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This book is dedicated to my daughters, Julia Hanagan and Nora Hanagan. Their work on behalf of social justice inspires me every day. 















SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD



Beginning in the 1890s a group of determined Americans began to search for solutions to the problems of their newly industrialized nation. Rather than give in to pessimism, they decided to face the issues raised by mass immigration, urban poverty, shocking labor conditions, and the dangers to consumers caused by unregulated industries. These women and men were true activists; they did not simply protest—they proposed programs and policies that would improve the conditions they found unacceptable. No one more fully embodied the spirit of these reformers during the Progressive Era than Julia Lathrop. Lathrop devoted her life to child welfare, women’s rights, educational reform, the creation of a juvenile justice system, the professionalization of social work, and the rights of immigrants—and in the process she became the first woman appointed to the Illinois State Board of Charities and the first woman to head a federal agency. Small wonder that when she died in 1932 she was remembered as “one of the most useful women in the whole country.”


In telling the story of Lathrop’s life and accomplishments, Miriam Cohen draws a vivid portrait of the Progressive Era and of the challenges female reformers faced as they entered the public sphere. Women like Lathrop, Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, and Lillian Wald were harshly criticized for undermining the traditional role of woman as wife and mother. To counter claims that they were “unwomanly,” these women developed the concept of “maternalist politics,” arguing that they were simply fulfilling their womanly duties in the larger arena of the community. But if maternalism allowed them to lobby for legislation, head up agencies, and expand women’s higher education, it also diminished their use of a claim to equality as an individual right for all. As Cohen notes, today’s American women would reject Lathrop’s reliance on traditional gender roles to justify voting rights for women.


One of the many strengths of Cohen’s book is that she resists any temptation to idealize Lathrop or the progressive women who were her allies. Although she clearly admires Julia Lathrop, she acknowledges that women reformers of the era shared with other privileged white women an often unthinking but damaging racism and social elitism. This can be seen, Cohen points out, in the suffragist argument that giving the vote to educated, native-born women would counterbalance the right to vote given to immigrant men.


In this carefully researched and gracefully written book Cohen has drawn a rich and complex portrait of a remarkable American woman. In the process she has provided a fresh look at the critical role that women like Julia Lathrop played in an era of progressive reform.


— Carol Berkin
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Introduction


When Julia Lathrop died in 1932 at the age of seventy-four, newspapers around the country carried the news, many with banner headlines. That the press would pay attention to her death was not surprising. In 1912, when President William Howard Taft appointed her as the first chief of the US Children’s Bureau created to promote child welfare, Lathrop became the first woman to head a federal agency. Under her leadership the Bureau investigated infant mortality and child labor, provided advice on infant and childcare to women across the country, and successfully lobbied for federal legislation providing prenatal and early infant care.


A leading advocate for children and for women’s rights, Lathrop began her career as a social reformer in the poor neighborhoods of Chicago but soon became active throughout Illinois. In 1893 Governor Peter Altgeld appointed her as the first woman on the State Board of Charities. As a member of the board, she conducted statewide investigations of the almshouses for the poor and the “insane” asylums and then pushed vigorously to upgrade the institutions and their staffs. In Chicago she also worked on behalf of immigrant protection and the establishment of America’s first juvenile court system. If that were not enough, during her Chicago years she helped found one of America’s first schools of social work. In 1922, after her retirement from the Children’s Bureau, she became a leader in the Illinois and the National League of Women Voters; she also worked for the League of Nations on behalf of children’s welfare around the world. Jane Addams, the most celebrated female reformer of her day, founder and director of Chicago’s famous social settlement, Hull House, where Lathrop lived for two decades, hailed her close friend and colleague as “One of the most useful women in the whole country.”1


In devoting her life to child welfare, women’s rights, social research, and building the welfare state, Lathrop was part of a movement of American politicians, journalists, professionals, and volunteers who mobilized at the end of the nineteenth century to deal with a variety of social problems associated with industrialization. Woman activists like Lathrop, mainly from middling and prosperous social backgrounds, emphasized the special contribution that women could make in tackling these problems. With issues of public health and safety, child labor, and women working under dangerous conditions so prominent at the turn of the twentieth century, who better than women to address them?


