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ABSTRACT 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull House, Chicago’s first settlement house, 

in 1889 as a means of confronting poverty, poor housing conditions, disease, discouragement, 

and other ills that flourished in the predominately immigrant Halstead neighborhood. Because 

Hull House volunteers lived at the House, in the center of the community, they were well-

equipped to respond knowledgably to the neighborhood conditions.  Hull House residents 

worked for reform in areas such as education, labor, juvenile protection, immigration, welfare, 

housing, and suffrage and they provided the community with a plethora of activities and services 

during the Progressive Era. As the community expressed their needs, Hull House volunteers 

responded to them. 

This dissertation provides evidence that social activism did not just take the form of 

political engagement and occupational health efforts but that it also included disease and illness 

prevention efforts. An examination of activist work of the Hull House Woman’s Club helps 

create an understanding of the intersection of activism and disease and illness prevention, and 

how activists used strategies to improve the health and wellbeing of people at the turn of the 

century. Specifically, three groups of women—the neighborhood women, the club women, and 

public health knowledge-holders—came together to address public health issues in the 

Nineteenth Ward. Each of these three groups played an integral role in the success of Hull House 

public health activism; it was their coming together that enabled them to create such powerful 

change.  This dissertation specifically examines the women’s efforts in 1894 to improve garbage 

collection and sanitation and their 1902 efforts to eliminate typhoid in their neighborhood. This 

dissertation argues that, despite a lack of formal public health education or training, Woman’s 

Club members utilized local knowledge to improve health conditions in the Nineteenth Ward in 
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Chicago. Woman’s Club activists acquired public health knowledge and developed activist 

strategies and techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their 

activist work. Their activist work included techniques and strategies such as educating 

marginalized populations, facilitating lectures, investigating neighborhood conditions, unseating 

corrupt leaders, and running for municipal leadership positions. This dissertation helps fill in the 

historical gaps by exploring the strategies Hull House volunteers used to prevent disease and 

illness prevention. While this study focuses on the Hull House Woman’s Club, it also contributes 

to broader scholarship on public health and activism by providing an examination of the ways 

women used activist strategies to improve health and well-being at the turn of the century. 
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull House, Chicago’s first settlement house, 

in 1889 as a means of confronting poverty, poor housing conditions, disease, discouragement, 

and other ills that flourished in the predominately immigrant Halstead neighborhood. Because 

Hull House volunteers lived at the House, in the center of the community, they were well-

equipped to respond knowledgably to the neighborhood conditions. As the community expressed 

their needs, Hull House volunteers responded to them. 

An examination of activist work done by the Hull House Woman’s Club helps create an 

understanding of the intersection of activism and disease and illness prevention, and how activist 

used strategies to improve the health and wellbeing of people at the turn of the century. This 

dissertation argues that, despite a lack of formal public health education or training, Woman’s 

Club members utilized local knowledge to improve health conditions in the Nineteenth Ward in 

Chicago. Woman’s Club activists acquired public health knowledge and developed activist 

strategies and techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their 

activist work. This dissertation helps fill in the historical gaps by exploring the strategies Hull 

House volunteers used to prevent disease and illness prevention. 
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Chapter One: Introduction, Historiography, and Methodology 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr opened Hull House in 1889 in an immigrant, 

working-class neighborhood in the Nineteenth Ward in Chicago. Hull House quickly became the 

most famous settlement house in the United States.1 Addams and Starr established Hull House, 

like other settlement houses, as a means of confronting poverty, poor housing conditions, 

disease, “discouragement,” and other ills that flourished in the predominately immigrant 

Halstead neighborhood. Addams rejected a top-down model and stated, “all the details were left 

for the demands of the neighborhood to determine, and each department has grown from a 

discovery made through natural and reciprocal relations.”2 Because Hull House volunteers lived 

at the house, in the center of the community, they were well-equipped to respond knowledgably 

to neighborhood conditions. Hull House offered numerous educational activities to the 

surrounding neighborhoods and residents worked for reform in areas such as education, labor, 

juvenile protection, immigration, welfare, housing, and suffrage. The Hull House gymnasium 

housed public bath facilities and provided recreational activities like basketball. Volunteers 

organized picnics and picket lines outside of factories that employed unfair labor practices. They 

organized infant health clinics, taught nutrition to young mothers, and even had a coffee shop 

where community members could get reasonably priced meals. As the community expressed 

their needs, Hull House volunteers responded to them.  

Addams had the idea to start Hull House after visiting Toynbee Hall in 1887. Toynbee 

Hall, one of the first settlement houses located in one of the poorest urban neighborhoods in 

                                                      
1. Eleanor Stebner, The Women of Hull House: A Study in Spirituality, Vocation, and Friendship (Albany, 

NY: State University of New York, 1997); and Daniel Levine, Jane Addams and The Liberal Tradition (Madison, 

WI: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1971). 

 

 2. Quoted in Gary Daynes and Nicholas Longo, “Jane Addams and the Origins of Service-Learning 

Practice in the United States,” Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 11, no. 1 (Fall 2004), 2. 
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London, was a “university for working people” whose primary goal was to provide education 

and culture to residents of the neighborhood. Toynbee Hall was also a place of reform around 

issues such as wages, job training, public health services, and working conditions.3 Schneiderhan 

describes Addams’s visit to Toynbee Hall as a “critical moment in her social trajectory,” a 

moment when she came face-to-face with a new reality, one that shook her beliefs about her life 

as an educated, upper-class woman and exposed her to a new way of helping.4 Her experience at 

Toynbee Hall propelled her to start Hull House.  

Addams stated that even in the first days of Hull House in 1889 and the early 1890s, the 

goal of the settlement was to “provide a center for a higher civic and social life; to institute and 

maintain educational and philanthropic enterprises, and to investigate and improve the conditions 

in the industrial districts in Chicago.”5  In addition to these large-scale goals, the women were 

ready to perform even the humblest of tasks; shortly after their arrival in the neighborhood, 

neighbors began asking them to wash newborn babies, prepare the dead for burial, nurse the sick, 

and mind the children. Addams and Starr’s aim was to be neighborly with the poor and to share 

in their plight, while, at the same time, working with them to improve the neighborhood. Even 

from the first months of Hull House, an eclectic group of volunteers, or “residents” as they were 

called, flocked to provide their services. According to Stebner, “the settlement movement was a 

conscious attempt of middle- and upper-class folks to cross boundaries of class and ethnicity, 

                                                      
3. See Asa Briggs and Anna McCartney, Toynbee Hall: The First Hundred Years. (London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1984) for a comprehensive history of Toynbee Hall.; Jane Addams, “Outgrowths of Toynbee Hall,” 

(presentation, Chicago Woman’s Club, Chicago, IL, December 3, 1891), reel 46-0480-0496, the Jane Addams 

Memorial Collection (JAMC), Special Collections, The University Library, The University of Illinois at Chicago, 

Chicago, IL. 

 

4. Addams quoted in Erik Schneiderhan, “Pragmatism and Empirical Sociology: The Case of Jane Addams 

and Hull House, 1889-1895,” 112.   

 

5. Ibid., 112. 
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and to connect with others usually identified as different from themselves on a human, everyday 

basis.”6 The “folks” Stebner discussed were at the heart of the concept of social settlements.   

Historians such as Kathryn Kish Sklar have demonstrated that Hull House provided a 

forum for social activism, especially in terms of political engagement and occupational health, 

but historians have conducted little research on activism at Hull House outside of these two 

arenas. Historians have largely ignored the intersection of activism and public health despite the 

fact that health activism was an important focus of the work at Hull House.7 This study will 

provide evidence that social activism did not just take the form of political engagement and 

occupational health efforts, but that it also included disease and illness prevention efforts. An 

examination of the activist work of the Hull House Woman’s Club, one of the most active clubs 

at Hull House, elucidates the intersection of activism and disease and illness prevention, and how 

Hull House women used activist strategies to improve the health and wellbeing of people at the 

turn of the century. While this study focuses on the Hull House Woman’s Club, it also 

contributes to broader scholarship on public health and activism. Public Health historians such as 

Suellen Hoy and Dorothy Porter mention the work of women at Hull House in their scholarship 

but this dissertation provides a deeper examination of the ways women used activist strategies to 

improve health and well-being at the turn of the century.8 This study also contributes to broader 

scholarship on activism by identifying activist strategies used by Hull House women.  According 

                                                      
 6. Stebner, The Women of Hull House, 13. 

 

7. Kathryn Kish Sklar, “Hull House in the 1890s: A Community of Women Reformers,” in American 

Vistas: 1877 to the Present, eds. Leonard Dinnerstein and Kenneth T. Jackson (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1995), 108–127. 

 

8. Dorothy Porter, Health, Civilization, and the State: A History of Public Health from Ancient to Modern 

Times (New York: Routledge, 1999); and Suellen Hoy, Chasing Dirt: The American Pursuit of Cleanliness (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
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to Carol Coohey, a social work researcher, there is no evidence that colleges and universities 

provided training about activist strategies until 1906. So, this dissertation contributes to the 

boarder research by arguing that the activist strategies were developed intuitively by women who 

conducted activist work at Hull House at the turn of the century.9  

Most of the Woman’s Club members did not possess any formal public health education, 

but they did possess local knowledge, because they lived alongside residents of the Nineteenth 

Ward in Chicago and thus had firsthand exposure to the disease- and illness-related issues that 

residents faced. This local knowledge was valuable and integral to creating solutions to health 

problems. According to Corburn, an Urban Environmental researcher, local knowledge is the 

first-hand information that local residents possess and that they use to make sense of the world in 

which they live. He claims that community residents have first-hand knowledge about local 

environmental health problems and this local knowledge possessed by community residents can 

be an integral component in the resolution of environmental health problems. Lay people, or 

community members, can act as “change agents” through their use of local knowledge, which is 

an integral component in the resolution of public health issues.10 I argue that this is exactly what 

was happening with the members of the Hull House Woman’s Club regarding disease and illness 

prevention. The women utilized the local knowledge that they possessed to develop novel 

activist methods and techniques and create change. This dissertation will argue that, despite a 

lack of formal public health education or training, Woman’s Club members utilized local 

knowledge to improve health conditions in the Nineteenth Ward in Chicago. Woman’s Club 

                                                      
9. Carol Coohey, "Notes on the Origins of Social Work." Social Service Review 73, no. 3 (1999): 418-22.  

 

 10. Jason Corburn, Street Science: Community Knowledge and Environmental Health Justice  (Cambridge, 

MA: The MIT Press, 2005. 
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activists acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and techniques 

intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their activist work. This study will 

help fill in the historical gaps by exploring the strategies Hull House volunteers used to promote 

disease and illness prevention. In addition, this dissertation is the first time that the concept of 

“local knowledge” has been used been used to discuss the work of Hull House women.  

 

Historiography of Hull House, Public Health, and Women’s Clubs 

In the following historiography, I examine the major written works about Hull House and 

researchers’ different approaches to Hull House and Jane Addams. Initial research about Hull 

House and Addams was celebratory and touted the work of the settlement as selfless. Over time, 

however, researchers began to critique and scrutinize the work, calling into question the 

motivations and impact. This historiography is divided into five sections that demonstrate the 

different approaches to Jane Addams and Hull House. These sections are: 

1. Warmth and Admiration 

2. Beginning Scrutiny Through the Lens of Gender and Class 

3. The Addition of Scrutiny Through the Lens of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture 

4. Addams as a Feminist Pragmatist 

5. Addams’s Contributions to Democratic Theory and Practice 

This dissertation contributes to the historiography of Jane Addams and the women who 

volunteered at Hull House.  Specifically, this dissertation adds an examination of activism at 

Hull House around public health issues.  It also contributes an examination of the role of women 

who have not been prominent in previous work. Weber Linn wrote the first biography of Jane 

Addams, which discussed Addams and five other women who played integral roles in the work 

of Hull House. Stebner argues that, aside from Linn, historians have largely ignored the other 
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women who were involved with Hull House. Even Ellen Gates Starr, Hull House’s co-founder, 

had not been examined in a major biographical work.11   

Finally, this historiography will conclude with a brief review of the literature on public 

health and women’s clubs around the turn of the century. The review of research on public health 

reveals a shift in theory related to the causation of illness and disease and a shift in the ways 

women engaged in disease and illness prevention. The review of the research on women’s clubs 

illuminates the opportunities that clubs provided women at a time when their opportunities were 

limited. This dissertation contributes to the historiography on public health and women’s clubs 

by bringing the Hull House Woman’s Club into both conversations. This dissertation is the first 

study to focus specifically on the work conducted by members of the Hull House Woman’s Club 

and, as such, it adds a new layer to the historiographies of public health and women’s clubs.  

 

Warmth and Admiration 

 The first approach to research on Hull House and Jane Addams was one of warmth and 

admiration. In this approach, researchers looked at the work conducted at Hull House through 

rose-colored glasses, contending that women came to Hull House because they were intrinsically 

motivated to help others. This approach had major limitations because it failed to critically 

examine the work and the women. The original major work on Jane Addams was a biography 

written by her nephew, James Weber Linn, in 1935. It stood as the main work on Addams and 

Hull House until a series of more scholarly publications emerged in the 1960s. Linn’s book 

provided an in-depth look into Addams’s life and gave the world a glimpse into Addams’s 

                                                      
 11. James Weber Linn, Jane Addams (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1935), 130. James 

Weber Linn was Jane Addams’s nephew. He wrote the first biography on Jane Addams after her death. The 

biography contained chapters devoted to six key women at Hull House: Ellen Gates Starr, Julia Lathrop, Florence 

Kelley, Lousie De Koven Bowen, Alice Hamilton, and Mary Rozet Smith. 
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world.12 The book was filled with warmth and admiration for Addams and The Chicago Tribune 

later touted it as one of the “finest and most complete biographies of Jane Addams ever 

written.”13 This biography provides insight into Addams’s life from her childhood through her 

rise to a position of national influence. Linn utilized Addams’s personal manuscripts, letters, and 

papers, as well as her published works to illuminate her private life and inner strength. As with 

most of the early writing about Addams and Hull House, like Wise’s Jane Addams of Hull House 

and Edith Abbott’s The Hull House of Jane Addams, Linn did not attempt to provide any critique 

of the work at Hull House.14  

In 1961, Henry Steele Commager published the first notable article on Hull House since 

Linn’s biography, a short article that appeared in the Saturday Review. This article later became 

the forward to the revered Twenty Years at Hull House, Addams’ account of the founding and 

development of Hull House. Commager wrote primarily through the lens of warmth and 

admiration, as with previous writings on Hull House. Commager provided an historical account 

of Addams’ life, focused on her constant quest to address poverty and suffering. Commager 

argued that, even during her childhood in Cedarville, Illinois, Addams was always concerned 

with the welfare of others. He claimed that she continued to focus on the suffering of others 

during her time at Rockford Seminary and while traveling in Europe.  This compassion, paired 

                                                      
 12. Ibid. 

 

 13. “Jane Addams: A Biography,” University of Illinois Press website, 

http://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/76cbx7gk9780252069048.html. 

 

14. Winifred Esther Wise, Jane Addams of Hull-House (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1935); 

Edith Abbott, “The Hull House of Jane Addams,” Social Service Review 26, no. 3 (September 1, 1952), 334-338. 

 

http://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/76cbx7gk9780252069048.html
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with a sense of moral responsibility, is what Commager argued led her to open Hull House. 

Commager praised Addams’s administrative skills and moral philosophy.15   

Towards the end of Commager’s article, he did introduce a critique of Hull House. This 

was the first time a researcher moved beyond warmth and admiration of Hull House and into 

critique of Addams and the other women at Hull House. He briefly discusses the limitations of 

Hull House. Particularly, he describes Addams’s work as not very effective. He likens her to 

Alice with the Red Queen:  

No matter how fast she ran, she was still in the same place; the poverty, the slums, the 

crime and vice, the misgovernment, the illiteracy, the exploitation, the inhumanity of 

man-to-man—all these were still there. How futile to bind up wounds that should never 

have been inflicted; to put together parts of lives that should never have been shattered; to 

rescue girls from the city street when fair wages would have kept them safely at home in 

the first place; to give children a chance to play in the late hours of the evening when the 

whole day should belong to them; to provide emergency nursing for diseases that should 

never have infected their victims. How futile was the cure. How imperative was 

prevention!16   

 

He also quoted Addams herself as she questioned the limitations of the work at Hull House: 

“[T]o what end all of these melioristic activities? In the face of desperate hunger and need, these 

activities could not but seem futile and superficial.” Commager examined the limitations of the 

work at Hull House and the daunting tasks faced by social reformers. Commager’s doesn’t move 

beyond this basic, shallow critique, though. His essay is still overwhelmingly written from a 

place of warmth and admiration for Addams and Hull House and fails to critically examine the 

work and the women of Hull House. Jane Addams substantially contributed to the early works on 

Hull House. She published eleven books and hundreds of essays about Hull House between 1892 

and 1935, all written through a lens of warmth and compassion. It isn’t until researchers examine 

                                                      
 15. H. S. Commager, foreword to Twenty Years at Hull House, by Jane Addams (New York: Signet 

Classic, 1961). 

 

16. Ibid., xvi. 
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Hull House through the lens of gender and class that they engage in a more thorough critique of 

the work of Addams and the other Hull House women. 

 

Beginning Scrutiny Through the Lens of Gender and Class 

 After Commager’s article on Jane Addams, researchers began to take a more critical look 

at Hull House and the activities that occurred there. Historians and social workers especially 

began to critique the work at Hull House through the lenses of gender, class, and culture. Even 

with this burgeoning critique, researchers still asserted that Addams had much to contribute to 

the radical political agenda of the 1960s, especially given her efforts to empower women, her 

work with organized labor, and her understanding of the gap between her generation and the 

preceding one. In the “Beginning Scrutiny Through the Lens of Gender and Class” phase, 

researchers questioned Addams’s motivation and character, claiming that she was driven by 

power and possessed a strong class bias. 

 In 1967, Jill Conway published an article entitled “Jane Addams: An American Heroine.” 

