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Carolyn Brown:

Good afternoon.  I am Carolyn Brown, director of the Office of Scholarly Programs in the John W. Kluge Center.  And it gives me great pleasure to welcome you here this afternoon for, what I think is going to be, a most interesting and visually rich lecture.  The subject is Julia Lathrop, first chief of the U.S. Children’s Bureau.  And our speaker is Cecelia Tichi, who has been [held] the Chair of Modern Culture at the John W. Kluge Center.  

Let me say a word about the center first.  The center was established through a very generous endowment from John W. Kluge with the objective of bringing to the Library [of Congress] the world’s most accomplished scholars and its most promising rising stars, all to conduct research in the Library’s collections.  If you want to know more about the Kluge Center, you can go to our Web page, which is fairly easy to remember --  GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ www.loc.gov/kluge -- and you’ll find more about the opportunities, more about the programs, and you can sign up, if you wish, for an RSS feed.  

As I noted in my first comments, Dr. Tichi has held one of the senior chairs at the center.  And it really has been a great joy to have her with us.  She set a wonderful model for diligence and use of the collections, but has also been a very generous colleague.  Dr. Tichi holds the William R. Kennan Jr. Chair of English at Vanderbilt University, where she has taught for 20 years.  And prior to that, for nearly two decades, she was at Boston University.  She has a master’s degree from John’s Hopkins, and her Ph.D. is from the University of California in Davis.  

Dr. Tichi’s field is American studies and the interdisciplinary nature of her interest is quite evident, both in her teaching and in her research.  Her work focuses on multiple aspects of U.S. culture and includes a variety of subjects, including: country music, television, the meanings that we endow nature and the built environment with, some attention to early, earlier Americans, who also looked with penetrating vision onto the scene around them. A variety of subjects in the general area -- I guess that we would call culture -- popular culture and technology.  Dr. Tichi explores the deeper implications of these familiar objects and cultural practices.  And I think one of the things that I most appreciate, deepens our understanding of so many of the things that are very familiar to us that we think we understand and then when she looks deeper, we see that there’s a lot that we hadn’t even suspected.  

Her talk today will be no exception.  I’m going to leave it to Dr. Tichi to tell us how this lecture fits into her larger research project, which is to look at the transition from the Gilded Age to the Progressive Era. And, especially to tell us, in her own passionate way, why she chose this particular study at this particular time and her sense of its importance.  So please welcome Cecelia Tichi.

[applause]

Cecelia Tichi:

Thank you Carolyn, so very much.  If there’s a heaven on earth for scholars, it is the Kluge Center, which seems to be the engine room of the Library of Congress, at least if one is in one of the studies here.  Immeasurable thanks to Carolyn, to Mary Lou Reker, to Robert Saladini, Jane Sargus -- to all of the staff who work here and sort of silently keep it all running so that we fellows can just do our work and range about the Library and use its wonderful, astonishing, inexhaustible resources.  So all thanks and all joy are mine.  But I’m going to stop joy right now when I tell you why I’m doing what I’m doing.  

It’s no secret by now that the United States is in a second gilded age.  A few years ago, journalists and editors were asking, “Has the United States possibly re-entered gilded age as a century ago?”  Now they’re simply saying, “In this second gilded age we’re in.”  For instance, just a few days ago, Barack Obama, in a major address invoked the Gilded Age of 100 years ago and implied that his relation with the reformist, President Theodore Roosevelt, would be one of curtailing the excesses of that Gilded Age.  

The term itself, you may know this, comes from a co-authored novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, 1872-73.  It’s not such a great novel.  But it shows the U.S. obsessed with self-seeking, with greed, with phony, daft get rich quick schemes, with a subordination of any civic values to personal self interest and all of the conniving that might advance that self-interest.  The title might be the most survivable part of that novel, “Gilded Age,”  because of course it became a label for the whole U.S. period post-Civil War into the 20th century.  

Historians debate when that Gilded Age came to a close.  Some will leap to World War I.  Some will say there was no intervening age, but many historians will say there was a Progressive Era and it got the U.S. out of its Gilded Age.  Now that we are in a redux of that gilded age in which, as one example, the entry-level salary of a butler today is $80,000 a year.  The “Wall Street Journal” writer, Robert Frank, says we are in an era of a new geography called “Richistan.”  He’s published the book and says the ultra rich are wagging the tail of the dog of the whole economy.  

This morning, I think it was this morning, it was on the radio, on NPR -- or maybe it was the middle of last night, but saying that the structure of the U.S. economy is increasingly in the service of the ultra wealthy.  We know some of these figures.  They’ve almost become buzzwords, the 44 to 47 million of us who have no health care insurance protection whatsoever, just as Michael Moore’s “Sicko” movie is about to premiere.  We know what’s happened to the public schools.  The president of Amhurst College says, “There has not been this state of wealth disparity in higher education and segregation of that disparity since the Great Depression.”  

So if we ask how then did the United States exit its Gilded Age a century ago, we might well pay attention to certain individuals who led the way.  The historian Gary Gerstle remarked, “Yes, they tore up the scripts, didn’t they?” And what he meant is that certain Gilded Age individuals in the U.S. recognized the peril to the society and thought through new ways of social arrangement that would rectify some of the terrible problems besetting the country a century ago.  The story of any activist, new gilded age individuals working today, those stories are not yet told.  But we can look back at the stories that have been completed and recognize the innovation and the bold and the daring and the enormous perseverance that was necessary to turn this great, in a sense, ship of state around.  