Focusing on issues that appealed to women as wives and mothers and promoting the notion that women were particularly good at addressing such concerns, many female activists, including Lathrop, practiced what many women’s historians call maternalist politics. According to historian Molly Ladd-Taylor, all maternalists believed there was “a uniquely feminine value system based on care and nurturance.” They also believed that women across class and race were united “by their common capacity for motherhood and therefore shared a responsibility for all the world’s children.” By emphasizing that the traditional concerns associated with women as mothers belonged in the civic sphere, the maternalists collapsed the separation between the public world of work and politics and the private world of women and the family. All maternalists, however, did not embrace the same political perspective. Ladd-Taylor terms those maternalists active in the National Congress of Mothers (NCM) as “sentimental maternalists.” These women believed that marriage and childrearing were the “highest calling” for every woman; the organization never supported suffrage.


Lathrop and her colleagues at Hull House and in the Children’s Bureau also believed that women shared special characteristics as mothers or potential mothers. When Addams referred to Lathrop as one of America’s “most useful” women rather than one of America’s greatest women or most accomplished women, she reflected traditional notions about women as servants to others. Just as women had traditionally served their families, women had a special affinity for social service to the broader community as well. Not surprisingly, in praising Lathrop in life as well as at her death, people referred to her as a “great public servant.”2 Although famous men could also be termed great public servants, they enjoyed such acclamations as “great leaders” or “accomplished persons” much more often than women.


Historian Sonya Michel tells us that “the relationship between maternalism and feminism has . . . vexed feminist scholars from the outset.” Even as Lathrop and her closest colleagues, first at Hull House and then at the Children’s Bureau, made use of traditional notions of gender, they, unlike the sentimental maternalists, also pushed at its boundaries. These “progressive maternalists,” to use Ladd-Taylor’s term, were active suffragists and believed that women could legitimately choose between career and marriage. Female social reformers between 1890 and World War I created new spaces for themselves in local and then national government even before they had the right to vote. They carved out new opportunities for paid labor in professions like social work and public health. Moreover, the progressive maternalists believed “that while women had a natural affinity for issues that involved women and families, they insisted that their ‘claim to authority’ was based on ‘professional expertise.’”


The progressive maternalists also stressed the special needs of poor women and children to build support for America’s early social welfare state. In a country with a deep suspicion of strong government, these women appealed to society’s sympathy for children in arguing on behalf of new social programs. As pragmatic activists, they adopted more than one strategy to achieve reforms. Like men, their politics were multifaceted and shaped by a variety of concerns. To achieve their ends, they worked with various reform coalitions and tailored their rhetoric to strengthen those coalitions. In promoting suffrage they often emphasized that the vote was necessary to address the problems of industrialization more generally as well as the special needs of women and children, but they also argued that women, as citizens, had the right to vote.


Other historians have termed these reformers “social justice feminists” because they prioritized the problems of poverty, sweated labor, and the growing inequality between the rich and poor while promoting an “expanded view of women’s citizenship.” Linda Gordon terms the women “social feminists” because of their belief in women’s rights, including suffrage, and their commitment to social welfare. “Some of the social feminists called themselves feminist and some did not but all believed that women’s [political] power was vital to improve the world.”3


Lathrop’s career, which involved leadership in so many facets of public life, illustrates how women worked both within the bounds of traditional norms about gender as well as pushed against them. A social reformer and a social scientist, she pushed for women’s political rights and promoted women’s education. Most especially she took on a new role in the federal government and used her power to provide professional jobs for other women as well. Throughout the book Lathrop and her close associates will be referred to as progressive maternalists or social feminists.


Lathrop’s personal style also combined traditional traits of womanhood with a style that was anything but traditionally feminine. Those who knew and worked with her often commented on her brilliance, her quick wit, the way in which she balanced her “ladylike Victorian persona,” her poise, her tact—indeed her pragmatism—with a dogged determination.4 When she retired from the Bureau in 1921 noted progressive journalist William Chenery wrote about Lathrop’s “remarkable personality, her flashing irony and her human understanding. Few residents of Washington,” he concluded, “are better liked. Even reactionary senators who did not understand what she was driving at and who had no taste for what they understood, count Miss Lathrop among their honored friends.”5


Dr. Alice Hamilton, America’s founder of industrial medicine, noted that her close friend from their Hull House days did not shrink from a fight, whereas “I have always hated conflict of any kind, . . . and would shirk unpleasantness.” For Lathrop “harmony and peaceful relations with one’s adversary were not in and of themselves of value, only if they went with a steady pushing of what one was trying to achieve.” At times, Hamilton wrote, she “remembered Julia Lathrop and forced myself to say unpleasant things which had to be said.”


