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Introduction
"Females, friends, widows, and their households shall ever be special objects of our regard and protection.” – Ku Klux Klan obligation, 1871.
“God says you are a princess… Your behavior and the choices you make must be governed by that value if you are aiming for the sunset ending of your love story. You must present yourself as you would priceless china.” – Dannah Gresh, And the Bride Wore White, 2012.
	Within the United States, purity plays a significant role in cultural structures and self-conception. As a country established by Puritan emigres, the United States has long placed an emphasis on purity in its thought and politics. The strict racial hierarchy of slavery, which determined class, privilege, and entitled rights, relied on language and theories of racial and ethnic purity, concepts that still influence modern establishments. Indigenous exclusion policies, one-drop blood quantum rules, and anti-miscegenation laws all betray an American obsession with purity. While anti-miscegenation laws served primarily to prevent crossing of racial lines, they also regulated sexual behaviors, creating cultural narratives around sexual purity. Victorian-era conceptions of sexual morality and social reform were widespread outside of the United States, but uniquely American trends such as the myth of Black sexual assault on white women and the explosion of 1990s Christian purity culture underline how sexual purity and its associated rhetoric are inescapably mainstream. Authors like Dana Berthold also argue that preoccupations with hygiene and protection in American culture demonstrate the centrality of purity to social and cultural identity (Berthold 2010).
What constitutes a “pure” person or object varies throughout time and place, but the mechanism of construction remains similar. As Maria Lugones outlines in her foundational work “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” purity can be understood as a process of separation that is controlled by dominant powers (Lugones 1994). “Pure” is separated from the “impure,” and the “impure” is excluded. This means the concept of “pure” can be defined negatively, or by what it is not. When identities are formed negatively, this gives rise to purity rhetoric, which allows one to reject and prevent intrusions by other “impure” identities, with the intent of preserving one’s existing, negatively formed identity or self-conception. Purity is also associated with national and political upheaval, where purity language becomes a response mechanism to protect the speaker from the perceived physical threat by isolating them from the associated moral threat (Berthold 2010).
I argue in this thesis that these conceptions and articulations of the formation of purity rhetoric miss a crucial step when applied to American ideas of purity. I will argue that the dominant conception of purity in American culture relies on what I have termed the “idealized white woman,” a rhetorical ideal that serves as a metric of purity within American thought and discourse. Through a genealogical study of popular rhetoric taken from three primary case studies, I aim to demonstrate how the “idealized white woman” (UWW)[footnoteRef:1] framework is a rhetorical constraint that unconsciously permeates American understandings of what it means to be pure. By illuminating this dimension of identity formation and rhetoric production, I hope to provide an understanding of conceptions of purity that I argue has been missing from previous analyses. [1:  Throughout this thesis, I use several variations of this term, which include “idealized white woman,” “ideal white womanhood,” and “untouchable white woman.” UWW serves as an abbreviation for all of these.] 


Methodology and Research Design
Genealogy
	Philosophical genealogy is a method of inquiry primarily focused on examining the contexts or milieu that give rise to certain beliefs or knowledge. Genealogy allows investigation into how a social concept, often one taken for granted, has developed rhetorically and the environment that allowed it to emerge. How genealogy is executed is not standardized, nor is there consensus on what genealogy can accomplish philosophically. Some perspectives view it as purely descriptive and reflective, while others argue for a stronger therapeutic approach that challenges current beliefs and paradigms. I argue that political genealogy allows for an effective study of popular rhetoric and encourages introspection into what constrains our modern language and conceptions. By performing a Foucauldian-inspired rhetorical genealogy, I will demonstrate how the UWW contributes to the development and proliferation of purity rhetoric.
	Genealogy shares its name with the biological and sociological processes of tracing familial ancestors and taxonomical evolution. Many of the first scholars to practice philosophical genealogy were inspired by the rise of evolutionary thought spurred by Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. This view of genealogy was motivated by the search for a “common ancestor” of a philosophical topic such as morality, much like one would seek a common ancestor to several modern species (Lightbody 2025, 2). Paul Rée’s 1877 On the Origin of Moral Sensations was an early genealogy, which attempted to identify the source of human altruism. Friedrich Nietzsche aimed partly to respond to this work with his On the Genealogy of Morals, published in 1887, which established him as a father of the genealogical method. Nietzsche thought that On the Genealogy of Morals was a more proper, historical critique of the origins of moral thought and values than Rée had previously offered. 
	Michel Foucault, now the philosopher more often associated with genealogy, is often understood to be practicing Nietzschean genealogy, interpreting and expanding upon the original historical method Nietzsche utilized in Genealogy of Morals. However, while he does reference Nietzsche’s philosophical method in various essays and writings, Foucault might more accurately be understood as shaping and manipulating Nietzsche’s genealogy to fit his purposes rather than working within the tradition. In Foucault’s own words, he was not interested in being “faithful or unfaithful to Nietzsche,” and instead “utilized” and “deformed” the theory to construct his own methodology (Brochier 1975). Foucault practiced a methodology certainly influenced by Nietzsche’s foundation, yet their intents in performing genealogy were significantly different.
	Foucault’s genealogies, or archaeologies, as he originally termed them, aimed to examine the constraints on historical thinking which in turn produced the concept he isolated. His analyses of systems and structures focused on the “discursive productions” which enabled those systems to form (Foucault 1978, 12). Discourse, as Foucault saw it, went beyond mere word choice and rhetoric; to fully capture and understand language, one must account for the power structures that dictate what can be said and thought (Foucault 1970). In performing genealogy, Foucault emphasized the concepts and discourse that created the foundation for the development of modern practices and systems. This was an attempt to reveal the “general mode[s] of thinking (epistemes) that lay behind … a very diverse range of beliefs and practices” (Gutting 2005, 40). Focusing on these epistemes, the general underlying frameworks of thought that produce discourse, enabled Foucault to analyze the broad conceptual and philosophical structures of history. It was the study of these structures that he saw as a means of answering the most significant questions about modern society. 
	Nietzsche and Foucault now represent two distinct approaches to genealogy, distinguished by the intention of the investigation. According to Gary Gutting, someone performing a Foucauldian genealogy is “not so much interested in, say, Hume or Darwin as in what made Hume or Darwin possible” (Gutting 2005, 33). This enables the genealogist to identify and examine additional branching historical aspects that feed into the concept at hand, creating a much broader understanding of the framework that underlies it. However, this broad inquiry also limits the ability to detect causal mechanisms; causation and replicability are often deemphasized in favor of understanding the contingencies of a given historical context (Lightbody 2025, 3).
	In contrast, Nietzsche worked less to determine all the branching influences that impact a concept and instead to identify a “common origin” for many branching concepts (Lightbody 2025, 2). In many ways, Nietzsche’s genealogy possesses an almost inverse goal of Foucault’s.[footnoteRef:2] Brian Lightbody writes in his encyclopedic entry on philosophical genealogy that “according to Nietzsche, a genealogist initiates an investigation by questioning whether there is a common origin between the myriad concepts, behaviors, feelings, and ideas present in contemporary society” (Lightbody 2025, 2). One goal of Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals was to draw connections from the way we presently think and feel as the “promise-making animal” to the “‘poison’ embedded in our prevailing value systems, aiming to identify a so-called ‘common ancestor’” (Lightbody 2025, 3, 6). [2:  Nietzsche could be seen as one root to many branches of a tree, while Foucault could be many roots to one branch.] 

