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Hull House in the 1890s: A Community of Women Reformers1

Kathryn Kish Sklar

The settlement house idea began in 1884, when two students from OxfordUniversity 
moved into a run-down neighborhood in East London. Their purpose was simple: to 
bridge the gap between the rich and the poor, between the middle-class periphery and the
inner-city slums. They converted a building into a combination library, educational 
center, and a residence hall and made plans to become permanent residents so that they 
might learn as well as teach.

The movement spread quickly across the Atlantic. In 1891, there were six settlement 
houses in the United States; by 1897 the number had jumped to seventy-four; and by 
1910 there were more than four hundred. The great majority were located in the large 
cities of the Northeast and Midwest, and they included such venerable and long-lived 
institutions as Lillian Wald’s Henry Street Settlement on the Lower East Side of 
Manhattan, Graham Taylor’s Chicago Commons in the Windy City, and Robert Wood’s 
South End House in Boston. Usually each settlement contained at least a half-dozen 
permanent residents. Stressing the principle of “neighborhood sovereignty”——that is, 
mutual self-help and cooperation among immigrants in the urban villages——the 
settlement workers tried to teach the English language, offer training in labor skills for 
the unemployed, and instill respect for law and order and an understanding of the 
political workings of American democratic government. Because they actually lived in a 
working class neighborhood they saw problems from a fresh perspective and became 
active in myriad reform activities.

Easily the most famous of the social settlements was Hull House in Chicago, and the most
influential of the early residents was its founder, Jane Addams. Indeed, she was 
considered to be the most respected woman of her generation. Born in Rockford, Illinois, 
she founded Hull House in 1889 and devoted her life to the lower classes and to the cause
of active local government. As the following essay by Professor Kathryn Kish Sklar of the
State University of New York at Binghamton suggests, however, there was another 
dimension to the Hull House experience. It enabled women reformers to develop their 
capacity for political leadership.

What were the sources of women’s political power in the United States in the decades
before they could vote? How did women use the political power they were able to muster? This
essay attempts to answer these questions by examining one of the most politically effective
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groups of women reformers in U.S. history——those who assembled in Chicago in the early
1890s at Hull House, one of the nation’s first social settlements, founded in 1889 by Jane
Addams and Ellen Gates Starr. Within that group, this study focuses on the reformer Florence
Kelley (1859-1932). Kelley joined Hull House in 1891 and remained until 1899, when she
moved to Lillian Wald’s Henry Street Settlement on the Lower East Side of New York, where
she lived for the next twenty-seven years. According to Felix Frankfurter, Kelley “had probably
the largest single share in shaping the social history of the United States during the first thirty
years of this century,” for she played “a powerful if not decisive role in securing legislation for
the removal of the most glaring abuses of our hectic industrialization following the Civil War.” It
was in the 1890s that Kelley and her colleagues at Hull House developed the patterns of living
and thinking that guided them throughout their lives of reform, leaving an indelible imprint on
U.S. politics. This essay attempts to determine the extent to which their political power and
activities flowed from their collective life as coresidents and friends and the degree to which this
power was attributable to their close affiliation with male reformers and male institutions.

The effects of both factors can be seen in one of the first political campaigns conducted
by Hull House residents——the 1893 passage and the subsequent enforcement of pathbreaking
antisweatshop legislation mandating an eight-hour day for women and children employed in
Illinois manufacturing. This important episode reveals a great deal about the sources of this
group’s political power, including their own collective initiative, the support of other women’s
groups, and the support of men and men’s groups. Finally, it shows how women reformers and
the gender-specific issues they championed helped advance class-specific issues during a time of
fundamental social, economic, and political transition.

One of the most important questions asked by historians of American women today is, To
what degree has women’s social power been based on separate female institutions, culture, and
consciousness, and to what degree has it grown out of their access to male spheres of influence,
such as higher education, labor organization, and politics? This essay advances the commonsense
notion that women’s social power in the late nineteenth century depended on both sources of
support. Women’s institutions allowed them to enter realms of reality dominated by men, where,
for better or for worse, they competed with men for control over the distribution of social
resources. Thus although their own communities were essential to their social strength, women
were able to realize the full potential of their collective power only by reaching outside those
boundaries.

• • • •

The community of women at Hull House made it possible for Florence Kelley to step
from the apprenticeship to the journeyman stage in her reform career. A study of the 1893
antisweatshop campaign shows that the community provided four fundamental sources of
support for her growth as a reformer. First, it supplied an emotional and economic substitute for
traditional family life, linking her with other talented women of her own class and educational
and political background and thereby greatly increasing her political and social power. Second,
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the community at Hull House provided Kelley with effective ties to other women’s organizations.
Third, it enabled cooperation with men reformers and their organizations, allowing her to draw
on their support without submitting to their control. Finally, it provided a creative setting for her
to pursue and develop a reform strategy she had already initiated in New York——the
advancement of the rights and interests of working people in general by strengthening the rights
and interests of working women and children.