In it she makes the bold, new claim that Addams’s remarkable fame was the result of her ability 

to conform to the American definition of “feminine excellence,” by which Conway means 

“activism and participation in a masculine world” and a determination to “redeem [that world] 

from the baser masculine passions.” Addams was able to maintain the feminine characteristics 

that had been celebrated in the U.S., and in fact, she embraced the notion that women possessed 

a special moral character that men did not. Conway also claimed that Addams had a brilliant 

mind and was “acutely responsive” to the intellectual and cultural forces of her time. Addams 

was able to turn her intellectual powers to a task that was necessary and distinctly feminine—

Hull House. Conway also argues that Addams had possessed an “extreme drive to power,” even 
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as a child. Conway claims that Addams worked to discipline this drive to power from the time 

she was a young girl. This was a bold new claim, because Addams had always been celebrated as 

a woman who was modest and selfless, but Conway’s argument that Addams possessed a “drive 

to power” shed new light on Addams’ character and motivation. This new framing of Addams 

opened the door to future critique of her intentions and character.17 

Daniel Levine raised the important question of social class. Levine’s 1962 article, “Jane 

Addams: Romantic Radical” was overwhelmingly positive with regards to Addams and Hull 

House. He claimed that Addams was a radical because of her vision of “an all pervasive welfare 

state” and her commitment to “social ethics.” Notably, though, he was the first to scrutinize a 

possible class bias at Hull House. Levine did not question Addams’s commitment to the ideal of 

“social unity,” but he argued that she implicitly “looked with condescension on her neighbors” 

and possessed a strong social class bias.18  Levine’s research marked a shift in theory regarding 

Addams’s work at Hull House and her ethics; previous researchers claimed that Addams viewed 

her neighbors with compassion but Levine claims she also possessed a class bias.  

In 1965, Christopher Lasch also raised the issue of social class and brought an even more 

critical eye to the work of Jane Addams and Hull House. Lasch called attention to the uncritical 

treatment Addams had previously received. He claimed that many friends of and essayists on 

Addams—he called them “her admirers”—had “fabricated their own version of her life, pious 

and sentimental.” He argued that Addams was an intellectual and a radical who was interested in 

the reformation of education, culture, and sexual relations, and that her work was a rebellion 

                                                      
 17. Jill Conway, “Jane Addams: An American Heroine,” in The Woman in America, ed. R. J. Lifton 

(Boston, MA: Beacon, 1967), 247–66. 

 

 18. Daniel Levine, “Jane Addams: Romantic Radical, 1889–1912.” Mid-America: an Historical Review 44 
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against her own class. He asked, “What made the sons and daughters of the middle class so 

suddenly conscious of conditions they had previously ignored?” He argued that it was their 

desire to rebel against their own class and reject their class’s devotion to “the aesthetic 

principle.” Lasch also argued that the “feminist impulse” was a part of the same revolt against 

social class. He posited that feminists such as Addams, who “pursued a masculine ideal… 

betrayed [their] own femininity.” Lasch adds another layer to the critique of Addams through the 

lens of gender and class by questioning her commitment to her own class and femininity.19 

In addition to the growing class critique, feminism was an emerging part of the radical 

agenda of the 1960s and also played a role in the scholarship on Hull House. One of the most 

pivotal works on Jane Addams in the 1960s was the new introductory essay to Addams’s first 

book, Democracy and Social Ethics, by Anne Firor Scott. In this essay, Scott stresses Addams’s 

contributions as an intellectual but also raises the issue of gender. Scott analyzes Addams’s ideas 

about women and explores her relations with women and men. Scott claims that Addams thought 

much about the role of women throughout her life and that she worked for independence for 

herself and aimed to develop a new relationship between the sexes in American society. Scott 

argues that Addams’s work at Hull House “did a great deal to socialize woman’s role and bring 

the power of women to bear upon public problems.”20 She also argues that Addams worked to 

meet men on equal terms and felt that relationships between men and women made women freer, 

nobler, less timid of reputation, and more human.21 Addams developed lasting relationships with 
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a wide range of men but reserved her closest affection for other women. Scott’s interpretation of 

Addams is important because it demonstrates that the creation of space for women’s activism at 

Hull House was intentional and purposeful on the part of Addams. 

 Of course, examinations of Hull House through a feminist lens continue past the 1960s, 

into the present day. Eleanor Stebner’s grounding breaking book from 1997, The Women of Hull 

House: A Study in Spirituality, Vocation, and Friendship, examines the lives and attitudes of 

nine of the most well-known women associated with Hull House in an attempt to reinterpret the 

meaning of social and educational work done there through a feminist lens. Stebner did not 

question the political, reformist, or social significance of the settlement or the women; instead, 

she argued that spirituality motivated these women to work in the settlement movement and that 

they developed deep friendships because of their shared values and work. She claimed that 

historians have downplayed and/or ignored the religious roots of Hull House and its residents. 

Historians have provided a variety of explanations for why women volunteered at Hull House. 

Stebner provided an updated list of reasons, including: curiosity, wanting to know how “poorer 

classes” lived, a desire for adventure, idealism, and wanting to address the social problems of the 

late nineteenth century.22   

Stebner looked at the childhood experiences of the women, their adult church attendance, 

and the (spiritually charged) language they used. She also explored how each woman came to 

Hull House, functioned in the house, and viewed her work. Stebner argues that the women’s 

relationships grounded and sustained their activist work at the settlement: “Their friendships 

formed their vocations, grounded their spirituality, and integrated the whole of their lives.”23 She 
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claims that their professional activities were intertwined with their spiritual desire to be useful, to 

serve their community, and to make the world more congruent with their Christian ideal of 

justice. She claims that Addams lived her faith by respecting difference, constructing an 

authentic and supportive spiritual community, and working for goodness and justice. Stebner 

notes that the level and nature of spiritual devotion varied among the women.24 

Stebner also claims that researchers should not use Addams as the archetype for 

settlement women. Addams is the most researched woman of Hull House and researchers often 

incorrectly apply her attributes to Hull House women.  In The Women of Hull House, Stebner 

summarized the personalities of six different Hull house women: Addams as reserved and 

competent, Ellen Gates Starr as abrasive, Florence Hamilton as a radical, Julia Lathrop as 

charming, Mary Keyser as neighborly, and Alice Hamilton as quiet and confident in science. 

This new depiction of Hull House women supported Stebner’s claim that Addams was not the 

archetype for settlement workers.  Stebner also argued that many women simply came to Hull 

House as financial backers rather than activists. Furthermore, she claims that the work at Hull 

House was not the same as the work of traditional pragmatists like John Dewey and William 

James; but rather, it was a part of “an emerging liberal tradition within American Protestantism.” 

Stebner contributes to the historiography of Hull House by critiquing the motivation of women 

who came to Hull House, claiming that they were motivated by their spirituality and the societal 

limitations of their gender. 

In 1999, Crocco, Munro, and Weiler published a collection of essays entitled Pedagogies 

of Resistance: Women Educator Activists, 1880–1960. This book focused on six educator-

activists, including Jane Addams. Munro’s section on Jane Addams also discussed the women of 
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Hull House more generally. Crocco, Munro, and Weiler argued that 1890–1920 was a period of 

“female separatism, social activism, and belief in the special mission of educated women.”25 

They argued that settlement houses not only expanded educational opportunities for women but 

also contested dominant notions of education. They also argued that the settlement movement 

offered educational alternatives to women that were community-based, that acknowledged 

learning as lifelong, and that addressed the needs of the marginalized. 

In the 1960s-1990s, historians, sociologists, and other researchers began to set aside the 

previous framework of admiration and to wrestle with more complicated issues. What emerged 

was a greater scrutiny of the work at Hull House, particularly through the lens of gender and 

class. This was an important contribution to the historiography of Hull House because 

researchers gained a better understanding of the motivation of Jane Addams and began to 

differentiate between Addams and the other women of Hull House. Scrutiny through the lens of 

gender and class provided greater insight into the work that was being done in the settlement and 

how the work impacted the women who came to Hull House. 

 

The Addition of Scrutiny Through the Lens of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture 

 In the late 1980s and 1990s, scholarship on Addams and Hull House became increasingly 

contentious, especially in the fields of History and Social Work, with researchers examining the 

work at Hull House with a critical eye in regards to race, ethnicity, and culture. Previous research 

claimed that Hull House workers were motivated by altruism, but new scholarship demonstrated 

that Hull House workers were focused on subversive Americanization and paternalism. Rivka 

Shpak Lissak’s 1989 book, Pluralism and Progressives: Hull House and the New Immigrants, 
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1890–1919 added to previous scholarship on the attitudes and behaviors of the women of Hull 

House towards the “new immigrants” at the turn of the century. She looked at policies and local 

impact of the settlement house movement in order to argue that the attitude toward “new 

immigrants” developed out of an intellectual collaboration of Hull House residents, Jane 

Addams, and University of Chicago academics, particularly William Thomas and John Dewey. 

She situated these Liberal-Progressives between the Americanizers and the proto-cultural 

pluralists. She claimed that previous researchers had mistaken these Liberal-Progessives for 

cultural pluralists. She argued that the Liberal-Progressives believed in the disappearance of 

distinctive immigrant cultures through a process of individuation and the selective adoption of 

the “gifts” or special elements of immigrant culture by the dominant Anglo-American culture. 

Lissak also chided previous researchers who bought into the myth that “Hull House was the 

place where immigrants were not only treated as equals, but also where their cultures were 

respected and cultivated.”26 Instead, Lissak argues that Hull House leaders only selectively 

accepted the indigenous leadership of the immigrant communities, especially those who 

conformed most closely in social class, assumptions, and cultural ideology to themselves.27 

Lissak adds to the growing contention in the fields of History and Social Work by arguing that 

Hull House women were not as altruistic as once believed and that they sought to Americanize 

the immigrants in their neighborhood.  

In 1993, Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn examined the interaction of African Americans and the 

settlement movement in her book Black Neighbors: Race and the Limits of Reform in the 
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American Settlement House Movement, 1890–1945. Here, she described the relationship between 

black neighbors and Hull House as a “tragic tale of missed opportunities, untimely exclusion, 

and unfulfilled promise.”28 Lasch-Quinn analyzed the reluctance by the mainstream settlement 

house movement, including Hull House, to extend its programs to African American 

communities, which she argues, were assisted instead by a variety of alternative 

organizations. She claimed that Jane Addams, and other settlement leaders, viewed blacks as 

maladjusted and their culture as lacking. Lasch-Quinn claimed that the problem wasn’t a social 

blind spot or ignorance but rather a cold, reasoned judgment that grew out of the settlement 

workers’ perceived reality. She made the bold new claim that the settlement movement was 

hampered in its approach to African Americans by its attachment to secularism and its 

paternalistic, racist assumptions, adding to the growing scrutiny of Hull House through the lens 

of race, ethnicity, and culture.  

Gwendolyn Mink’s 1995 book, The Wages of Motherhood: Inequality in the Welfare 

State, 1917–1942, is a feminist critique of the difficulty of defending the interests of single 

mothers, one of the poorest and most politically powerless groups in capitalist society. She 

reflected critically on past practice, including that of Jane Addams and Hull House. She argued 

that Addams played a role in the development of a welfare state that inscribed racial and gender 

inequality. She claimed that Jane Addams and other white, middle-class reformers developed 

political discourses and policies that reflected racial anxieties of their own class, and did not take 

into account the interests of working-class, immigrant, or black single mothers. Mink also 

provided the argument that reformers, including Addams, advocated for Americanization and 

cultural conformity. This societal push for conformity linked public schools and home 
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economics to the supervisory aspects of motherhood and maternal education. This led to white 

women professionals, such as nurses and social workers, holding the role of arbiter of good 

mothering.29 Mink, along with Lissak and Lasch-Quinn, added a new layer to the critique of Jane 

Addams and Hull House by utilizing a lens of race and culture. This new perspective highlighted 

Americanization and paternalism at Hull House and contributed to the growing body of literature 

that argued that Addams was not as intrinsically motivated as previous researchers had claimed. 

 

Addams as a Feminist Pragmatist 

Standing in stark contrast to the critical assessments of Jane Addams and Hull House, 

researchers Mary Jo Deegan and Charlene Haddock Seigfried take a different approach that 

presents Addams as a feminist pragmatist theorist who advocated for social citizenship and racial 

equality in social relations in Chicago. In her 1988 book, Jane Addams and the Men of the 

Chicago School, 1892–1918, Deegan argues that Addams was an important contributor to the 

sociology of the Chicago School and of her time, despite the previous critical examinations of 

her work. Deegan included extensive discussion of Addams’s thoughts as well as her practical 

activities to support her argument previous researchers misrepresented and underestimated 

Addams. She also argues that the work of Addams and the other women of Hull House had been 

redefined as solely social work and the work of Hull House was, thus, previous research was 

missing some important contributions. Deegan argues that there was a distinctive sociological 

tradition, based in the settlement movement, that was strongly concerned with social reform, and 

that the women of Hull House were not willing to accept the political restrictions the university 

associated with the stereotypically feminine field of “social work.” Deegan also argues that 
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Addams was more of a sociologist than a social worker. She characterizes her as a cultural 

feminist and a critical pragmatist. She references Addams’s published works, as well as archival 

sources that document her relationships, to support these claims. She discusses the ways that 

Hull House women took on large bodies of systemic empirical research, much of it quantitative, 

at a time when this was incredibly rare for women to do.30   

In 1996, Charlene Haddock Seigfried analyzed progressive efforts to challenge social 

relations, including Hull House, in her book Pragmatism and Feminism: Reweaving the Social 

Fabric. Here, she created an intellectual space for pragmatist feminists as occupied by those who 

balanced the need for revolutionary social changes with a concern for the particular lives of 

individuals in a given condition. Along with Dewey and James, the “classical male pragmatists 

who philosophized from the center,” Seigfried created space for feminists such as Jane Addams 

who she claims “spoke from the margins.” Seigfried argued that Addams was a “theory tester” 

for Dewey and that Hull House was her proving ground. Addams and Dewey’s relationship was 

not one-directional; Seigfried claimed that Dewey felt deeply indebted to Addams.31 

 Another contribution to the literature about Jane Addams’s pragmatist-feminist ethics is 

Judy Whipps’s 2004 article “Jane Addams’s Social Thought as a Model for a Pragmatist-

Feminist Communitarianism.” Whipps argues that communitarian philosophy can be an 

important philosophic resource for feminist thinkers, particularly when considered in the light of 

Jane Addams’s feminist-pragmatism. She argues that Addams’s communitarianism required 

progressive change as well as a moral duty to seek out diverse voices. Whipps also argues that 
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Addams extended her concept of community to include interdependent global communities, such 

as the global community of women peace workers. Like Deegan and Sigfried, Whipps presents 

an argument that seeks to reclaim Addams’ honor by demonstrating that Addams was a feminist-

pragmatist theorist who advocated for social citizenship and racial equality in social relations in 

Chicago.32  

In 2010, Mary Jo Deegan added another article about Addams’s feminist pragmatism to 

Hull House scholarship. Deegan spends much of this article discussing Addams’s feminist 

pragmatism. Deegan’s discussion of Addams’s feminist pragmatism moves beyond the typical 

emphasis on the problems of the disenfranchised (namely women) and interprets democracy as a 

pervasive and driving force that is highly problematic in everyday life and politics. Deegan 

claimed that Addams set a foundation for inclusive American citizenship in the face of powerful 

opponents and that her time spent in the Halstead neighborhood pushed her to understand 

cultural difference and the opportunities available for changing American.  Deegan claimed that 

Addams knew, like Abraham Lincoln, that a country divided could not stand and, she therefore 

fought for the right of the disenfranchised, especially women and African Americans, to obtain 

full citizenship.33 The arguments of Deegan, Seigfried, and Mink contribute to the historiography 

of Addams and Hull House by providing evidence that Addams was concerned with the 

advancement of women and African Americans and she advocated for social citizenship and 

racial equality. 
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Addams’s Contributions to Democratic Theory and Practice 

 The final approach to Jane Addams and Hull House examines Addams’s contributions to 

democratic theory and practice by taking a deeper look than prior researchers at her pragmatist 

methods. Two notable biographies of Addams appeared in the first part of the twenty-first 

century: Victoria Bissell Brown’s The Education of Jane Addams and Louise Knight’s Jane 

Addams: Spirit in Action. These biographies provide a comprehensive overview of Addams’s life 

while focusing on Hull House contributions to democratic theory and practice. Brown and 

Knight both attempt to answer the questions that Lasch, Conway, and Davis raised with regard to 

why Addams became a reformer despite her (birthright) privilege, and how her early experiences 

at Hull House shaped her moral philosophy and her reform theories, methods, and agendas.34 

Brown’s book is a scholarly biography of Addams that covers the first four decades of 

her life, during which time Addams emerged as a social reformer. Brown says that her aim was 

to “construct a narrative independent of the mythology, one that realistically embeds her in a 

particular time and place, in a particular family and school, in a particular set of class and gender 

constraints, and in a particular grouping of ideological and emotional dilemmas.35” This 

biography complicates previous simplistic arguments about Addams’ character and how she 

became a leader. Brown argues that Addams “underwent an ideological conversion” in the 

decade following her graduation from the Rockford Female Seminary. She claims that Addams 

shifted from an ethic of heroic stewardship to an ethic of democratic humanitarianism. 
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Knight’s book is also a scholarly biography that examined the first four decades of 

Addams’s life. Knight examined the influences behind Addams’s philosophical change, 

particularly books, friendships, and experiences. One of Knight’s most important claims is that it 

was only toward the end of the 1890s that Addams acquired a reform agenda and understanding 

of her own humanity, despite prior research indicating that this was present for her whole life.36 

Knight and Brown’s biographies take a deeper look at Addams’ pragmatist methods and her 

contributions to democratic theory and practice than previous researchers, claiming that she 

shifted from an ethic of stewardship to an ethic of democratic humanitarianism. 

This historiography demonstrates the different approaches researchers have taken since 

the first major work was written about Jane Addams and Hull House in 1935. Views on Jane 

Addams and her public standing differ according to the approach. Initial research viewed the 

work at Hull House with warmth and admiration but, over time, research provided a more critical 

examination of Addams and Hull House, calling into question the motivation and impact of the 

work. The most recent publications about Hull House reclaim some of the initial warmth and 

admiration for Addams. This dissertation, like prior research, seeks to gain a better 

understanding of the motivation of the women at Hull House.  Prior research focused on Addams 

and a few other women but this dissertation adds to Hull House historiography by examining the 

motivation of lesser-known, lesser-researched Hull House women.  