	While the Nietzschean and Foucauldian methods differ in initial design and intent, the impact or outcome of a genealogy may be similar depending on how it is interpreted. There are several ways to interpret genealogies, from being purely descriptive to intentionally critical. Lightbody identifies at least five typologies of philosophical genealogy that vary in the arguments they advance regarding their subjects (Lightbody 2025, 6). While some of this may be determined by the author’s purpose in writing a genealogy, through the nature of interpretation, critics and scholars may read several of these typologies into the work itself.
	In this paper, I use a Foucauldian-influenced genealogy to uncover the constraints and contexts that sustain and generate purity rhetoric in different eras of American history. I argue that underlying the concept of purity is a scaffolding that utilizes the ideal white woman as a moral indicator. Foucault’s method of inquiry exposes this foundation. As values of purity are so often communicated via publicly available rhetoric, Foucault’s discourse analysis is well-suited to this type of examination. The purity I aim to evaluate in this paper also crucially relies on power structures, given the dominant identities at play. As well, there are various characteristics that constitute the ideal white woman, and the genealogical method allows one to study how these characteristics came to be understood independently, as well as how they combined into the framework identity. Finally, a genealogy enables an examination of purity rhetoric across time, without constraining oneself to a too-narrow window. Proving a causal link between these generations is unnecessary; the goal of this paper is solely to identify the various epistemes that enable the formation of ideal white womanhood, which, in turn, promotes and sustains purity rhetoric.
	Given the sensitive nature of discussions around racial and sexual purity, it can be tempting to assume that an analysis of how such rhetoric evolves and develops must automatically be critical. While I would argue that it is possible and often necessary to use genealogy to reevaluate the origins of certain beliefs or constructs, currently or historically held, it is also important to note that genealogy itself is not primarily critical. As Dana Berthold writes in her genealogy on race, purity, and hygiene, “genealogy does not proclaim in advance that certain values, such as purity, are always or necessarily bad. Instead, it gives us the tools to inquire about the functioning of those values through concrete examples” (Berthold 2010, 5). The goal of this paper is deconstructive genealogy, which works to disentangle the strands of identity and “unpack the hidden assumptions, exclusions, and contradictions in how those concepts are framed and maintained” (Lightbody 2025, 13). By centering the lens of the idealized white woman, we can more effectively and impactfully deconstruct how purity rhetoric is produced. Deconstruction and recognition are the intention of this genealogy, not the negative critique of any singular aspect of identity and rhetoric.

Selecting Cases and Designing the Study
	Language about purity has, of course, been used in many contexts and for varied purposes throughout American history. In structuring this thesis and selecting evidence, I have narrowed the focus to between 1890 and the beginning of the 2010s. This period was intentionally selected to encompass two eras in American culture during which purity rhetoric was especially prevalent and impactful: the post-Reconstruction spike in racial violence, and the rise of evangelical purity culture in the 1990s. While Reconstruction officially ended with the Compromise of 1877, racial violence and appeals to racial purity accelerated between 1880 and 1920, with the peak of lynchings and mob violence between 1892 and 1893 (Watson 2009, 68). Post-Reconstruction rhetoric often reflected an attempt to reclaim previous states of white and Southern glory, creating and stoking fears around miscegenation and “race-mixing.” Racial purity at this time was inherently associated with sexual purity, as it was sexual “impurity,” like sexual assaults, rapes, and illicit relationships, that allowed for racial “impurities.” This period is key to understanding the role of the white woman as a moralizing figure and a protector of the “white” future through children.
	American evangelical purity culture, as understood for this paper, sustained its peak during the 1990s and early 2000s. Partially in response to the liberation movements and counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s, evangelical churches and organizations began specifically emphasizing chastity and modesty, saving oneself for marriage, traditional gender roles, and the nuclear family model throughout the 1980s.[footnoteRef:3],[footnoteRef:4] This shift was also supported by a shift in the American Republican Party and the growing association between evangelicals and politics, as well as a rising view of teen sexuality as a national crisis. Despite being a conservative evangelical movement, the values and teachings extended beyond churches, and evangelical purity culture is credited with championing abstinence-only education broadly within the US (Calterone Williams 2011). While not contained to the white church or explicitly focused on racial purity, evangelical purity culture was also a notably white phenomenon, and the idealized white woman framework is an unconscious constraint that influences how purity rhetoric was produced and should be studied for that reason in this context (Gish 2018, 6). [3:  It would be false to claim chastity, gender roles, and sexual purity were entirely new concepts in the evangelical church. I only mean to argue here that there was a renewed emphasis on these topics, often to a degree not before seen in many denominations.]  [4:  In her 2015 book Virgin Nation, Sara Moslener argues Christian sexual purity movements have numerous predecessors, such as the temperance movement and early social reform organizations, which used similar methods to promote social and religious purity. ] 

	Because it is more recent, the timeline of evangelical purity culture is difficult to delineate; while it is certainly less prevalent now, some denominations still sustain its language and theology.[footnoteRef:5] However, after the 2000s, there was a distinct drop in strict adherence to purity culture teachings. In order to avoid the cultural variables that were introduced preceding the 2016 election and the changes in the American Christian right that followed said election, the decision was made to include only the beginning of the 2010s, allowing for the inclusion of several purity culture texts which were published or updated later than 2000, while limiting confounding political factors.  [5:  Evangelicalism has always been very decentralized without clear leaders or organizers. This allows for significant doctrinal and congregational variation between those who claim the label “evangelical.” This complicates research into affinity for and adoption of various theologies, like purity culture, as some groups may now eschew purity theologies while others continue to strongly endorse them.] 

