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“Your Whole Effort Has Been to Create Desire”: Reproducing Knowledge
and Evading Censorship in the Nineteenth-Century Subscription Press

ALICIA PUGLIONESI

SUMMARY: Historians once regarded the passage of the Comstock Laws in 1873 as a death knell for the
public discourse on gender, sex, and reproduction that thrived in the early nineteenth-century United
States, but this view has given way to a more complex appreciation of the strategies available to actors
seeking knowledge about the body. I examine some of these strategies in late-century health and
hygiene manuals. Although certain discourses about sex became closed off, others persisted and
evolved in the interstices of Comstock’s regulatory state. Readers’ demand for information did not
abate in 1873; savvy publishers found different ways to meet it, utilizing suggestion, allusion, and
nontextual cues from which active readers could extract useful knowledge. A once-public debate about
the morality, effectiveness, and appropriate use of contraception had become coded in the pages of
health and hygiene manuals, pointing readers to the burgeoning mass market for contraceptive devices
as a locus of reproductive control.
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Sometimes the best way for illicit knowledge to travel is right through the front door in the wholesome
sunlight of a midwestern afternoon. Readers in the late nineteenth-century United States, particularly
readers seeking information about sex and reproductive control, faced a literary landscape seemingly
eviscerated by restrictive social mores and the outright government censorship of the Comstock Laws.
During the first half of the century, there was a lively and explicit discourse about gender roles, the
meaning of marriage, and the morality of contraception and abortion circulating in popular print, but
this discourse was gradually limited by moral reform efforts. In 1873, New York reformer Anthony
Comstock succeeded in passing a federal law that banned texts deemed lewd or obscene, and forbidden
material was confiscated and destroyed with much moralistic relish.1 Historians of women’s health and
reproduction once characterized the post-1873 decades as an uninteresting time for studies of sexuality
and reproductive control: purity crusaders succeeded in their purge, exerting a stranglehold on public
discourse until the liberalization of the interwar period. In recent years, new scholarship has emerged
that explores the complex realities of medicine, technology, and reproductive knowledge in the lives of
Americans seeking methods of family limitation.2 This essay adds to that literature by examining a set
of sources rarely considered in the history of medicine: subscription health and hygiene texts and the
sales tactics that put them in the hands of curious readers. The circulation of these texts reveals a
complex interplay of gender, class, and forbidden knowledge. By joining a close study of the J. L.
Nichols & Co. publishing company with an analysis of the sales material used to promote and
distribute books like theirs, I illuminate the complex set of practices whereby sex information and
moral prescription were delicately interleaved.
Despite legal restrictions, purchasing a book about sex was a common transaction in late
nineteenth-century America, though by no means a straightforward one. Most readers outside of major
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cities obtained literature by mail-order or from subscription agents who sold door-to-door. The sale of
such books was meticulously scripted by publishers to tantalize and intrigue while revealing little in the
way of content. “The chapter on Reproduction is simply grand,” boasts the sales script for Obstetrics
and Womanly Beauty. “I need only read you some of the headlines to give you an idea of its worth.” At
this point, stage directions instruct the agent to flip through the pages of the book while reading the
chapter titles aloud: “‘Times when marital relations are wrongful,’ ‘Limitation of offspring,’
‘Conception,’ ‘How to have beautiful children,’ ‘Can the sexes be produced at will?’…”3 This
performance struck a delicate balance between suggesting and withholding information—under no
circumstances, according to the script, should the agent pause long enough for a customer to actually
read the text. Although agents may not have performed their scripts to the letter, this at least was the
publisher’s vision: a sales agent must create desire, hinting at secret knowledge hidden between the
covers, or between the lines, of the book.
A book like the 1896 Search Lights on Health: Light on Dark Corners; a Complete Sexual
Science and a Guide to Purity and Physical Manhood, Advice to Maiden, Wife and Mother, Love,
Courtship, and Marriage would seem to demonstrate this point: a representative specimen of the
thriving late-century health and hygiene guide genre, it addresses such concerns as the “influence of
good character,” “when and whom to marry,” “chastity and purity of character,” and, conversely, “the
dangerous vices,” but some of the crucial information it contains about “sexual science” is hidden. On
the surface, it hews steadfastly to the tenets of Victorian moral reform rhetoric, mobilizing medical
expertise and authority to buttress normative claims about the virtues of middle-class, heterosexual
family reproduction. But this book, and others like it, were not necessarily written, distributed, or read
simply to recapitulate such a message, particularly in a culture already saturated (as the sheer quantity
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of literature testifies) with similar advice. If we follow Search Lights and kindred titles through their
lives as material texts, we can glimpse a world of desires and expectations—shaped in the course of
interactions among readers, publishers, and sales agents—that in many ways subverted the dominant
discourse on display in these manuals’ pages.4
Whether or not the Indiana household that purchased a 1902 edition of Search Lights intended it
for general use, it seems to have become the exclusive province of John A. Hansen, who was a close, if
selective, reader of the volume.5 His hand appears throughout the book, in dog-eared pages, marginal
notes, doodles, and fragments of penmanship. Certain sections of the book are untouched, while others
are underlined, fingerprint-smudged, and annotated. These sections of interest share some common
characteristics, which is to say that Hansen mostly read the parts about sex. He marked paragraphs on
the dangers of “non-completed intercourse” and “the female sexual organs,” and double-underlined the
warning that “many of the means to prevent conception are injurious.” His penmanship practice on the
book’s end pages suggests that Hansen was a young man entering a phase of life when (he hoped) the
scant sexual information that Search Lights offered might be of use. As Andrea Tone notes, men as
well as women were concerned with reproductive knowledge, and the “broad gender dynamics” of
contraception in the late nineteenth century have yet to be studied extensively.6
The way that John Hansen read Search Lights is suggestive of the meaning that this book held
for its audience; indeed, many copies show the same pattern of careful attention to seemingly
innocuous sexual advice, a pattern that points to the historical circumstances surrounding the book’s
publication and distribution. How typical was Hansen’s use of Search Lights? Was he representative of
its audience?7 Though we can’t generalize about readership based on scattered, incomplete traces left
by particular readers, we need to understand when and where people read, how they chose and obtained
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books, what they knew, and what they believed: how did such a book fit within the mundane totality of
ordinary life?8 Answering such questions for Search Lights leads to a slew of similar publications, and
to the broader context within which these books circulated in the late nineteenth-century United States.9
I begin with a discussion of health and hygiene literature as a genre, review the historiographic context
of the Comstock Laws as they related to reproductive control, and then move into the core of my
investigation of medical knowledge and subscription book sales.