As a community of women, Hull House provided its members with a lifelong substitute
for family life. In that sense it resembled a religious order, supplying women with a radical
degree of independence from the claims of family life and inviting them to commit their energies
elsewhere. When she first crossed the snowy threshold of Hull House “sometime between
Christmas and New Year’s,” 1891, Florence Kelley Wischnewetzky was fleeing from her
husband and seeking refuge for herself and her three children, ages six, five, and four. “We were
welcomed as though we had been invited,” she wrote thirty-five years later in her memoirs. The
way in which Kelley’s family dilemma was solved reveals a great deal about the sources of
support for the political activity of women reformers in the progressive era: help came first and
foremost from women’s institutions but also from the recruited support of powerful men
reformers. Jane Addams supplied Kelley with room, board, and employment and soon after she
arrived introduced her to Henry Demarest Lloyd, a leading critic of American labor policies who
lived with his wife Jessie and their young children in nearby Winnetka. The Lloyds readily
agreed to add Kelley’s children to their large nursery, an arrangement that began a lifelong
relationship between the two families. A sign of the extent to which responsibility for Kelley’s
children was later assumed by members of the Hull House community, even after her departure,
was the fact that Jane Addams’s closest personal friend, Mary Rozet Smith, regularly and quietly
!helped Kelley pay for their school and college tuition.

A bit stunned by her good fortune, the young mother wrote her own mother a summary of
her circumstances a few weeks after reaching Hull House: “We are all well, and the chicks are
happy. I have fifty dollars a month and my board and shall have more soon as I can collect my
wits enough to write. I have charge of the Bureau of Labor of Hull House here and am working in
the lines which I have always loved. I do not know what more to tell you except this, that in the
few weeks of my stay here I have won for the children and myself many and dear friends whose
generous hospitality astonishes me.” This combination of loving friendship and economic
support served as a substitute for the family life from which she had just departed. “It is
understood that I am to resume the maiden name,” she continued to her mother, “and that the
children are to have it.” It did not take Kelley long to decide to join this supportive community of
women. As she wrote Friedrich Engels in April 1892, “I have cast in my lot with Misses Addams
and Starr for as long as they will have me.” To her mother she emphasized the personal gains
Hull House brought her, writing, “I am better off than I have been since I landed in New York
since I am now responsible myself for what I do.” Gained at great personal cost, Kelley’s
independence was her most basic measure of well-being. Somewhat paradoxically, perhaps, her
autonomy was the product of her affiliation with a community.

One significant feature of Hull House life was the respect that residents expressed for one
another’s autonomy. Although each had a “room of her own,” in Kelley’s case this room was
sometimes shared with other residents, and the collective space was far more important than their
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small private chambers. Nevertheless, this intimate proximity was accompanied by a strong
expression of personal individuation, reflected in the formality of address used at Hull House. By
the world at large Kelley was called Mrs. Kelley, but to her close colleagues she was “Sister
Kelley,” or “Dearest F. K.,” never Florence. Miss Addams and Miss Lathrop were never called
Jane or Julia, even by their close friends, although Kelley occasionally took the liberty of calling
Addams “gentle Jane.” It was not that Hull House was bleak and business-like, as one resident
once described male settlements in New York, but rather that the colleagues recognized and
appreciated one another’s individuality. These were superb conditions for social innovation since
the residents could draw on mutual support at the same time that they were encouraged to pursue
their own distinct goals.

This respect for individuality did not prevent early Hull House residents from expressing
their love for one another. Kelley’s letters to Jane Addams often began “Beloved Lady,” and she
frequently addressed Mary Rozet Smith as “Dearly Beloved,” referring perhaps to Smith’s
special status in Addams’s life. Kelley’s regard for Addams and Addams’s for her were revealed
in their correspondence after Kelley left in 1899. Addams wrote her, “I have had blows before in
connection with Hull House but nothing like this”; and Mary Rozet Smith added, “I have had
many pangs for the dear presiding lady.” Later that year Addams wrote, “Hull House sometimes
seems a howling wilderness without you.” Kelley seems to have found the separation difficult
since she protested when her name was removed from the list of residents in the Hull House
Bulletin. Addams replied, “You overestimate the importance of the humble Bulletin,” but she
promised to restore Kelley’s name, explaining that it was only removed to “stop people asking
for her.” Fourteen years later in 1913 Addams wrote “Sister Kelley,” “It is curious that I have
never gotten used to you being away from [Hull House], even after all these years!”