Lathrop’s modesty also stood out for Hamilton, as it did for so many others. “When I try to describe Julia Lathrop the word that comes first to my mind is ‘disinterested.’ This is a rare quality . . . even in people who are devoting theirs lives to others. Julia Lathrop did not see herself as the center of what she was doing.”6


Throughout her adult life Lathrop displayed what we might view as undue humility, even for that era, when much modesty was expected of women. But she also took well-deserved pride in her accomplishments. When, in 1944, Lathrop’s brother William donated her personal papers to Rockford College, he included at least three honorary diplomas, four citations from American colleges and the governments of Poland and Czechoslovakia, one medal, and the scroll from President Taft appointing Julia Lathrop as chief of the Children’s Bureau. Here we see Lathrop preserving important, material evidence of the public recognition bestowed upon her. Yet Lathrop hated to talk about herself and very much underestimated her achievements. In 1929, three years before her death, Lathrop, a graduate of Vassar College in 1880, filled out an alumnae questionnaire that was circulated to class members in preparation for her class’s fiftieth reunion in 1930. Under “Occupational Record” she wrote, “For many years, at intervals a resident at Hull House.” Under “Public Record,” despite her role in leading so many organizations, she listed only that she was a “member of the Illinois State Board of Charities for about 13 years” and then “For nine years, Chief US Children’s Bureau in the Dept. of Labor, a presidential appointment.” Under “Literary Record,” which asked her to list articles; papers, written or edited; and contributions to the press or to periodicals, this author of hundreds of Bureau publications, many social investigations, and popular and professional magazine articles wrote, “No literary record. I have of course in connection with work . . . written many brief articles. Few are preserved”—which, thankfully, is not true—“and few deserved to be preserved.” Under “Other Creative or Productive Work” she answered only, “I have spoken much on the subjects in the social [work] with which I have been concerned.”7


Lathrop’s approach to her own accomplishments reflected her individual personality and the society’s contradictory impulses about what constituted proper womanhood. Lathrop also held contradictory attitudes about class and race. Whether she was working in poor Chicago neighborhoods or as head of the Children’s Bureau as she worked to improve the conditions for poor mothers across the country, Lathrop, like many of her friends and colleagues, sometimes showed elitism about what constitutes proper family life. These activists could be patronizing when it came to immigrants; their attitude toward African Americans and American Indians could be even more troubling, often steeped in assumptions about the superiority of all European cultures. But more so than most reformers of the day, Lathrop had an appreciation for the real problems faced by the poor, especially poor mothers. Convinced that poverty and inadequate services, not character defects, were responsible for disease, malnutrition, delinquency, and premature death among poor families, Lathrop worked throughout her life to prove it to others. Although her views about race were problematic, she was one of the few white reformers who spoke out throughout her career against racial discrimination, working with such civil rights leaders as W. E. B. Dubois and the National Association of Colored Women; in her later years she championed efforts to improve the lives of Native Americans.


The story of Julia Lathrop is the story of someone who, like all of us, is shaped by the historical context of her times but who also pushed successfully against some of its limitations.
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Childhood and Education at Vassar:  Old Traditions and New Paths


Born in 1858, the eldest of six children (one of whom died as a baby), Julia Clifford Lathrop grew up in Rockford, Illinois, a small town eighty miles northwest of Chicago. Lathrop came from well-established ancestors on both sides. In 1620 the Reverend John Lathrop, one of the founders of the “Independent” Church of England, known in the United States as the Congregationalists, was arrested and jailed. In the 1920s, when the nationally and internationally renowned Julia Lathrop was fighting against the growing intolerance of political dissent and immigration restriction, she used to joke that “her ancestors did not come in on the Mayflower because they were in jail at the time.” Perhaps less often did she add that when the reverend objected to being placed in the common “clink” because it “was not suitable for a person of high degree, the justice of his plea was recognized” and he was moved to a gentlemen’s prison.y1


Lathrop’s father, William, was born in Genesee County, New York, where his father had prospered as a farmer but then lost everything on a speculation that failed. In 1851 William settled in Rockford, where he established a lucrative and prominent law practice. As a trial lawyer, he practiced all over the state of Illinois. Lathrop would later recall that as a child she used to hear her father speak of suits in one town or another and wondered why he did not bring them home. William Lathrop was known as a hard worker with a great sense of humor. Lathrop’s close friends believed she inherited her “quick and spontaneous” wit from him. She probably also took after her father in her ability to do public speaking almost extemporaneously, with few written notes.