	Both of these periods, that is, American purity culture and post-Reconstruction violence, featured perceived moral threats to national or cultural security, which translated into mainstream purity rhetoric. Purity language during these periods also blends several types of purity, including sexual, racial, moral, and class purity. Reconstruction purity was not solely racial, just as evangelical purity was not solely sexual. To better understand why this blending of purity categories occurs, I argue that the framework of the idealized white woman plays a distinct role in these periods by being the implicit (and at times, explicit) indicator of how well society was protected from the perceived threat. In other words, it was impossible to conceptualize purity without the discourse reflecting the underlying structure of the idealized white woman.
	After limiting the time span, case studies of purity rhetoric from these eras were chosen, specifically noting how the white woman was portrayed or utilized in the writing or dialogue itself. It is important to note examples I selected were not picked because they fit a pre-designed framework of the idealized white woman. On the contrary, my theoretical framework was constructed to reflect what seemed to be present in many of the examples of rhetoric I had already studied. According to genealogical principles, this is because we are becoming aware of constraints to thought that already existed, but we are only now recognizing.  
	First and foremost, I aimed to select case studies that were well-known and accessible. Genealogy should hold true when applied to fringe or unpopular works just as much as popular works, but I argue less popular works may not as effectively display the discursive constraints of wider society. Further, mainstream rhetoric strengthens the genealogical argument that these constraints broadly affect societal patterns of thought. Thus, to accurately reflect and delineate idealized white womanhood and subsequent purity rhetoric, only works and publications that held some significant level of impact and were widely read, disseminated, or commentated on were selected. Publication figures, bestseller status, economic effects, coverage in local or national newspapers, and broader cultural impact were all considered when selecting case studies. Cases that were selected for this project will be supported by archival evidence of their impact and interpretation.
	I first examine the newspaper coverage and courtroom transcripts from the 1931 Scottsboro Boys trial. This legal case provides an interesting opening study, as it is not a fictional projection or fantasy, but one of many real-world examples that utilized the myth of the sexual assault of a white woman by a black man. Despite a lack of evidence for such assaults, this language was commonly employed to justify lynchings and mob violence, and the myth was weaponized to uphold racial, class, and gender divisions. Further, Scottsboro provides an important example of what happens when the apparatus of the idealized white woman fails. When women fall short of the idealized exemplar, what happens? Is it necessary that the ideal white woman be an achievable state of being, or is it only a symbolic or rhetorical concept? I argue Scottsboro demonstrates an allegiance to framework over reality, supporting my theory that the UWW is an unconscious rhetorical constraint.
	Turning to published rhetoric in literature, I analyze Thomas Dixon’s 1902 novel The Leopard’s Spots, where perceived threats to national safety were portrayed and visualized through the assault of the white woman (Kinney 1982, 148). Dixon’s work appeals to the same myth and potentiality of Black assault on white women but does so through a narrative and fictional lens that frames such assault as a threat to the (white) nation and its well-being. This phenomenon is well-documented in scholarship, especially through W.J. Cash’s seminal analysis, The Mind of the South. In what Cash termed the “Southern rape complex,” identity and purity were both literally and figuratively reflected through the assault on the idealized white woman (Cash 1941, Kinney 1982). Dixon’s status as a bestseller and a pioneer of such rhetoric makes his work an easy inclusion in a study of purity theory.
	There is no shortage of rhetorical examples to select from the catalogs of purity culture, given the power of Christian publishing houses and, later, the adoption of early websites for the dissemination of sexual purity and educational materials. However, I opted to examine Why True Love Waits: The Definitive Book on How to Help Your Kids Resist Sexual Pressure by Josh McDowell, primarily for its impact on later works and its synthesis of previous texts. Originally published under the title Why Wait? in 1987, the book was revised and republished in 2002 under the new title, chosen to reflect one of the most notable purity culture movements: True Love Waits. TLW advocated abstinence-only sexual education and waiting for sex until marriage via purity pledge cards, purity ring ceremonies, and other large events. McDowell’s book distills the arguments against premarital sexuality into a guidebook for parents, catastrophizing the “crisis of adolescent premarital sex” as a threat to national and cultural security (McDowell 2002). I argue that this threat is conceptualized through how well the ideal white woman is protected from it, promoting the language of purity and damage. The “harm and damage” rhetoric McDowell employs reflects the use of the UWW as an indicator for harm to society more broadly and demonstrates a tendency to objectify the idealized identity (Gish 2018). 
	These case studies, while not exhaustive, will contribute significantly to evaluating and illuminating the role the UWW plays in purity rhetoric. In this analysis, I demonstrate, through interpretative and close readings of each case, how the UWW is invoked to justify the associated purity rhetoric. In order to conduct such an analysis, a clear definition of purity itself is necessary.
	
Definitions: Conceptualizing Purity
	Despite its prevalence as a cultural motivator and as a topic in large bodies of literature, purity remains an abstract, complicated concept. Much of the difficulty in defining purity is its basis in exclusion; it is created and defined only by the rejection of what is considered impure. Purity cannot be achieved by realizing certain traits or enacting certain behaviors, other than patterns of abstinence, which is inherently the rejection or exclusion of something from one’s life. Purity is only achieved through remaining pure, a state which is considered inherent to some and maintained by eschewing that which damages purity. To understand purity, either from an external view as one studying purity or from an internal view as someone consciously or subconsciously appealing to purity norms, it is imperative that the impurities positioned or conceived of as threats are well defined.
	For example, racial purity often places whiteness as what is pure, framing non-whiteness as a pollutant or an “other.”[footnoteRef:6] In the American context, whiteness is idealized and dominant, and the usage of “white” reflects both a metaphorical and literal cleanliness. Sometimes, this language directly reflects a slippage between moral taints and physical taints, such as referring to something non-white as “dirty” to reflect it contaminating one’s racial identity (Berthold 2010). In Dana Berthold’s genealogy on whiteness and hygiene, she describes this white identity as “conceived in part as a sort of physical hygiene—the lack of a mark of pollution” (Berthold 2010, 2).  [6:  Globally, racial purity is not always structured with whiteness as the ideal. As Berthold correctly identifies, what is considered morally or physically impure, especially in terms of race, is culturally determined (Berthold 2010, 6).] 

	In labelling what is impure, it is common for several types of purity to intersect and overlap.[footnoteRef:7] Inherently, language around sexual purity need not reflect a racial bent in any direction; adolescent sex and the need for abstinence-only education are both often framed as national, sometimes even global, crises. However, racial purity very frequently includes fears around race-mixing and miscegenation, especially during the Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction eras. Sexually charged narratives of assault on a white woman by a Black man not only played on emotional responses to horrendous crimes but also implied the worst result of such heinous assaults being a mixed child (Watson 2009, 69; Kinney 1982, 146; Hodes 1993, 402). In this way, sexual purity becomes an outcropping of racial purity, a necessity to preserve the sanctity of whiteness. Similarly, hygienic purity often reflects racial purity, framing whiteness as cleanliness (Berthold 2010). Class purity, which often limits upward mobility out of a fear of tainting upper classes with behaviors or people perceived as lower class, may utilize racialized fears or hygienic fears to reflect a preservation of class status (Hodes 1993, 402-3). Sexual purity can also appeal to class divides by characterizing the sexually impure as broadly low-class, as seen in stereotypes of single mothers, teen parents, and welfare queens. [7:  It is important to note that a notable gap for this paper is ritualistic purity. Ritualistic purity includes believing certain behaviors, animals, or characteristics are ritualistically, spiritually, or religiously unclean, and would include traditions such as wudu, ritual bathing, and other sorts of ablutions. While it shares a name and similar themes of dirtiness and slippage between moral and physical taints, ritualistic purity plays a significantly different role in the lives of those who practice it. Ritualistic purity is a short-term state, which serves the purpose of the spiritual or religious ceremony or practice (Wassen 2017). It is very infrequently maintained constantly, and instead, one is made ritually pure for a time and place through a specific activity (Wassen 2017). Similarly, identity, especially in a Western or American context, is only rarely based on the presence or absence of ritualistic purity, which is unlike how identity is frequently conceptualized on the basis of racial purity (white/not white) or sexual purity (virgin/whore/chaste/etc.). For these reasons, arguments which this paper makes about purity and how it is conceptualized should not be generalized to ritual purity, and ritual purity will not be one of the types of purity referred to throughout this thesis.] 