 

Public Health Historiography 

This dissertation will contribute to the scholarship on the history of public health by 

examining the intersection of public health education and activism at the Hull House. Public 
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health historians have not focused on efforts by Hull House volunteers to address disease and 

illness prevention in the Halstead neighborhood. Historians such as Hoy and Porter mention Hull 

House activism in their research but this dissertation is the first work that focuses solely on the 

Hull House public health activism.  

It is important to understand what was happening in the field of public health during the 

early years of Hull House in order to examine thoroughly the way that Hull House Woman’s 

Club members acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and 

techniques. According to Public Health historians, the 1890s was a period of major reform for 

public health theory and policy in the United States. It was during this time that the medical field 

began embracing the notion that disease was spread through bacteria (bacteriology), not putrid 

smells (miasma). During most of the nineteenth century, Americans typically believed that 

epidemic disease and illness were caused by inhalation of noxious smells and filth. Filth, usually 

in the form of foul odors, or “miasmas,” arising from decomposing organic waste, was largely 

blamed for outbreaks of illnesses such as cholera and diphtheria. Out of miasma theory came the 

formation of city Sanitary Commissions that strove to keep cities clean and free from offensive 

odors and filth.37 Porter asserts that sanitarians strove to prevent disease through the promotion 

of cleanliness in the home and the community. In order to prevent miasmas, sanitarians 

attempted to ensure that homes and work places had proper ventilation, that sewers were 

properly drained and free of gases, and that garbage was disposed of properly.38   
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Around the turn of the twentieth century, miasma theory gradually gave way to germ 

theory.  According to germ theory, “bacilli” or “microbes” as opposed to “miasmas” cause 

disease. Disease spreads contagion from one host to another, causing further disease. According 

to Porter, germ theory differs from miasmaism in that germ theory does not require the entire 

environment be cleansed, as once thought by sanitarians; instead, the need is simply to prevent 

person-to-person transmission.39   

Suellen Hoy, a public health historian, claimed that the development of germ theory did 

not negate the need to maintain sanitary conditions. In fact, germ theory supported the need to 

maintain sanitary conditions so that bacteria would not be as easily spread. So, people at the time 

continued to advocate for sanitary conditions40 Public health historian, Dorothy Porter, claimed 

that germ theory thus enabled leading sanitarians, “the majority of whom remained anti-

contagionist in their thinking,” to trumpet the need for cleanliness, only now using words such as 

“bacilli” or “microbes.”41 For sanitarians, keeping environments clean prevented the spread of 

germs. 

For Hull House women, perhaps the most important shift in the field of public health was 

that at the turn of the century public health workers began to implement local health initiatives 

aimed at improving health and sanitary conditions, especially for people living in poverty. Porter 

claims that progressive health reformers believed that poverty was the main challenge for 

preventative medicine and that in order to create a healthier society, they needed to address the 
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ills of the poor. In fact, Jane Addams claimed that the misery of urban poor stemmed “primarily 

from low wages, bad housing, polluted water, and inadequate healthcare.42”   

 In their 1989 article “Science and Social Reform: Women in Public Health” Fee and 

Greene argued that women have always claimed a special interest in the field of public health, 

and have contributed in significant ways to its development. According to Fee and Greene, 

women became active in public health efforts toward the end of the nineteenth century when 

women began moving out of their homes, ready to begin reforming society. They claim that 

many of these women moved to settlement houses where they were able to live among the poor 

and take part in grassroots public health efforts. The goal of most women’s organizations was to 

“serve the needy and the weak, rather than to gain wealth or power for themselves.”43 Feminist 

historian Mary Ryan claims that settlement residents and club women, “tidied up the man’s 

world, removing the most unsightly evidence of corrupt politics, smoothing over the ugly clash 

between the rich and poor, and cleaning up around the slums [to improve public health].44”  Fee 

and Greene and Ryan all assert that settlement houses provided a setting for women to engage in 

public health activism.  

Shannon Jackson, a Hull House historian, claims that the settlement was an “education in 

morbidity” because of its exposure to the disease and garbage of the city wards.45 According to 

public health historian Neva R. Deardorff, Addams and the other workers at Hull House knew 
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that, despite their good intentions, “public motherhood” would not solve the problems of the 

poor, so they began to shift their attention from private charity to social justice and prevention—

key focuses of the field of Public Health.46 This is evident in the work of the Hull House 

Woman’s Club which maintained the belief that without better health conditions for the poor, a 

just society was unattainable.47 

This dissertation is the first study that focuses on public health activism at the Hull House 

and, as such, it contributes to public health historiography. Fee and Greene and Ryan argued that 

women became active in public health efforts at the end of the nineteenth century; this 

dissertation adds to their claim by examining Hull House women’s public health efforts during 

that time. Furthermore, this dissertation adds to the research on the shift from miasma theory to 

germ theory by discussing the ways that this shift in theory impacted public health activism at 

Hull House and, in particular, the garbage and typhoid investigations discussed in this 

dissertation.  

 

Women’s Clubs Historiography 

While many researchers discuss women’s clubs, none discuss the Hull House Woman’s 

Club or its members in any depth. This dissertation contributes to the historiography of women’s 

clubs by focusing on the Hull House Woman’s Club. The Hull House Woman’s Club was 

developed at a time when women’s clubs were gaining steam across the United States. In his 

early history of women’s education, Thomas Woody claims that the women’s club movement 
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began around 1860 in Illinois, New York, and Boston. These clubs provided women with the 

opportunity to develop skills and, in the beginning, were generally focused on self-improvement 

and socializing. As the women’s club movement progressed, the clubs shifted from providing a 

forum to socialize and towards educational development and philanthropy. Woody asserts that 

the early women’s clubs were associated with expanded educational opportunities for women in 

the late nineteenth century and that many of the early clubs incorporated education and 

philanthropy into their missions, as well as aiming to enhance the cultural experiences of their 

members. For instance, The Sorosis was a women’s club established in New York in 1868 whose 

stated purpose was the “inoculation of deeper and broader ideas among women, teaching women 

to think for themselves… [and]… to open new avenues of employment to women, to make them 

less dependent.48” Woody asserts that the primary purposes of many clubs were altruism, 

benevolence, and education. According to Woody, the club movement provided an important 

new agency for women, which led to education spanning beyond formal education and into the 

personal lives of grown women. And, by the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the 

twentieth century, women’s groups increasingly focused on public affairs. According to Woody, 

in 1890 women’s clubs shifted their attention towards broader objectives, including a “great 

movement toward municipal housecleaning and housecleaning.49” Woody contributes to the 

historiography on women’s clubs by adding to the conversation about the function of women’s 

club to include women’s clubs serving to educate women at the turn of the century. This 
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dissertation adds to Woody’s claims by examining the way the Hull House Woman’s Club 

served to education women at the turn of the twentieth century. 

 In Pedagogies of Resistance: Women Educator Activists, 1880–1960, the editors assert 

that women’s clubs were vital sites of education for women and were significant in shaping 

educational institutions during the Progressive Era. Crocco, Munro, and Weiler note that the 

members of women’s clubs were generally privileged middle- and upper-class women who, 

although they worked to improve social conditions, still maintained the dominant race and social 

class biases. These biases are evident in the written communication between women of the 

clubs.50 Kate Rousmaniere addresses this in many of her works about Margaret Haley. 

Rousmaniere notes that, while Haley was involved with black women’s clubs, she generally 

ignored the issues that were germane to black women.51   

 Women’s clubs provided women with the space and support to develop skills that 

prepared them for political and social activism. According to Crocco, Munro, and Weiler,  

For turn-of-the-century women denied access to formal spheres of power or the vote, the 

means to shape public culture and politics came through voluntary organizations such as 

women’s clubs.… [W]omen learned how to conduct business, carry on meetings, speak 

in public, and manage money. Experiences in small-scale voluntary associations prepared 

women for politics broadly defined. By finding a way to take up public concerns they 

were contributing to the expansion of American democracy, first indirectly and then, in 

1920, directly.52 
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And, Thomas Woody claimed that women’s clubs  

became both the instrument for locating the public task and the machine for performing 

it, or bringing others to do so. Many of the state and national programs for reform came 

about through the workings of the women’s club movement. Multitudes of women on 

farms, in small towns, and in large urban areas met the need for reforms through a variety 

of measures. They provided instruction to those of limited education; they have given a 

wider horizon to those hemmed in by circumstance; they have trained the timid to speak, 

and, of late years, they have prepared the way for women of leisure and influence to take 

up what is called “the larger housekeeping,” the bettering of social and civic conditions.53 

 

Women’s clubs provided women with the tools and the forum for creating change in their 

communities. Through clubs, women gained education about social issues and acquired skills for 

generating reform.  

Historian Rebecca Sherrick claimed that Hull House gave residents the opportunity to 

employ their experience in politics and social involvement while still fulfilling the nineteenth-

century standards relating to women’s roles in the home.54 As women’s club members gained 

policy and reform skills, they were able to greatly aid in the development of their communities. 

The Chicago Woman’s Club was involved in building community institutions such as libraries, 

schools, colleges, kindergartens, museums, health clinics, houses of refuge, school lunch 

programs, parks, and playgrounds.55 The Chicago Woman’s Club supported the founding of Hull 

House and was involved with the Hull House Woman’s Club.56 This review of the research on 
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women’s clubs presented the opportunities that clubs provided women at the turn of the century, 

a time when they had limited opportunities. This dissertation is the first study to focus 

specifically on the public health activism conducted by members of the Hull House Woman’s 

Club and, as such, it adds a new layer to the historiographies of public health and women’s clubs. 

Woody claimed that women’s clubs provided women informal education. This dissertation adds 

to Woody’s claims by examining how the Hull House Woman’s Club educated women at the 

turn of the twentieth century. According to Crocco, Munro, and Weiler, Women’s clubs provided 

women space and support to develop skills that prepared them for political and social activism 

and this dissertation adds to their research by examining skills members of the Hull House 

Woman’s Club gained.  

 

Methodology 

This dissertation looks at disease and illness prevention activism at Hull House from 

1889 through 1903. The study begins in 1889, the year Hull House was founded, with an 

examination of women who came to Hull House and their motivation for coming to the 

settlemtn. This study then looks at two specific public health investigations: the trash inspection 

surveys of 1894–1895 and the typhoid investigations of 1902–1903.   

For this study, I used historical method as described by Garraghan and Shafer. Garraghan 

and Schafer provide guidance to researchers to protect from the use of false evidence and to 

authenticate sources and evidence and to systemically examine an account of what happened in 

the past. The historical method utilizes techniques and guidelines as outlined in the following 

paragraphs to assess primary, secondary, and other tertiary sources for reliability. According to 
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Woman’s Club addressed a variety of issues affecting the Nineteenth Ward, including disease 

and illness prevention. Club members took a variety of actions in response to the health needs of 

the community and they were especially interested in improving the sanitary conditions of the 

Nineteenth Ward in order to prevent disease and illness. 

With the exception of a few notable women from this group, club women are generally 

anonymous except for the glimpses of them in primary source documents from the turn of the 

twentieth century. While members of the club women group were diverse, some characteristics 

were more common than others and generalizations can be made about the composition of group. 

An overwhelming majority of club women were single, white, and college educated. Hull House 

did not have university or college requirements for volunteers, but the majority of residents were 

college educated. The majority of the women came from privileged social, economic, and 

educational backgrounds. Very few women had working class roots and even fewer were women 

of color. In fact, in the first decade of Hull House’s existence, only one African American 

woman was associated with the settlement, Dr. Harriet Rice.21   

The privileged background of the majority of the club women enabled the fostering of 

relationships and connections with cultured Chicagoans who provided support. These 

relationships and the social standing of club women opened doors to women’s clubs, churches, 

and cultural gatherings where Addams and the other Hull House women could solicit donations 

and support. But, primary documents provide glimpses into times when the privileged 

backgrounds of Hull House volunteers also hindered their efforts. Meeting minutes from an 1894 

meeting of the Woman’s Club note, “Miss Barnum Earnestly requested the Residents to mingle 
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about a variety of health issues. Hull House Bulletins from 1896-1906 list the titles of 

presentations given to the Woman’s Club. Many of the lectures focused on illness prevention 

such as the January 20, 1897 presentation by Mary Sturges entitled “Germs: A Practical Bit of 

Science,” the April 13, 1903 presentation from the Chicago Society entitled “Lecture on the 

Prevention of Tuberculosis,” and the December 26, 1906 presentation by Lenora Hamlin entitled 

“A Talk on Tuberculosis.” Other lectures focused on medical care and first aid such as the May 

18, 1903 presentation by Emma Smith, Mrs. Gray, Mrs. Phelps, Dr. Hackett, Dr. Crosby, Mrs. 

Young, Miss Jones entitled “First Aid to the Injured,” the September 13, 1905 presentation from 

a member of the medical staff of the American White Cross First Aid Society entitled “A 

Demonstration of First Aid,” and the December 27, 1905 presentation by Mary Hemple entitled 

“The Care of the Sick.”35 While historians don’t know the exact content of the presentations, the 

titles provide insight into the topics of importance, and also demonstrate that the club women 

were acquiring public health knowledge through their club membership.   In addition, a variety 

of people from the community who had knowledge on health issues gave weekly lectures. Club 

women and women who lived in the neighborhood attended these lectures.36  

 While most women at Hull House remain anonymous and glimpses of them can only be 

garnered through photos, letters, and diaries, more information is available about other women. 

Perhaps most notable was Louise De Koven Bowen. De Koven Bowen was a wealthy Chicago 

socialite who was heavily engaged at Hull House. She lived most of her life in a mansion in a 

wealthy section of Chicago but spent almost every day at Hull House for more than forty years. 

Bowen’s financial generosity made it possible for Hull House to expand and continue providing 
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services to the community. She had Bowen Hall built for the Hull House, which sat 800 and 

housed the Woman’s Club. Bowen also donated the Bowen Country Club at Waukegan, Illinois 

to the Hull House, in memory of her husband. The primary purpose of the Country Club was to 

provide a two-week vacation in the country for Hull House children and mothers. She shared a 

warm friendship with Jane Addams and was at the center of her circle of friends. Bowen worked 

with Jane Addams to organize the Hull House Woman’s Club beginning in 1893. She was 

president of the club for 17 years, until 1910. During that time, she organized lectures related to 

public health and encouraged members to engage in the neighborhood investigations. Under her 

leadership, membership in the Woman’s Club grew to 1,000 and the club took part in several 

welfare projects, including making clothing for the poor. Her efforts also led to the development 

of the city’s first public playgrounds.37 

Like the other club women, Louise De Koven Bowen did not have any formal training in 

public health, yet she led the Woman’s Club in many public health campaigns and activist 

efforts. She found her way to Hull House through her social position in Chicago and used her 

connections and desire for social change to lead the club women in their health reform efforts. 

She was a strong leader, a woman of great energy, and her leadership drew the admiration of 

many. In a letter to Lea Taylor dated January 13, 1943, Alice Hamilton states, “You do not need 

to have me tell you that I am devoted to Mrs. Bowen and have both admiration and gratitude for 

all she has done for the house.”38  
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 Another notable club woman was Gertrude Howe Britton. Gertrude Howe Britton’s work 

at Hull House is not as well documented as Louise De Koven Bowen’s, but primary sources give 

glimpses into who she was as a woman and what brought her to Hull House. Gertrude Howe 

Britton came to Hull House in October of 1895. She visited the settlement to observe and was so 

taken with the work being done there that she began working there two days later. For about a 

decade, she worked in the kindergarten and nursery program, serving in several leadership roles 

in those programs. She eventually left the nursery program to help Alice Hamilton with her 

housing and sanitary survey for the typhoid investigation. Britton played a significant role in the 

typhoid investigation, but came to the investigation with no formal public health or medical 

training, as was the case with the other club women who volunteered for the efforts. When the 

typhoid investigation and associated activist work was completed, Britton went to work for the 

Juvenile Protection Agency and then became the Director of the Cook County Department of 

Public Health. During her time at the Juvenile Protection Agency and the Department of Public 

Health, Gertrude Howe Britton remained busy volunteering at Hull House. In a 1933 letter to 

Jane Addams, Howe stated, “In thirty-eight years I was at Hull House every day.” She told 

Addams that most of the important events of her life were associated with Hull House. Britton 

also described her motivation for coming to Hull House. She had been very involved in the 

Catholic Church and, through her work there, moved to a neighborhood near Hull House and 

developed a deep passion for serving the people living in the neighborhood. She saw Hull House 

as a venue for “greater services to the people in our neighborhood.”39 Gertrude Howe Britton 
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came to Hull House without any formal public health education but had an enthusiasm for 

service that contributed to the activist efforts at Hull House. 

Louise De Koven Bowen, Gertrude Howe Britton, and the other club women came to 

Hull House without any formal public health education or training. However, the club women 

typically possessed college educations. This formal education provided them with skills and 

experiences that prepared them to take on activist work at Hull House. According to educational 

researchers, formal education provides skills in critical thinking, problem solving, and 

collaboration, all skills necessary for conducting successful activist work.40 An 1893 newspaper 

clipping stated, “Every woman with education or with talent is imparting what she may to poorer 

sisters without money and without price.”41 The club women’s formal education provided them 

with the experiences and skills that were necessary to successfully take on the activist work at 

Hull House. They possessed critical thinking, problem solving, and collaboration skills. They 

also came with intense enthusiasm that proved imperative for the work. Beginning as amateurs, 

club women gradually transformed themselves into effective reformers and administrators with 

the help of neighborhood women and public health knowledge-holders. 

 

Public Health Knowledge-Holders 

 The smallest group of Hull House women was the public health knowledge-holders. 

These were women who came to Hull House already possessing formal public health education 

and/or training. The most notable public health knowledge-holder was Alice Hamilton. Hamilton 

was the driving force behind the 1902–1903 typhoid investigation, which is the focus Chapter 
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Four of this dissertation. Alice Hamilton, widely referred to as “Dr. Alice,” received a medical 

degree from the University of Michigan and studied medicine in Europe and at Johns Hopkins 

University. She was one of the younger residents of Hull House when she arrived in 1897. 