One source of the basic trust established among the three major reformers at Hull House
in the 1890s——Jane Addams, Julia Lathrop, and Florence Kelley——was similarly of family
background. Not only were they all of the upper middle class, but their fathers were politically
active men who helped Abraham Lincoln found and develop the Republican Party in the 186os.
John Addams served eight terms as a state senator in Illinois, William Lathrop served in
Congress as well as in the Illinois legislature, and William Kelley served fifteen consecutive
terms in Congress. All were vigorous abolitionists, and all encouraged their daughters’ interests
in public affairs. As Judge Alexander Bruce remarked at the joint memorial services held for
Julia Lathrop and Florence Kelley after their deaths in 1932, “Both of them had the inspiration of
great and cultured mothers and both had great souled fathers who, to use the beautiful language
of Jane Addams in speaking of her own lineage, “Wrapped their little daughters in the large
men’s doublets, careless did they fit or no.’”

These three remarkable women were participating in a political tradition that their fathers
had helped create. While they were growing up in the 1860s and 1870s, they gained awareness
through their fathers’ experience of the mainstream of American political processes, thereby
learning a great deal about its currents——particularly that its power could be harnessed to fulfill
the purposes of well-organized interest groups.
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Although Hull House residents have generally been interpreted as reformers with a religious
motivation, it now seems clear that they were instead motivated by political goals. In that regard
they resembled a large proportion of other women social settlement leaders, including those
associated with Hull House after 1900, such as Grace and Edith Abbot, whose father was
Nebraska’s first lieutenant governor, or Sophonisba Breckinridge, daughter of a Kentucky
congressman. Women leaders in the social settlement movement seem to have differed in this
respect from their male counterparts, who were seeking alternatives to more orthodox religious,
rather than political, careers. In, but not of, the Social Gospel movement, the women at Hull
House were a political boat on a religious stream, advancing political solutions to social
problems that were fundamentally ethical or moral, such as the right of workers to a fair return
for their labor or the right of children to schooling.

Another source of the immediate solidarity among Addams, Lathrop, and Kelley was
their shared experience of higher education. Among the first generation of American college
women, they graduated from Rockford College, Vassar College, and Cornell University,
respectively, in the early 1880s and then spent the rest of the decade searching for work and for a
social identity commensurate with their talents. Addams tried medical school; Lathrop worked in
her father’s law office; Kelley, after being denied admission to graduate study at the University
of Pennsylvania, studied law and government at the University of Zurich, where she received a
much more radical education than she would have had she remained in Philadelphia. In the late
1880s and early 1890s, the social settlement movement was the right movement at the right time
for this first generation of college-educated women, who were able to gain only limited entry to
the male-dominated professions of law, politics, or academics.

While talented college women of religious backgrounds and inclinations were
energetically recruited into the missionary empires of American churches, those seeking secular
outlets for their talents chose a path that could be as daunting as that of a missionary outpost.
Except for the field of medicine, where women’s institutions served the needs of women
physicians and students, talented women were blocked from entering legal, political, and
academic professions by male-dominated institutions and networks. In the 1890s the social
settlement movement supplied a perfect structure for women seeking secular means of
influencing society because it collectivized their talents, it placed and protected them among the
working-class immigrants whose lives demanded amelioration, and it provided them with access
to the male political arena while preserving their independence from male-dominated institutions.

Since Hull House drew on local sources of funding, often family funds supplied by
wealthy women, Jane Addams found it possible to finance the settlement’s activities without the
assistance or control of established religious or educational institutions. In 1895 she wrote that
Hull House was modeled after Toynbee Hall in London, where “a group of University
men...reside in the poorer quarter of London for the sake of influencing the people there toward
better local government and wider social and intellectual life.” Substituting “college-trained
women” for “University men,” Hull House also placed a greater emphasis on economic factors.
As Addams continued, “The original residents came to Hull House with a conviction that social
intercourse could best express the growing sense of the economic unity of society.” She also
emphasized their political autonomy, writing that the first residents “wished the social spirit to be
the undercurrent of the life of Hull-House, whatever direction the stream might take.” Under
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Kelley’s influence in 1892, the social spirit at Hull House turned decisively toward social reform,
bringing the community’s formidable energy and talents to bear on a historic campaign on behalf
of labor, legislation for women and children.