	Lastly, because purity must be protected by excluding what is impure, appeals to purity very often employ rhetoric that implies harm, damage, blemishing, and contamination. This language reflects how the threat of impurity is not only moral or hypothetical but is perceived as something “damaging” to identity. Because pure identities are formed negatively and via othering, the introduction of a moral taint becomes rhetorically identical to breaking, harming, dirtying, or infecting the pure. In her rhetorical analysis of evangelical purity culture, Elizabeth Gish described this as “harm and damage” rhetoric. In these frameworks, value is equated with rarity, impurity is correlated with trash or damaged items, and young girls are understood as especially vulnerable to harm, necessitating their protection by “church, father, and nation-state” (Gish 2018, 7, 9). While Gish’s analysis is limited to evangelical purity culture, such harm and damage rhetoric extends far beyond the 1990s American church. Basic fears around losing white superiority or power very often rely on language like the “destruction” of the white race or the “fragility” of dominant whiteness (Kinney 1982; Watson 2009, 67). The conception of sexual assault and rape of a white woman by a Black man, which was so often employed as a justification for lynching or as a so-called “acceptable mythology,” carried with it a convenient sense of intense damage and violence, which reflects both loss of purity and loss of safety for the white woman.
	For the purposes of this thesis, I understand purity to refer to this exclusionary stance that deems certain identities, behaviors, or traits impure. In order to be identified as pure, one must structure their own identity around separation. The UWW is a rhetorical identity based on exclusion, allowing it to effectively generate and sustain purity rhetoric. 

Theory: Developing and Applying Idealized White Womanhood
	I argue that the concept of the idealized white woman works as a societal framework that underlies purity rhetoric and language in American contexts. In genealogical terms, the ideal white woman functions as a constraint on thinking, dictating what rhetoric is consequently produced. In this section, I aim to concretely articulate the identity of the idealized white womanhood, how I believe it developed as a constraint, and how it is applied, thus setting up the analysis of case studies.
	The title I have given to my theoretical identity is adapted from Sara Moslener’s comprehensive project Virgin Nation, in which she outlines the development of American sexual purity culture from the 19th century onwards. Moslener opens with an analysis of Victorian ideals of womanhood and manhood, which contributed to late 1800s and early 1900s social reform and sexual purity movements (Moslener 2015, “Ideal Womanhood and Manhood”). The 1970s and 1980s attempts by American evangelicals to identify “family values” in both political and social spheres is interpreted by Moslener to be an “attempt to return to Victorian ideals of domestic piety,” connecting fears of national security and cultural decline to sexual (im)morality (Moslener 2015, “From the End Times to Family Time”). 
	While my use and adaptation of this terminology is not intended to call to mind every aspect of Victorian gender stereotypes Moslener identifies, many of the characteristics are shared between my framework and Moslener’s. More crucially than shared characteristics, I find the language of “ideal womanhood” the most fitting for capturing the “holy grail” nature of the identity. When used as a trope or appeal, idealized white womanhood is an elusive paradigm, not intended to be personified in any one real individual. As will be discussed later, the application of the framework to real individuals, such as during the Scottsboro Boys trials of the 1930s, can cause the chastisement of women not able to meet the demands of the ideal. Yet the concept is simultaneously exercised by adherents as if it were achievable, which lends credibility to calls to social reform or purity; all of the characteristics contained are, after all, seemingly possible to achieve, or at least to mimic. If the UWW was completely implausible to embody, it could not motivate a sense of urgency related to social purity threats as it seems to do.
	The idealized white woman is white, middle class, Protestant or evangelical, and young, appealing to traditional stereotypes of what an “American” woman looks like. I include “white” within the title of the identity to emphasize the racial aspects which I argue are crucial for purity constructions. This framework combines different characteristics that often naturally overlap, such as race, gender, sexuality and morality, to create a single, unified metric that reflects what is “pure.” In possessing several “pure” characteristics, the ideal white woman reflects not only a dominant identity but also a multifaceted tool which may be blemished or “contaminated” in several ways. This unity of virtues makes the UWW an effective rhetorical device because appealing to a singular identity allows one to access and imply several types of purity.
Age matters insofar as the idealized white woman is able to have children, be married, or have the potential to do either. Literature framing adolescence as a period of stress and threat contributed to youth and age playing a role in the identity (Hall 1904; Moslener 2015). However, youthfulness was appealed to prior to G. Stanley Hall’s work in the early 1900s, and I believe this reflects a greater focus on women’s ability to serve as a civilizing force through marriage or parenting. Even prior to conceptions of adolescence as a distinct time in an individual’s life, young white women were framed as possessing a unique moral influence over white men and non-white members of society (Berthold 2010). Both the social and sexual purity of a young woman and her ability to be a mothering, caring figure were used to assert her “moral authority” in society (Moslener 2015, “Ideal Womanhood and Manhood”). Due to this unique moral, logical, and civilizing ability, the protection of the UWW is framed as a necessity for the good of society.
	The idealized white woman is cast as incapable of protecting herself, thus necessitating a masculine protector. Frances Willard, an early social reformer and temperance activist, “frequently described womanhood as defenseless, weak, and in need of protection as a way to emphasize the evil effects of alcohol and the sexual double standard. Home, family, women, and children needed special protection because they played a central role in the cultivation of personal and collective morality” (Moslener 2015, “Gendered Vice and Virtue”). Similarly,      language within the evangelical church has, throughout the past century, framed the husband as the protector of the home, the leader of the family, and head of the household. This role may be emphasized or deemphasized to different degrees depending on theology or period, but these traits remain distinctly masculine. Whether the masculine protection comes from husband, father, state, or church, the UWW validates patriarchal leadership and places physical authority in the hands of men while granting moral authority to (specific) women.
	The UWW seems to be associated with language around protection because it comprises identities that reflect damage visually and rhetorically. All of the characteristics the UWW holds are negative, exclusionary, and fragile, marking a clear need for protection. Whiteness is threatened by the intrusion of non-whiteness, either physical non-whiteness in children or non-physical non-whiteness through the assumption of behaviors and traits considered “non-white” (see Berthold 2010). The preservation of the middle class is threatened by the upward mobility of other classes and categories, and even moral influence is threatened by loss of innocence, morality, or credibility. The loss of chastity is emotionally and viscerally represented through the threat of sexual assault against the woman or sexual deviance on the part of the woman. All of these traits and characteristics allow for the visualization and personification of previously non-physical moral threats; visible threats necessitate visible protection. Therefore, girls and women portrayed as vulnerable to moral and physical intrusions that would threaten their purity become reflections of how well masculine protectors are protecting society as a whole (Gish 2018).
	I theorize the UWW promotes and sustains purity rhetoric through a four-step process. First, moral panic or fear is generated around a specific incident or threat, especially one connected to national or communal security. Moral panic is understood here in its traditional sociological definition, where something is perceived to threaten societal norms, causing a pervasive sense of fear or fervor.[footnoteRef:8] Second, this threat is mapped onto the idealized white woman, connecting the threat to its potential effect on the UWW. Third, the specific characteristics relevant to the threat are highlighted and viewed as especially fragile, damageable, blemish-able, etc. Finally, purity rhetoric is employed to protect the idealized white woman from the threat and to be a metric of how effectively society is protected from the original moral threat. If the UWW is harmed, society is harmed; if the UWW is protected, society is protected. In this way, the UWW can act as an explanatory factor for the occurrence of purity rhetoric in these eras. [8:  See Stanley Cohen, 1972.] 

