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Abstract 

On the evening of November 19, 1915, Annie Russo, a young Jewish immigrant from 

Austria, roamed the streets of New York City. She had earned only seven dollars from 

prostitution that night and, fearing retribution from her husband, Tony Russo, hoped to make 

enough money to satisfy him.  Unfortunately, her fears came true when Tony Russo beat her so 

mercilessly that their neighbor reported him to the authorities. Shortly after, Tony Russo was 

arrested and indicted. Interestingly, he wasn’t charged with wife-beating or domestic violence. 

He was charged and ultimately convicted for compulsory prostitution, and sentenced to “not less 

than seven years and three months nor more than fourteen years and six months in state prison”.  

In this paper, I examine the historical and sociological context of the Tony Russo vs. The 

People of the State of New York trial. Russo’s indictment was a reflection of the many social 

changes occurring in New York at the time. In the early twentieth century, the first family court 

was established in Buffalo, New York, for the purpose of tackling domestic violence through 

reconciliation and intervention, addressing domestic violence as a private matter rather than a 

criminal matter (Finely, 2013, p.  200). New York City population density increased by 400% 

percent due to the influx of immigrants coming predominantly from Southern and Eastern 

Europe (Smolak, 2013, p.505). Alongside the new immigrant residents, an influx of Black 

Americans from the South entered the city. New York City was faced with a rise in urban crime 

and social deviance because of rapid urbanization and poverty. The arrival of newcomers 

sparked a panic over the idea of white women being sex trafficked. Known as the White Slave 

Panic, it rapidly spread across the whole country. Through my literature review, I found that 

Tony Russo was indicted for compulsory prostitution rather than domestic violence because, at 
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the time of the White Slave Panic, prosecutors were more concerned with getting immigrant sex 

traffickers off the streets rather than with punishing domestic violence.  