Search Lights on Health: Circulating Texts, Circulating Knowledge
The literature of nineteenth-century health and hygiene movements suffered no paucity of light/dark
oppositions; titular references to shadows and darkness, lights and searchlights, serve as a reliable
indicator that a text deals with moral hygiene, temperance, vice, or a related cause. “Shedding light”
evoked both scriptural revelation and scientific rationality, a vision of moral improvement through the
application of modern expertise.10 The constellations of organizations and causes devoted to moral
purity and to “health and hygiene” are notoriously difficult to tease apart, webbed as they were by
overlapping networks of friendship, charity, commerce, and politics, and ranging in scale from the local
to the international levels.11 They responded to a perception of moral crisis in American life, to
anxieties about urbanization and industrialization, and to the alarmist discourse of miscegenation and
degeneration.
In the early nineteenth century, an explosion in self-help, advice, and hygiene literature
capitalized upon the mass appeal of reformist rhetoric, which by turns elicited and assuaged the
anxieties of a white, middle- and upper-middle-class public.12 Advocates of reform physiology,
women’s equality, freethinkers, utopian socialists, Fourierists, Grahamites all produced volumes on
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healthy living guided by a patchwork of doctrines moral and physical, social and scientific. Some of
these were sexually explicit, promoting intercourse for nonreproductive purposes and endorsing birth
control or abortion, while others attacked these radical trends and insisted on self-mastery, denial, and
regimentation. This raucous literary marketplace, as well as the scope of acceptable public discourse
about health and reproduction, would shrink dramatically during the middle decades of the century.
Legal prosecution of publishers of so-called obscene texts, which began in earnest in the 1830s with the
trials of Charles Knowlton, increased steadily as opposition to radical doctrines moved from the realm
of public discourse into the realm of judicial power.13
In 1873, notorious antivice crusader Anthony Comstock achieved the defining victory of his
career: an act for the “Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of
Immoral Use” won passage in the U.S. Congress. This postal act governed the transmission of such
materials by mail, but individual states would pass their own, more restrictive laws that allowed
prosecution of manufacturers, retailers, and anyone else caught in possession of forbidden “books,
pamphlets, leaflets, songs, pictures, and these articles in rubber, wax, and other materials—all designed
and cunningly calculated to excite the imagination and inflame the passions.”14 Often referred to in
aggregate as the Comstock Laws, this legislation was fueled by a revival of Christian values among a
reform-oriented upper-middle class, epitomized in the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice
(NYSSV).
Comstock’s crusade has been interpreted by feminist scholars as actively opposed to women’s
rights and particularly to reproductive control; although recent scholarship has sought to modify that
view, the Comstock Laws still had an indisputable limiting impact on the lives and freedoms of
women.15 The oppressive atmosphere of the Comstock era forces us to look more carefully at the
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conservative content of health and hygiene books. At a time when any discussion of reproductive
control was suspect, some authors dared to weigh its benefits and even described specific methods.
They adopted a new, highly allusive, and euphemistic rhetoric to deflect the serious risks incurred by
running afoul of Comstock, who enforced the law with a ferocity and indiscriminacy that made him
wildly unpopular. Penalties for spreading obscene material by mail included a fine of between one
hundred and five thousand dollars or up to ten years of hard labor.16 In the rhetoric of Comstock’s
purity coalition, contraceptive information was classed alongside pornography and prostitution as an
existential threat to American society.17
Despite Comstock’s zealousness, the laws proved difficult to enforce. Some publishers, either
through intentional defiance or failed evasion, were caught in his net, but the cooperation of judges and
juries at either the state or federal level was not ensured, and punishments were often negligible.18 The
high-profile convictions of Edward Bliss Foote, Ezra Haywood, and D. M. Bennett in the 1870s set a
chilling legal precedent for federal control of “obscene” print material. These defendants were atypical,
however, pursuing their cases through the court system and beyond out of moral conviction about the
right to freedom of speech and access to sexual knowledge.19 Many small publishers, ill equipped to
take a moral stand, quietly continued their activities with prudent modifications. In what follows, I use
subscription health and hygiene books to explore ways in which rivulets of early nineteenth-century
reproductive discourse quietly trickled through the fissures in Comstock’s censorship.
