed her that they would need evidence, not hearsay, to
make an arrest. “No one could tell what to do,” she despaired, “there
seemed no place of appeal.” Finally, at the suggestion of her niece, Wheeler
contacted an organization that she felt sure was truly concerned with the
plight of the helpless and oppressed: the American Society for the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA). “Why not go to Mr. Bergh,” the niece
urged, “for she is a little animal, surely.” The founder and president of the
ASPCA, Mr. Henry Bergh, expressed interest in the case and set his orga-
nization’s investigative and prosecutorial services to work. According to
Jacob Riis, who was then a reporter for the New York Herald, Bergh echoed
the sentiments of Wheeler’s niece, declaring that “the child is an animal.
If there is no justice for it as a human being, it shall at least have the rights
of the cur in the street.”?

After Wheeler supplied written testimony of the girl’s abuse, the
ASPCA’s lawyer, Elbridge Gerry, secured a writ to remove her from her
home, and on April 9, 1874, one of the organization’s agents ceremoniously
carried the small girl, Mary Ellen Wilson, out of her home, wrapped her in
a blanket, and (after stopping to buy her a lollipop) brought her in his arms
to the chambers of the New York Supreme Court’s Judge Lawrence.* Mary
Ellen’s abuser was revealed as Mrs. Mary Connolly, who together with her
husband had secured the girl from the city’s Blackwell Island asylum on
a term of indenture when she was just two years old. Mrs. Connolly was
convicted of felonious assault and battery, and sent to prison for one year.’
Several months after the trial, Henry Bergh and Elbridge Gerry called a
public meeting to establish a separate organization, the New York Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NY-SPCC), the first of its kind
in the world.®

The link that Wheeler saw between animals and children as helpless,
oppressed sufferers worthy of legal intervention would prove quite popular
in the aftermath of Mary Ellen’s rescue. Efforts to protect children and
animals from abuse and neglect spread rapidly. The first animal protection
society in the United States had begun in1866; by 1908, there were 354
active anticruelty organizations in the United States. Of these, the plu-
rality, 185 of them, were humane, or dual, societies; 104 were exclusively
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animal societies; and 45 were dedicated solely to child protection.” The
decision of Bergh and Gerry to form two separate societies—one for ani-
mals and one for children—turned out to be atypical. Most of the “dual”
organizations—those that protected both animals and children—called
themselves Humane Societies rather than either SPCAs or SPCCs. In 1877,
the American Humane Association was formed as the national organiza-
tion for both animal and child protection. The logic of joining protection
for animals and children proved durable into the twentieth century. “The
old link that bound the dumb brute with the helpless child in a common
bond of humane sympathy,” wrote Jacob Riis, “has never been broken.”s
This book investigates the formation of that bond and its institutional,
cultural, legal, and political significance.

For the remainder of the nineteenth century, humane organizations
divided their time between lobbying for new legislation, public education
campaigns, and investigating individual cases of cruelty. Much of their
animal protection effort was concentrated on agriculture and industry:
the transportation of livestock, the treatment of horses on city rail lines,
and methods of slaughter. Later in the century, they began to assume the
animal control functions with which they are today associated, taking in
strays and running animal shelters. With respect to children, humane or-
ganizations concentrated on abuse and neglect but also addressed elimi-
nating child labor in live entertainment and the street trades, and later in
the century many child protectionists joined widespread efforts to combat
juvenile delinquency, truancy, and children’s access to what they believed
were immoral or corrupting influences.’

In most states, anticruelty organizations were delegated police powers
to engage in law enforcement activity. In matters related to animals and
children, they were empowered to make arrests and bring cases before mag-
istrates. Though these organizations have been characterized as entirely
typical examples of the harsh and punitive scientific charity movement
of the Gilded Age, their police powers made them fundamentally differ-
ent from other contemporary reform and charity groups. They wielded not
just philanthropy but state power; they distributed arrest warrants rather
than alms.!” Those they prosecuted could face fines, jail time, and, most
severely, the removal of either animal or child from their possession.

In what follows, I examine how anticruelty organizations expanded
state power through private means during the Gilded Age. I argue that
the linkage of animals with children formed part of an ideology of sen-
timental liberalism, a rhetoric forged by animal and child protectionists
that reconciled dependence with rights and pledged the use of state power
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to protect the helpless. While SPCAs and SPCCs were in many respects
singular, in other ways their story is typical of the last third of the nine-
teenth century. In the years after the collapse of Reconstruction, during a
period of retreat from dreams of equal citizenship, “protection” became a
keyword for many reformers and a means of incorporating new functions
into the state. Claiming nothing more than sympathy with the suffering
of animals and children and a desire to protect their rights, anticruelty
reformers made “cruelty” into a social problem, stretched governmental
powers, and expanded the state in a typically American way: through pri-
vate associations.

Mary Ellen’s rescue generated more than just a new type of humane or-
ganization. It generated powerful rhetoric and compelling narratives of
sympathy, progress, and freedom. The effort to make meaning out of Mary
Ellen’s life began immediately: from the moment she entered the court-
room, her anonymous life of privation ended. As news of her rescue hit
the city’s newspapers, it was rapidly transformed from a private tragedy
into an object lesson. The drama of Mary Ellen’s life and rescue were a
cause célebre and the story fast became the founding myth of the child
protection movement—a story that is repeatedly told down to this day. In
telling and retelling Mary Ellen’s story, Americans told themselves other
stories about childhood, family, and nation; about the nature of sympathy,
Christianity, and cruelty; about the redemptive powers of reform and the
possibility for personal and collective transformation.