Meredith Tax’s Rising of the Women contains the most complete account of this
campaign, which culminated in the passage of landmark state legislation in 1893. There Tax
justly reproves Jane Addams for assigning Hull House more than its share of the credit for the
campaign. The settlement did play a critical leadership role in this venture, but it was never
alone. Indeed it was part of a complex network of women’s associations in Chicago in the 1890s.
About thirty women’s organizations combined forces and entered into local politics in 1888
through the Illinois Women’s Alliance, organized that year by Elizabeth Morgan and other
members of the Ladies Federal Union no. 2073 in response to a crusading woman journalist’s
stories in the Chicago Times about “City Slave Girls” in the garment industry. The alliance’s
political goals were clearly stated in their constitution: “The objects of the Alliance are to agitate
for the enforcement of all existing laws and ordinances that have been enacted for the protection
of women and children——as the factory ordinances and the compulsory education law. To
secure the enactment of such laws as shall be found necessary. To investigate all business
establishments and factories where women and children are employed and public institutions
where women and children are maintained. To procure the appointment of women, as inspectors
and as members of boards of education, and to serve on boards of management of public
institutions.” Adopting the motto “Justice to Children, Loyalty to Women,” the alliance acted as
a vanguard for the entrance of women’s interests into municipal and state politics, focusing
chiefly on the passage and enforcement of compulsory education laws. One of its main
accomplishments was the agreement of the city council in 1889 “to appoint five lady inspectors”
to enforce city health codes.

The diversity of politically active women’s associations in Chicago in the late 1880s was
reflected in a list of organizations associated with the alliance. Eight bore names indicating a
religious or ethical affiliation, such as the Woodlawn branch of the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union and the Ladies Union of the Ethical Society. Five were affiliated with
working women or were trade unions, such as the Working Women’s Protective Association, the
Ladies Federal Union no. 2703, and (the only predominantly male organization on the list) the
Chicago Trades and Labor Assembly. Another five had an intellectual or cultural focus, such as
the Hopkins Metaphysical Association or the Vincent Chatauqua Association. Three were
women’s professional groups, including the Women’s Press Association and the Women’s
Homeopathic Medical Society. Another three were female auxiliaries of male social
organizations, such as the Lady Washington Masonic Chapter and the Ladies of the Grand Army
of the Republic. Two were suffrage associations, including the Cook County Suffrage
Association; another two were clubs interested in general economic reform, the Single Tax Club
and the Land Labor Club no. 1; and one was educational, the Drexel Kindergarten Association.

Florence Kelley’s 1892 entrance into this lively political scene was eased by her previous
knowledge of and appreciation for the work of the alliance. Soon after its founding she had
written the leaders a letter that was quoted extensively in a newspaper account of an alliance
meeting, declaring, “The child labor question can be solved by legislation, backed by solid
organization, and by women cooperating with the labor organizations, which have done all that
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has thus far been done for the protection of working children.” In Chicago Kelley was perceived
as a friend of the alliance because in 1889 and 1890 she had helped organize the New York
Working Women’s Society’s campaign “to add women as officials in the office for factory
inspection.” According to Kelley, the Society, “a small group of women from both the wealthy
and influential class and the working class....circulated petitions, composed resolutions, and was
supported finally in the years 1889 and 1890 in bringing their proposal concerning the naming of
women to factory inspectorships to the legislature, philanthropic groups and unions.” As a result
in 1890 the New York legislature passed laws creating eight new positions for women as state
factory inspectors. This was quite an innovation since no woman factory inspector had yet been
appointed in Great Britain or Germany, where factory inspection began, and the only four
previously appointed in the United States had been named within the last two years in
Pennsylvania. Writing in 1897 about this event, Kelley emphasized the political autonomy of the
New York Working Women’s Society: “Their proposal to add women as officials in the office
for factory inspection was made for humanitarian reasons; in no way did it belong to the goals of
the general workers’ movement, although it found support among the unions.” Thus when Kelley
arrived at Hull House, she had already been affiliated with women’s associations that were
independent of trade unions even though cooperating with them.

For Kelley on that chilly December morning the question was not whether she would
pursue a career in social reform but how, not whether she would champion what she saw as the
rights and interests of working women and children but how she would do that. The question of
means was critical in 1891 since her husband was unable to establish a stable medical practice,
even though she had spent the small legacy inherited on her father’s death the year before on new
equipment for his practice. Indeed so acute were Kelley’s financial worries that, when she
decided to flee with her children to Chicago, she borrowed train fare from an English governess,
Mary Forster, whom she had probably befriended at a neighborhood park. Chicago was a natural
choice for Kelley since Illinois divorce laws were more equitable, and within its large population
of reform-minded and politically active women she doubtlessly hoped to find employment that
would allow her to support herself and her children. Although the historical record is incomplete,
it seems likely that she headed first to a different community of women——that at the national
headquarters of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). She had been well paid for
articles written for their national newspaper, the Union Signal——the largest women’s newspaper
in the world, with a circulation in 1890 of almost 100,000——and the WCTU was at the height of
its institutional development in Chicago at that time, sponsoring “two day nurseries, two Sunday
schools, an industrial school, a mission that sheltered four thousand homeless or destitute women
in a twelve-month period, a free medical dispensary that treated over sixteen hundred patients a
year, a lodging house for men that had...provided temporary housing for over fifty thousand men,
and a low-cost restaurant.” just after Kelley arrived, the WCTU opened its Women’s Temple, a
twelve-story office building and hotel. Very likely it was someone there who told Kelley about
Hull House.