Hamilton worked on a variety of issues during her time at Hull House. Although she was 

nationally known for her work on industrial disease, while at Hull House she took part in the 

day-to-day activities like washing and feeding babies. She assisted Julia Lathrop in inspecting 

dangerous trades and investigated industrial poisoning for the federal government. Hamilton led 

the neighborhood investigations of a typhoid epidemic and cocaine trafficking.42  

 For public health knowledge-holders, Hull House provided an opportunity to utilize their 

formalized medical and public health training, while creating space for them in a new world of 

first-generation women seeking careers outside of the home. Hull House provided them an 

opportunity to utilize their intellectual knowledge and to work to create change in an unjust 

system. When Hamilton came to Hull House in 1897, she was eager to help and wanted to 

combine her medical career with helping the poor and oppressed. Her daily interactions with the 

poverty and brutality endured by the immigrant neighbors of Hull House imbued in her a desire 

to create substantial change in the community. She stayed on at the settlement for nearly four 

decades and became one of Addams’s closest colleagues. She was willing to take on any task. 

She taught English to foreign-born neighbors, directed men’s fencing classes and the athletic 

club, and ran a well-baby clinic. It took Hamilton several years of living at Hull House before 

she figured out how to combine her scientific work with the settlement ideal. But, once she was 

able to focus on public health efforts that allied with her medical training, Hamilton’s 

commitment to Hull House intensified and she felt a deep sense of fulfillment. This is the work 
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that she claimed filled her soul and met her innate needs for connectedness and intellectual 

growth.43 She said her experience at Hull House “satisfied every longing, for companionship, for 

the excitement of new experiences, for constant intellectual stimulation, and for the sense of 

being caught up in a big movement.”44  

 For public health knowledge-holders, life at Hull House was very far removed from the 

lives to which they had been accustomed in academia and in their home lives, which tended to be 

sheltered. Alice Hamilton stated: “To settle down to live in the slums of a great city was a piece 

of daring as great as trekking across the prairie in a covered wagon.”45 Life at the settlement 

pushed Hamilton outside of her comfort zone, but she had a strong capacity for empathy and was 

deeply moved by her immigrant neighbors and the hardships that they faced. The reoccurring 

episodes of intolerance and police brutality that her neighbors confronted had a profound impact 

on her. Witnessing these hardships propelled her into action. Hamilton and other public health 

knowledge-holders put the cause and their personal integrity ahead of the financial security and 

professional standing they could have achieved through the traditional practice of medicine. 

Hamilton believed in creating a more just system and that exposing the evils and supporting the 

efforts of forward-thinking men and women who sought to expose them would create that 

system.46 
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Public health knowledge-holders played an integral role in public health activism at Hull 

House. They brought with them the formalized training and the knowledge base that was 

necessary to create successful activist campaigns and that the neighborhood and club women did 

not possess. Public health knowledge-holders shared their knowledge with the other activists and 

helped inform the efforts they were undertaking. Women like Alice Hamilton possessed the 

knowledge that was integral for understanding why epidemics like the 1902 typhoid outbreak 

occurred. And, they possessed the knowledge necessary to recommend systemic changes that 

would mitigate the public health crises the activists sought to address. This essential knowledge 

was shared with the other activists and helped inform the efforts they were undertaking.   

 

Coming Together 

The neighborhood women, club women, and public health knowledge-holders, though 

very different from each other, each played an important role in the public health activist efforts 

at Hull House. It was the coming together of these three groups of women that made their activist 

work possible and successful. Together they were able to create significant change. Each of these 

three groups played a particular role in the activist efforts at Hull House and each role was 

integral to the success of the work.  The connectedness of the neighborhood women, combined 

with the skills and enthusiasm of the club women and the expertise of the public health 

knowledge-holders, created an optimal situation for effective public health activism. In her work 

at Hull House, Addams advocated for the notion that the stories of people’s individual lives, 

whoever they were, were valuable and that people’s lives were not full without real experience 

engaging in the lives of others.47 This concept captures the coming together of the three groups 

                                                      
 47. Gary Daynes and Nicholas V. Longo, “Jane Addams and the Orgins of Service learning Practice in the 

Unites States,” Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 11, no. 1 (Fall 2004): 5–13. 



 61 

of activists. They all possessed valuable experiences, and it was the engaging with each other 

that made their efforts successful and “full.” It was the coming together of the neighborhood 

women, club women, and public health knowledge-holders that enabled them to create such 

powerful change in their community. 
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Chapter Three: Taking it to the Streets: Garbage Collection and the Hull House Women 

In the Progressive Era, development of infrastructure for clean water and sewage began, 

and local governments demanded efficient, clean cities. Cleanliness had become an important 

gauge for determining whether a city was providing the conditions necessary for impoverished 

immigrants to attain a state of "decency.” Campaigns to encourage cleanliness began in the last 

two decades of the nineteenth century and by the late 1890s personal hygiene was equated with 

morality. While cleanliness was becoming the national standard, public sanitation and personal 

cleanliness were overwhelmingly standards held by the middle-class. Public health officials soon 

became concerned with convincing “outliers” and “newcomers” of the “American Way” of 

cleanliness.1  Historians, such as Lasch-Quinn and Mink, regard Jane Addams and the middle-

classes activists as paternalists but the activist’ work went beyond paternalism. Hull House 

residents worked to educate immigrants about cleanliness, but they also advocated for them and 

espoused the belief that they were neither lazy nor irresponsible, as was the commonly held 

belief in middle- and upper-class America. In her autobiography, Jane Addams noted how hard 

immigrant women worked “with the hard night scrubbing or the long days of washing” for the 

sake of their children. Addams contended that immigrants were poor because of their harsh 

environments, not their personal weaknesses. Addams contended that immigrants’ social 

standing was a product of their environment, not the cause of the environment. Jane Addams and 

Hull House workers witnessed firsthand the perils of living in poverty and focused efforts on 

identifying the broader causes of economic distress.2 What they discovered was that the misery 
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of the poor stemmed from low wages, substandard housing conditions, unclean water, and 

inadequate healthcare. They knew that despite their good intentions, their “public motherhood” 

would not solve these problems, so they turned to disease prevention and government activism. 

The work at Hull House was not paternalistic as some historians contend. While the Hull House 

women did attempt to educate immigrants about cleanliness, they also advocated for them and 

worked beside them in their activist efforts. 

Tension surfaced between immigrants in the Hull House neighborhood and their 

neighbors from surrounding communities because members of the surrounding communities 

perceived that the immigrants lacked cleanliness. Hull House workers were in the unique 

position to help mediate this situation. They also provided opportunities for immigrants to learn 

the American way of cleanliness. They established nurseries where they taught mothers how to 

bathe and feed their infants, and they sponsored evening classes where they taught adults the 

dangers of slaughtering sheep in their basements, drinking water from horse troughs, and culling 

rags from the dumps. They also taught the immigrant women how to inspect streets and alleys, 

how to force landlords to clean up their properties, and how to encourage city officials to remove 

garbage.3   

The neighborhood itself continued to present major problems. Addams reported that the 

smells were atrocious and the collection of garbage was rare. The women of Hull House 

perceived the smells and trash as health hazards. Hull House started an investigation of the city 

system of garbage collection and the causes of the high death rate in the Nineteenth Ward. Jane 

Addams put in a bid for the garbage removal of the Nineteenth Ward, which was rejected by the 

mayor. She was later appointed garbage inspector of the ward with a salary of $1,000 per year. 

                                                      
 3. “Sanitary Work in the Ward,” Chicago Commons 1 (April 1896): 2. Chicago Commons was published 

monthly by the Chicago Commons Settlement House in Chicago’s Seventeenth Ward. 



 64 

She oversaw the building of six incinerators. Eventually the death rate dropped from third to 

seventh of the city wards.4   

In this chapter, I will examine the efforts of Jane Addams and the Hull House Woman’s 

Club to address the conditions of the streets and alleys in the Halstead neighborhood. Their work 

to improve trash collection elucidates the intersection of activism and disease prevention and the 

ways in which activist strategies improved health and wellbeing at the turn of the century. This 

chapter is organized into two sections. In the first section, I will provide a description of the 

abysmal conditions in the Halstead Neighborhood and will provide an explanation for why the 

conditions were some of the worst in the city of Chicago. In the second section, I will discuss the 

activist work conducted by the Hull House women to address substandard trash collection and 

the ways in which they acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies 

through their work. Hull House women pursued three broad strategies: education, investigations, 

and municipal change. As a part of these strategies, the women used techniques such as 

educating marginalized populations, facilitating lectures, investigating neighborhood conditions, 

unseating corrupt leaders, and running for municipal leadership positions. There is no evidence 

that colleges and universities provided training about activist strategies until 1906; Hull House 

women developed these activist strategies intuitively as they carried out their work.5 I will argue 

that, despite a lack of formal public health education, the members of the Hull House Woman’s 

Club utilized local knowledge to develop strategies to improve sanitation and trash collection in 

their neighborhood. The women acquired public health knowledge and developed activist 
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strategies and techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they carried out their activist 

efforts to clean up their neighborhood.   

 

The Halstead Neighborhood 

Even though cleanliness had become an important part of American culture and local 

governments were demanding efficient, clean cities, pockets of extreme poverty existed where 

local government ignored their responsibilities to maintain sanitary conditions. The Halstead 

neighborhood was one of those pockets. While bustling American cities and towns seemed 

inviting to folks who were seeking more opportunities, according to Corburn, some of the urban 

areas of the late-nineteenth century were crowded, noisy, dirty, and smelly.6 Upon arrival, 

immigrants were often startled by the filthy, cramped conditions of cities like Chicago. The sheer 

crowding into small spaces multiplied the threat of contagious disease. The Halstead 

neighborhood was no exception. During the nineteenth century, periodic outbreaks of typhoid, 

cholera, and yellow fever reeked havoc on dense immigrant communities like those in the Hull 

House neighborhood.7  The Hull House neighborhood was crowded and filthy but the Hull 

House women fought the city to clean it up and worked to improve the health of their neighbors.   

 The City of Chicago experienced enormous growth during the 1880s but tax levies and 

services did not keep up with the growth. Chicago doubled in size from half a million to a 

million residents during the last decade of the nineteenth century. Not only had there been a 

major influx of immigrants into the community, but the city also expanded in 1889 to include the 
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townships of Hyde Park, Jefferson, Lakeview, and Lake. Chicago gained 125 square miles and 

225,000 people, making it the largest city geographically and second in population in the nation.8 

Tenements were erected in the neighborhood around the same time that Addams began her 

service in the Nineteenth Ward. The law did not specify size limitations for building, except that 

there be ten free feet at the rear of the lot, but landlords often disregarded this regulation and 

built on every foot of their lots. In the Hull House Neighborhood, approximately fifty thousand 

people crammed into a few square miles, occupying flimsy tenement houses. Addams described 

the Hull House neighborhood as “one of the worst in the city.” By 1889, most of the Irish and 

Germans had left the Halstead neighborhood because they refused to work in the local 

sweatshops, and the neighborhood began to fill with Russians, Jews, Italians, and, later, African 

Americans. Halstead Street was lined with dilapidated frame houses, stables, small shops, 

saloons, restaurants, and cheap boarding houses. According to Addams, it became the “winter 

headquarters of gypsy fortune tellers.”9   

Many of the houses in the ward were built below street-level, which caused them to 

flood. Plumbing and fire escapes were generally non-existent, and if they were present, they 

were unreliable. Residents often had to walk to adjoining houses to get water. Almost all of the 

rooms were overcrowded, and stables connected to the homes housed chickens, goats, ducks, 

cows, pigeons, and hogs. The streets were paved with cobblestones or cedar blocks that sank 

after heavy rains. Defective sidewalks were a dangerous menace. The street cleaning was 
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intermittent. In 1900, residents of Polk Street claimed that their street had not been cleaned in 

fifteen months.10 The local government was not meeting the needs of the Halstead neighborhood. 

The city was not able to keep up with the sanitation needs of the burgeoning community. 

This was especially true of garbage collection. The city employed “scavengers,” or garbage 

collectors, who drove horse-drawn wagons around the city collecting trash. When their wagons 

were full, they would dump their load at the landfill and return to collecting garbage. As the city 

boundaries expanded, the scavengers had to drive further and were often only able to make two 

trips to the landfill per day to empty their wagons. Chicago had one dump and this dump was no 

longer sufficient, nor was the limited number of scavenger wagons.11 

The Hull House neighborhood was one of the oldest, most built-up sections of the city 

and had become an immigrant port of entry because of its proximity to the Loop, as the central 

business district was known. The Nineteenth Ward was located across the river from high-rent 

offices and stores in the Loop, which made it a convenient location for stables and sweatshops. 

Most of the properties in the eastern portion of the ward were owned by absentee landlords who 

wanted to make a profit without further investing in the properties, and the homes were unlikely 

to be connected to the city’s water and sewage pipes. Many of the wooden framed tenement 

houses dated back as far as the Civil War and were built on low-lying land bordering the river, 

and so were subject to sewer and privy overflows, and debris from the streets above.12 Florence 

Kelly, a Hull House resident, wrote in an 1892 letter to the editor of the Chicago Tribune: 
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“Desplaines Street from Polk to Taylor has been for months a swamp, dank and foul, with 

sunken, rotting, wooden pavement far beneath its troubled waters. Undisturbed mountains of 

offal and garbage reek and ferment through storm and shine.”13 Essentially, the backyards and 

alleyways of the Nineteenth Ward were dumping grounds for the city’s liquid and solid waste. 

The extremely muddy and garbage-strewn alleys stayed full of manure, paper, and garbage most 

of the year, which increased the likelihood that the scavenger wagons would not come because 

they did not want to navigate the filth.14 Slaughterhouses, fish peddlers, and livery stables 

dumped their refuse into the streets, which greatly contributed to the filth and spread of disease. 

Jane Addams wrote of the Nineteenth Ward: “The streets are inexpressibly dirty, sanitary 

legislation unenforced, the street lighting bad, and the stables foul beyond description.”15 Instead 

of making their rounds the required three times per week, the scavenger wagons came only once 

or twice per month. Children played in the streets, amongst the filth. Although many people did 

not realize it at the time, diseases such as typhoid and small pox incubated and spread in such 

conditions. In 1894, the Chicago Department of Health commenced a house-to-house 

investigation because of the high mortality rates and found that the high death rates were 

primarily due to filthy and unpaved streets and alleys, along with the dampness of many lots 

because they were below street level.16 The Hull-House Maps and Papers, a survey of the 

Halstead Neighborhood undertaken by Hull House volunteers in 1896, stated the following about 

the neighborhood: 
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Rear tenements and alleys form the core of the district, and it is 

there that the densest crowds of the most wretched and destitute 

congregate. Little idea can be given of the filthy and rotten 

tenements, the dingy courts and tumbledown sheds, the foul stables 

and dilapidated outhouses, the broken sewer pipes, the piles of 

garbage fairly alive with diseased odors, and of the number of 

children filling every nook, working and playing in every room, 

eating and sleeping in every window-sill, pouring in and out of 

every door, and seeming literally to pave every scrap of yard.17 

 

The Nineteenth Ward was dirty and overcrowded. The filthy conditions increased illness and 

mortality rates. As was typical with the women at Hull House, when they saw a need in their 

community, they responded. While most of the women who came to the Hull House possessed 

little to no formal education about public health and sanitation, they saw a need and “put their 

boots to the pavement” to address the filth, disease, and death. Through their activist work, they 

had the opportunity to gain invaluable knowledge about disease and illness prevention. With 

each effort they undertook, they learned what worked and developed new techniques to further 

address the issues.   

 

 Garbage Collection and Activism 

 A vast body of research examines the activist work that took place at the Hull House, but 

much of that research focuses on Jane Addams and Florence Kelly. Addams was, 

unquestionably, an activist who worked to create change in the lives of the people in the 

Nineteenth Ward, and Kelly is best known for her work to improve labor conditions in 

sweatshops. However, other forms of activism occurred at the Hull House, including efforts to 

reduce disease and illness in the Halstead neighborhood. Researchers have paid little attention to 

the public health activist efforts at the settlment. Hull House residents conducted some of 
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Chicago’s earliest investigations into disease and illness prevention, including investigations into 

the conditions of streets and alleys in the Nineteenth Ward. This section will examine the three 

activist techniques used by Jane Addams and the Hull House Woman’s Club to address the 

condition of streets and alleys in the Nineteenth Ward. Despite a lack of formal health education, 

Woman’s Club members utilized local knowledge to develop strategies to improve trash 

collection in their neighborhood. 

During the years between 1886 and 1910, social conditions in most large cities were so 

adverse that settlements found that one of their chief duties was to protest against them. 

According to the National Federation of Settlements, “Such protests required little in the way of 

statistics or other facts. It could quite easily and often be better voiced through emotion than 

through cool statement. Filthy street, uncollected garbage, fly-born typhoid from open privies. . . 

were so obvious as to require little more than a statement.”18 Settlement workers, like the women 

at Hull House, knew better than most Americans about the hardship that developed out of 

poverty, squalor, and disorientation because they lived in poor, immigrant neighborhoods.19 

Because many of the Hull House volunteers lived at the settlement, in the center of the 

community, they acquired local knowledge and were consequently better equipped to respond 

knowledgably to the neighborhood conditions than if they had lived elsewhere. Part of what 

made the public health work Hull House effective was the use of lived experiences and the 

knowledge of those who were experiencing the greatest suffering—the immigrants living in the 
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neighborhood. For the women of Hull House, the knowledge provided by community residents 

was vital for understanding and changing the unhealthy conditions of their neighborhood.   

At the turn of the century, most middle-class Americans had come to believe that dirt and 

disease threatened their way of life and that cleanliness was fundamental to the nation’s well 

being. Hull House workers planned their work around the availability of servants who they hired 

to do the cooking and cleaning, a demonstration of their middle-class background. Hull House 

had “cleanest windows and shiniest doorknob” in the neighborhood.20 In a letter, Jane Addams 

stated, “The residents have sought to instill a love of beauty into the minds of the people, 

continuously, subtly and the example or order and cleanliness has already left an effect.”21 Hull 

House workers were not immune to the American belief that cleanliness was essential to the well 

being of the nation. 