The kind of texts in question were not exclusively or even predominantly authored by medical
professionals; popular literature on sex and reproduction has come from diverse sources and often
inhabited a realm of assumed names, dubious credentials, and furtive purchasing.20 However, the
increasing authority of the medical profession spurred the growth of a popular health literature that
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combined the “cheap print” tradition of herbals, almanacs, and household guides with an emphasis on
the moral and medical authority of experts (often, the object of both criticism and praise).21 These texts
emphasized the physician’s access to privileged information, listing numerous purported MDs on their
title pages, and advertised the very latest in modern scientific knowledge.22 Sales agents for Obstetrics
and Womanly Beauty (1900) boasted that “this is the first opportunity the public has had to buy a book
of this nature, for you must surely know doctors, as a rule, keep their medical books in great secrecy.”23
Asserting that sex and reproduction were medical rather than obscene or lascivious phenomena would
become part of the broader effort to legalize birth control by moving it into the domain of medicine and
public health, but here it served a sales purpose. Given that many physicians were known to prescribe
contraception, and even provide abortions, despite strident opposition by the American Medical
Association, promising to reveal the secrets of doctors suggested knowledge of this variety.24
At the same time, publishers packaged sexual knowledge in “plain language” for “people of all
classes”; authors frequently portrayed themselves as mavericks betraying the establishment’s
conspiracy of silence.25 This ambivalent attitude toward professional medicine allowed readers to
access critical information without devaluing vernacular knowledge and home care. It also channeled
popular health movements such as those of Sylvester Graham, Samuel Thompson, and the array of
homeopaths and reformers who actively contested the medical and social status quo from the 1820s
onward. This split identification—with both the authority of professional medicine and the populism of
alternative health movements—seems to have posed little difficulty for publishers and readers; as I
argue, the practice of producing knowledge from such texts was aided rather than impeded by medical
heterodoxy.26
By the 1870s, the Comstock Laws dealt a serious blow to the once-freewheeling health and
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hygiene genre, leading advice texts to adopt a conservative, moralistic tone. Janet Farrell Brodie, in her
study of nineteenth-century reproductive control, dismisses advice literature after 1873 as “inferior to
that available earlier.”27 Some historians of the period were content to leave the discussion there,
depicting the post-Comstock years as a time devoid of useful contraceptive advice and the origin of
partisanship and confusion around reproductive health that lingers to this day.28 Closer examinations of
the mixed results of Comstock’s crusade have led to a reevaluation of this view, namely, that
contraception became a market phenomenon to which many women were able to gain access.
Furthermore, the ways in which historians define the effectiveness of contraceptive methods have
changed from the 1960s, when the pill was the gold standard, to more context-sensitive accounts of
perceived efficacy, the agency of individuals in using multiple methods, and the relative value of
something over nothing when seeking to limit pregnancy.29
The Comstock decades did see a constriction of public discourse—conversations that took place
in literature, lecture halls, and courts. Private conversations between friends, parents and children, and
sexual partners are largely inaccessible to us, although historians working with available diaries and
letters have explored such sites of knowledge exchange. They often point to the subversive nature of
private discourse, arguing that its ephemerality protected it from moral or legal scrutiny; individuals
could adopt attitudes publicly that were not reflected in their private behaviors.30 However, it was
precisely this substratum of private discourse to which popular texts like Search Lights referred for
much of their implied content. Rather than presupposing a clean separation and opposition between
what was spoken in private and what circulated in print, we can read moral hygiene literature as
evoking, mimicking, and distorting private discourse in various tactical ways.
Advice manuals at the turn of the century offer subtle clues as to how knowledge proliferated
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within and around the regulatory structures created by the Comstock Laws. They hint at what type of
information was available, how it circulated, and through what channels. Proceeding to the history of
the subscription press that issued Search Lights, we will see how mechanisms for producing illicit
knowledge were built into a text that epitomized its publisher’s commitment to a restrictive Victorian
social hygiene.