The close relationship between Hull House and other groups of women in Chicago was
exemplified in Kelley’s interaction with the Chicago Women’s Club. The minutes of the club’s
first meeting after Kelley’s arrived in Chicago show that on January 25, 1892, she spoke under
the sponsorship of Jane Addams on the sweating system and urged that a committee be created
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on the problem. Although a Reform Department was not created until 1894, minutes of March
33, 1892, show that the club’s Home Department “decided upon cooperating with Mrs. Kelly
[sic] of Hull House in establishing a Bureau of Women’s Labor.” Thus the club took over part of
the funding and the responsibility for the counseling service Kelley had been providing at Hull
House since February. (Initially Kelley’s salary for this service was funded by the settlement,
possibly with emergency monies given by Mary Rozet Smith.) In this way middle-and upper-
middle-class club-women were drawn into the settlement’s activities. In 1893 Jane Addams
successfully solicited the support of wealthy club-women to lobby for the antisweatshop
legislation: “We insisted that well-known Chicago women should accompany this first little
group of Settlement folk who with trade-unionists moved upon the state capitol in behalf of
factory legislation.” Addams also described the lobbying Hull House residents conducted with
other voluntary associations: “Before the passage of the law could be secured, it was necessary to
appeal to all elements of the community, and a little group of us addressed the open meetings of
trades-unions and of benefit societies, church organizations, and social clubs literally every
evening for three months.” Thus Hull House was part of a larger social universe of voluntary
organizations, and one important feature of its political effectiveness was its ability to gain the
support of middle-class and working-class women.

In 1893 the cross-class coalition of the Illinois Women’s Alliance began to dissolve under
the pressure of the economic depression of that year, and in 1894 its leaders disbanded the group.
Hull House reformers inherited the fruits of the alliance’s five years of agitation, and they
continued its example of combining working-class and middle-class forces. In 1891 Mary
Kenney, a self-supporting typesetter who later became the first woman organizer to be employed
by the American Federation of Labor, established the Jane Club adjacent to the settlement, a
cooperative boardinghouse for young working women. In the early 1890s Kenney was a key
figure in the settlement’s efforts to promote union organizing among working women, especially
bookbinders. Thus the combination of middle-class and working-class women at Hull House in
1892-93 was an elite version of the type of cross-class association represented by the Illinois
Women’s Alliance of the late 1880s-elite because it was smaller and because its middle-class
members had greater social resources, familiarity with American political processes, and
exposure to higher than average levels of education, while its working-class members (Mary
Kenney and Alzina Stevens) were members of occupational and organizational elites.

By collectivizing talents and energies, this community made possible the exercise of
greater and more effective political power by it members. A comparison of Florence Kelley’s
antisweatshop legislation, submitted to the Illinois investigative committee in February 1893,
with that presented by Elizabeth Morgan dramatically illustrates this political advantage. The
obvious differences in approach indicate that the chief energy for campaigning on behalf of
working women and children had passed from working-class to middle-class social reformers.
Both legislative drafts prohibited work in tenement dwellings, Morgan’s prohibiting all
manufacturing, Kelley’s all garment making. Both prohibited the labor of children under fourteen
and regulated the labor of children aged fourteen to sixteen. Kelley’s went beyond Morgan’s in
two essential respects, however. Hers mandated an eight-hour day for women in manufacturing,
and it provided for enforcement by calling for a state factory inspector with a staff of twelve, five
whom were to be women. The reasons for Kelley’s greater success as an innovator are far from
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clear, but one important advantage in addition to her greater education and familiarity with the
American political system was the larger community on which she could rely for the law’s
passage and enforcement.

Although Elizabeth Morgan could draw on her experience as her husband’s assistant in
his work as an attorney and on the support of women unionists, both resources were problematic.
Thomas Morgan was erratic and self-centered, and Elizabeth Morgan’s relationship with
organized women workers was marred by sectarian disputes originating within the male power
structure of the Chicago Trades and Labor Assembly. For example, in January 1892, when she
accused members of the Shirtwaist Union of being controlled by her husband’s opposition within
the assembly, “a half dozen women surrounded [her] seat in the meeting and demanded an
explanation. She refused to give any and notice was served that charges would be preferred
against her at the next meeting of the Ladies’ Federation of Labor.” Perhaps Morgan’s inability to
count on a supportive community explains her failure to provide for adequate enforcement and to
include measures for workers over the age of sixteen in her legislative draft. Compared to
Kelley’s, Morgan’s bill was politically impotent. It could not enforce what it endorsed, and it did
not affect adults.