Along with cleanliness within their homes, Hull House workers, like most other middle- 

and upper-class Americans, were aware of the dangers of sewer gas and germs. Thus, they could 

not ignore the filthy streets and alleys or the rotting garbage that filled the Halstead 

neighborhood. They wanted their immigrant neighbors to understand the health hazards of their 

environment and how cleanliness could improve and lengthen their lives, and they wanted the 

local government to step up its sanitation services in the Nineteenth Ward. Upon seeing a need, 

the women of Hull House set to work. They first worked to provide education about sanitation 

and cleanliness, and when they found that that wasn’t enough to create the change they were 

seeking, they expanded their efforts to include inspections of their neighborhood to prove that 

                                                      
20. Mina Carson, Settlement Folk: Social Thought and the American Settlement Movement, 1885–1930 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990) citing Lillian Wald, The House on Henry Street (New York: Henry 

Holt, 1915), 9.  

 

 21. “Chicago Letter,” Undated, 606, SB 1, Hull House Collection. 

 



 72 

sanitation needs weren’t being met. When that wasn’t enough, they used their newfound 

knowledge about public health to support Jane Addams in an effort to create change in municipal 

government.22   

Jane Addams stated, “We are under a moral obligation in choosing our experiences, since 

the results of those experiences must ultimately determine our understanding of life.”23 Addams 

believed that experience is a necessary tool to “reason out possible solutions” and that 

experiences provide the opportunity to test solutions. Many of the women who volunteered at the 

Hull House, including the immigrant neighborhood women, came without any knowledge of 

public health, but they gained a great deal of knowledge about issues of disease and illness 

prevention through their experiences at Hull House.  

 

Education: The Acquisition of Public Health Knowledge  

Initially, Jane Addams and the Woman’s Club believed that the filthy conditions in the 

Halstead neighborhood were caused by a lack of understanding about the spread of disease and a 

lack of pride in the neighborhood. This led them to launch an educational campaign, working to 

teach their neighbors about personal cleanliness. Although most of the members of the Hull 

House Woman’s Club did not have any medical training, they devised numerous methods to 

address the prevention of illness and disease. They saw a need for public health education within 

their community and attempted to create change by educating the people of the Halstead 

neighborhood about health. Over time, their efforts to improve personal cleanliness began to 
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parallel the national public health and sanitation efforts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Settlement workers stressed cleanliness as a way to prevent epidemics and make cities 

livable but also as a route to becoming “American.” Across the country, cleanliness emerged as a 

moral and patriotic concern, in addition to being a public health concern. Most Hull House 

women did not have formal public health training, but they gained health knowledge through 

their efforts to teach members of the Hull House neighborhood about cleanliness. 

Nationally, middle- and upper-class folks saw cleanliness as a “sanitary lifeguard” 

against contagious disease. Settlement workers and other civically minded do-gooders across the 

country began preaching the message that “Good Health is Wealth” and that it came in the form 

of cleanliness. Americanization programs insisted that training in hygiene begin as early as 

instruction in English. Public health advocates taught immigrants that there was an “American 

way to brush teeth, and an American way to clean fingernails, and an American way to air out 

bedding” and that becoming American involved a total makeover of personal habits and 

hygiene.24 The Woman’s Club members sponsored evening lectures and informal gatherings 

where community members learned of such things as the hazards of drinking water from horse 

troughs and sorting rags culled from dumps.25 Immigrants began accepting this message and 

adopting the American concept of cleanliness as best as they could given their lack of resources, 

in an effort to be healthy and accepted.26 Hull House Women and neighborhood women gained 

                                                      
 24. “Disease in Filth—Health in the Bath,” Sanitarian 6 (Oct. 10, 1885): 196. A copy can be found in the 

“Y.M.C.A. Papers,” Folder 35, Immigration Research Center, University of Minnesota, St. Paul; John McClymer, 

“The Americanization Movement and the Education of the Foreign-born Adult, 1914–25,” in American Education 

and the European Immigrant, 1840–1940, ed. Bernard J. Weiss (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1982) 103. 

 

 25. “Sanitary Work in the Ward,” 2. 

 

 26. Hoy, Chasing Dirt. 

 



 74 

public health knowledge through evening lectures and informal gatherings that focused on health 

and sanitation.  

The Hull House Woman’s Club developed numerous projects to address the sanitation 

issues in their neighborhood, and while they undertook these activist projects, they also took time 

to educate themselves on issues of sanitation. As discussed in the previous chapter, many of the 

women who were involved with the Hull House, and the Woman’s Club in particular, did not 

have any formal training related to public health or sanitation. The Woman’s Club brought in 

weekly educational speakers to address members of the club. Many of the topics focused on 

issues of public health. While the Hull House Bulletins list speaker names and titles of the 

presentations, they do not go into detail about the content of the presentations. The titles, 

however, provide an indication of the content.27 The Woman’s Club facilitated community 

lectures with titles such as “Germs: A Bit of Practical Science,”28 “The Housing Problem in 

Crowded Districts,”29 and “The Work of the Society for Mental Hygiene.”30 The titles of the 

lectures indicate that Woman’s Club participants gained information about germ theory and, 

potentially, ways to prevent the spread of germs. The Woman’s Club also conducted health 

campaigns in which they provided members of the Halstead neighborhood with fliers containing 

pertinent health information, such as their September 1892 flier entitled “Suggestions for 

Preventing Cholera.”31 On March 24, 1897, Miss M.L. Stone gave a presentation to the 
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Woman’s Club entitled “Air as Food,” and on May 8, 1901, Mrs. Emmagene Paul gave a 

presentation entitled “Cleaning the City Streets.”32  Club women gained health knowledge 

through weekly educational speakers who presented to the Woman’s Club on topics of health 

and disease prevention.  

Woman’s Club members utilized research and public health knowledge-holders to gain 

information about public health. Club women looked to the research of English sanitarians and 

other housing reformers. They drew on the technical skills of Florence Kelley and Julia Lathrop, 

long-term residents of Hull House and public health knowledge-holders, who had mapped the 

physical conditions of the slums. According to historians Crocco, Munro, and Weiler, 

“Settlement houses not only expanded educational opportunities for women, immigrants, and 

migrants but were also curricular experiments that contested dominant notions of education.”33 

Interactions among academics, women’s clubs, and immigrants served an important educational 

function by providing a mechanism for people of various classes to speak together as a means for 

widening understanding of different communities and enlarging active involvement in the work 

of social change. The groups of women learned from each other. Woman’s Club members sought 

opportunities to gain knowledge about sanitation and illness prevention and shared the 

knowledge they gained with their neighbors. Despite the educational efforts of the Hull House 

Woman’s Club, the death rates in the ward continued to rise.  In 1894, the women deduced that 

providing health information to their neighbors wasn’t enough, so they developed additional 

strategies and techniques. In 1894, Hull House volunteers had been working tirelessly on their 
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“Maps and Papers” investigation in which volunteers collected statistical information about the 

Nineteenth Ward. Members of the Woman’s Club drew on this work to conduct their own 

investigation into the sanitary conditions of their neighborhood as a means of addressing the 

rampant death and disease in their ward.  

 

Garbage Collection Investigation 

In the summer of 1894, the Woman’s Club attempted to lower the death rate in the 

Nineteenth Ward by investigating the work of the city’s garbage collectors. According to Hull 

House: A Social Settlement,34 a publication put out by Hull House describing the various 

activities in which the settlement engaged, the Woman’s Club worked to inspect the streets and 

alleys in its ward. Addams and the Woman’s Club mounted an insurgency movement to mitigate 

the lack of sanitary and health services in the crowded neighborhood. They commenced a 

comprehensive mapping project to document the state of sanitation in their neighborhood. Some 

of the members had done work in street and alley inspecting through the Municipal Order 

League, and thus used their experience to help guide this investigation.35 Neighborhood women, 

club women, and public heath knowledge-holders came together to investigate the garbage 

collection in the Nineteenth Ward. For three nights each week in August and September they 

went out and recorded the condition of the alleys, backyards, and the large wooden garbage 

boxes that were fastened to the pavement in their neighborhood.36  
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Jane Addams reported that, initially, many of the neighborhood women were reluctant to 

join in the effort, clinging to the belief that garbage inspection was work for which women were 

not suited. Addams encouraged the women to view the issue as an extension of their duty to keep 

a clean house and to care for sick children. In Twenty Years at Hull House Addams explained 

that many of the foreign-born women of the ward were shocked by this abrupt departure into the 

ways of men. She claimed that  it took a great deal of explanation to convey to neighborhood 

women that, if it were a womanly task to go to tenement houses to nurse the sick, it might also be 

womanly to go through the same district in order to prevent the breeding of so-called “filth 

diseases.37 As the women engaged in the work and saw the conditions of the ward improve, they 

began to see that “their wifely housewifely duties logically extended to the adjacent alleys and 

streets.”38 Neighborhood women grew to see the investigatory work as an extension of the work 

they did in their homes to protect the health of their families. 

The women investigating the Nineteenth Ward discovered that nine scavenger wagons 

were supposed to collect garbage from 1,691 trash boxes three times per week but they only 

made their rounds twice per month.39 The women also found that many of the alleys were so 

filled with garbage that they were impassable. They found appalling conditions including 

alleyways that were impassable because of piles of manure and dead horses and dogs that 

sometimes sat for several days.40 The women filed more than a thousand complaints with local 

municipal leaders. However, they were skeptical that their complaints would have an impact, 
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especially given that they saw the municipal government doing little to improve sanitation in the 

neighborhood and the death rate remained one of the highest in the city.41 Jane Addams told a 

newspaper reporter: “It will take ten times five years to leaven this lump.”42  

By law, households were required to purchase lidded wooden trash boxes that they would 

then place in the alleys to collect their trash. The city was then to come remove the trash three 

times per week. In addition to the city scavengers coming to remove the trash only once or twice 

a month, the women also found that many of the boxes didn’t have lids and were falling apart.  

Many of the trash boxes were overflowing with rotting meat, vegetables, paper, old baskets, fruit 

boxes, and ashes. The city health inspector who was responsible for the Halstead neighborhood 

blamed these problems on the residents. He told a Chicago Tribune reporter that the residents 

failed to keep their garbage boxes in good repair and that they chose to let the trash litter their 

property, rather than dispose of it.43 Hull House women claimed that the city consistently 

neglected its responsibilities with regards to cleanliness of the Halstead neighborhood. Instead of 

rectifying the sanitation issues, city health inspectors blamed the problems on the residents. 

Women from the Hull House Woman’s Club viewed the issue differently. They placed the blame 

on the city’s failure to comply with sanitary regulations and utilized the data from their 

investigations to support their claim.  

The women who conducted the investigation identified three underlying causes of the 

unsanitary conditions in the ward. First, “slum landlords” put personal profits ahead of social 

welfare. Second, “official neglect and corrupt politics” failed to address conditions that violated 
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municipal code, such as “unpaved and unclean streets, dangerous sidewalks, [inadequate] 

garbage disposal and removal, rubbish and refuse upon open spaces, [and] the outlawed privy 

vaults.”44 And third, public indifference about the state of municipal government resulted in 

complacency by local officials because there was no one holding them accountable .45   

Most of the women who worked on the garbage collection investigations, especially the 

immigrant women from the neighborhood, did not have any formal public health or sanitation 

training, but their investigations taught them how to clean up their neighborhood and why 

neighborhood cleanliness was so important. In their inspections, the neighborhood women found 

vast amounts of trash and filth, but also gained a greater knowledge of how to clean up their 

neighborhood.46 Jane Addams reported in Twenty Years at Hull House that many of the 

neighborhood women took part in this investigation even though their husbands opposed their 

involvement. For many of them, the garbage collection investigation fostered a desire to “prevent 

the breeding of so-called ‘filth diseases’” that endangered the health of their families.47    

While Hull House women inspected the streets and alleys to track garbage collection, 

they also tracked the paving of alleys. Hull House Bulletins beginning in January 1896 outlined 

new paving of alleys in the neighborhood. The January Bulletin stated:  

“It will be impossible to the keep the alleys of the Nineteenth Ward swept and tidy until they 

are properly paved. It is therefore a subject of congratulation that the following have been 

paved since May 1: 

1. The alley between Congress Street and Tilden Avenue, from Aberdeen to Center Avenue. 

2. The alley between Vernon Park Place and Harrison, from Throop to Sibley. 
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3. The alley between Polk and Hope, from Blue Island Avenue to Morgan Street and the 

cross alley. 

4. The alley between Blue Island Avenue and Sholto from Taylor to Eleventh Street, and 

the cross alley parallel with Taylor running to Sholto Street. 

5. The alley between Taylor and DeKoven, from Jefferson to DesPlaines.”48 

 

Inspecting the alleys and documenting paving reinforced to members of the Woman’s Club that 

the city was not concerned with sanitary conditions in their ward. Through these investigations, 

the women of the Hull House Woman’s Club and the immigrant women from the neighborhood 

learned how to clean up their neighborhood and learned more about why neighborhood 

cleanliness was important.49 The Hull House garbage investigation eventually led to the transfer 

of three city garbage inspectors out of the Nineteenth Ward and the appointment of Jane Addams 

as garbage inspector for the ward. 

 

Municipal Change: Jane Addams Becomes Garbage Inspector 

While the garbage investigation by the Hull House Woman’s Club was groundbreaking, 

the women came to realize that their reports were not enough to create substantial, lasting 

change. They, therefore, developed another strategy to improve the health and well being of their 

neighbors in the Nineteenth Ward. This time, the women from the Woman’s Club and Jane 

Addams set out to clean up the Halstead neighborhood by unseating the city’s most powerful and 

corrupt politician, John Powers. In their investigation, the women found that Powers used the 

position of garbage collector as a political reward. He gave the position to a local henchman, a 
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supporter of Powers who took the money but did little to actually remove the garbage.50 Addams 

wrote to her confidant Mary Rozet Smith in 1895, “the ward is really cleaner” but the only way 

for it to be kept permanently clean would be for Powers to be unseated.51  

Around the same time Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr were working to establish Hull 

House, John Powers was establishing a dubious reputation as the leader of the city council’s 

“gray wolves,” as the council members had become known because of their predatory approach 

to government. A short-stocky Irishman with flowing gray hair, Powers was a notorious ward 

boss and alderman, whom Addams eventually sought to unseat. He was fifty years old in 1896 

and had been alderman since 1888.52 He was one of the most powerful men in Chicago. 

Historian Harold Platt argued that Powers held too many cards and that the revolts against the 

political machine by social reformers were merely exercises in futility. Powers held power over 

2,600 municipal employees, one-third of the ward’s voters. Many the men in the ward were 

streetcar employees, and the women were telephone operators. Powers was responsible for their 

employment, making it difficult for them to speak out against his tyranny.53   

The local government was organized so that the mayor was weak and the city council 

was strong. This left chief executives with little recourse when rogue aldermen, like Powers, 

failed to follow policies. And, according to Addams, because the ward bosses controlled the 

powerful finance committee, they generally held the mayors hostage.54 Powers held absolute 
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authority over the enforcement of public regulations and the distribution of city services in the 

ward. In 1898, he was the chairman of the finance committee of the Chicago City Council, a 

position with great power. He was also the head of the caucus that distributed the chair positions 

to the other committees, and he was chairman of the Cook County Democratic Committee.55 

Despite earning a meager salary as alderman he was reportedly worth $400,000 in 1896 because 

of other business dealings. A reporter described him in the Chicago Tribune as “cool-headed, 

cunning, and wholly unscrupulous.  He is the feudal lord who governs his retainers with open-

handed liberality or crushes them to poverty as it suits his nearest purpose.”56  

In order to identify a formidable opponent to Powers, Addams reached out to the Hull 

House Men’s Club, a group of local men with political interests. The group nominated Frank 

Lawler, one of its members, to oppose Powers in the spring of 1895. With the help of the Men’s 

Club and the settlement workers, Lawler won the election.57 Unfortunately, Lawler quickly gave 

in to the corruption in the Nineteenth Ward and soon became one of Powers’ most loyal 

backers.58 Jane Addams did not give up, however, and she identified another candidate to run 

against Powers again in 1896. William Gleeson was a 42-year-old Irish immigrant, member of 

the Hull House Men’s Club, and the former president of the Chicago Bricklayers’ Union.59 

Members of the Hull House Woman’s Club and neighborhood folks got very involved in this 

campaign. They used posters and placards to disseminate the message that Powers had deprived 
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them of clean streets (and adequate schools) while amassing a personal fortune. They dispersed 

handbills that described the conditions under Powers, including text that read: “incomparably 

filthy, ill-paved, and snow-laden streets, high rates, low services, double fares, scant public 

school accommodations, lack of small parks and playgrounds, rapidly increasing tenements, 

[and] taxation that favors the corrupt and oppresses the honest.”60 Gleeson lost the election but 

the Hull House volunteers and neighborhood activists learned a great deal about ward politics.61  

Always the fighter, Addams (and members of the Woman’s Club) saw these defeats as 

just the beginning of the battle to hold the city accountable for the conditions in the Hull House 

neighborhood. She stated: “The betrayal of the working class by the ward bosses for personal 

and partisan gains was reflected in the misery, sickness, and death of those condemned to live in 

these polluted districts without recourse to the public authority.”62 In her ongoing fight to clean 

up her neighborhood, Addams submitted a bid to the city for the garbage removal contract of the 

Nineteenth Ward. She prepared her bid meticulously. She included improvements like metal 

garbage cans and the widespread use of crematories to burn trash. Addams’s strategy was to 

show her potential constituents how a ward contractor should act. The Tribune widely publicized 

Addams’ efforts around garbage reform. This media attention gave her a far-reaching platform to 

demonstrate what a responsible contractor should do, which lead to more frustration among the 

people with the current system and encouraged people to file more complaints with municipal 

leaders. This also allowed her to demonstrate to city government the standards to which 

contractors should be held.  Her bid was unusually high—$13,238 as opposed to the highest big 
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from the previous year of $9,430. Although the Tribune endorsed her plan and she had the 

support of two prominent businessmen, her bid was eventually rejected. Officials claimed that 

she had made a technical error in the filing, but Addams later claimed that John Powers had 

blocked the bid.63 But that was not the end for Jane Addams.  