In 1857 William Lathrop married Sarah Adeline Potter, known as Adeline, a member of a prominent and prosperous Rockford family. Born one year later, Julia was named for one of her father’s sisters who died in childhood. Anna and then her three brothers, Edward, William, and Robert, known as “the little boys,” followed Julia. While Julia was growing up the family employed one servant, and all the children were expected to do some chores. Nonetheless, once grown, Lathrop never showed any interest in housework; she could do plain sewing and crocheting, which also bored her. As for cooking, she was known only for her browned oysters and also made excellent omelets. Lathrop did have an interest in and a special eye for interior decoration that she carried to her residences in Chicago, to Washington, and, later, back to her own home in Rockford. As an adult she also cared a great deal about her dress; she enjoyed purchasing nice clothes, and her friends often remarked about her terrific attire. While living at Hull House, to protect herself on chilly afternoons, she would throw over her skirt and thin shirtwaist blouse a “mandarin coat of blue, embroidered inch-deep in vivid colorings and outlined in golden threads.”2


Julia attended public school in Rockford; school reports noted that she was a good child and very bright. She was also “timid and shy” in those days, and her concern in adulthood that children be treated with respect and sympathetic understanding may have stemmed from her early school days. Once, when her teacher selected her because of good behavior for an errand that would require her to cross through the school, with its long corridors and stairs, she found herself too afraid to carry out the task, so she declined with a shake of her head. When, despite the teacher’s urging, she would not change her mind, the instructor humiliated her by declaring aloud, “Julia Lathrop, you are as stubborn as a mule.”


The shyness, however, did not seem to apply at home. The Lathrop family was very close-knit, spending a great deal of time together. Julia took on special responsibility to look out for her brothers, once interceding on behalf of one brother who was expelled from school for breaking a rule against snowball fighting. With a flair for drama, she often made up and then directed plays for the younger children; sometimes she could be a very stern. Apparently one brother once blurted out in frustration to his older sister, “You are not a mother to us as an older sister ought to be; you are a perfect stepmother to us.” Years later Lathrop looked back on those experiences with her usual sense of humor. In the 1890s, when testifying at an Illinois hearing against child labor while she was living at Hull House, a hostile legislator challenged her expertise on the issue by asking this single woman, now in her thirties, how many children she had actually raised. “Without a moment of hesitation,” Jane Addams, also present at the event, recalled, “with no suggestion of a retort but as if she were answering a commonplace question [Lathrop] replied, ‘with a little help from my mother and father I have raised four.’”3


Lathrop remained close to her parents until their deaths and close to her siblings throughout her life. She visited her parents’ home frequently during her years in Chicago; although her parents were no longer alive by the time she moved to Washington, Lathrop returned to the Rockford home to stay with her sister, Anna. The letters exchanged between Lathrop and her family throughout her adult life reveal their continual connections. During her many travels abroad—sometimes to study welfare services in other countries, sometimes for holiday, and often for both—she wrote numerous letters to her family and sent home various gifts. She received many letters from them as well, catching her up on news from home and expressing concern when she was ill. Family letters often discussed finances—­including money that Lathrop had invested and controlled ­independently—reflecting their importance to her throughout her adult life, as Lathrop relied on these resources for her living or as a supplement to the money she earned.


Julia’s relationship to Anna was especially important and remained so throughout her life. Anna, unlike her older sister, married and moved to Charles City, Iowa, but her husband died eight years later; in 1897 Anna Lathrop Case returned to Rockford and lived in the family home until after Julia’s retirement from the Children’s Bureau in 1921. The sisters then built a home for themselves in Rockford, living together until Julia’s death in 1932. But long before that, Lathrop’s “angel Ann” was her most significant companion. Anna joined Lathrop during her senior year at Vassar, and they often traveled together in the United States and abroad; Anna nursed Julia when she was sick, and during Julia’s final decade, with the former Children’s Bureau chief still traveling throughout the United States and the world, Anna tended their home. Lathrop doted on all of her sibling’s children, saving numerous letters from her nephews and nieces who corresponded with their Aunt Julia as soon as they learned to write, but she was particularly close to Anna’s daughter Bobbie.


