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19-8 Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910)

Jane Addams

The text makes clear that settlement houses not only did “modest good” in poor neigh-

borhoods but also gave meaning to the lives of those who served in them, providing these
settlement-house workers with an understanding of both social reform and the class, eth-
nic, and political realities of city life. In this selection, Jane Addams (1860-1935), of Hull-
House in Chicago, recounts part of her education in social work.

Source: From Jane Addams, Tiventy Years at Hull-House: With Autobiographical Notes (1910), 200-204.

One of the striking features of our neighborhood twenty
years ago, and one to which we never became reconciled, was
the presence of huge wooden garbage boxes fastened to the
street pavement in which the undisturbed refuse accumu-
lated day by day. The system of garbage collecting was inade-
quate throughout the city but it became the greatest menace
in a ward such as ours, where the normal amount of waste
was much increased by the decayed fruit and vegetables dis-
carded by the Italian and Greek fruit peddlers, and by the
residuum left over from the piles of filthy rags which were
fished out of the city dumps and brought to the homes of the
rag pickers for further sorting and washing.

The children of our neighborhood twenty years ago
played their games in and around these huge garbage boxes.
They were the first objects that the toddling child learned to
climb; their bulk afforded a barricade and their contents
provided missiles in all the battles of the older boys; and fi-
nally they became the seats upon which absorbed lovers held
enchanted converse. We are obliged to remember that all
children eat everything which they find and that odors have
a curious and intimate power of entwining themselves into
our tenderest memories, before even the residents of Hull-
House can understand their own early enthusiasm for the
removal of these boxes and the establishment of a better sys-
tem of refuse collection.

It is easy for even the most conscientious citizen of
Chicago to forget the foul smells of the stockyards and the
garbage dumps, when he is living so far from them that he is
only occasionally made conscious of their existence, but the
residents of a Settlement are perforce constantly surrounded
by them. During our first three years on Halsted Street, we
had established a small incinerator at Hull-House and we
had many times reported the untoward conditions of the
ward to the city hall. We had also arranged many talks for the
immigrants, pointing out that although a woman may sweep
her own doorway in her native village and allow the refuse to
innocently decay in the open air and sunshine, in a crowded
city quarter, if the garbage is not properly collected and
destroyed, a tenement-house mother may see her children
sicken and die, and that the immigrants must therefore not
only keep their own houses clean, but must also help the au-
thorities to keep the city clean.

Possibly our efforts slightly modified the worst condi-
tions, but they still remained intolerable, and the fourth

summer the situation became for me absolutely desperate
when I realized in a moment of panic that my delicate little
nephew for whom I was guardian could not be with me at
Hull-House at all unless the sickening odors were reduced. I
may well be ashamed that other delicate children who were
torn from their families, not into boarding school but into
eternity, had not long before driven me into effective action.
Under the direction of the first man who came as a resident
to Hull-House we began a systematic investigation of the
city system of garbage collection, both as to its efficiency in
other wards and its possible connection with the death rate
in the various wards of the city.

The Hull-House Woman’s Club had been organized the
year before by the resident kindergartner who had first inau-
gurated a mothers’ meeting. The members came together,
however, in quite a new way that summer when we discussed
with them the high death rate so persistent in our ward. Af-
ter several club meetings devoted to the subject, despite the
fact that the death rate rose highest in the congested foreign
colonies and not in the streets in which most of the Irish
American club women lived, twelve of their number under-
took in connection with the residents, to carefully investigate
the condition of the alleys. During August and September the
substantiated reports of violations of the law sent in from
Hull-House to the health department were one thousand and
thirty-seven. For the club woman who had finished a long
day’s work of washing or ironing followed by the cooking of a
hot supper, it would have been much easier to sit on her
doorstep during a summer evening than to go up and down
ill-kept alleys and get into trouble with her neighbors over
the condition of their garbage boxes. It required both civic
enterprise and moral conviction to be willing to do this three
evenings a week during the hottest and most uncomfortable
months of the year. Nevertheless, a certain number of women
persisted, as did the residents, and three city inspectors in
succession were transferred from the ward because of unsat-
isfactory services. Still the death rate remained high and the
condition seemed little improved throughout the next winter.
In sheer desperation, the following spring when the city con-
tracts were awarded for the removal of garbage, with the
backing of two well-known business men, I put in a bid for
the garbage removal of the nineteenth ward. My paper was
thrown out on a technicality but the incident induced the
mayor to appoint me the garbage inspector of the ward.
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The salary was a thousand dollars a year, and the loss of
that political “plum” made a great stir among the politicians.
The position was no sinecure whether regarded from the
point of view of getting up at six in the morning to see that the
men were early at work; or of following the loaded wagons,
uneasily dropping their contents at intervals, to their dreary
destination at the dump; or of insisting that the contractor
must increase the number of his wagons from nine to thir-
teen and from thirteen to seventeen, although he assured me
that he lost money on every one and that the former inspec-
tor had let him off with seven; or of taking careless landlords
into court because they would not provide the proper gar-
bage receptacles; or of arresting the tenant who tried to make
the garbage wagons carry away the contents of his stable.