In 1895, the Woman’s Club and improvement clubs made a huge push to get nonpartisan, 

non-corrupt candidates to run for alderman positions. Twelve aldermen who were known to be 

corrupt lost their seats, and George Swift, a reform candidate, won the race for mayor. One of the 

first things Swift did was to move the Health Department to the Department of Public Works and 

name a new commissioner of public works, who in turn nominated two people as garbage 

inspectors, one of whom was Jane Addams.64 Addams accepted the position and chose Amanda 

Johnson, a Hull House volunteer, as her deputy. They worked for three year to clean up the 

Nineteenth Ward. They supervised the work of the garbage contractor and his employees. 

Addams and Johnson followed the scavenger wagons through the ward three times per week and 

then followed the wagon to the city dump. They created charts and graphs, made reports to city 

hall, arrested landlords, and argued with the contractors.65 They advocated for more scavenger 

wagons and eventually were successful in this effort; eight more wagons were added to the force. 

Addams and Johnson also took building owners to court for failing to provide adequate trash 

receptacles, led several cleanup campaigns, and built several small incinerators at Hull House.66  
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In 1896, the Chicago Tribune noted that the ward’s alleys had grown remarkably clean 

thanks to the work of Addams, Johnson, and the women of Hull House. Newspapers, such as the 

Chicago Herald, the Chicago Journal, and the Chicago Evening Post, also touted the work of 

Hull House workers in cleaning up the ward. Even the New York Times picked up the story.67  

Newspapers across the country commended Addams and Johnson for their exceptional work. 

The Telegram of Portland, Oregon stated in an article on August 2, 1895, “garbage pails are to be 

found where they never were before and alleys wear an unwonted appearance of cleanliness.”68 

The Times Herald stated: “Everything in connection with the inspectorships is done with the 

same methodical neatness which marks Miss Addams’ work at Hull House, and the Nineteenth 

Ward will soon be a shining example of cleanliness and order.”69 The same newspaper noted that 

its reporter had toured the ward with Addams when she was appointed garbage inspector and 

again two months later. The reporter stated that he saw marked improvement in the conditions of 

the ward. Streets that were once heaped with garbage were clean upon second inspection.   

 In Twenty Years at Hull House, Jane Addams explained that many residents of the 

Nineteenth Ward did not find it acceptable to have a woman as garbage inspector. She wrote that 

many of the women in the neighborhood were “shocked by this abrupt departure into the ways of 

men.”70 She also noted that residents of her neighborhood expected her to be corrupt because that 

was the type of leadership they had grown accustomed to, but she took great pleasure in showing 

that she was not. She wanted people in the Halstead Neighborhood and all of Chicago to see that 
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she was a new type of government employee and that she was honest, diligent, and methodical. 

Through the appointment of Addams, the Woman’s Club began to look to the city government to 

help create change, demanding more health-related services and better protection.71 The 

Woman’s Club activists had developed activist strategies and techniques intuitively, through trial 

and error, as they were carrying out their efforts to improve sanitation in their ward. While the 

garbage investigation was groundbreaking, it wasn’t enough to create substantial, lasting change. 

So, the activists developed another strategy to improve the health and well being of their people 

in the Nineteenth Ward. This time, the women set out to clean up the Halstead neighborhood by 

unseating the city’s most powerful and corrupt politician, John Powers, and they were successful. 

Conclusion 

The disease and illness prevention efforts of Jane Addams and the Hull House Woman’s 

Club were successful. According to the health department numbers, the death rate of the 

Nineteenth Ward fell from third in 1894 to seventh in 1898.72 By 1898, the city had ended the 

use of wooden trash receptacles, replacing them with metal trashcans. Their efforts also resulted 

in the revamping of the contracting system. By 1898, the city implemented a plan to enter five-

year contracts for garbage removal and disposal in order to reduce the prospect of corruption. In 

October of 1898, the Chicago Tribune reported that the new commission of public works was 

obligated to keep the alleys clean and was embarrassed to admit when they were not.73   

For many women involved in the campaign to clean up the Halstead neighborhood, their 

lives were irrevocably changed. When the women of Hull House, including the neighborhood 
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women, began to take action, they gained a sense of agency and control over a situation that had 

initially felt helpless. Despite the fact that they did not possess the right to vote, they developed 

an understanding of the ways in which government works and had a newfound sense of political 

power. Many of the women who were involved in inspecting the alleys discovered that they 

could influence public policy. The garbage investigation and subsequent advocacy in/against 

local government taught the women about the connection between their reform agenda and the 

power of the vote.74 The Chicago Tribune discussed the ways in which women who were active 

in the garbage campaign went on to become very active in the women’s suffrage movement.75  

Their efforts to create change within their ward led to stronger organizing efforts and the 

empowerment of women in the community. Immigrant women from the neighborhood who had 

previously not engaged in activist work were working to create change in their neighborhood.  

And as change began to occur, they grew stronger as a coalition and in their efforts. The Hull 

House efforts were so successful that when the Nineteenth Ward suffered disproportionately 

from a typhoid epidemic in 1902, the women were poised to undertake another investigation, this 

time examining the sewer drains. This investigation will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Four: The 1902 Typhoid Outbreak 

In the fall of 1902, Alice Hamilton returned to Hull House from a vacation on Mackinac 

Island to find that her beloved Halstead neighborhood was being ravaged by a typhoid epidemic. 

One thirty-sixth of the Chicago population resided in the Nineteenth Ward but one-sixth of the 

typhoid death occurred in the ward.1 Jane Addams wanted to know why her neighborhood was 

suffering so disproportionately and called on Hamilton to find answers, stating, “A bacteriologist 

ought to be able to discover the reason.”2 Hamilton, a careful and deliberative researcher, set to 

work organizing women from the Hull House Woman’s Club to carry out an investigation into 

the cause of the epidemic that was sweeping their neighborhood. The club women, who had 

gained investigatory experience several years earlier with their garbage inspection, quickly took 

up the typhoid investigation. Alice Hamilton, who had a degree in medicine and a decade of 

experience in bacteriology and pathology, utilized her public health knowledge to guide the club 

women in their investigation. This investigation examined the sewer and drainage systems for 

bacteria, demonstrating the women’s growing belief in germ theory. Two Hull House activists 

surveyed 2,002 dwellings in the Halstead neighborhood and found that only 48 percent had 

modern plumbing, even though open privies and undrained vaults had been against the law since 

1896.3 Hamilton believed that flies were to blame for the spread of typhoid and upon 

examination of the flies she found that they tested positive for the typhoid bacillus. This created 

a great deal of commotion in the Nineteenth Ward as Hull House residents lambasted the 
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Chicago Board of Health for not enforcing sanitary regulations. Hull House volunteers and 

community members flocked to City Hall in droves, demanding the ousting of the ward sanitary 

inspectors. The petitioning of City Hall by Hull House residents and community members led to 

the dismissal of several city inspectors.4 Newspapers across the nation took note of the public 

health activism being undertaken at Hull House. The Pilgrim stated, “Through the activities of its 

residents, the streets and alleys of the ward have become cleaner and the moral and physical 

aspect of the neighborhood has taken on a different hue.”5 The women of Hull House advocated 

for change in their neighborhood and continually voiced their concerns over the lack of 

healthcare resources for the poor.  

In this chapter, I examine the efforts of the Hull House Woman’s Club to address the 

disproportionate impact of the 1902 typhoid epidemic on the Halstead neighborhood. Their work 

to improve the health of their ward and halt the spread of typhoid illustrates the intersection of 

activism and disease prevention and the ways activist strategies improved health and well-being 

at the turn of the century. I argue that, despite a lack of formal education in public health, the 

members of the Hull House Woman’s Club utilized local knowledge as described by Corburn to 

develop strategies to improve sanitation and health in their neighborhood.6 The women acquired 

public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and techniques intuitively, through 

trial and error, as they were carrying out their activist efforts to halt the spread of typhoid in their 

neighborhood. This chapter is organized into four sections. In the first section, I discuss the 

condition of the Halstead neighborhood with regards to sewer, drainage, and waste removal. In 
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the second section, I discuss the investigations that the Hull House women conducted to address 

the spread of typhoid in their ward. In the third section, I discuss the women’s work to create 

municipal change. And in the fourth section, I discuss the ways in which the women gained 

education about public health through their activist work. Despite a lack of formal health 

education, Woman’s Club members utilized local knowledge to develop strategies to halt the 

spread of typhoid in their neighborhood. 

 

The Halstead Neighborhood 

The Hull House Woman's Club had improved sanitation in the Nineteenth Ward with 

their activism related to garbage collection in 1894.  Unfortunately, eight years later the 

neighborhood still suffered from neglect and improper sewage removal contributed to disease 

and illness in the ward. The Hull House neighborhood was still crowded and filthy, and the Hull 

House women continued to fight the city to clean it up and worked to improve the health of their 

neighbors.  July, August, and September of 1902 brought an unusually severe epidemic of 

typhoid to the Chicago area. The death rate from typhoid increased from 212 the previous year, 

to 402 in 1902. The Commissioner of Health, Dr. Arthur Reynolds, blamed the epidemic mainly 

on weather conditions. He made a report to the Board of Health in which he claimed that because 

there was no sewer-flushing rainfall during the entire period from October 1902 to March 1903, 

and the city sewer-flushing, always inadequate, was wholly suspended in January on account of 

lack of funds, the sewers had become congested with filth, of which typhoid stools formed a 

component part. He then reported that from March to July, Chicago saw the wettest season on 

record. Accumulated surface filth washed into streams, ponds, and Lake Michigan because 

rainwater flushed the sewers  and the record rainfall forced the sewers to flush repeatedly. In 
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August, a succession of highly variable winds set in from the west. The winds vigorously stirred 

the lake bottom which caused the sewer waste to drift to the intakes. The water-supply from all 

sources became so contaminated that it averaged only 38 percent good for the month.7  

While Dr. Reynolds’ water-supply explanation was accurate and the water supply was, in 

fact, the greatest causative factor in the epidemic, some subsidiary factors were missing from his 

report to the Board of Health. Reynolds failed to explain the peculiar localization of the epidemic 

on the West Side, and in particular the Nineteenth Ward.8 Addams and Hamilton were certain 

that other factors were at play in their neighborhood which contributed to the high concentration 

of typhoid cases. 

The Nineteenth Ward was inhabited mostly by working immigrants. While immigrants in 

the Hull House neighborhood possessed a general knowledge about hygiene, housing conditions, 

cleanliness, and overcrowding that was consistent with the knowledge of immigrants in other 

parts of Chicago, the Nineteenth Ward suffered disproportionately from typhoid. Presumably, 

then, the Nineteenth Ward possessed other conditions which favored the spread of typhoid and 

that Dr. Reynolds failed to mention. According to Hull House residents in "An Inquiry into the 

Causes of the Recent Epidemic of Typhoid Fever in Chicago," the Nineteenth Ward was an old 

part of the city in which the sewers had been laid before the great fire, when the neighborhoods 

were more sparsely settled and, typically, only one family occupied each home. Taylor claimed 

that this was adequate at the time but living conditions had changed drastically since the sewers 

were laid. A moderate increase in rainfall would lead to sewage backing up into vaults and 
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closets. During dry weather, the sewers would clog. The yards and water closets were often built 

below street level and thus overflowed easily. During heavy rains, it wasn’t uncommon to see 

yards covered in several inches of sewage-contaminated water, soaked with diluted excreta.9   

When Alice Hamilton examined the neighborhood upon her return to Hull House, prior to 

the commencement of the typhoid investigation, she found startling conditions. She saw illegal 

outdoor privies, some of them in backyards below the level of the street and overflowing in 

heavy rains. She found dirty water closets indoors, most of which were used for four or more 

families. Most of the water closets were filthy and the plumbing was out of order because 

nobody was responsible for cleaning or repairs. Hamilton found swarms of flies everywhere. She 

explained: “Here, I thought, was the solution of the problem. The flies were feeding on typhoid-

infected excreta and then lighting on food and milk.”10 Despite the work done years earlier by 

the Woman's Club to improve sanitation in the Nineteenth Ward, the neighborhood still suffered 

from neglect and improper sewage removal contributed to disease and illness in the ward. The 

Hull House neighborhood was still crowded and filthy, and the Hull House women persisted in 

their fight to clean the ward and improve the health of their neighbors. 

 

Typhoid Investigation 

The neighborhood women, club women, and public health knowledge-holders all played 

an important role in the typhoid investigation of 1902,  but it was the coming together of these 

groups that made them successful. In 1903, The Hull House Bulletin stated the Woman’s Club 

had 327 members in good standing at the time of the typhoid investigation, with 35 more 
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awaiting the action of the membership committee to instate them.11 Hamilton thus had a large 

army of club women available for her activist efforts and the club women were eager to address 

the public health disparities in their neighborhood. In fact, the National Federation of Women’s 

Clubs gave them a directive to do so. In an 1896 publication, the Federation of Women’s Clubs 

instructed club women to engage in their communities, to investigate the conditions of the 

neighborhood, and to report the “evils” in their neighborhoods.12    

Hamilton suspected that a local condition was responsible for the typhoid epidemic that 

was sweeping the Nineteenth Ward because the entire ward shared the same water source. 

Hamilton, a public health knowledge-holder, organized an investigation of the ward in which 

activists inspected 2,002 dwellings and mapped their findings. In addition, based upon her 

previous training and research, Hamilton believed that flies were to blame for the spread of 

typhoid in the Nineteenth Ward. In order to test her theory, Hamilton and two activist women 

collected flies from throughout the ward and tested them for the typhoid bacillus.13   

Under Hamilton’s leadership, the women of the Hull House Woman’s Club investigated 

the conditions of the neighborhood, like they had done in1894 to address garbage collection. 

They drew on their prior experiences and this time conducted a house-to-house survey, noting 

the conditions of the drainage in each house and the number of typhoid cases that occurred in 

each house in July, August, and September of 1902. When the women conducted the 

investigation, they encountered considerable cooperation from their neighbors. Hamilton claimed 

that the residents of the Nineteenth Ward were eager to have someone address the growing 

                                                      
11. Hull House Bulletin 4, no. 1 (Mid-winter 1903–1904): 7–9, Hull House Collection. 

 

 12. Women’s Clubs and Child Study, May 1896, Box 508, Folder 3, Hull House Collection. 

 

 13. Hamilton, Exploring the Dangerous Trades. 

 



 94 

typhoid epidemic and expressed feelings of anxiety, helplessness, bitterness, and indignation that 

lives had been needlessly lost. The club women drew upon the eagerness of their neighbors and 

gained local knowledge from the residents of the Nineteenth Ward.  Club women enlisted 

neighborhood women, who the typhoid epidemic impacted directly, to help with the efforts. The 

presence of the neighborhood women helped give club women access to spaces and places that 

they might not have been able to access on their own.14 

 It didn’t take much convincing for the club women to engage neighborhood women in 

their investigations, as neighborhood women were motivated to keep their families safe and 

healthy. Mrs. Harty had three cases of typhoid in her family.15 The vault, an underground tank to 

hold human excrement, at her home was cited in the notes created by Woman’s Club members.  

They noted that Mrs. Harty’s vault, which was shared by fourteen families, was in “exceedingly 

foul condition” and appeared to lack a sewer connection. In the summer of 1902, the fecal matter 

had been taken out and left in the alley for two weeks before the alley was cleaned by 

scavengers. Mrs. Harty and Dr. Emma Hackett made repeated complaints to the Board of Health 

about the conditions. The Board of Health brought charges against the property owner but, upon 

payment of a two dollar fine, the charges were quickly dismissed. The activists visited the 

premises again in January 1903 and found the conditions unchanged. Mrs. Harty’s direct 

connection to typhoid and the foul conditions to which she was subjected propelled her to work 

with the activists to create change in her neighborhood.  Through her engagement in activist 

                                                      
 14. Ibid. 

 

15. Mrs. Harty was a neighborhood woman who was mentioned only by her last name in the investigators 

notes from the typhoid investigation and in Hamilton’s’ Exploring Dangerous Trades. 

 



 95 

work, she gained knowledge about public health and how to work for municipal change from the 

club women and public health knowledge-holders.16     

In July, August, and September of 1902, the club and neighborhood women examined 

2002 dwellings and carefully mapped and detailed the conditions they saw, including many 

vaults and cesspools without sewer connections that were full and running over with human 

excrement, one so full that a stream of sewage ran down the yard. They found a basement full of 

contaminated water from a backed-up sewer and water closets that were shared by huge numbers 

of people, including one location where seventy-six people shared three small water closets that 

appeared to have no sewer connection. The Hull House women found one vault that overflowed 

into the yard at every heavy rainfall and made the yard impassable for several days. The women 

found another vault that a scavenger cleaned in August but left the excrement in an open wheel 

barrow in the alley for a week. The Hull House women reported that the smell was so offensive 

that the tenants had to keep their windows closed. Complaints to the Health Department and 

garbage inspector were fruitless, and finally the personal influence of a physician prevailed over 

the landlord and he removed it.17 Of the dwellings the women investigated, only forty-eight 

percent had modern plumbing, despite the fact that it had been mandated in a 1896 ordinance. 