The Lathrop family provided more than just good times and support for Julia; in her childhood home Lathrop first learned political and social attitudes that were ahead of their times for most white Americans. Julia’s father once turned down the offer of a judgeship because he thought being a trial lawyer was more fun, but he did seek political office, serving one term in the Illinois legislature. An ardent Republican, he was one of forty-­six who called for a meeting to organize the Party in northern Illinois 
in 1854.


Lathrop shared the experience of growing up in an abolitionist household with her close friends and famous reformers at Hull House, Jane Ad­dams and Florence Kelley, who went on to become the head of the National Consumers League. In the nineteenth century, antislavery activists acted on their conviction that the “peculiar institution” was not compatible with republican democracy. The next generation of social reformers like Lathrop acted on their convictions that unbridled and unregulated industrial capitalism, which had taken hold by the end of the nineteenth century, was the greatest threat to democracy.


Although Julia was only seven years old when the Civil War ended, her father’s activism exposed her to adults who were deeply engaged in pursuing social justice. The Lathrops and their political allies stood against the criticisms of those who vilified antislavery Republicans as radicals who threatened the social order. Illinois was deeply divided on the question of support for the antislavery cause. Although there were many supporters of antislavery in northern Illinois, in the days leading up to the Civil War many southern Illinois residents were fully prepared to secede from the union. Throughout her adult life Lathrop also fought for causes that were denounced as dangerously revolutionary. Even as she was pragmatic in picking some issues to push over others, she did not shrink from fighting for those aspects of the social welfare agenda she deemed most 
important.


If William Lathrop’s radical Republicanism was unconventional, so too were his views on established religion. Julia’s mother was quite religious; she came from an observant Congregationalist family and was herself active in the Second Congregationalist Church, but her husband was not a church member. While every other Potter household in Rockford engaged in family prayers, William Lathrop would have none of it, to his wife’s regret. However, he did not always act on his personal views in public, a trait Julia would imitate later in her life. On the issue of religion, for the sake of his wife, William played the more traditional role as head of the family who sets an example; he attended church regularly, and the children were sent to Sunday school. Absorbing their father’s attitude rather than their mother’s when they became adults, none of the children became church members, at which point, according to Addams, “he whimsically declared that he would attend church no more for his painfully achieved example had been a failure.”4


When it came to views on women’s roles, Julia’s parents were in accord. One of the first graduates of Rockford Seminary, Adeline combined a life devoted to domestic duties with an ongoing interest in literature and politics; she formed the Monday Club, a discussion group that focused on the important books of the day. She and William fervently believed in women’s suffrage, a cause that Julia pursued as an adult; Adeline was an active member of the Universal Suffrage Association. Both parents encouraged all their children to express political opinions. William Lathrop employed Alta Hulett, Illinois’s first woman lawyer, in his Rockford law office, and he helped draft the 1872 bill permitting women to be admitted to the Illinois Bar.


The Lathrops’ belief in women’s rights included education. After graduating Rockford High School, Lathrop first attended her mother’s alma mater, Rockford Seminary, but then decided she would like to attend Vassar College. Since its founding after the Civil War Vassar had sought students from beyond the eastern seaboard. By the mid-1870s it had already established a national reputation as a pioneer institution, offering women the most advanced opportunities for education. In the middle of the nineteenth century teacher’s seminaries like Rockford, which provided the chance for women to receive education beyond high school, already dotted the educational landscape on the East Coast and the Midwest. The expansion of teacher training since the 1820s took place in the context of the growing demand for mass education of white Americans in a land where the population was exploding and pushing west. With such a need for teachers, who better than women, the traditional nurturers in the family, to fulfill this new public role? This was a particularly attractive solution to the problem of staffing schools because women could be paid less than men. By midcentury a few of America’s public universities in the Midwest admitted women, along with a small handful of private colleges, but the majority of women who gained an education beyond high school did so in the teachers’ seminaries.


In time some of the teachers’ seminaries, such as Mount Holyoke and Rockford, became full-fledged comprehensive colleges. In 1865 Vassar Female College (the name changed to Vassar College in 1867), located in the mid-Hudson Valley, New York, opened its doors to students, promising something new. Its founder, Matthew Vassar, was a prosperous Poughkeepsie brewer. Never married and with no children, by the time he was sixty his thoughts turned to what kind of monument he could establish to preserve his memory. With $400,000 and a group of twenty-eight trustees he had selected and despite the advice of his own nephews in business with him in Poughkeepsie, Vassar opened the first college to offer a liberal arts education for women that matched the most elite male schools. Admiring her ambition and her sense of independence, William was pleased and willing to let his “shy” daughter Julia travel almost one thousand miles to further her education.