	This formula will be my primary method for analyzing case studies. If genealogical theory holds, constraints such as the UWW are deep and unconscious constructs that influence the language produced subsequently. Therefore, in the selected case studies, overlaying the process I discuss in this section will illuminate the role the UWW plays in supporting purity conceptions.

Case Studies and Analysis
Scottsboro Boys Trial: When the Model Fails
	In March of 1931, nine Black boys between the ages of 13 to 19 were removed from a train stopped in Paint Rock, Alabama after a fight allegedly broke out between them and a group of white boys also “hoboing.” A posse of local men, including the sheriff of Paint Rock, took the boys to the nearby Scottsboro jail, where they were ultimately accused of rape and assault by two girls also riding the train (Lindler n.d.). This accusation, made by Victoria Price, 21, and Ruby Bates, 17, would lead to one of the most controversial, influential trials of the 20th century. From 1931 to 1937, the nine Scottsboro boys’ cases would be tried, appealed, and retried several times in Alabama, eventually spawning three influential United States Supreme Court cases, while the boys spent over 100 years combined in jail (NMAAHC, n.d.).  
	Scottsboro illustrates what happens when individuals fail to fit the framework of idealized womanhood. In news coverage, Victoria Price and Ruby Bates were cast as traditional, honest Southern white women who had been attacked in a horrendous and brutal manner. Yet as details of the case, the trial, and the girls emerged, the boys’ likely innocence combined with the girls’ less-than-model backgrounds made the application of idealized white womanhood onto Price and Bates flimsy.
	Early trial coverage demonstrated a push to generate moral panic around the threat to society that the alleged rape presented. Within Scottsboro, exaggerated headlines promoted fear around violent crime and attacks in the community. Original reports out of Scottsboro claimed the “case had no parallel in crime history” and was the “most atrocious crime in our county” (“NINE NEGRO MEN RAPE TWO WHITE GIRLS, CHARGE,” Jackson County Sentinel, March 26, 1931). Reporting also alleged Bates and Price were “found… in terrible condition… after their unspeakable experience” (“NINE NEGRO MEN,” Jackson County Sentinel, March 26, 1931). Later testimony from doctors would contradict this assertion, yet the fear surrounding the crime remained salient in the community (Linder, n.d.).
However, in an April 1931 report by Hollace Ransdell for the ACLU, Ransdell concluded after extensive interviews and investigation that the girls were raised in a community where “high standards of morality… do not thrive” and came from “a large group of millworkers to whom the conditions [of prostitution, disease, prison, institutionalization, and drunkenness]” were familiar (Ransdell 1931). Both girls came from Huntsville, Alabama, a low-class, economically depressed mill town where work was scarce, and poverty was rampant. Reports at the time noted that segregation was minimal in towns like Huntsville; low-class whites were treated the same as Black families and often lived in proximity to each other (Ransdell, 1931). Price and Bates both had reputations as prostitutes, an assertion with significant evidence to back it (Ransdell, 1931). In March 1931, Price and Bates were returning to Huntsville by train after unsuccessfully trying to find work in Chattanooga (Linder, n.d., Ransdell 1931). 
This background weakened the girls’ ability to be rhetorically portrayed as idealized women because they lacked the moral purity and influence necessary. Further, their proximity to low-class and Black populations threatened their theoretical purity, because they lacked the clear negative identities based on exclusion that would lend them to being idealized white women. Neither Price nor Bates was a model case of the idealized white woman, so the forced application of the framework would not be intuitive.
Despite this, there seemed to be an innate acceptance by the community of the girls’ word as truth, and a push to hasten the boys’ conviction. Ransdell concluded that her investigation of spectators and other townspeople revealed a “blind, unreasoning apathy” towards the Scottsboro boys, while “faith in [their] atrocity stories” remained unshaken. One woman, in conversation with Ransdell, recounted an exaggerated, detailed story of what had happened to the girls, mentioning that they had had their “breasts chewed” by the assaulters. When Ransdell raised one doctor’s testimony, which did not substantiate such details, she was disregarded (Ransdell 1931). Similarly, newspapers emphasized across several weeks that the evidence against the boys was “so conclusive as to be almost perfect,” explicitly justifying the testimonies of “the two helpless white women” (“Case Without Parallel in Country,” Jackson County Sentinel, March 26, 1931). This demonstrates an allegiance to the framework of idealized white womanhood despite the inconveniences of application; adherents seem to mold individuals to reflect conceptions as opposed to changing the conception to fit individuals.
	Headlines often emphasized the racial and gendered identities of both the boys and their accusers, falling into the well-trod pattern of Black sexual assault on white Southern women. This emphasis was an attempt to move to the second step of the purity framework, which is to map the threat onto white women.[footnoteRef:9] Local reporters latched onto the purported violence and lurid nature of the gang rape of two white women, and headlines exaggerated the Scottsboro boys’ ages while portraying the girls as younger than they were (“NINE NEGRO MEN,” Jackson County Sentinel, March 26, 1931). Attempts to discuss the girls’ backgrounds when relevant to the case were decried in editorials and dismissed as attempts by “Reds” to “stir up racial hatred” and “capitalize [on the case] for publicity and gain” (“Editorial Opinion,” Jackson County Sentinel, May 7, 1931; May 21, 1931).[footnoteRef:10] While writers did admit that the girls “appear to be poor, country girls and millworkers and have likely been knocked about some,” they asserted their backgrounds should not factor into the Scottsboro case, while simultaneously criticizing the character and backgrounds of those who brought claims and affidavits full of “unspeakable vileness” against the girls (“Editorially Speaking,” Jackson County Sentinel, May 28, 1931).  [9:  Here, the threat itself involved harm to women, but there is also an important rhetorical move where the harm moves out of the realm of physical and into the rhetorical “harm and damage” field.]  [10:  Anti-communist rhetoric and fear played a large role in the Scottsboro case. The Communist Party of the USA was notably involved in the boys’ defense, spurring international Communist support for the Scottsboro boys. Some coverage portrayed the trial as an issue between workers and the dominant class, as opposed to an issue of racial prejudice. While ultimately not relevant to the scope of this thesis, this rhetoric also implies communism being an impurity, raising questions for further scholarship.] 

Further strain arose when Ruby Bates eventually returned as a surprise witness for the defense in the April 1933 retrial of Haywood Patterson. Bates claimed she had previously been instructed by Victoria Price to construct the story of rape in order to deflect the possibility of Mann Act or vagrancy charges against them (Linder n.d.). This “star” witness was intended to explode the case, but Bates’ testimony did not have the intended effect. The jury in the 1933 trial voted to reconvict Patterson, leading Samuel Liebowitz, the defense attorney, to call the decision one made by “bigots” (Linder n.d.). Coverage very quickly denounced Bates’ new story, alleging that her appearance was bought and staged (“Comments on the Trial,” Jackson County Sentinel, April 13, 1933). Bates had always been referred to as the weaker of the two witnesses, less sure or quick with her words than Price (Ransdell 1931). Her new, contradictory testimony was then easier to discount altogether, and coverage praised Price’s surety and confidence while steadily discrediting Bates as a paragon of purity and Southern womanhood. This actively encouraged language that portrayed Price as fragile, vulnerable, and in need of protection from outside forces. Bates did not challenge the framework; instead, her existence contributed to the moral panic by demonstrating how necessary it was to preserve an unattainable purity, modeled in Price. 
Yet pushing Bates out of the framework was not always the desire. In Ransdell’s 1931 report, she noted that even with the early incongruities apparent in Bates’ life, there was still an inclination to hold her up as a representative. “The issue at stake was that of the inviolable separation of black men from white women,” Ransdell wrote. “The challenge flung to the Negro race in the Scottsboro case was Ruby Bates, and another like her. Ruby, a girl whom life had forced down to equality with Negroes in violation of all the upholders of white supremacy were shouting. As a symbol of the Untouchable White Woman [emphasis added], the Whites held high – Ruby” (Ransdell 1931). 
Ruby Bates’s story indicates the UWW framework is stronger than the individual; society seems to have historically preferred allegiance to the purity framework over the test cases. This commitment to purity construction gives weight to a genealogical interpretation of the idealized white woman. Because it so deeply underlies purity formation, it is easier to disregard cases that do not fit the mold rather than challenge the framework itself. Further, Scottsboro demonstrates that the idealized white woman serves as a rhetorical concept and constraint that is not weakened when women fall short of it.