J. L. Nichols & Co.: The Library, the Gymnasium, and the Douching Apparatus
As an author of self-help literature in late nineteenth-century America, James Lawrence Nichols
boasted a fittingly up-by-the-bootstraps biography: an illiterate German orphan raised on charity in
rural Illinois, Nichols taught himself to speak and write in English and paid his way through school by
selling books door-to-door. By the age of thirty-one, he was a full professor of business at NorthWestern College, and by thirty-five he had self-published a book that went on to become, in the
perhaps hyperbolic estimation of a local journalist, “the third best selling book in the Midwest besides
the Bible and the Farmer’s Almanac.”31 Capitalizing upon the success of The Business Guide; or, Safe
Methods of Business, Nichols set up his own printing outfit to produce Safe Counsel: Search Lights on
Health, The Household Guide, Safe Citizenship, or 500 Lessons in American Politics, and a small
number of other titles; the financial engines of the outfit were the Search Lights series and the Business
Guide, which claimed to be in its fiftieth edition in 1895, the year of Nichols’s death at age forty-five.32
Nichols’s brief autobiography, dictated on his deathbed, bears a passing resemblance to Horatio
Alger’s heroic tales of self-made men, but in its searching tone Nichols’s story resembles more a litany
of senseless suffering. All but the last three paragraphs of his ten-page life story deals with the violent
abuse he suffered as an orphan at the hands of his caretakers. Decades of determined striving earned the
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self-educated Nichols a teaching post and success as an independent businessman; despite these
trappings of success, the reality behind the Alger fable was that the plucky orphan, physically broken
down from years of overwork and ill treatment, died too young to enjoy the fruits of his struggle.
There are two structures in his adopted hometown of Naperville, Illinois, that bear Nichols’s
name: a public library and a gymnasium. In his will, Nichols transformed his publishing fortune into an
architectural embodiment of contemporary reformist ideals of moral hygiene, self-regulation, and selfimprovement.33 This legacy ensured his memorialization as a leader of progressive reform efforts in the
community; indeed, his activity in Naperville’s temperance and suffrage organizations, the
Congregational church, and various charities reflects a pattern typical of upper-middle-class nineteenthcentury reformers notorious for prolific joining.34 Nichols’s ascendancy in Naperville was particularly
unlikely given his origins among the town’s maligned German agricultural and industrial laborers. The
working-class German population and Anglo-Saxon upper class were often at odds over issues like
temperance and Sunday observance, but Nichols positioned himself clearly as an example of how
education and hard work could enable mobility into the virtuous elite.35
His secure position at the heart of local reform politics would have also improved Nichols’s
business opportunities and perhaps protected his publishing practices from the scrutiny of government
censors.36 Little evidence of Nichols financial transactions survives, most likely because he rarely
borrowed money to keep his businesses solvent. Meanwhile, Nichols’s charitable activities testified to
his principled management of money. By embracing the upwardly mobile value system of the social
purity coalition—what Nicola Beisel describes as a program of “family reproduction” that attempted to
preserve or enhance social standing amid radical shifts in gender roles and power structures—Nichols
signaled his belonging in Naperville’s progressive-minded Congregationalist community, as an
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individual and as a producer of books that promised to further advance the cause of middle-class
respectability and economic self-betterment.37
For all its high-minded commitments, however, J. L. Nichols & Co. operated according to the
rough-and-ready publishing practices typical of small nineteenth-century presses. Both the sourcing
and organization of the text and the placement of advertising indicate the kinship of Nichols’s hygiene
manual with earlier advice texts like The Married Woman’s Private Medical Companion (1855) and
The Marriage Guide; or, Natural History of Generation (1850). Nichols’s coauthor, Dr. Benjamin
Grant Jefferis, left scant traces in the historical record, but appears to have graduated from the
Kentucky School of Medicine, which, although associated with reputable programs at Transylvania
University and the University of Louisville, was short-lived and shut its doors in 1908.38 A highly
variegated landscape of medical practice was giving way to regulation and respectability during this
period, and physicians as trusted figures of knowledge and authority were a central feature of health
and hygiene guides.39 These two trends—professionalization and sectarianism—achieved a rhetorical
symbiosis in many popular hygiene texts, which move seamlessly between poses of staid medical
expertise and reformist iconoclasm.40 The title page of Search Lights promises “Excerpts from WellKnown Authorities”; among them, George Napheys was a notorious advocate of “voluntary
motherhood” based on the argument for heredity of acquired characteristics, M. L. Holbrook was a
leader of the water cure movement, John Cowan was a vocal opponent of contraception on religious
grounds, and Seth Pancoast was a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine who
gave up medical teaching to study the Hebrew Kabbalah.41
As discussed earlier, manuals like Search Lights adopted a rhetoric of frankness and scientific
advancement, scorning “false modesty” and “ignorance in the name of purity.” Search Lights contained
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advice for young men and women about courtship and marriage, instructions for family life and the
management of a household, and a guide to the causes and treatments of common illnesses, along with
sundry commentary on moral issues and social woes. Although present-day readers would not
categorize all of these components as medical or scientific, they were united under the nineteenthcentury rhetoric of hygiene in which bodily, moral, and domestic economies were closely interrelated.
At the same time, writers and publishers had to tread carefully around issues of contraception and
abortion.42 “In the statements and arguments made in the above,” write Jefferis and Nichols, “we have
not relied upon our own opinions and convictions, but have consulted the best authorities.”43 This
disclaimer comes in their section on family size and reproductive control. They rehearse a series of
arguments against excessive childbearing (some appear in quotes with no attribution, while others are
presented as the views of respected medical men). Harm to women, economic hardship to families and
society, and the eugenic improvement of the race all suggest that (as the authors quote Dr. Lydia
Stockham) “women must learn the laws of life so as to protect themselves, and not be the means of
bringing sin-cursed, diseased children into the world. The remedy is in the prevention of pregnancy, not
in producing abortion.”44 Neither the authors nor the “best authorities,” however, seem to endorse any
specific means for “the prevention of pregnancy,” although they roundly condemn common practices
such as withdrawal and “the thousands of preventives advertised in papers.”45
The reason for this somewhat contradictory condemnation is not left to the reader’s inference.