When Lathrop arrived on the Vassar campus in the fall of 1877 she joined classmates who, like herself, came from prosperous families of businessmen or lawyers. Not only had she finished a year at Rockford Seminary to aid in her preparation for Vassar, but her family had also hired tutors in German and mathematics. Yet she entered Vassar as a sophomore feeling very unprepared. A look at her courses during her first year at Vassar might reveal why: they consisted of botany, composition (for both semesters), German (both semesters), ancient history, Latin, zoology, math, literary criticism, physical geography, and drawing. Her last two years, when students were provided with some freedom to choose a few of their courses, featured a similar set of classes, although Julia had dropped drawing and added philosophy. Such coursework was typical for this early generation of students. The curriculum’s rigor reflected Matthew Vassar’s desire to “accomplish for young women what our colleges are accomplishing for young men.”5


Lathrop studied hard at her courses and graduated on time with her class. Hard work may have been one reason she often felt lonely, but it was probably not the most significant. By the 1870s forming friendships was an important aspect of college life for what was a growing number of college women, who now had the opportunity to pursue education away from home. Women often entered into very intense relationships with one another that they understood as crushes, or “smashes,” referring to the fact that the pair seemed inseparable. Students exchanged flowers, special gifts, even locks of hair. College students, both male and female, took note of smashing but did not seem at all concerned that there was anything immoral about it, perhaps because at the time proper young women were not viewed as sexual beings capable of passionate emotions. Nonetheless, some faculty members fretted that these liaisons were a distraction from the serious business of education, and administrators and others worried that such relationships, possibly involving physical intimacy, were unhealthy. Although we do not know whether Lathrop had such intense relationships with her Vassar classmates, it seems doubtful because she had difficulty making friends at Vassar. Many of her classmates in those days had entered Vassar through the college’s own preparatory school. The prep school, housed on the campus, opened soon after the college’s founding, when the faculty discovered that so many of the young women were ill-prepared to do the work expected of them. By the time Lathrop joined her class as a sophomore, friendships were already well formed. One of the older students, who was a close friend of Lathrop’s in the years after Vassar, recalled that she was a “shy, retired young woman” at Vassar “who had no confidence in herself. . . . Julia Lathrop made no impression on her fellow students in college. The eastern girls were not particularly interested in a quiet girl from a middle-western town. . . . When she came back in 1905 for her twenty-fifth reunion of her class few remembered her.”6


College life picked up for Lathrop during her senior year when her sister, Anna, Vassar class of 1882, arrived on campus. Seniors usually roomed together in one section of the student living quarters and enjoyed certain privileges, but Julia was happy to live in the garret of the living quarters, where she and her sister could reside side by side. The college, sensitive to the charges that higher education was too taxing for women’s delicate nature, mandated physical exercise for all students, reflecting the conviction that such activities would help maintain women’s health. All Vassar students had to spend one hour a day doing some physical activity; unless the weather was truly terrible, they had to do it outside. Some students complained in letters home about their compulsory one-hour walks, but Lathrop embraced the task. As a senior she usually did them with her sister, arranging in advance so they could do this activity together, but she also walked with two students from Japan whom she befriended. Lathrop remained a walker throughout her adult life, going well beyond the one-hour requirement of her Vassar years. On Thanksgiving Day, 1919, Lathrop, then sixty-one, and chief of the Children’s Bureau and living in Washington, DC, walked three miles with her close friend and protégé Grace Abbott to the new Army and Navy building to check on an International Labor Conference; they then dined on Chinese food with another friend before returning home to do some laundry and mending—­“altogether a good six miles,” she proudly reported to her sister—before attending a 5:30 Thanksgiving dinner at the home of another friend, followed by the theater!7


If her physical stamina was honed at Vassar, Lathrop also learned something about strong and well-accomplished women from her teachers. She developed close relationships with several faculty members, in particular Vassar’s beloved astronomer Maria Mitchell. In later life Lathrop was outspoken about what she and others saw as the shortcomings of the dry, classical curriculum that was the hallmark of college education for women of her generation. “Dry as dust,” she once recalled about her ancient history course, “and without purpose. Nevertheless,” she went on, “one got a splendid educational impulse from the stimulating personalities in Vassar then. . . . Maria Mitchell, Dr. Webster [the school doctor who taught physiology] and the other great teachers of the school knew thoroughly what they sought to impart was an inspiration, if the curriculum itself was not.”8