Thomas Dixon: The Sensational Narrative of Racism
	In a discussion of purity and rhetoric, the body of work by Thomas Dixon, Jr. is a necessary inclusion. As an author, preacher, playwright, and filmmaker, he achieved significant success during his lifetime, with many of his writings becoming bestsellers, selling hundreds of thousands of copies (Slide 2004, Cook 1962). Despite this, his written work has fallen into relative obscurity in the modern era; Dixon is better remembered for his contributions to The Birth of a Nation, a romanticized history of the KKK often cited as one of the most influential films of all time and partially credited with the Klan’s resurgence. Dixon’s novels centered on an American South that had been misaligned and disenfranchised during Reconstruction, portraying the Civil War as a great tragedy for which the white Southerner had been unjustly blamed and punished (Slide 2004, Kinney 1982, Cash 1941). Alongside his condemnations of miscegenation and the incompatibility of “the races,” Dixon wrote against women’s suffrage and socialism (Slide 2004, NC DNCR 2024).
	Dixon’s first novel, The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, was published in 1902, after he had already found success as a pastor and lecturer. After watching a stage production of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Dixon was moved to write a response that would give voice to the “silent South,” which other authors, such as Stowe, had misrepresented (Slide 2004). Allegedly written in only 60 days, the novel was published with Doubleday, Page and Company, skyrocketing both author and publisher to new levels of fame and wealth and cementing their continued partnership in publishing (Slide 2004). The success of the novel “vaulted him into the role of foremost spokesman for white supremacy” nearly overnight (Kinney 1982).
There is some debate over whether Dixon intended to become the representative for white supremacy, but it is clear Dixon set out to write a propaganda piece, not the next Great American Novel. Expressly from the beginning, The Leopard’s Spots was written to “reach and influence the minds of millions” (Dixon and Crowe 1982). It would ultimately be the first of three novels that would form the Reconstruction trilogy, or “Klan trilogy,” which functioned as a thematic series, as opposed to having a continued narrative throughline (Cook 1962, Slide 2004). While all three books in the trilogy reiterate very similar themes of anti-miscegenation and fear of black political and social power, The Leopard’s Spots is especially important as Dixon’s first novel, both in the trilogy and in his publishing history. It “establishes all the basic propositions” of Dixon’s philosophy and writings, articulating his view of Blacks as bestial and violent, with only separation and segregation remaining as valid options to protect the purity of Anglo-Saxons (Kinney 1982). For this reason, The Leopard’s Spots provides ripe fodder for rhetorical analysis, as it speaks to Dixon’s personal beliefs and convictions about the purity of white women, while also revealing how appealing such narratives were to white America broadly. The Leopard’s Spots’ status as a bestseller illuminates the magnetism of polemics against race-mixing at the time; Dixon appealed to and built upon a familiar rhetorical concept readers already understood. Dixon’s text centers the idealized white woman to convince his audience of the threat of miscegenation, falling in line with the UWW framework.
The Leopard’s Spots is split into three books with two thematic halves. The first half, set during Reconstruction, focuses on the rearrangement of social and political power following the South’s defeat in the Civil War. In response to the elevation of Black members of society and the disenfranchisement of whites, a main hero of the novel, Reverend Durham, assists in forming the KKK in order to protect white women victimized by the upheaval in society and to eliminate corruption from the new government (Larson n.d.). Durham remains influential in the second half of the novel, and some have interpreted his character as a self-insertion of Dixon (Kinney 1982). The second book opens 20 years later and follows a child from the previous section, now an influential anti-Black politician. Throughout the second half of the novel, Dixon establishes through a variety of plot points that even though Reconstruction has ended, the innate character of Black people in America has not changed, and the threat of integration remains (Larson n.d., Kinney 1982).
	Dixon is incredibly effective at generating moral fear and catastrophizing the threat of blackness in the United States through his novels, and specifically in The Leopard’s Spots. This is, of course, the first step in the UWW framework: to stoke fear around a perceived threat to national or cultural security. For Dixon, Reconstruction acted as a premonition and a catalyst, as the outcomes of integration he dreaded were intimated during the period, providing a glimpse of what “degradation” would occur under “negro supremacy” (Slide 2004). Further, the Spanish-American war pushed Dixon to personally believe in American cultural superiority and the necessity of maintaining Anglo-Saxon purity (Kinney 1982). These factors combined to convict Dixon of his calling to disseminate such supremacist beliefs via mediums that other propagandizers, like Stowe, were already using.
	The Leopard’s Spots’ central fear is racial, namely that “racial coexistence [will] inevitably lead to miscegenation and the destruction of the Anglo-Saxon race” (Kinney 1982). During the first section, the coexistence feared is political, under the “carpetbagger regime” of Simon Legree, while in the second section, the fear is primarily sexual relationships, indicated by the declaration of love from George Harris, an educated Black man, towards a white daughter of a wealthy family (Kinney 1982, Slide 2004). Both Legree and Harris are named intentionally to reference similar characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Throughout all three books, Dixon, by way of the heroes of the novel, muses about the future of the United States, insisting the future American is either “an Anglo-Saxon or Mulatto” (Dixon 1902 via Kinney 1982). In response to Harris’ proposal to his daughter, Everett Lowell declares, “one drop of your blood in my family could push it backward three thousand years in history” (Dixon 1902 via Slide 2004). Under Dixon’s view, no progress or uplift can change the inherent and genetic negative traits of blackness, as demonstrated by these events occurring after Reconstruction. When passed on to mixed offspring, blackness threatens the purity of whiteness.
	Because miscegenation and its negative outcomes are central to Dixon’s thesis, the women in his novels are frequently threatened by assault from Black men, whose sexuality is characterized as animalistic and uncontrollable. This narrative use of sexual assault and rape is how Dixon maps the threat of integration onto white women. In The Leopard’s Spots, moral and social purity is reflected by white women in a manner that mirrors W.J. Cash’s “Southern rape complex.” As introduced in an earlier section, Cash theorized in The Mind of the South that there was minimal truth to the rumor of Black assault on white women, but that rhetorically, white women became associated with the South itself, meaning any affront to a woman was an affront to the entire culture of the South (Cash 1941). In The Leopard’s Spots, for example, a lynching perpetrated by the Klan during Reconstruction is justified by the detail that the Black victim “demanded a kiss” from a white woman. The man, who was a prominent Black politician, was lynched with a placard hung from his mouth which says “The answer of the Anglo-Saxon race to Negro lips that dare pollute with words the womanhood of the South. K. K. K." (Dixon 1902, 150). A threat to white culture and political power is simultaneously a direct, violent threat to women. Further, this once again cements Dixon’s characterization of the KKK as merely defensive.
	The threat of assault is one that naturally imports damage and harm with it, but Dixon specifically emphasizes innocence and beauty as being particularly vulnerable. One character, Tom Camp, is a loyal and committed soldier who loses both of his daughters to some form of Black assault.[footnoteRef:11] The first dies on her wedding night when a group of drunken Black soldiers carries her away, and the wedding party is instructed to shoot her lest she be raped, claiming there are “things worth than death” (Dixon 1902 via Slide 2004). The wedding, traditionally a symbol of virginity and innocence, is contrasted sharply with the intrusion of the soldiers into the festivities. Camp’s other daughter, Flora, is brutally raped and killed by a Black man 20 years later. This time jump further demonstrates that the threat to the South and to Anglo-Saxon America did not disappear after Reconstruction’s end. Flora is characterized as cherubic with blond curls, “a little angel” who is “all full of joy and laughter” (Dixon 1902, 366-7). Her death is bloody and brutal, followed by a retributive lynching of the alleged perpetrator. Flora’s rape was only the second portrayal of the rape of a white woman by a Black man in an American novel, making it an unfortunately innovative use of symbolic rape (Kinney 1982). Through the different circumstances of the Camp daughters’ deaths, Dixon ensures that purity is fully personified in white women while making it clear that as long as integration exists, so too does the threat of assault and violence to both society and women. [11:  Tom Camp’s name is, unsurprisingly, also a reference to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The naming served to set Tom Camp’s character as a foil to the salvific character of Uncle Tom, arguably demonstrating that Dixon believed the most honorable yet misaligned of society were the poor white Southerners.] 