With the two or three residents who nobly stood by, we
set up six of those doleful incinerators which are supposed to
burn garbage with the fuel collected in the alley itself. The
one factory in town which could utilize old tin cans was a
window weight factory, and we deluged that with ten times as
many tin cans as it could use—much less would pay for. We

made desperate attempts to have the dead animals removed
by the contractor who was paid most liberally by the city for
that purpose but who, we slowly discovered, always made the
police ambulances do the work, delivering the carcasses upon
freight cars for shipment to a soap factory in Indiana where
they were sold for a good price although the contractor him-
self was the largest stockholder in the concern. Perhaps our
greatest achievement was the discovery of a pavement eight-
een inches under the surface in a narrow street, although after
it was found we triumphantly discovered a record of its exis-
tence in the city archives. The Italians living on the street were
much interested but displayed little astonishment, perhaps
because they were accustomed to see buried cities exhumed.
This pavement became the casus belli [cause of war] between
myself and the street commissioner when I insisted that its
restoration belonged to him, after I had removed the first
eight inches of garbage. The matter was finally settled by the
mayor himself, who permitted me to drive him to the en-
trance of the street in what the children called my “garbage
phaéton” and who took my side of the controversy.

Questions

1. How was garbage collected in Chicago?

2. Why were conditions bad in the neighborhood around Hull-House?

3. What did Addams accomplish as a garbage inspector?

19-9N\ T he Case for Birth Control (1917)

Margaret Sanger

Margaret Sanger (1883—1966), born to a free-thinking Irish father and ge#fligious Irish

American Catholic mother, championed the cause of birth control jg#fhe United States.

She encountered opposition not only from traditionalists but a

#Irom progressives like

L heodore Roosevelt who were fearful of “race suicide” amg@#  the better element,” even
as g lower classes” grew in numbers. Since 1873, thed€deral “Comstock law” had pro-
scribed a%&@bscene” the mailing of birth control dg#lces and information; state laws also

created obsta

Source: Excerpt from Margare

8-11.

to the birth control movemep€

anger, J# Case for Birth Control (New York: Modern Art, 1917), 5-7,

(The following is the case for birth control, as I foundg®during
my fourteen years’ experience as a trained nurgg®fn New York
City and vicinity. It appeared as a specialg#fticle in “Physical
Culture,” April 1917, and has been dejp#red by me as a lecture
throughout the United States. It jg# brief summary of facts and
conditions, as they exist in th#€country.)

For centuries worgs#l has gone forth with man to till the
fields, to feed andmbthe the nations. She has sacrificed her
life to populg e earth. She has overdone her labors. She
now stepgsforth and demands that women shall cease pro-

ducing in ignBwgnce. To do this she must have knowledge to
control birth. ThisMgghe first immediate step she must take
toward the goal of her Thagdom.

Those who are opposed¥g this are simply those who do
not know. Any one who like my8g]f has worked among the
people and found on one hand an ®gr-increasing popula-
tion with its ever-increasing misery, povéy and ignorance,
and on the other hand a stationary or decreas¥gg population
with its increasing wealth and higher standardof living,
greater freedom, joy and happiness, cannot doubt tigbirth




