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Professional police and full-time public prosecutors assumed responsibility for criminal law enforcement in New York City in the second half of the nineteenth century.  The gradual establishment of a state apparatus for controlling crime corresponded to heightened fears of the “dangerous classes” and concern about curbing offenses ranging from murders to vices like pornography.  Due to expanding caseloads, New York prosecutors could not zealously pursue convictions against all defendants who were apprehended and charged; they had to decide which laws to enforce and whom to prosecute.  Such decisions owed much to political struggles and to norms of gender and morality.

The proposed panel is composed of three papers analyzing different facets of law enforcement in late nineteenth and early twentieth century New York City.  Allen Steinberg will discuss the central role of an emerging penal state in Progressive Era politics.  Carolyn Ramsey will explore public responses to intimate homicide in New York City and compare New York prosecutors’ handling of such cases with that of their counterparts in western locales like Denver, Colorado.  Donna Dennis will analyze Anthony Comstock’s campaign against obscenity in New York City in the 1870s.  Together, the three papers offer insights about the politics, moral culture, and gendering of crime control in the nation’s greatest metropolis.  While this panel draws heavily on the rich archival and published sources available for New York City, it also addresses themes of nationwide significance, such as state formation, federalism, and the role

of gender in criminal justice.

