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In the 1870s, as the Secretary for the private New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, Anthony Comstock transformed obscenity law into a significant vehicle of state morals regulation, instituting scores of criminal cases against pornographic book publishers, erotic photographers, sex toy manufacturers, birth control dealers, and others.  This expansion of prosecutorial activity represented a dramatic change from the prior decade, when only a handful of obscenity indictments were presented and none resulted in punishment of the offenders.   Even more importantly, as an agent for the U.S. Postal Service, Comstock shifted the primary locus of obscenity regulation from the state system into the federal courts, creating a new interstate offensive against immorality and a bid for national reconstruction of morals.  

Drawing on arrest reports, indictment records, trial transcripts, and other archival sources, this paper explores Comstock’s litigation techniques, his relationship with public prosecutors, the defense strategies of his targets, and the responses of juries in the arena of erotic representation.  It also describes how Comstock created a new legal culture of obscenity and the impact of that culture on the world of pornographic publishing that had emerged and taken shape in New York in the mid-nineteenth century.  Finally, my paper tells the stories of some of the key publishers as well as some of the relatively marginal individuals who squared off against Comstock in his crusade to suppress the circulation of sexual speech.  