Seven percent of the dwellings had plumbing that was so bad it was a menace to health. Twenty-

two percent had outdoor water closets supplied with waste water from the kitchen sink and rain-

water from the roof. Eleven percent had privy vaults with sewer connection but without water 

supply. Twelve percent of dwellings had vaults which were either cleaned by a scavenger or by 

means of a hose connected with the hydrants, and which, if not frequently cleaned, could not be 
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distinguished from the undrained, old-fashioned privies. It quickly became evident that the cases 

of typhoid were greatest in areas where sewage removal was most imperfect. Some homes were 

scrupulously clean and sanitary but were in close proximity to illegal and uncared for vaults. The 

investigators found two fatal typhoid cases in such homes. Witnessing typhoid cases in homes in 

close proximity to uncared for vaults, despite the fact that the homes were meticulously cleaned, 

taught the investigators that cleanliness in the home would not solve the typhoid problem.18  

The Hull House women’s mapping of sanitary conditions and typhoid cases, made it clear 

that compliance with sanitary ordinances didn’t safeguard people from typhoid, because 

proximity to unsanitary conditions often meant that the typhoid bacillus was transmitted into 

their homes as well. Rather, it was necessary to address the problem systemically, in the entire 

neighborhood. Jane Addams, in Twenty Years at Hull-House, told the tale of a widow who had 

lived in the ward for a number of years. Despite the new influx of immigrants and crowding, she 

was not willing to sell her property and move away until her children finished school. She kept 

her home immaculate and maintained a personal distance from her neighbors but that did not 

prevent typhoid from entering her home. In June of 1902, two of her daughters who were home 

from college contracted typhoid, one of them dying from the illness. Addams reported that 

despite the woman’s utmost efforts to keep the illness from entering her home, her efforts were 

futile because of the home’s proximity to unsanitary conditions.19 

The women of the Hull House Woman’s Club deduced that flies carried the typhoid 

germs from the pestilence vaults to food and people. Hamilton, a public health knowledge-
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holder, taught the club members that typhoid was not airborne; it could not be breathed in. 

Rather, it was probable that the typhoid bacillus was transmitted by flies who were attracted to 

the foul privies and closets. The flies then transmitted the bacillus through contact with the 

people in the neighborhood and, most likely, through contact with food which was then 

consumed by residents of the Nineteenth Ward. Hamilton claimed it was highly probable that 

germs contained in the fecal matter of typhoid carriers would adhere to the legs of flies which 

had frequented open privies containing the discharges. The flies then carried the germs into 

houses and shops and deposited them onto food that was then consumed by residents of the 

ward. The connection between undrained vaults and the typhoid epidemic was clear to Alice 

Hamilton, and she educated the women of the Woman’s Club and the neighborhood.20 

In order to test her theory, Hamilton enlisted Maude Gernon and Gertrude Howe, two 

club women who resided at Hull House. The women collected flies from privies, kitchens, and 

water closets. They dropped the flies into tubes of broth, took them to the laboratory, incubated 

the tubes, and plated them out at varying intervals. The majority of the flies did, in fact, test 

positive for the typhoid bacillus.21 Gernon and Howe did not possess any formal knowledge 

about flies or typhoid before Hamilton enlisted their help but they learned intuitively as they 

worked on the investigation alongside Hamilton, and directly from knowledge that Hamilton 

shared.  

During the course of the investigations, the Hull House activists found blatant disregard 

for the law and obvious neglect on the part of public health officials. The women found that forty 
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percent of the families in the Hull House neighborhood had to use outdoor privies that had been 

banned by city ordinance for more than a decade. These privies were visible for all to see, 

including public officials. Historians such as Harold Platt, have argued that the only explanation 

for this blatant violation of the law is a conspiracy between property owners and public 

officials.22 One of the properties that the women visited was ordered by the Health Department in 

September of 1902 to get rid of the unsanitary vault and build a water-closet with sanitary 

plumbing in its place. When the women visited the house in January of 1903, the vault was still 

in use and the landlord had not installed a water-closet, despite the fact that records from the 

Department of Health noted that the issue had been “abated.”23 Hull House activists continued to 

find blatant disregard for the law and obvious neglect on the part of public health officials and 

landlords.  

The Woman’s Club visited 2,002 homes in the Halstead neighborhood during its typhoid 

investigation and found an overwhelming number of homes did not possess adequate sewer 

drainage. They deduced that typhoid was spread by flies who picked up the typhoid germ from 

sewage and carried it to the people of the ward. The neighborhood women, club women, and 

public health knowledge-holders all played a role in the typhoid investigation but it was the 

coming together of these groups that made them successful. They neighborhood women helped 

the group gain access to homes, the club women provided organizational and critical thinking 

skills, and the public health knowledge-holders provided formal public health knowledge. The 

melding of these roles strengthened the activist effort.  

                                                      
 22. Harold Platt, “Jane Addams and the Ward Boss Revisited: Class, Politics, and Public Health in 

Chicago, 1890–1930,” Environmental History 5, No. 2 (April 2000): 194–222. 

 

23. Alice Hamilton, An Inquiry into the Causes of the Recent Epidemic of Typhoid Fever in Chicago Made 

by Residents of Hull House (Chicago, IL: City Homes Association of Chicago, 1903).  

 



 99 

Municipal Change: An Unskilled “Old Soldier” 

The women had learned from the prior garbage investigation that they needed to take 

their findings to the local municipalities if they wanted to effect change and improve the health 

of folks in the Nineteenth Ward. Waterman, an activist at the time, claimed that the Hull House 

women believed they would finally halt the spread of typhoid and improve health and sanitation 

in their ward through their work on municipal change.24 The women had seen success in their 

battle with local government officials over street sanitation and garbage removal, so they used 

the tactics they learned from those efforts to address the typhoid epidemic. The activists 

criticized the Chicago Board of Health for failing to enforce sanitary regulations and they 

prompted a Civil Service inquiry, which supported their claims. As a result, a number of city 

inspectors were dismissed and five were indicted for bribery. Their investigation also led to the 

resignation of Chief Sanitary Inspector Andrew Young.25 

 The 1896 Women’s Clubs and Child Study written by the National Federation of 

Women’s Clubs gave direction to women’s clubs to seek municipal change. The study instructed 

club women to report “evils” they saw to the local authorities. It also instructed them to examine 

the local ordinances to determine whether they were sufficient and, if change needed to be made, 

to utilize their personal influence to bring public attention to the failings of the laws and then 

demand change. The study instructed club women to use their influence with members of the 

Legislature from their district to get ordinances changed.26 The women of the Hull House 
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Woman’s Club knew how to do this. They had developed tactics for addressing local 

municipalities during previous investigations and activist efforts, and they were able to draw and 

build upon those skills to address corruption in the Nineteenth Ward.  

The women took the evidence that they gathered in their investigation and used it to 

support their demands for change at the municipal level. In 1904, Charles Clarke, a Civil War 

veteran, was set to be certified as the Head of the Sanitary Bureau, but activists from Hull House, 

including Alice Hamilton, Emma Hackett, and Jane Addams, brought the investigation findings 

to the Civil Service Commission. They accused Clarke of lacking competency and business 

ability. They utilized the knowledge garnered from their typhoid investigations to fight the 

system, stating, “In our investigation which we carried on last spring, we found that Mr. Clarke 

had grossly neglected his duty until the sanitary conditions surrounding the Hull House had 

become intolerable. It was his duty to prevent the deplorable conditions that existed. He failed as 

a sanitary inspector. Why should he be considered competent to manage the bureau?”27 The 

results of their investigation proved that Clark was not fit to hold the post of Head of the Sanitary 

Bureau. 

 Due to the “Old Soldier” clause in the Civil Service Act, Clarke’s name appeared at the 

top of the list of applicants for the Head of Sanitary Bureau position. This clause required that 

preference be given to Civil War veteran applicants for civil service jobs, provided that they 

“possess the business capacity for the proper discharge of services.”28, Despite scoring poorly on 

a competitive test that ranked applicants based on ability, Clarke was at the top of the list 
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because of his “old soldier” standing. On the surface, it seemed that the case against Clarke was 

simple. Applicants were required to score at least 70 on the test and in the area of “experience”; 

Clarke scored 40. His “old soldier” status negated his lack of experience. Hull House activists 

sought to prove that Clarke did not, in fact, possess the necessary business capacity and cited 

their investigations as proof of such. They explained to the Civil Service Commission that Clarke 

was the sanitary inspector of their ward for a number of years and they believed him to be 

responsible for many of the conditions that caused the 1902 typhoid epidemic.29 Gertrude Howe 

testified in the hearing against Mr. Clarke, explaining that she had worked on the 1902 typhoid 

investigation. She claimed that investigation found the Nineteenth Ward to be in vile condition 

and that, in many cases, Mr. Clarke failed to have the vaults cleaned.30 Howe was able to utilize 

the public health knowledge she had gained through the investigations to fight for systemic 

change and speak out about Clarke’s incompetency. 

The Hull House activists sought municipal change to halt the spread of typhoid and 

improve health and sanitation in the Nineteenth Ward. They admonished the Chicago Board of 

Health for failing to enforce sanitary regulations which led to a Civil Service inquiry and the 

dismissal of several city inspectors were dismissed. They advocated for the resignation of Chief 

Sanitary Inspector Andrew Young and fought the appointment of Charles Clarke. The Hull 

House women had developed tactics for addressing local municipalities during previous 

investigations and activist efforts, and were able to draw and build upon those skills to address 

corruption and improve health and sanitation in the Nineteenth Ward.  
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Education Through Action 

The Hull House club women came to their work with a basic understanding of the 

dangers of sewer gas and germs because they had grown up in an age when health organizations 

worked to educate communities about the need for sanitary conditions. They understood that 

rotting garbage and faulty drains were bad, although they did not typically understand the 

science behind these matters. While the club women possessed some basic understanding of the 

perils of rotting garbage and faulty drains, Hoy, a public health historian, claims that the 

neighborhood women who joined in their activist efforts didn’t possess sanitation knowledge 

prior to the investigation. The club women worked to educate the neighborhood women during 

the investigation of the vaults and drains in the Nineteenth Ward. 31 As active participants in the 

investigations, the neighborhood women saw firsthand the need to improve sanitary conditions in 

their neighborhood and came to a better understanding of the connection between filth and 

disease. The neighborhood women gained public health knowledge intuitively through their 

activist efforts.  

The Woman’s Club was so large that members worked on a variety of projects; thus not 

every member was involved with the typhoid investigation. However, discussion of the 

investigation frequently took place at Woman’s Club meetings and these discussions provided 

informal public health education to the entire group. When members of the club were contesting 

the appointment of Charles Clarke to the position of Chief Sanitary Inspector, Jane Addams 

spoke about the implications of his hiring and the need to work for reform. She explained to the 

club women that Clarke had been the inspector of their ward at the time of the typhoid epidemic 
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and his failure to maintain sanitary conditions in their ward was, perhaps, the greatest contributor 

to the spread of the epidemic. Addams explained Chicago’s need for a new sewer system and a 

revision of the sanitary code to the club members. This conversation provided education about 

typhoid and ways to prevent it to all of the women in attendance.32 

 As a part of their investigations, the Hull House women examined and learned about 

health codes. As they witnessed the carelessness of inspectors and indifference of landlords, they 

began questioning whether the laws were strong enough to address the sanitary conditions in 

their neighborhood. As they studied the codes, they learned that the city ordinances were “full 

and explicit” in giving power to the Department of Public Health to “summarily abate nuisances 

and adequately protect the health and lives of tenants, so far as they are threatened by 

unwholesome sanitary arrangements.”33 Reading the codes provided them with public health 

knowledge beyond what they previously possessed. 

 Hull House Bulletins contained snippets of information about typhoid. This information 

provided informal public health education to the club women who read it. For example, in the 

semi-annual 1902 bulletin, an article explained that the typhoid bacillus could live for almost a 

year in sewage-contaminated soil, so if nothing was done to dispose of the contaminated matter, 

residents of the Nineteenth Ward were likely to see an equally severe epidemic the following 

summer.34 These snippets of information provided additional informal public health education to 

the club women and informed the activist work they were conducting in their community. 
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Addams believed strongly in education through action, and this philosophy permeated the 

culture at Hull House. This was particularly true with matters related to health. In Jane Addams 

on Education, she stated, “If that girl can be taught that the milk makes the baby ill because it is 

not clean and be provided with a simple test that she may know when the milk is clean, it may 

take her into the study not only of the milk within the four walls of the tenement house, but into 

the inspection of the milk in her district.”35 Addams refers to the milk as “educational material” 

for teaching about the connection between the household and the affairs of the American city. In 

the same way, neighborhood women who engaged in the typhoid investigations learned about 

sanitation, and furthermore learned to advocate for change at the systemic level, as with the 

example of Mrs. Harty. 

 The club women also engaged in education through activism. They sought to teach the 

neighborhood women about sanitation not just through lecturing but also by action. By engaging 

neighborhood women in activist efforts, the club women showed them the importance of 

sanitation. One newspaper article stated, “Educated and refined women went into the homes of 

the poor, and after advising what should be done they rolled up their sleeves, donned their calico 

aprons and showed how to do it.”36 The women taught health and sanitation by modeling it. Club 

women and neighborhood women worked side-by-side to address the health needs of their 

community. As active participants in the investigations, the women saw firsthand the need to 

improve sanitary conditions in their neighborhood and came to a better understanding of the 

connection between filth and disease. 
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Conclusion 

When Alice Hamilton returned from her vacation in the summer of 1902, she stepped 

into the midst of the biggest typhoid epidemic Chicago had ever experienced, and her beloved 

Halstead neighborhood was hit harder than any other area in the city. The bacteriologist set out 

to find the cause and engaged the women of the Woman’s Club in activist efforts. Shockingly, 

once the uproar died down, Hamilton learned that the flies were not, in fact, the cause of the 

typhoid outbreak, that they “had little or nothing to do with the cases of typhoid in the 

Nineteenth Ward.” Instead, a broken water main at a local pumping station had allowed sewage 

to leak into the drinking water. For three days, people had drunk and cooked with the sewage-

laden water, leading to the deaths of 402 people. Had the women of the Nineteenth Ward not 

been accustomed to boiling their water, the death toll could have been much higher. The 

Department of Public Health did not report the leak to the public, and it did not garner much 

publicity, but according to Hamilton, it was “well authenticated.”37  

Regardless of whether the flies caused the typhoid epidemic in the Nineteenth Ward, the 

women utilized local knowledge to develop strategies to improve sanitation and health in their 

neighborhood. While scientific research is important, the work of the Hull House women 

demonstrated that it isn’t always necessary to wait for research results in order for their efforts to 

be effective. The women saw their neighbors dying from typhoid and, instead of waiting for 

scientific proof of the cause, they set to work to create change. Their efforts were not in vain and, 

even though the flies were not to blame, the work of the activists helped to decrease the spread of 

typhoid in their ward. The women acquired public health knowledge and developed activist 

strategies and techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their 

                                                      
 37. Hamilton, Exploring the Dangerous Trades, 99. 



 106 

efforts to halt the spread of typhoid in their neighborhood. They applied the lessons they had 

learned years earlier when they investigated sanitation and garbage collection in their 

neighborhood. Neighborhood women, club women, and public health knowledge-holders each 

played an important role in the typhoid investigation.  Without each of the groups, their 

investigation and subsequent activist efforts at the municipal level would not have been as strong 

and impactful.
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Conclusion and Epilogue 

This dissertation highlighted the ways the Hull House Woman’s Club brought 

neighborhood women, club women and public health knowledge-holders together to improve the 

health of their community. The women who came to Hull House were diverse. They were young 

and old, held varied social and religious beliefs, came from across the nation, were married, 

single, and widowed, and had varied career backgrounds. While diverse, generally three types of 

women came to Hull House and engaged in public health activism: neighborhood women, club 

women, and public health knowledge-holders. It was the coming together of these three groups 

that made their activist work powerful and successful. The neighborhood women were 

immigrant women who lived in the neighborhood and brought local, first-hand knowledge of the 

immigrant experience to the activist work. The club women, the largest group, were middle- and 

upper-class women who maintained the complex programs at Hull House. These women lacked 

formal public health training but typically possessed college educations, which provided them 

with experiences and skills that were necessary for conducting successful activist work. Public 

health knowledge-holders were a small group of women who came to Hull House with formal 

public health education. Each of the three groups played an important role in the activist efforts, 

but it was the melding of their skills and experiences that made their work strong. Public health 

knowledge-holders helped drive the activist efforts and provided the neighborhood and club 

women with critical information about public health and sanitation. The connectedness of the 

neighborhood women, the skills and enthusiasm of the club women, and the expertise of the 

public health knowledge-holders combined to create the perfect recipe for powerful community 

change. Each group possessed valuable experiences and it was the amalgamation of their 

experiences and engagement with the others that made their efforts successful.   
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The Progressive Era saw the development of infrastructure for clean water and sewage as 

new, local governments demanded efficient, clean cities. The Hull House neighborhood was not 

immune to this new push for sanitation, and the settlement volunteers quickly rose to the task of 

improving the conditions of their neighborhood. They worked to teach their immigrant neighbors 

about cleanliness, and they addressed neighborhood sanitation issues. The Hull House Woman’s 

Club undertook two major investigations in response to the sanitation conditions in their 

neighborhood: the 1894 garbage collection investigation and the 1902 typhoid investigation, 

which looked at sewers and privies. The neighborhood women, the club women, and the public 

health knowledge-holders worked together to conduct their investigations, force landlords to 

clean up their properties, and encourage local officials to clean up their neighborhood.1   

In 1894, death rates were on the rise in the Hull House neighborhood and members of the 

Woman’s Club sought to address the problem.  They believed that the rise in death rates was 

caused by the filth-laden streets and alleys, so they investigated the city system of garbage 

collection. They completed a comprehensive mapping project to document the state of sanitation 

in their neighborhood and found three causes of the conditions in their neighborhood: 1) “slum 

landlords” who put personal profits ahead of social welfare; 2) “official neglect and corrupt 

politics” that failed to address conditions that violated municipal code, such as “unpaved and 

unclean streets, dangerous sidewalks, [inadequate] garbage disposal and removal, rubbish and 

refuse upon open spaces, [and] the outlawed privy vaults”; and 3) public indifference about the 

state of municipal government.2 The garbage investigation led to the transfer of three city 
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garbage inspectors out of the Nineteenth Ward and the eventual appointment of Jane Addams as 

garbage inspector for the Nineteenth Ward.  

In the late summer of 1902 the Hull House neighborhood was ravaged by a typhoid 

epidemic. Again, the neighborhood and club women and the public health knowledge-holders 

came together to address the devastation in their neighborhood. This time, Alice Hamilton led an 

investigation into the sewer and drainage systems in the Nineteenth Ward. The women surveyed 

2,002 dwellings in the neighborhood and posited that flies were to blame the spread of typhoid. 

The Hull House women, again, took their concerns to local municipal leaders and demanded the 

ousting of the ward sanitary inspectors for failing to enforce the law and maintain sanitary 

conditions in the ward. Their activist efforts led to the dismissal of a number of city inspectors. 