The authors of Search Lights actually quote the Comstock Law in their chapter on “Prevention of
Conception,” taking the perhaps tongue-in-cheek precaution of redacting the word “lewd” in the
passage, “no obscene, lewd, or lascivious book, picture, or any article or thing.”46 With this small
gesture they signal zealous compliance with the (literal) letter of the law. They dutifully announce that
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“the common law punishes the furnishing or advertising of means for the prevention of conception,”
and then introduce a workaround: “There is, however, no ban of the civil law on Nature’s law as laid
down by Nature’s God and discovered by medical science, which we here make known.”47 Recourse to
“Nature’s law” was the most obvious means of coping with moral and legal objections to
contraception, but the methods that this euphemism entailed—abstinence and the “safe period”—were
not adequate to the needs of many Americans seeking to limit family size. Moreover, nature’s law was
free, whereas an enterprising businessperson could do well by marketing a more reliable man-made
option.48 Weaving their way between Comstock’s law, nature’s law, and the law of the marketplace,
Jefferis and Nichols would pay homage to the letter of the first two while stealthily embracing the spirit
of the last.
As historians including Brodie and Horowitz have clearly established, the literary marketplace
of the early nineteenth century featured a wealth of texts that instructed readers in methods of
contraception while, often simultaneously, debating the physiological mechanisms of reproduction and
the theological and moral grounds for reproductive control.49 All of these issues were tied together:
varying medical accounts of how reproduction really worked had different implications for the morality
and practicality of contraceptive methods, and even medical authorities held opposing views. As
Andrea Tone notes, America at midcentury experienced a commercial explosion that made an
enormous variety of contraceptive products widely available. We need to examine these products, and
their circulation, as part of the system of knowledge production in which popular advice texts also
operated, since in many cases books were a direct pathway to obtaining other products.
It was common practice for subscription presses to include paid advertisements in footnotes or
the back pages of their books; less frequently these advertisements might appear in the body of the
14
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text.50 Advertisements for vaginal douches appeared in the text of Search Lights under a number of
different brand names.51 The 1894 edition bears a generic image of a douche without purchasing
information; by 1900 the generic image is accompanied by an equally generic offer: “Above syringe
will be sent by publishers, postpaid, for 60c.”52 Nichols’s successor at the press, John Hertel, forged
agreements with Dr. John A. Bell, a Naperville general practitioner, and later with Elmer E. Hall of
Chicago, to promote and sell a product that had special significance to purity and hygiene reformers.
Linda Gordon notes that syringes had “respectable uses … having become medically fashionable in the
nineteenth century.”53 Indeed, the anarchist and women’s suffrage advocate Ezra Heywood, although
he opposed “unnatural” methods of birth control, would argue when prosecuted by Comstock that the
douche was “invaluable, indispensable in the treatment of female diseases and for applying local
remedies to preserve personal health and purity.”54 This “multiple uses” argument won Heywood an
acquittal, setting a precedent for subsequent contraception cases.
Many editions of Search Lights contain ordering information for douching apparatus on the
back page and offer discounts of 20 or 30 percent on orders placed through the publishing house. An
in-text caption promises “New Revelations for Women”; the 1902 Search Lights states that Bell’s
syringe “thoroughly removes all discharges from the vagina. … This Syringe is highly recommended
by the medical profession,” and directs interested readers to “address THE PUBLISHERS at the foot of title
page.”55 These indirect formulations—what Tone calls “legal euphemisms”—resembled pre-Comstock
advertising enough to be legible to consumers, but avoided naming contraception so that they could
claim the multiple uses that constituted Heywood’s legal defense.56 Similarly, under the chapter
heading “Celebrated Prescriptions for All Diseases,” Search Lights lists a remedy for “functional
amenorrhea” that would have been recognizable as an abortifacient by the logic, active in many advice
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texts, that the resumption of absent menses also meant the end of a nascent pregnancy.57
Figure 1.
Bell, the “local inventor” named in the 1902 douche promotion, patented his product in 1899;
nearly a hundred variations on the vaginal syringe were patented between 1873 and 1910.58 These
devices were widely believed to be an effective form of contraception, but by the 1890s many doctors
treated the contraceptive douche with derision—some because they believed it to be ineffective, but
most because they scorned female attempts at “unnatural” reproductive control and insisted that such
attempts would have disastrous health consequences.59 However, because douches played a prominent
role in the cleansing practices advocated by purity and hygiene reformers, they could be safely and
respectably promoted under these auspices rather than as contraceptives.60 Search Lights seems to
engage in just such a suggestive marketing strategy, placing the advertisement immediately after a
discussion of birth control and abortion (not socially or morally acceptable) and immediately before a
discussion of feminine hygiene (endorsed by physicians and purity groups).61 Amid a veritable
explosion of patent syringes hitting the market, Search Lights came to the aid of readers by endorsing a
specific product as deserving of their trust and providing a confidential way of procuring the device.62
The Search Lights advertisement mobilized not only the local, commercial network of
Naperville, but also broader popular health practices and informational networks. Although evasive on
the means of “limiting offspring,” the text enclosed a suggestion that would have been legible to
readers acquainted with the commercial market for contraceptives. “Medical experts” concurred that
family size must be “brought under the control of reason and conscience”; they also concurred that
abstention and even withdrawal were “injurious physically and morally.”63 What followed was an
image of a douching syringe and purchasing information. Without violating the letter of the Comstock
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Laws, J. L. Nichols & Co. had included all of the ingredients that a reader would need to piece together
a forbidden answer to the question of reproductive control.