Kelley’s draft was passed by the Illinois legislature in June 1893, providing for a new
office of enforcement and for an eight-hour day for women workers of all ages. After Henry
Demarest Lloyd declined an invitation to serve as the state’s first factory inspector, reform
governor John Peter Altgeld followed Lloyd’s recommendations and appointed Kelley. Thus
eighteen months after her arrival in Chicago, she found herself in charge of a dedicated and well-
paid staff of twelve mandated to see that prohibitions against tenement workshops and child
labor were observed and to enforce a pathbreaking article restricting the working hours of women
and children.

Hull House provided Kelley and other women reformers with a social vehicle for
independent political action and a means of bypassing the control of male associations and
insitutions, such as labor unions and political parties; at the same time they had a strong
institutional framework in which they could meet with other reformers, both men and women.
The drafting of the antisweatshop legislation revealed how this process worked. In his
autobiography, Abraham Bisno, pioneer organizer in the garment industry in Chicago and New
York, described how he became a regular participant in public discussions of contemporary
social issues at Hull House. He joined “a group...composed of Henry D. Lloyd, a prominent
physician named Bayard Holmes, Florence Kelley, and Ellen G. [Starr] to engage in a campaign
for legislation to abolish sweatshops, and to have a law passed prohibiting the employment of
women more than eight hours a day.” Answering a question about the author of the bill he
endorsed at the 1893 hearings, Bisno said, “Mrs. Florence Kelly [sic] wrote that up with the
advice of myself, Henry Lloyd, and a number of prominent attorneys in Chicago.” Thus as the
chief author of the legislation, Florence Kelley drew on the expertise of Bisno, one of the most
dedicated and talented union organizers; of Lloyd, one of the most able elite reformers in the
United States; and, surely among the “prominent attorney,” of Clarence Darrow, one of the
country’s most able reform lawyers. It is difficult to imagine this cooperative effort between
Bisno, Kelley, and Lloyd without the existence of the larger Hull House group of which they
were a part. Their effective collaboration exemplified the process by which members of this
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remarkable community of women reformers moved into the vanguard of contemporary reform
activity, for they did so in alliance with other groups and individuals.

What part did the Hull House community, essential to the drafting and passage of the act,
have in the statute’s enforcement? Who benefited and who lost from the law’s enforcement?
Answers to these questions help us view the community more completely in the context of its
time.

During the four years that Kelley served as chief factory inspector of Illinois, her office
and Hull House were institutionally so close as to be almost indistinguishable. Kelley rented
rooms for her office across the street from the settlement, with which she and her three most able
deputies were closely affiliated. Alzina Stevens moved into Hull House soon after Altgeld
appointed her as Kelley’s chief assistant. Mary Kenney lived at the Jane Club, and Abraham
Bisno was a familiar figure at Hull House evening gatherings. Jane Addams described the
protection that the settlement gave to the first factory inspection office in Illinois, the only such
office headed by a woman in her lifetime: “The inception of the law had already become
associated with Hull House, and when its ministration was also centered there, we inevitably
received all the odium which these first efforts entailed....Both Mrs. Kelley and her assistant,
Mrs. Stevens, lived at Hull-House;...and one of the most vigorous deputies was the President of
the Jane Club. In addition, one of the early men residents, since dean of a state law school, acted
as prosecutor in the cases brought against the violators of the law.” Thus the law’s enforcement
was just as collective an undertaking as was its drafting and passage. Florence Kelley and Alzina
Stevens were usually the first customers at the Hull House Coffee Shop, arriving at 7:30 for a
breakfast conference to plan their strategy for the day ahead. Doubtlessly these discussions
continued at the end of the day in the settlement’s dining hall.

One important aspect of the collective strength of Kelley’s staff was the socialist beliefs
shared by its most dedicated members. As Kelley wrote to Engels in November 1893, “I find my
work as inspector most interesting; and as Governor Altgeld places no restrictions whatever upon
our freedom of speech, and the English etiquette of silence while in the civil service is unknown
here, we are not hampered by our position and three of my deputies and my assistant are
outspoken Socialists and active in agitation.” In his autobiography Bisno described the
“fanatical” commitment that he, Florence Kelley, and most of the “radical group” brought to their
work as factory inspectors. For him it was the perfect job since his salary allowed him for the
first time to support his wife and children and his work involved direct action against unfair
competition within his trade. “In those years labor legislation was looked on as a joke; few took
it seriously,” he later wrote. “Inspectors normally...were appointed from the viewpoint of
political interest....There were very few, almost no, court cases heard of, and it was left to our
department to set the example of rigid enforcement of labor laws.” Although they were replaced
with “political interests” after the election of 1896, this group of inspectors showed what could
be accomplished by the enactment of reform legislation and its vigorous enforcement. They
demonstrated that women could use the power of the state to achieve social and economic goals.