The work of the Hull House Woman’s Club to address the disproportionate impact of the 1902 

typhoid epidemic contributes to the understanding of the intersection of activism and disease 

prevention and the ways in which activist strategies were used to improve the health and well-

being of people at the turn of the century.  

Investigation of the typhoid investigation reveals that despite a lack of formal public 

health education, the women used local knowledge and drew on the training of the public health 

knowledge-holders to develop strategies to improve the sanitation and health in their 

neighborhood. The work of the activists to improve garbage collection in the Nineteenth Ward 

contributes the understanding of the intersection of activism and disease prevention and the ways 

that activist strategies were used to improve the health and well-being of immigrant communities 

at the turn of the century. Despite formalized public health education, neighborhood and club 

women utilized local knowledge to develop strategies to improve sanitation and garbage 
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collection in their neighborhood. The women acquired public health knowledge intuitively as 

they were carrying out their activist efforts to clean up their neighborhood.   

 The lives of the women who were involved in the campaigns to clean up the Hull House 

neighborhood were irrevocably changed by their experiences. Through their activist work, the 

women gained a sense of agency and control over the health of the neighborhood. Their activism 

helped them gain an understanding of how local government works and a sense of political 

power. They learned to create public policy and saw firsthand how important the power of the 

vote was. Many of the women went on to be active in the suffrage movement.3 The activist 

efforts of the neighborhood and club women and the public health knowledge-holders led to 

stronger organizing efforts and empowerment of women in their community. As change 

occurred, they grew stronger as a coalition and in their efforts. Years after the 1894 garbage 

collection investigation and the 1902 typhoid investigation, ripples from the collective action 

were present in continued health and sanitation efforts at Hull House and in the work of 

individual women. Despite a lack of formal education, Woman’s Club members utilized local 

knowledge to develop strategies to improve health conditions in the Nineteenth Ward. Woman’s 

Club members acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and 

techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their work. Examining 

the activist work of members of the Hull House Woman’s Club contributes to an understanding 

of the intersection of activism and disease and illness prevention, and the ways that activist 

strategies can improve the health and well-being.  
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Epilogue: Ongoing Health and Sanitation at Hull House 

 Health and sanitation efforts at Hull House did not stop with the 1902 typhoid 

investigation. Hull House women engaged in public health activism up until January of 2012 

when financial struggles forced Hull House to shut its doors after 123 year of serving the 

Chicago community. Over the lifespan of Hull House, the issues changed but the passion and 

commitment of its volunteers and staff never wavered. The struggle to improve health and 

sanitation in the Halstead neighborhood was waged on many fronts. In addition to the garbage 

and typhoid investigations, Hull House women engaged in health activism related to a variety of 

issues in the first two decades of the settlement.  They addressed the sale of adulterated milk and 

impure food, lax dietary and housekeeping standards in many homes, and the high incidence of 

disease and accidents. They fought for child labor laws and the creation of an eight-hour work 

day. Hull House activists presented information about child care and balanced diets to women’s 

social groups and taught women and girls the techniques of urban housekeeping. When the 

kindergarten teacher at Hull House found that Italian youngsters were eating bread soaked in 

wine for breakfast, Jane Addams arranged a series of Sunday morning parties to introduce the 

kindergarten families to oatmeal. “The policy of the public authorities of never taking the 

initiative and always waiting to be urged to do their duty is fatal in a ward where there is no 

initiative among the citizens,” noted Jane Addams. So, the Hull House activists continued to 

fight for change.4 

 One of Alice Hamilton’s greatest contributions to Hull House was her development of a 

well-baby clinic, which served children up to eight years old. Hamilton opened the clinic in her 
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early days at Hull House, but the work of the clinic carried on long into the twentieth century. 

Hamilton stated that she “did not feel at all competent to treat sick babies” but took up the task 

nonetheless because it was a significant need in the community.5 The main function of the clinic 

was providing baths for the children. The clinic was housed in the shower-bathroom in the 

basement of the gymnasium where there were dozens of little bathtubs, as well as soap and 

towels. Hamilton claimed the Italian mothers dreaded water but she found that she could 

convince the women to let her bathe their babies if she followed up with an alcohol rub and an 

anointing of olive oil. She also tried without much success to educate the mothers about the 

dangers of contagious diseases.6   

In 1904, the Hull House neighborhood faced a cocaine epidemic. That summer a mother, 

whose thirteen-year-old son was rapidly losing his health because of his use of cocaine, came to 

Hull House for help. Hull House women took up a three-year investigation, led by Alice 

Hamilton, to end cocaine trafficking in their neighborhood. They found that cocaine was being 

sold illegally throughout their neighborhood, especially to young boys ages thirteen to eighteen. 

The women launched a full-scale study and found cocaine being sold openly in many drug stores 

and in bars and pool rooms. Drug dealers also sold it on the streets and offered it for free to 

young boys, who would quickly become addicted. The drug dealers charged the boys exorbitant 

rates to buy more cocaine and feed their addictions. Based on their findings, the women of Hull 
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House successfully pressed the local government for stricter legal controls over drug sales. This 

campaign resulted in a 1907 law which dealt stiff penalties to drug dealers.7    

 In 1910, Hamilton undertook her first formal investigation as part of a commission 

appointed by the governor of Illinois regarding the link between occupation and disease. In 

addition to managing the investigation, Hamilton studied lead, the most widely used industrial 

poison. Hamilton and her assistants visited factories, read hospital records, and interviewed labor 

leaders and druggists to find instances of lead poisoning. They found lead exposure to be the 

greatest in industries such as paint manufacturing, enamelware, and pottery. After the 

investigations, Hamilton helped author the Illinois Report on Industrial Disease, which 

demonstrated the connection between occupation and illness. As a result, the Illinois legislature 

in 1911 passed an occupational disease law requiring employers to implement new safety 

procedures, to provide monthly medical examinations for workers in dangerous trades, and to 

report illnesses to the Department of Factory Inspection, which had prosecutorial authority.8 

Eventually her work caught the attention of Charles Niell, the Commissioner of Labor in the 

United States Bureau of Labor. He asked her to do nationally what she had done in Illinois. At 

the Bureau of Labor she focused initially on lead poisoning as she had in Illinois. Eventually her 

work expanded, and during the First World War she began traveling across the nation to conduct 

studies on the toxic chemicals found in the growing war industries. At the same time, she also 

began a battle to make copper mines safer. She rode by stagecoach from copper mine to copper 

mine in Arizona. Once, investigating an Arizona copper mine, she rode a flimsy elevator 800 feet 
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down, descended on an 80-foot ladder, and followed a guide on her hands and knees across 

slippery rails over open pits. She was fifty years old at the time.9 

 Alice Hamilton continued her health efforts outside of the settlement during the 1920s. In 

1919, Hamilton was offered a position in Industrial Medicine at Harvard Medical School. She 

was the first woman in Harvard history to be appointed to professional rank.10 When she 

accepted the position, she negotiated to only teach one semester per year so that she could 

continue her investigations and return to Hull House for part of the year. Hamilton was later 

appointed head of the School of Public health, but only after Harvard was unable to find a 

qualified man for the position. Harvard refused to award her tenure and reminded her in her 

invitation to commencement each year that women were not allowed on the platform, despite 

appointing her head of the School of Public Health.11  

In the 1930s, public health needs were evolving to include public housing needs. Hull 

House took up the issue of housing and engaged in efforts to create municipal reform. The Public 

Works Administration formed in 1933 and included a Housing Division whose task was to 

address public housing needs. Hull House activists, who had struggled to meet the problems of 

slum housing on their own, reached out to the the Public Works Administration for help. At the 

urging of Hull House activists, the Housing Division of the Public Works Administration built a 

housing complex in the Halstead neighborhood in 1938. The apartments were of modern 
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construction, fireproof, and sanitary. They had hot and cold running water, central heating, bath 

facilities, gas stoves, and electric refrigerators—a vast improvement upon the existing slums in 

the neighborhood. The Jane Addams Homes were rented to “deserving families whose incomes 

do not enable them to secure proper accommodations in privately owned dwellings.”12  

 While Hull House appears to have been less active in the area public health during the 

1940s to the 1960s, Alice Hamilton continued to crusade for the health of all Americans until her 

death in 1970, at age 101. She left a significant, permanent, and positive mark on the public’s 

health. She also left a person-centered model for health activism, showing the importance of 

listening attentively to those who barely think they have a voice and bravely acting to ensure that 

societal ills are remedied. Regarding the influence of her involvement at Hull House, Hamilton 

once said, “Life in a settlement does several things to you. Among others, it teaches you that 

education and culture have little to do with real wisdom, the wisdom comes from life 

experience.”13 She exemplified this statement in the work that she did, particularly with the 

immigrants in the Hull House neighborhood. She valued the knowledge and experience that they 

brought to her work, despite a lack of formal education. She embraced Hull House neighbors and 

worked with them to better the health of those in her community. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Hull House activists turned their efforts to addressing domestic 

violence. They organized shelters and counseling for survivors of abuse. They trained volunteers 

to serve as court advocates to help women obtain orders of protection against their batterers. 

They also developed a 24-hour hotline and employment assistance. In 1978, Hull House 
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established the Woman Abuse Action Program to organize a neighborhood network of resources 

to abused women. Hull House activists worked to bring the issue of domestic violence into the 

public eye and encouraged hospitals, schools, clergy, and other community institutions to 

acknowledge and address domestic violence. The Hull House activists also created the Domestic 

Violence Court Advocacy Project, which sought to provide information and assistance to women 

who wished to press criminal charges against their abusers. This program served over 4,000 

women in seeking protection from the men who abused them.14 

 By the 1990s, Hull House had grown to become the Jane Addams Hull House 

Association, under Executive Director Gordon Johnson. The association consisted of six 

community centers and 35 satellite programs with a stated mission of “helping one person at a 

time, one family at a time.” The association provided services to more than 225,000 people per 

year during the 1990s and continued to experiment with new methods for ameliorating public 

health issues, including the Orr Infant and Family Development Center, the first childcare 

facility located within a Chicago high school, and New Directions, an independent living 

program for teen wards of the state. The 1990s also brought turmoil to Hull House. Most 

notably, the agency suffered public embarrassment when it partnered with talk show host Oprah 

Winfrey in a program designed to move 100 families out of public housing. Two years later, the 

program had spent $1.3 million but served only seven families. At the same time, Hull House 

began to shift away from its reliance on private funding, which was stagnating, to seek 

government support. When the recession hit in 2008, a crisis of funding soon developed. 

Government funding cuts came simultaneously with increased demand for services. Between 

2008 and 2012, Illinois funding for human services, including funding for child care, substance 
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abuse and domestic violence programs, dropped by $4.4 billion. Over $4.2 billion more in 

funding was delayed by Illinois in 2011, with payments to nonprofits and other vendors taking 

six months or longer.15  

On January 19, 2012, the Jane Addams Hull House Association announced that it would 

close in the spring of 2012 and file for bankruptcy due to financial difficulties, after 122 years of 

serving the city of Chicago. Despite its January 19th announcement stating that the agency would 

remain open until the spring, Hull House closed unexpectedly on January 27, 2012 and all 

employees received their final paychecks. Cory Franklin a Chicago Tribune reporter stated in a 

February 15, 2012 article, “Hull House, the crown jewel of American settlement houses, is gone. 

The common post-mortem: It relied too much on a state that doesn’t pay its bills and 

its leaders didn’t move quickly enough to change how it operates.”16 Addams intended for Hull 

House to work with government, but once it became dependent on government funds, it was 

working for the government, resulting in adopting government goals and a government 

mentality. Eventually, it strayed from Addams’s original mission of “socializing democracy” and 

creating a community where the wealthy and the dispossessed worked together for common 

goals and interests. In the twenty-first century, Hull House lost sight of the power of cross-class 

partnerships. The women involved in the 1894 garbage investigation and the 1902 typhoid 

investigation demonstrated the strength in bridging the divide between the wealthy and indigent. 

The women who came to Hull House at the turn of the twentieth century were diverse and each 
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of the groups played an important role; their coming together made them such a powerful agent 

of change. 

   

Implications for Future Research and Action 

This dissertation argued that despite a lack of formal education, Woman’s Club members, 

along with neighborhood women and public health knowledge-holders, utilized local knowledge 

to develop strategies to improve health conditions in the Nineteenth Ward. Woman’s Club 

activists acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and techniques 

intuitively, through trial and error, as they were carrying out their activist work. Examining 

activist work by members of the Hull House Woman’s Club contributes to understanding of the 

intersection of activism and disease and illness prevention, and how women used activist 

strategies to improve the health and well-being of people at the turn of the century. This 

dissertation contributes to broader scholarship on public health and activism by providing an 

examination of the ways women used activist strategies to improve health and well-being at the 

turn of the century. This study contributes to activist scholarship by identifying the activist 

strategies of Hull House women, such as educating marginalized populations, facilitating 

lectures, investigating neighborhood conditions, unseating corrupt leaders, and running for 

municipal leadership positions. This dissertation contributes to the boarder research by arguing 

that the activist strategies were developed intuitively by women who conducted activist work at 

Hull House at the turn of the century. Still, many research gaps remain. Below, I discuss some of 

the gaps in the literature and implications for future activist work. 

This dissertation is the first study that focuses on the Hull House Woman’s Club. While 

other research discusses the Woman’s Club, there remains a need for a comprehensive history of 
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the club to fully understand the scope of its work and the impact the club had on the community 

and the lives of its members. Furthermore, the development of a timeline of the Woman’s Club’s 

work beyond the two investigations in this dissertation would benefit future research about the 

club, the settlement, and public health efforts in Chicago. The Hull House Collection at the 

University of Illinois at Chicago Special Collections contains a great deal of information about 

the club, including program lists, bulletins, and year books. The papers of several members of 

the Woman’s Club are housed at archives across the country.  The Jane Addams papers at 

Swarthmore College, the Alice Hamilton Papers at Harvard University, the Louise De Koven 

Bowen papers at the University of Illinois, and the Julia Lathrop Papers at Vassar College are all 

likely to provide information about the Woman’s Club because of the women’s connections to 

the club. The Woman’s Club was the most popular Club at Hull House and, as such, it demands 

further examination and study.   

In addition to a comprehensive history of the Woman’s Club, further research is needed 

on public health activism at Hull House.  Public health historians include discussion of Hull 

House in broad studies about American public health efforts, but there is not a focused study on 

other Hull House public health efforts. While this dissertation focused on two specific examples 

of health activism at Hull House, the epilogue provides a glimpse into some of the other public 

health efforts at the settlement.  Future research to identify and understand the role that public 

health activism played at Hull House and the role that those efforts played in the larger landscape 

of public health in the United States is needed. 

Thousands of women contributed to the work of Hull House and most of them have gone 

unnoticed by historians.  This research gap is likely due to the fact that many of the women 

volunteered at Hull House sporadically or temporarily, making them virtually invisible except 
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for their unnamed presence in black and white photos or brief reference in Hull House Bulletins. 

Historians can gain a better understanding of Hull House by continuing to identify and research 

these unnamed women. In addition to the anonymous women, historians have also neglected 

other women who spent more substantial time at the settlement. These women, including Louise 

De Koven Bowen, deserve a closer look by historians. De Koven Bowen played an integral role 

in the development of Hull House and the Hull House Woman’s Club. She made substantial 

financial contributions to the settlement, including endowing a summer camp for Hull House 

neighborhood children. She served in many leadership roles at Hull House, such as President of 

the Woman’s Club and President of the Hull House Association. Despite her fiscal and 

leadership contributions to the settlement, historians have largely ignored her in their research. 

Broader research about Hull House includes mention of De Koven Bowen but historians need to 

take a more focused look at her life and her role at the settlement. Her papers at the University of 

Illinois can provide researchers with information to develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of who she was. Her role at Hull House, and in the greater-Chicago community, 

warrants further research, including the writing of her biography.     

The current trend in activism involves conducting research prior to putting boots to the 

ground and creating change.17 While there is benefit to acquiring knowledge before engaging in 

activist work, Hull House women provided proof that activist work can be successful without 

conducting a great deal of research in advance. Hull House women saw their neighbors dying 

around them because of filth and disease and couldn’t waste precious time conducting research; 

they simply jumped in and put their boots to the ground. Research was being conducted 

concurrently with their activist efforts and, as results arose, they utilized the findings to adjust 

                                                      
17. Maria Goranova and Lori Verstegen, “Shareholder Activism,” Journal of Management 40, no. 5 

(2014). 
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their efforts. The reason Hull House activists could move quickly to activism, despite a lack of 

research, was the involvement of women with existing public health knowledge, like Alice 

Hamilton. These public health knowledge-holders were integral to the success of the activist 

efforts.  These women shared knowledge with neighborhood and club women who didn’t have 

any formal health training. The engagement of knowledge-holders allowed activist work to begin 

immediately, as needs arose. Without the involvement of public health knowledge-holders, the 

neighborhood and club women would not have had the information they needed to effectively 

address health needs, nor would they have been able to act as quickly as they did. Currently, it is 

rare to see knowledge-holders come together with marginalized women to create change, but this 

dissertation demonstrated the effectiveness of bringing diverse groups of women together to 

create immediate change. This dissertation provides a model for successful public health 

activism that can be implemented as needs arise, without extensive research prior to engaging in 

the work. This model allows for immediate action which is important in addressing public health 

needs when lives are at stake.  

With the closing of Hull House in 2012, this particular thread of public health activism 

has been lost. For 122 years, Hull House connected diverse communities of women who sought 

to work with and for marginalized individuals in the community to improve public health. Hull 

House provided a space where women of all backgrounds could work together regardless of their 

educational level. Experience was just as important as formal training or education as they 

utilized local knowledge to develop novel activist methods and techniques and create change. 

Hull House activists acquired public health knowledge and developed activist strategies and 

techniques intuitively, through trial and error, as they carried out their activist work. Everyone 

played an integral role in the success of Hull House public health activism and it was the coming 
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together of diverse groups of women that made their activist work possible and enabled them to 

create such powerful change in their community. The closing of Hull House has left a gap in the 

activist community. 
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