Finally, throughout The Leopard’s Spots, Dixon calls for the protection of white women, while also elevating the Klan to a near mythical, salvific status, praising their unique protective role and their actions as just and righteous. Chapter 20 of The Leopard’s Spots is entitled “How Civilisation was Saved” and opens with the sentence, “The success of the Ku Klux Klan was so complete, its organisers were dazed” (Dixon 1902, 153). Earlier, Dixon claims “[The Klan’s] purpose was to bring order out of chaos, protect the weak and defenceless, the widows and orphans of brave men who had died for their country… and reestablish civilisation.” (Dixon 1902, 150). Through such direct praise, Dixon completes the last step of the appeal to UWW by transitioning the moral threat into literal, physical protection of the woman via Klan actions. Civilization is restored, and society is protected when white women are able to retain their purity and character. 
	Few critics would consider Dixon’s work to be transformative literature, yet their impact as works of propaganda should not be minimized. In many ways, Dixon pioneered and cemented tropes of fragile white women faced with Black violence into both visual media and the written word. The popularity of his books spoke to a broader foundation of thought on which existing conceptions of self, identity, and society were built. In the next section, we will see how these conceptualizations moved outside the realm of literature.

Purity Explained to Parents: Why True Love Waits
	In 1981, President Ronald Reagan signed into law the Adolescent Family Life Act as part of a larger omnibus bill. AFLA moved federal funding away from comprehensive sex education programs, which provided information on contraceptive use and safe sex, in order to fund and promote education programs that emphasized abstinence-only education (Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981, Pub. L. No. 97-35, H.R. 3982, 97th Cong.). This shift in federal funding reflected a broader, growing fear of teen pregnancy and sexuality at the time (Moslener 2015). As the AIDS crisis began to sweep the nation and teen pregnancy rates climbed in the late 1980s, adolescent sex quickly became seen as a “national crisis” that threatened personal and national safety. Out of this so-called crisis, several evangelical groups, organizations, and leaders emerged to respond by offering abstinence-only education imbued with conservative virginity and modesty values. Many would go on to receive federal funding despite being religious organizations, intertwining governmental public health strategy with evangelical aims throughout the 1990s (Moslener 2015).
	One of the most visible of these organizations was True Love Waits, started in 1993 with support from the Southern Baptist Convention. Just one year later, TLW would go on to host a public display on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., staking over 200,000 “purity pledge cards” onto the lawn in a demonstration of the youth of America’s dedication to waiting for sex until marriage. TLW’s purity pledges, abstinence events and group materials became models for the growing evangelical purity culture. The phrase “true love waits” would come to be representative of the message of purity culture as a whole: that sex should exclusively be experienced between a married couple as the pinnacle of all loving relationships. The message was clear that if it was real love, it was worth waiting for.
	In 1987, just as purity culture was exponentially growing, Josh McDowell published Why Wait? What You Need to Know about the Teen Sexuality Crisis with coauthor Dick Day. The guidebook aimed to provide parents and community leaders with facts and a biblical perspective with which to respond to “the adolescent sexuality crisis” (McDowell 1987, inside page). McDowell had established himself in the late 1970s as a theologian and apologist, focusing on writing rational, evidence-based defenses for the Christian faith. His move into writing about public health, sexual decision-making, and child/adolescent psychology, despite his not having formal training in these fields, reveals how pervasive the threat of premarital sex became during this time, a threat that required a response from all. 
By 2002, when McDowell published an updated and revised version of Why Wait?, purity culture as a national movement had hit its peak. McDowell had already toured the nation with his widely influential Why Wait? stage shows and events, and True Love Waits had become a nationally recognizable movement. It is no surprise that the second edition of Why Wait? was retitled Why True Love Waits: The Definitive Book on How to Help Your Kids Resist Sexual Pressure, an echo of the wildly successful organization. Republished with updated statistics, additional information, and further discussion, Why True Love Waits is an expanded look into a “biblical perspective” on how parents, leaders, and youth themselves can respond to the “current adolescent premarital sex crisis” (McDowell 2002, xv). The book functions as a “reference text,” compiling legitimate health information, data, and advice, and placing this alongside theology and apologetics in order to demonstrate the benefits of living in “sexual purity.” There are several sections, ranging from topics such as “The Dead-End Road of Abortion” and “Birth Control: The Myth of ‘Safe Sex’” to “How to Model a Context for Sex in Your Marriage” and “Guidelines for Helping Kids Navigate Cyberspace” (McDowell 2002, Contents).
Throughout the book, though primarily in the first section, McDowell repeatedly intensifies and exaggerates the threat of premarital and adolescent sex, referring to it as a “crisis,” as previously mentioned, but also using terms to refer to sex and sexual outcomes like “epidemic,” “horror,” and “disturbing.” Negative consequences are especially catastrophized by describing illicit sex as “a moment of weakness [leading to] physical, emotional, and relational bankruptcy,” discussing “the exorbitant cost of premarital sex,” and referring to sexual encounters as “playing Russian roulette.” This language is an explicit move towards moral panic, characterizing sexual decisions among teens as a threat not only to themselves but to society as a whole. By frequently describing sex as an act with physical, spiritual, mental, and social implications, McDowell effectively generates fear in both parents and adolescents over the threat of sexuality, and specifically what premarital sex (impure sex) might produce. By stoking this sort of moral fear, he lays the groundwork for producing purity rhetoric that resonates with his audience.
Moving into the second step of the purity framework, the threat of premarital sex is uniquely mapped onto women, primarily through arguments that women are more emotionally fragile and able to be harmed. Despite being targeted at both young men and women, Why True Love Waits focuses on the negative outcomes women might face much more than their counterparts.[footnoteRef:12] One section, titled “Young Women at Greater Risk,” addresses women being more susceptible to STDs and negative outcomes related to infections. While this is true, multiple risk factors beyond biology, including social pressures, lack of economic protections, and cultural expectations, contribute to this disproportionate impact (Aral et. al, 2004). However, McDowell frames this as a matter of protection and female fragility, stating that “adolescent girls… are sweet, innocent, and full of life… the exciting experiences of college, career, marriage, and mothering are yet ahead of them” (Page 40). STDs are framed as entirely destructive to these potential futures.  [12:  For a more direct look at how purity culture and harm rhetoric was communicated to women and girls, see Elizabeth Gish’s analysis of And the Bride Wore White by Dannah Gresh (Gish 2018). And the Bride Wore White is perhaps the most straightforward appeal to the idealized womanhood framework, The moral panic Gresh sets up is solely sexual “sin.” Instead of an external, societal threat being framed in terms of its effect on the idealized white woman, Gresh’s work establishes a threat to the idealized white woman as the threat to cultural safety directly.] 