Kelley and her staff began to take violators of the law to court in October 1893. She wrote
Lloyd, “I have engaged counsel and am gathering testimony and hope to begin a series of justice
court cases this week.” She soon completed a law degree at Northwestern University and began
to prosecute her own cases. Kelley found her work enormously creative. She saw potential
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innovations in social reform all around her. For example, she thought that the medical chapter of
her annual report would “start a new line of activity for medical men and factory inspectors
both.” True to her prediction, the field of industrial medicine later was launched at Hull House by
Alice Hamilton, who arrived at the settlement in 1897. Thus the effects of this small band of
inspectors continued long after their dispersal. The community of women at Hull House gave
them their start, but their impact extended far beyond that fellowship, thanks in part to the
settlement’s effective alliance with other groups of women and men.

• • • •

Historians of women have tended to assume that protective labor legislation was imposed
on women workers by hostile forces beyond their control——especially by men seeking to
eliminate job competition. To some degree this was true of the 1893 legislation since, by closing
tenement dwellings to garment manufacture and by depriving sweatshop contractors of the labor
of children under fourteen, the law reduced the number of sweatshops, where women and
children predominated, and increased the number of garment workers in factories, where men
prevailed. Abraham Bisno was well aware of the widespread opposition to the law and took time
to talk with offenders, “to educate the parents who sent their children to work, and the employers
of these children, the women who were employed longer than eight hours a day, and their
employers.” Jane Addams also tried to help those who were deprived of work by the new law:
“The sense that the passage of the child labor law would in many cases work hardship, was never
absent from my mind during the earliest years of its operation. I addressed as many mothers’
meetings and clubs among working women as I could, in order to make clear the objective of the
law and the ultimate benefit to themselves as well as to their children.”

Did the children benefit? While further research is needed on this question, recent
scholarship pointing to the importance of working-class support for the schooling of working-
class children has revised earlier estimates that children and their families did not benefit. At best
the law was a halfway measure that encouraged but could not force parents to place their children
in school. Nevertheless, Florence Kelley was pleased with the compliance of parents and school
officials. As she wrote Henry Demarest Lloyd, “Out of sixty-five names of children sent to the
Board of Education in our first month of notifying it when we turned children under 14 yrs. of
age out of factories, twenty-one were immediately returned to school and several others are
known to be employed as nursegirls and cashgirls i.e. in non-prohibited occupations. This is good
co-operation.” While schools were inadequate and their teachers frequently prejudiced against
immigrants, education was also an important route out of the grinding poverty that characterized
immigrant neighborhoods. Thus it is not surprising that a large minority of parents complied with
the law by enrolling their children in school.

The chief beneficiaries of the law, apart from those children who gained from schooling,
were garment workers employed in factories. Most of these were men, but about one in four were
women. The 1893 law was designed to prevent the erosion of this factory labor force and its
replacement by sweatshop labor. Bisno described that erosion in his testimony before the state
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investigating committee early in 1893, stating, “Joseph Beifeld & Company have had three
hundred and fifty employees some eleven or twelve years ago inside, and they have only eighty
now to my knowledge, and they have increased their business about six times as much as it was
eleven years ago.” This decline of the factory population inevitably caused a decline of union
membership since it was much more difficult to organize sweatshop workers. Thus as a union
official Bisno was defending his own interests, but these were not inimical to all women workers.

Demonstrating the support of women unionists for the law’s enforcement, members of
the Women’s Shoemakers Union chastized the Chicago Trades and Labor Assembly in February
1894 for their lukewarm support of the by-then-beleaguered eight-hour restriction. They
“introduced resolutions, strongly condemning the manufacturers of this City for combining to
nullify the state laws....The resolutions further set forth that the members of the Women’s
Shoemakers Union effected as they were by the operation of the Eight hour Law unanimously
approved the Law and for the benefit of themselves, for their sister wage workers and the little
children, they pleaded for its maintenance and Enforcement.” Although some women workers—

—particularly those who headed households with small children——must have opposed the law’s
enforcement, others, especially single women and mothers able to arrange child care, stood to
gain from the benefits of factory employment. In a study completed for the Illinois Bureau of
Labor Statistics in 1892, Florence Kelley found that 48 percent of Chicago working women
lacked the “natural protectors” of fathers or husbands. Viewing them as a permanent feature of
the paid labor force, she pointed to the importance of their wages to their families, thereby
refuting the notion that all working women were supported by male wage earners. Although the
historical evidence does not reveal how many, some young women who had formerly worked in
sweatshops and whose families relied heavily on their wages doubtlessly benefited from the
legislation by moving into larger factories with better working conditions.