How to Sell: The Anatomy of an Outfit
In the domain of publishing, we have seen that an intersection of moral reform sentiment, censorship,
and the expanding marketplace for consumer goods led to the promotion of a Search Lights-brand
douching syringe and to similarly coded contraceptive products, ranging from condoms to diaphragms
to abortifacient formulas, appearing in a variety of health and hygiene publications.64 This intersection
was replicated in the door-to-door sale of books like Search Lights. The final portion of my study deals
with the sales practices associated with subscription health and hygiene manuals, which served as
another node in the circulation of illicit knowledge about reproductive control. We might contrast these
sales encounters with the public lectures and periodicals of radical reformers like the Owens, Frances
Wright, and Charles Knowlton in the 1830s and 1840s.65 Rather than taking a bold moral stance on
women’s right to contraception, the book agent, in the privacy of the customer’s home, created desire
for a product by strategically suggesting that it might contain forbidden information about reproductive
control. This shift in the nature and location of knowledge exchange illustrates what many scholars
have characterized as a rechanneling of public discourse into private purchasing decisions during the
second half of the nineteenth century.66
Upon sending away to the publisher for a canvassing outfit, an aspiring agent would receive a
bulky package containing a prospectus copy of the book, sales slips, contracts, “Publisher’s
Guarantees” or receipts, weekly or daily report forms, an instructional sales pamphlet, and a “Letter to
the Agent” containing additional information about the chosen book. Many of these paper items were
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kept nested inside the prospectus, either “tipped in” between the relevant pages or tucked into the
inside covers.67 The sales outfit was, in many publishers’ formulation, a mobile battle station that
provided agents with all the resources they needed for a victorious canvass; correspondingly, agents
were to defend the outfit at all costs: “Keep your Prospectus in Your Own Hands,” “Never leave your
prospectus unattended, or allow anyone else access to it—keep it ‘under lock and key.’”68
The heyday of subscription publishing, roughly between 1830 and 1890, saw book agents
fanning out across the nation, knocking on doors from New York to Des Moines. The best market for
subscription books, however, proved to be rural towns in the Midwest and South that were underserved
by bookstores and libraries.69 Many studies have addressed the teeming black market for contraceptive
information in New York City, an amorphous entity that survived and thrived despite being the focal
point of Anthony Comstock’s personal crusade.70 Residents of nineteenth-century New York, however,
were extraordinary for their time in terms of access to multiple channels of information and goods. In
addressing the circulation of reproductive knowledge and the impact of censorship, we must look to the
periphery as well as the center to see what possibilities remained and how they varied across
geographic locations.71
“A book-hungry land” is how Edna Jewett Allen, a homesteader arriving in the Dakota
Territory in the 1880s, described her new home.72 The expansion of the railroads meant that fewer and
fewer Americans found themselves beyond the reach of mail service, but communication was still slow
and unreliable in many areas. Books were not the highest priority in Western frontier towns, and
though some attempted to organize libraries in churches or parlors, these fledgling efforts suffered from
lack of funds and inaccessibility.73 Subscription presses often framed themselves as saviors of the
unlettered masses, bringing literary light into the nation’s rural backwaters with book agents as their
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footsoldiers.74
Figure 2.
The public’s perception of subscription books and agents was not always so messianic; the low
quality of the literature and the intrusiveness of agents were common complaints, and the status of the
industry declined in the 1890s. Sensational exposés penned by former book agents, such as Elizabeth
Lindley and Annie Dumond, documented publishers’ exploitative and deceptive practices, particularly
toward female workers.75 Despite these negative representations, book agents also appealed to the
rhetoric of enterprise and self-making that permeated nineteenth-century American culture. The
Horatio Alger story The Young Book Agent chronicles the rags-to-riches rise of the fictional agent
Frank Hardy, while the correspondence of actual agents suggests the hard-won financial independence
that such a career could offer for women.76
Figure 3.
I base my discussion of the sales encounter on outfits for popular health and hygiene manuals,
recruitment advertisements that Nichols placed in North-Western College’s student newspaper, and
student reports of their employment with Nichols to reveal the ways in which subscription sales
enabled the discreet marketing of information about sex and reproduction. The specific population of
Nichols’s agents to which we have access may not be representative of the type of agent who generally
sold Search Lights and other health and hygiene guides, particularly those geared toward women, but a
comparison between the North-Central College students and the female canvassers deployed by other
publishers highlights certain common approaches to the discreet marketing of information about sex
and reproduction.