The first professor hired to teach at the college when it opened, Mitchell was already internationally famous when she arrived with her father to take up residence in the Observatory, having discovered a comet in 1847 that was later named for her. Mitchell was devoted to her students, encouraging their pursuit of science. Mitchell shared with her students her many interests beyond her subject matter, influencing many more Vassar students beyond her own classes. More than one alumna recalled the guests Mitchell brought to campus, especially activists promoting women’s rights, such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucy Stone, and Julia Ward Howe. Mit­chell encouraged her guests not only to lecture on issues of the day but to mingle with students as well.


Although Lathrop might not have made much of an impression on her classmates while she was a Vassar student, clearly attendance at Vassar made an impression on her. She remained interested and involved in the college throughout her adult life. In the 1890s, in the midst of an economic collapse that placed extra responsibilities on all of the residents of Chicago’s Hull House, Lathrop made time to lead a subcommittee on scholarships for the Chicago chapter of the Alumnae Association. While head of the Children’s Bureau in Washington, she served for six years as the alumna representative on the Vassar Board of Trustees, where she worked on such issues as faculty empowerment and reform of the curriculum. Later, when the college erected a building to house some of the new educational programs Lathrop helped to implement, her alma mater honored her with an engraved stone tablet at the entrance of Blodgett Hall, saluting her accomplishments; it remains today. Julia and Anna both visited the campus many times for various events. In 1930 Lathrop was a featured speaker in Poughkeepsie at the fiftieth anniversary reunion of her own class of 1880.


Lathrop’s attendance at Vassar during her formative years was an important prelude to a lifetime of navigating between traditional gender roles and pushing against them. By the late 1870s Vassar was no longer the only women’s college offering a comprehensive liberal arts education—­Wellesley and Smith opened their doors in 1875. At all of the women’s colleges contradictory attitudes about gender were plentiful. On the one hand, Vassar boasted that its curricular offerings reflected the college’s belief in women’s unlimited intellectual capacities. On the other hand, early on, President Raymond, at the helm of the college when it opened until 1878, made it clear that if Vassar was to offer an education as excellent as that at Harvard and Yale, it was not necessarily to be the same. The curriculum he wrote was one “specifically appropriate to women,” and the amount of work expected of the women would not be comparable to the expectations for men. With careful attention to the required courses in mathematics, science, and modern languages, Vassar also offered courses in flower gardening, and special care was taken outside the classroom to make sure students learned how to sew and take care of their homes.9


The rules and regulations dictating so much of college life in Lathrop’s time reflected traditional assumptions about the proper environment for women students. In order to assure families that their daughters would be properly supervised, almost all college activities took place in one building. Students lived, took classes, ate, and even exercised during bad weather in the building; moreover, all faculty (an exception was made for the esteemed Miss Mitchell) and administrators originally lived in the building as well. Meal times, class times, and, during the earliest days, all recreational time, study time, and even silent time were scheduled and tightly enforced. Attendance at daily chapel was compulsory, and the students had relatively little free time until the weekends; yet even during the weekends students were required to attend chapel and to exercise. While Lathrop was at Vassar all students except seniors lived in residential halls supervised by corridor teachers who, in addition to assisting the professors in teaching, enforced rules but also comforted the women when they became homesick and tended to them a bit when they became ill.


The corridor teachers reported to the lady principal, the chief assistant to the president and, according to President John Raymond, the “immediate head of the Vassar family” who “takes charge of deportment, health, social connections, personal habits, and wants of the students.”10 A ten o’clock curfew was strictly enforced in the very earliest years, especially because of the very aggressive approach the then lady principal, Hannah Lyman, took when it came to all manner of rules. Each evening included a lecture from Miss Lyman about the misbehavior she had observed during the day.


The fact that the lady principal had to continually admonish students about breaking rules suggests that from the beginning the Vassar students, like their peers at other schools, found ways to enjoy some of the freedom that came with living among their peers and away from home. Rule breaking tightened friendships. Students wrote letters, usually to friends or siblings rather than parents, about sneaking into one another’s rooms during study break or after curfew.