The 1893 statute made it possible for women as well as men to move from exploitative,
low-paying sweatshops into larger shops and factories with power machinery, unions, and higher
wages. While the law’s prohibition of tenement manufacturing obviously enabled such mobility,
its eight-hour clause was no less instrumental since it attacked the basic principles of the
sweating system——long hours and low wages. The average working day in the garment industry
was about ten hours, but in some sweatshops it could be as long as twelve, thirteen, or fourteen
hours. Reducing the working day from ten to eight hours did not significantly decrease
production in factories with electric or steam-powered machinery since productivity could be
raised by increasing a machine’s speed or a worker’s skill level. However, the eight-hour law
drove many subcontractors or “sweaters” out of business since it eliminated the margin of profit
created by workers’ long hours at foot-powered sewing machines. From the sweatshop workers’
perspective, it reduced wages even further since they were paid by the piece and could finish a
much smaller amount of goods in eight hours. The wages of factory workers, by contrast, were
likely to remain the same since negotiations between employers and employees customarily
included a consideration of what it cost to sustain life, a factor absent from the sweaters’
calculations.

Another group who benefited indirectly from this “antisweating” legislation were the men
who worked in industries employing large numbers of women workers. Historians of protective
labor legislation in England and the United States have noticed the tendency of male co-workers
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to benefit from legislation passed to protect women. This was true as early as the 1870s in
Massachusetts and as late as the 1930s, when many states had laws limiting the hours of women
but not the hours of men. The strategy of extending the legislation de facto to men seems to have
been a deliberate intent of Kelley and her staff in the mid-1890s. At a high point in her
experience as a factory inspector, Kelley wrote Engels on New Year’s Eve, 1894: “We have at
last won a victory for our 8 hours law. The Supreme Court has handed down no decision
sustaining it, but the Stockyards magnates having been arrested until they are tired of it, have
instituted the 8 hours day for 10,000 employees, men, women and children. We have 18 suits
pending to enforce the 8 hours law and we think we shall establish it permanently before Easter.
It has been a painful struggle of eighteen months and the Supreme Court may annul the law. But I
have great hopes that the popular interest may prove too strong.” When the eight-hour clause of
the law was declared unconstitutional in 1895, therefore, it was beginning to affect industrywide
changes in Chicago’s largest employer, extending far beyond the garment industry.

The biggest losers from the enforcement of the 1893 legislation, as measured by the
volume of their protest, were Chicago’s manufacturers. Formed for the explicit purpose of
obtaining a court ruling against the constitutionality of the eight-hour law, the Illinois
Manufacturers’ Association (IMA) became a model for other state associations and for the
National Association of Manufacturers, formed in 1895. After 1899, when Kelley embarked on a
thirty year campaign for state laws protecting working women and children, the National
Association of Manufacturers was her constant nemesis and the chief rallying point of her
opposition. Given the radical ideas and values behind the passage and enforcement of the 1893
legislation, it is no surprise that, at this stage of her career, Kelley’s success inspired an
opposition that remained her lifelong foe.

After the court decision the Chicago Tribune reported, “In far reaching results the
decision is most important. It is the first decision in the United States against the eight-hour law
and presents a new obstacle in the path of the movement for shorter hours.” An editorial the next
day declared: “Labor is property and an interference with the sale of it by contract or otherwise is
an infringement of a constitutional right to dispose of property....The property rights of women,
says the court, are the same as those of men.” For the first but not the last time in her reform
career Florence Kelley encountered opponents who claimed the banner of “women’s rights.” In
1921 with the introduction of the Equal Rights Amendment by Alice Paul and the National
Woman’s Party, the potential conflict between women’s rights and the protection of women
workers became actual. Nearly a generation earlier in 1895 the opposition was clearly a facade
for the economic interests of the manufacturers.

What conclusions can be drawn about the Hull House community from this review of
their activities on behalf of antisweatshop legislation? First, and foremost, it attests to the
capacity of women to sustain their own institutions. Second, it shows that this community’s
internal dynamics promoted a creative mixture of mutual support and individual expression.
Third, these talented women reformers used their institution as a means of allying with male
reformers and entering the mainstream of the American political process. In the tradition of
earlier women’s associations in the United States, they focused on the concerns of women and
children, but these concerns were never divorced from those of men and of the society as a
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whole. Under the leadership of Florence Kelley, they pursued gender-specific reforms that served
class-specific goals.

In these respects the Hull House community serves as a paradigm for women’s
participation in Progressive reform. Strengthened by the support of women’s separate
institutions, women reformers were able to develop their capacity for political leadership free
from many if not all of the constraints that otherwise might have been imposed on their power by
the male-dominated parties or groups with which they cooperated. Building on one of the
strengths of the nineteenth-century notion of “women’s sphere”——its social activism on behalf
of the rights and interests of women and children——they represented those rights and interests
innovatively and effectively. Ultimately, however, their power encountered limits imposed by the
male-dominated political system, limits created more in response to their class-specific than to
their gender-specific reform efforts.