Publishers repeatedly emphasized the need for a systematic sales strategy; E. Hannaford
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implores, “Book Agent, whoever you are, you, too, must ORGANIZE VICTORY.”77 Organizational
schemas governed all aspects of a canvass, from moving through communities to manipulating the
subconscious desires of potential customers. The ideal canvass combined mild social coercion with
tantalization—“your whole effort has been to CREATE DESIRE.”78 In the case of the health and moral
hygiene genre, both influence and desire took very specific forms, often geared toward women and
appealing to anxieties about illness, financial stability, and excessive childbearing. Agents had to offer
their customers forbidden information about reproductive control without seeming to violate any moral
conventions or to cross lines of social propriety. Publishers carefully scripted this delicate interaction:
their sales speeches preached the danger of overpopulation and the tragedy of women “driven down to
death” by excessive childbearing; they condemned the conspiring doctors who withheld needed
information; they trumpeted the happiness of those who took the simple measure of “knowing
themselves” and, by implication, ceasing to bear unwanted children. The menu of acceptable
contraceptive strategies was fairly stable throughout the late nineteenth century, and the allure of such
books was not that they might introduce a new method, but rather that they offered medical counsel as
to which methods were most effective and least objectionable.
“The following talk is arranged especially for lady canvassers, who canvass women,” begins the
anonymous author of “A Confidential Talk with Our Agents on How to Sell Obstetrics and Womanly
Beauty.”79 The “Confidential Talk” contains a script, complete with stage directions, which agents are
strongly encouraged to memorize and deliver to their customers verbatim. Playing her role to the letter,
a hypothetical agent knocks on the door of a carefully selected middle-class country home, and the lady
of the house answers. After talking pleasantly about “some neighborhood topic or generally interesting
subject,” the agent begins her pitch: “Mrs. _________, I have called to have a confidential talk with
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you on a matter of importance to every woman.”80 Immediately there is a delicate convention at play,
as contraception is not the right of “every woman”; most reformers who advocate birth control intend it
only for married women, as any application outside of marriage condones sin.81 The publisher
acknowledges, in his comments to the agent, that “everybody buys a book of this kind, not only those
who are raising a family but those who contemplate raising one.” The seeker of contraceptive
information may be unmarried, but as long as intent to marry, or even contemplation of marriage, is
present, the sale is justifiable—and besides, as subscription pamphlets so frantically emphasize, “there
will undoubtedly be other agents in your vicinity selling inferior books … and people are so anxious to
get [them] that they will buy the first book that is shown them.”82
Our agent goes on to dramatize the dangers incurred by not owning a copy of Obstetrics, first
with a vague statistic: “Every community has its victims. In fact, the doctors tell me that over one third
of the women in the country are suffering, more or less, from some physical disorder peculiar to their
sex.” If the customer is impervious to the findings of medical authorities, the agent goes for the
heartstrings, turning to part 3 of Obstetrics, “the most important part of our work.” This section begins
with an image that had, by the 1880s, become a discreet but loaded symbol for proponents of
reproductive control—“The Vacant Chair,” where a loving mother who died in childbirth once sat.
“The home is left desolate, and no other can fill her place,” the agent says. “This picture is only a
reflection of what may be seen in thousands of homes throughout our land, where men are made
widowers and little children motherless simply through a lack, on the part of the mothers, of the proper
knowledge of woman’s physical being.” The script has adeptly laid out a justification for divulging
illicit knowledge: since the mother is the moral and spiritual center of home life, and home life is the
last reserve of virtue in a degenerating world, anything that preserves her health preserves society and
21

This is a preprint of an accepted article scheduled to appear in the Bulletin of the History of
Medicine, vol. 89, no. 3 (Fall 2015). It has been copyedited but not paginated. Further edits are
possible. Please check back for final article publication details.
morality.
Tender sympathy is not the only sentiment in the agent’s repertoire. Suspicion and mistrust of
the medical profession follow immediately, as the agent points out that “this is the first opportunity the
public has had to buy a book of this nature, for you must surely know doctors, as a rule, keep their
medical books in great secrecy.” The implication—that this professional conspiracy serves doctors’
wallets rather than the public good—further justifies the book’s sexual content and creates an alliance
among author, publisher, agent, and customer as parties interested in throwing open the protected
bastions of medical knowledge.
At this point, the agent begins turning pages of the prospectus and reading off tantalizing
chapter titles like “Times When Marital Relations Are Wrongful,” “Limitation of Offspring,” and
“Conception,” to give the customer “an idea of [the book’s] worth.” The stage directions require the
agent to turn the pages rapidly, and to keep the prospectus in her hands at all times so that the customer
cannot investigate the book’s contents for herself. With anxiety, desire, and obligations to family
weighing upon her mind, a potential customer would, the publisher hopes, err on the side of safety. The
agent asserts that Obstetrics is the “greatest blessing that was ever given to women in the form of a
book,” but at the point of purchase it is a cipher: the customer, aware of her limited options and
desperate for good information, slightly dazed by the agent’s glad-handing, takes a gamble on the
possibility of controlling future pregnancies.
Real-life sales encounters may not have played out as scripted, but these directions offer a
compelling account of what publishers perceived to be at stake in the purchase of health and hygiene
guides. Who were the actual agents responsible for mediating such scripts? Many, as the sales material
for Obstetrics and Womanly Beauty suggests, were women selling to women. However, male agents
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would also have sold hygiene texts, particularly more general-interest books like Search Lights.