By the time Lathrop arrived at Vassar, Lyman was no longer the lady principal and most women were ignoring the ten o’clock curfew. And from the beginning students used what free time they had to form extracurricular organizations. They organized the Philaletheis (seeker of truth) Society in 1865, at first as a literary society that, in the 1870s, turned to drama. In the early days faculty members led the organization, but just three years into its history it was under student control. In 1868 the students who founded the first student government association informed President Raymond that they would elect a chair only after he left the room. Until the late 1880s the association could not act to affect college policies, but this was also true of male colleges that instituted student government at the same time. Some of the early student organizations, such as the Floral Society and the Society of Religious Inquiry, which encouraged Christian missionary work, were in keeping with traditional gender norms. But students defied President Raymond’s intention that Vassar students not learn debating, which he saw as unsuitable for women, by organizing two debating societies. By Lathrop’s time students were also putting out a yearbook and a literary magazine; they were holding celebrations on holidays such as Valentine’s Day but also had developed celebrations for annual Vassar events, such as Founder’s Day and commencement. In Lathrop’s day riding had been discontinued as being too expensive. Bowing in this case to public opinion that it was too rough for women, baseball was also discontinued just before Lathrop arrived, but students participated in skating, tobogganing, and lawn tennis, which were just gaining popularity. Students also could take off-campus trips into the town of Poughkeepsie or to visit family friends who lived in the region or professors who by then lived off campus. By contemporary standards such traveling privileges do not seem like much, but in the late 1870s “respectable women” rarely traveled unchaperoned; these activities stretched traditional views.


Vassar College was not only a place where women could test their intellectual and physical capabilities as never before; students also grappled with political issues. After the mid-1880s and until 1914, while President James Monroe Taylor was at the helm, students and faculty found it more difficult to bring controversial speakers to campus, but in the early days women’s rights activists, including but not limited to Maria Mitchell’s guest list, came to campus. Most Vassar students did not endorse women’s suffrage until the early twentieth century, but the issue was openly debated on campus. Although they could not vote, Vassar students participated in mock elections during presidential election years.


Many Vassar graduates predicted that they would pursue a range of careers, including academia, medicine, archeology and astronomy, and social reform. But they also expressed concern that their high hopes for postgraduate careers might be dashed, given traditional expectations that women would marry and then retire from the public sphere. Certainly many Vassar graduates did not have plans for postcollege careers and were happy to use their education to enrich their lives as married women, but some who were planning to marry resented the notion that they had to choose between marriage and career. Moreover, in the late nineteenth century a high percentage of college-educated women never married; between 1865 and 1890 40 to 47 percent of the Vassar graduates remained single. The high rate of single women among the elite native-born population was a subject of much discussion at the turn of the twentieth century, with such luminaries as Theodore Roosevelt weighing in with concerns that not enough women of the old stock were having children while their inferiors among the foreign born were having many.


Beyond the lack of opportunities for postcollege careers, educated women of the day faced other problems. We can see this expressed in Lathrop’s senior prophecy. In Lathrop’s time fellow seniors delivered little prophecies, often witty, for each senior at the annual Class Day Exercise that took place the day before graduation. The prophecy for Julia was based on a scandal much in the news in the late 1870s concerning the criminal conviction of a Reverend Edward Cowley, superintendent of a New York City children’s orphanage, the Shepherd’s Fold, on charges of cruelty to the children. Here’s an excerpt from the prophecy:




Upon the conviction of the Rev. Mr. Cowley, the field lay open for Julia Lathrop. In the Shepherd’s Fold she at last found children who were actually . . . destitute enough for her longing. She did not send them to [public] school as her illustrious predecessor had done, but she educated them herself, teaching first in the realm of Moral Philosophy and afterward in the more advanced branches. From their little Primers, she regaled them with theories on freedom of the will.11




The elitist tone aside, the prophecy is useful because, first, it indicates that already Lathrop’s classmates knew about her deep commitment to poor children. But the prophecy addressed, in fun, another issue: the irrelevance of her Vassar education for the kind of social service work Lathrop wanted to do. It was that problem—how to make advanced education for women relevant, especially for those women interested in social reform—that was to motivate Lathrop’s later suggestions for changing women’s education, including the curriculum at Vassar.


Lathrop returned to Rockford after graduation to face the problem of so many of her generation—what to do now if one did not wish to pursue that most obvious of careers: marriage and motherhood. It would be another decade before she would find an answer, one that would take her to Chicago and Jane Addams’s Hull House.
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