For nineteenth-century animal welfare reformers, Mary Ellen’s story
proved the urgency of their mission—to eradicate the sin of cruelty from
the human heart. To the leaders of the ASPCA and the New York SPCC,
Mary Ellen’s case was an historical pivot point, an eruption of progress (of
which they were the agents) that began to change children’s status from
that of mere chattel. “The case of Mary Ellen,” claimed one of the New
York SPCC’s founding members in 1874, “awakened an interest in the
heart of every human being to rescue the little waif from the hands of
cruelty and oppression.”"! SPCC officials subsequently argued that Mary
Ellen’s story transformed and redeemed the world by bringing childhood’s
sufferings into the public sphere and by spawning the first organization
dedicated solely to child protection. As the Illinois Humane Society’s
Humane Journal summarized the story less than ten years later, “a help-
less, wretched waif in the great city, through her very helplessness and
misery, stirred up a social revolution whose waves beat literally upon the
farthest shores.”!> At annual meeting after annual meeting, New York
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SPCC leaders like Elbridge Gerry, John Wright, and John Lindsay ritually
invoked Mary Ellen’s case to illustrate both the necessity for the organiza-
tion and the progress it had accomplished. In one such speech, John Lind-
say, SPCC president beginning in 1903, drew a vivid picture of children’s
lives before Mary Ellen and the SPCC. There was, he claimed, little legis-
lation to protect children, and no one to enforce it. “Public officials were
slow to interfere between parent and child,” he went on, such that abuse
and neglect were given license; children’s “exposure to evil conditions and
influences, converted them into criminals at an early age, and made them
easy victims of depraved adults.” By contrast, the SPCC had managed in
its short life to nearly eliminate “the worst forms of child-suffering in our
community.”!3

Mary Ellen’s significance as a pivot point is still repeated in contempo-
rary social work literature. At the end of a litany recounting the historical
mistreatment of children (not unlike Lindsay’s own), modern authors posi-
tion Mary Ellen’s rescue as “the first step accomplished in establishing the
rights of children in the United States.”* And while nineteenth-century
humanitarians saw the link between protecting animals and children as
entirely natural, in our own time child welfare professionals find it “a sad
commentary that it took a society for the prevention of cruelty to animals
to protect the first recorded case of a maltreated child.”'s In addition to
being a beacon of light for the future, for many modern child protection-
ists Mary Ellen’s rescue by the ASPCA also sheds a penetrating light on
the past, showing how animals received greater legal protection than chil-
dren. Many social work texts assert (erroneously) that in 1874 there were
no laws protecting children, and thus that Mary Ellen was rescued under
laws protecting animals.!® From this illogical ordering of protective priori-
ties, modern child welfare advocates often conclude that “children have
been an expendable commodity for thousands of years.”’” Though Mary
Ellen’s rescue is still invoked as the singular beginning of the movement
to end child abuse, for moderns it is tinged with the irony that animal
protection preceded child protection, a fact that proves their contemporary
efforts all the more necessary and difficult, poised as they are against the
accumulated weight of history.

While organizational and social work histories fold Mary Ellen’s res-
cue into a story of progress—inevitable if strangely delayed—SPCAs and
SPCCs in general have figured in a quite different story. Written by profes-
sional historians, this story’s plot revolves around elite and middle-class
reformers trying to exercise social control over the working class. Though
there are to date no histories of the combined effort to protect animals
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and children, scholars who study SPCAs or SPCCs nonetheless emphasize
similar themes. Although humane organizations claimed to care only for
the sufferings of innocent and defenseless animals and children, these his-
torians argue that in reality such groups used “cruelty” as a trope to stand
in for other anxieties—about the unruly and indecorous behavior of the
working class, about immigrants, about industrialization.'® By this inter-
pretation, it was less the suffering of the abused that upset reformers than
the passions and behaviors it represented on the part of the perpetrators.
Rowdy entertainments like cock fights and insufficiently middle-class
methods of childrearing sparked anxieties about an insouciant working
class of immigrants and the about the challenge of creating a shared cul-
ture (with established elites intact). SPCCs are, in the words of social
welfare historian Michael Katz, the exemplars of the “aggressive style of
Gilded Age reform”: intrusive, controlling, and intolerant of working-class
family life. Protests against animal and child abuse, according to such his-
torians, mark not the eruptive, revolutionary establishment of rights for
either group, but the effort of reformers to impose bourgeois standards of
decorous behavior on the huddled masses."”

In recent years, however, the “social control” interpretation of SPCCs
and SPCAs has become more nuanced. Linda Gordon, Sheri Broder, and
Stephen Robertson have all shown that the populations who came into con-
tact with SPCCs were not simply the victims of meddling society agents.
Case records make it clear that SPCCs launched many of their investiga-
tions at the behest of families, neighbors, and even children themselves.
Poor communities often saw the SPCC, or “the Cruelty” as some called
it, as one means of helping them perform traditional functions of behav-
ioral regulation. In some instances, community complaints forced SPCCs
to take on problems—such as sexual abuse—that they had originally not
located under the rubric of “cruelty.” In addition to initiating many of the
SPCCs investigations and helping to define the society’s agenda, clients
and communities also exercised agency in their negotiations with society
staff. Neighbors might thwart investigations they felt were unjust by re-
fusing to supply information, and women who used the SPCC to shape up
erring or intoxicated husbands might suddenly refuse continued coopera-
tion with agents if they saw improvement in their spouses. While SPCCs
certainly used their power to shape behavior and to define the limits of
acceptable family life, they did not simply impose a middle-class vision of
domesticity on poor and immigrant populations.20

Not only is “social control” an incomplete description of how anti-
cruelty organizations functioned on the ground, but also, as other recent