This language also demonstrates the third step in the framework, which is highlighting specific characteristics of the idealized white woman which are threatened by the moral situation.[footnoteRef:13] Here, McDowell emphasizes mothering abilities and innocence, both of which contribute to the moral influence described in previous sections, as the primary characteristics that are under threat from premarital sex. By claiming that premarital sex’s illicit nature threatens these characteristics, McDowell naturally creates a channel by which he can argue for the protection of girls physically by discouraging illicit adolescent sex. Following the description of adolescent girls above, he continues by saying “We must protect [emphasis added] these precious girls and young women by encouraging them to wait for sex until marriage” (Page 40). Marital sex between a man and woman is declared the only spiritually and sexually pure relationship, so remaining pure requires a protection from that which threatens to undo purity.  [13:  As argued previously, evangelical purity culture was predominantly a white phenomenon from a demographic perspective. Beyond the concentration in white churches, expectations of modest dress, behavior, and language also drew heavily from what was considered white. While whiteness was not always the most fragile or threatened characteristic of the UWW in purity culture, I would argue it was unconsciously informing definitions of purity nonetheless. See page 9 above, Gish 2018. 
] 

While keeping the moral panic ever present in the background, McDowell repeats the last three steps of the purity framework several times with different topics. Throughout the sections on teen pregnancy, McDowell leverages pregnancy as an outcome that primarily affects girls. As discussed in sections on miscegenation, pregnancy represents an embodied threat to purity, one that women and girls carry physically. This physical marker of “impurity” draws specific attention to the women who bear it. It is certainly true that women and girls carry the brunt of the burden from an unwanted pregnancy, but Why True Love Waits places little responsibility or significance on the male counterpart and often ignores the emotional effects men and boys might experience from an unwanted pregnancy. McDowell seemingly dismisses emotional consequences for boys by assuming it is “unlikely” a boyfriend would stay with a partner he has accidentally gotten pregnant (page 54). Simultaneously, McDowell especially emphasizes the spiritual and emotional effects, or “price tag,” of pregnancy on women. “It is virtually impossible to overcome the guilt feelings that result from selfish, illicit sex… especially for the girl who is also dealing with the difficulties of an unwanted pregnancy” (page 56). With this argument, he is once again able to utilize idealized womanhood to call for patriarchal, paternalistic protection. 
As a manual for purity culture, Why True Love Waits provides a literal, step-by-step explanation of the motivators behind purity demands and instructions. Its detailed, straightforward rhetoric brings the appeals to idealized white womanhood to the forefront, allowing for a particularly productive interrogation of how the identity plays into purity culture. Further, its popularity, selling millions of copies, speaks to the dissemination of these beliefs into the broader culture, outside the church microcosm. The prevalence of appeals to idealized white womanhood in Josh McDowell’s books demonstrates that such rhetorical constraints were present into the 2000s. Combining this with the foundations of rhetoric established by earlier examples, a broad picture is painted of the foundational role of the UWW in purity conception. 


Conclusion
Applying the analytical framework developed above to three case studies reveals how the ideal white woman supports sexual, racial, and moral purity in a broad variety of cases. The Scottsboro trial demonstrated a preference of framework over individual, which supports a genealogical interpretation of the UWW. Thomas Dixon’s novels used rhetorical appeals to the UWW to create meaningful anti-miscegenation propaganda which spoke to underlying conceptions of purity. Why True Love Waits effectively connects the perceived threat of premarital sex to wider society through its impact on women and girls, using the UWW to support fragility, harm, and damage rhetoric. Further work could adapt a similar method of analysis as I propose here to additional cases or broader cultural studies.
Previous constructions of purity frameworks remain valid in the American context, but I argue there is a crucial theoretical gap filled by the idealized white womanhood framework. The UWW is a dominant purity framework and social metric which influences how and when purity rhetoric is generated. Because of its composite, negative identity, the UWW serves as a rhetorical ideal which promotes purity rhetoric to reflect protection of society. The four-step process I construct provides a structure for analyzing appeals to the UWW in popular rhetoric.
Given the current American political landscape, it is crucial to interrogate and understand how conceptions of purity continue to shape political rhetoric, social belief, and discriminatory forms of action in the United States. Following the 2016 election, there has been a notable rise in white supremacist, antisemitic, antifeminist, and anti-immigrant language within mainstream culture. These exclusionary views and policies show the American obsession with purity is not just historical. To justify these worldviews, separationist rhetoric and language is used, much of
which mirrors the rhetoric in the case studies analyzed here. As these stances continue to have a foothold in culture, it remains crucial for political philosophy and theory to interrogate and address the role purity plays in American rhetoric.
Though I argue the ideal white woman is a dominant constraint on purity in the United States, I have frequently mentioned the UWW necessitating or generating a masculine protector. This implies duality to the UWW, whereby appealing to white womanhood also signals a related identity which protects it. This is not the focus of this thesis, but next steps in purity research would require defining the masculine counterpart to the idealized white woman. The possibility of this connected identity raises further questions surrounding their relationship, specifically if they are appealed to simultaneously, or if their influence rises and wanes proportionally to each other. For example, accelerating antifeminist rhetoric and the growing “manosphere” could imply a weakening in the dominance of the UWW as a moral framework overall. However, if the UWW continues to exert genealogical influence, these modern purity conceptions could reflect new aspects of the UWW constraints not explored here.
In contributing to the body of literature on purity, I hope to offer a significant analysis of American conceptions of purity which has previously been missing. By recognizing the potential influence and role of the idealized white woman, more effective deconstruction and recognition of purity rhetoric can occur. In order to understand how and why purity remains crucial to American identities, deeper genealogical analysis should continue to examine the rhetorical constraints which continue to influence us.
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