Numerous J. L. Nichols & Co. titles appears to have circulated informally through agents selling the
Business Guide. From 1870 through the early twentieth century, the student newspaper North-Western
College Chronicle ran advertisements recruiting canvassers for everything from geographic atlases,
anatomical charts, and family Bibles to items like clocks and animal feed. Almost all of NorthWestern’s self-confessed student canvassers were young men, and of these, a majority claimed to be
selling “Professor Nichols’ Business Guide.” Selling the Business Guide, however, seems to have also
entailed selling other Nichols works, at least after 1890 as the press expanded to include more titles. In
the testimonials from agents printed in an 1897 recruiting ad, one Emery A. Harrah remarks, “Am well
satisfied with my work—39 orders out of 31 showings. The Search Lights lead here.” “Got 23 orders
for Safe Citizenship,” says C. H. Oliver. “Worked all day today; got 20 more.”83 These testimonials
clearly imply the potential for agents to profit from a larger catalog of titles. “The Search Lights lead
here” in particular suggests that Search Lights was a reliable brand from which agents could expect
steady returns, perhaps, as Harrah’s numbers indicate, selling multiple Nichols books at one showing.
Although many household and hygiene books were sold by women, and Search Lights is
primarily addressed to “maiden, wife, and mother,” male North-Western students would likely have
offered the book, perhaps as a discreet aside after displaying the Business Guide. The status of these
fair-weather canvassers—clean-cut college students on their way to a respectable middle-class life—
would have lent them legitimacy in the eyes of their often less-educated customers, but forced them to
use discretion when discussing their pursuits with others of their status.
Agents could be trustworthy and persuasive figures, and if they did their jobs well, they
mobilized the trustworthiness of others in the community. The subscription ledger itself was a form of
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communication and of public display in sparsely populated areas with few venues for social interaction.
As a book agent hopscotched around the community, the ledger bound into the back of his prospectus
accumulated the names of all his buyers, allowing neighbors to indirectly size each other up. A book
promoted as necessary for success, health, and morality actually became necessary only when the
leading lights of the community—doctors, clergymen, and educators—had lent their good names to the
ledger. At the same time, Search Lights promises to deliver its douching products anonymously,
suggesting a sensitivity to privacy concerns (as well as to the legal troubles that one could incur when
shipping “obscene” merchandise by post). That both delicacy and public display were called for in the
sale of a single book indicates the precariousness of the health and hygiene genre, which promised
enlightenment while peddling solutions of a decidedly secret nature.

Conclusion: Not under Lock and Key
Having surveyed some of the ground traversed by subscription health and hygiene books, it is perhaps
fitting to return to the scene of John Hansen combing through his copy of Search Lights for the good
parts—that is, the parts about sex. Although in his desire for illicit knowledge Hansen was
transgressing the limits imposed by the Comstock Laws, he had plenty of help: the publisher, the sales
agent, and the book itself contributed clues as to how a reader might obtain knowledge about sex and
reproduction.
Historians have begun to reevaluate post-Comstock health and hygiene literature as reflecting a
complex balance between legal and social, public and private demands. My analysis illustrates the
multivalent function of these texts as they placated censors, traversed great distances, and connected
readers to a growing array of possibilities for birth control and sexual knowledge. Though proficient at
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generating publicity and high-profile arrests, Comstock faced a resilient network of knowledge
production that utilized many avenues of communication, and whose messages were often intelligible
only to those who knew what they were looking for. Search Lights’ coy alternation between endorsing
and condemning contraception pointed readers to the marketplace as a locus of reproductive control,
clothing in medical expertise information that in fact undermined the policies of the medical
establishment. Text and marketplace, the gestures of book agents and the trust networks of rural
communities, all worked together to reproduce knowledge at different sites under challenging
conditions.
Jefferis and Nichols declared that the information in Search Lights, frank by the standards of the
day, “should not be kept under lock and key” merely out of prudishness. However, a book agent’s
prospectus must be kept under lock and key, since information has a price. By the 1890s, producing
popular knowledge about sex required, more than ever, participation in the market and negotiation
among a dizzying array of confidential offers and guarantees. This development did not empower
seekers of contraception in the way that subsequent transformations in reproductive discourse would,
but it illuminates the alternate channels through which agency might run when blocked by the
structures of state and social control. If anything, the career of Search Lights points to the multivalence
of books as nodes in the production of popular knowledge: always embedded in the wider world, but
with bits of the world always embedded between the lines.
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Figures

Figure 1. Hall’s syringe. Search Lights on Health (1904), 246.
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Figure 2. Transportation in rural areas was among the challenges of life as a book agent. From
Annie Nelles (Dumond), Annie Nelles; or, The Life of a Book Agent: An Autobiography (Cincinnati:
Published by the Author, 1868), 84–85.
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Figure 3. The Frank Hardy character in Stratemeyer’s The Young Book Agent achieves success
after many tribulations in door-to-door sales. Horatio Alger, Jr. [pen name of Edward Stratemeyer], The
Young Book Agent; or, Frank Hardy’s Road to Success (New York: Stitt, 1905), frontispiece.

43