So I have chosen one of several figures on whom I’m doing research and writing and I’ve chosen Julia Lathrop as the figure to talk about today.  Yes, she was the first female chief of a U.S. Federal Bureau.  She was well paid, the highest paid, federal civil service operating official officer in the government at the time, as of 1912.  But a less likely candidate for that outcome could not be imagined.  

So if I may, I would like to take us to Julia -- there she is.  She never photographed well.  And isn’t it the case that someone, even a century ago, when you see the clothing, you think, it might as well be the 11th century.  Doesn’t it strike one that -- is any woman in this room thinking, “I’d like to have that jacket.  I wish that skirt would come back, I think it would look terrific on me”?  And how about the hat?  No.  It looks exotic and strange.  So I ask that we simply acknowledge that Julia Lathrop liked good clothes.  And what she’s wearing is high-end quality, made for her, of course, by a dressmaker who, at the time, would have come to her, taken her measurements.  She herself would have chosen the fabric, the detailing, and the trim work and worked out the proportions with her dressmaker.  All custom, tailor made good for her -- no alterations.  

She was born, and we see this on the PowerPoint slide, in 1858, a couple of years before the Civil War began.  Her father had come west from the East to make his fortune in pioneering northern Illinois.  He had settled in Rockford.  Her mother, from the family of the Potters, had been in one of the pioneering Rockford families.  Julia was raised to be a lady.  That creature has nearly gone extinct in our culture.  What did it mean?  That she would be unfailingly gracious, good mannered -- well mannered, sorry, grammatical statement.  That she would make others feel at ease.  That she would uphold the highest traditions of morality and ethics.  She would represent true womanhood.  

It meant that she would have utter fidelity to her family and its lineage and that in Rockford, Ill., her town -- there it is in 1891 in the map.  In her town, she would be a paragon of the best behavior and she would know how to use every Victorian silver flatware implement from the fish knife to the pickle fork.  

So we can see that Rockford, third largest city in Illinois, after Chicago and Galena -- Galena had a lot of oar, and so became an important mining center.  The Rock River ran right through it.  And you see those little blurry ovals at the top?  Those were all major industries, sponsoring this map and boasting of their economist boosterism of the city of Rockford.  

Julia’s father was a congressman -- excuse me -- a congressman and attorney in town.  Her mother, again, a lady involved in charitable giving and good works all around.  Julia herself went to Vassar.  She wanted to go East to college, and her parents allowed that.  She graduated in the class of ’80.  But she had been -- a couple of times at least, she had been on the campus of the Rockford Female Seminary, one of the proudest public institutions, really private, but de facto public in the city of Rockford.  Its most famous graduate was Jane Addams, Miss Jane Addams.  

I’ve learned recently, in the last couple of years that if I ask a young person in their 20s and 30s, young to me, “Do you know the name Jane Addams?”  I find that the answer is usually no, or a puzzled, “I think maybe I’ve heard the name.”  There was a time in the earlier 20th century when Jane Addams was a household name.  She won the Nobel Peace Prize.  St. Jane, she was called, and she was the luminary among the graduates of the Rockford Female Seminary.  

I’m lingering with this image, because one evening in the year 1890, in the autumn, Jane Addams returned to Rockford from Chicago to give an evening lyceum lecture.  It’s probable that all the leading citizens of Rockford turned out.  Julia Lathrop certainly was attending, and she came with her father William, on his arm.  Doubtless, they crossed the paths.  They had come on their horse and carriage from Rockford Avenue where they lived in the Milwaukee cream-brick house that William Lathrop had built.  

By this time, Julia had been out of college for ten years.  What had she done?  She had taken her baccalaureate degree, come home like a proper unmarried maiden lady of Rockford, or of America for that matter.  Re-installed herself in her family home where she assisted with the care and upbringing and guidance of her four siblings -- one sister three brothers.  She worked in her father’s law office.  She was really good with numbers.  She made investments on the side with whatever family money, and they accrued.  She was shrewd financially.  She also was reading law and she passed the Illinois bar.  But she didn’t want to practice law, and she didn’t want to teach school, much as she loved children.  So day after day, she went with papa to the law firm and she worked as the paralegal and time passed, and time passed.  

And suddenly, in this November evening of 1890, she found herself chronologically older than Jane Addams, but really in a reverse position.  Who was going to be speaking tonight but Miss Addams.  And who was going to be sitting in the audience listening beside her papa?  Julia.  An odd reversal chronology and social role.  

That’s Jane Addams.  That’s how she always looked.  Find 25 pictures, and that’s the same look -- Slightly weary, even when young.  Hers was to be the kind of lyceum lecture that Americans attended for their self-education regularly throughout the Middle West, the East, and even the Far West.  But Miss Addams came to tell a story of a career in the making of an exciting new project that she had underway.  It was rumored that when she herself had graduated from the female seminary and went to medical school it didn’t work out and she had a bout of nervous exhaustion and was depressed.  But the Jane Addams who came to speak this November night was no longer depressed.  She was really on fire with a new project that she and a partner were devising in Chicago.  

They had been to London and seen Toynbee Hall, where Cambridge and Oxford University young gentlemen tried to make life more wholesome for the unfortunates in the lower class.  And Miss Addams and her partner, Ellen Gates Starrr, decided to begin a settlement house in Chicago to launch in the United States an initiative that they tied directly and explicitly to democracy.  So Miss Addams began in her nice clear voice, very good in the lower registers.   And because she had studied rhetoric, she could make her voice project without amplification to the back of every room.  Everyone was interested in what she had to say.  

And what she had to say was this -- that political democracy, since the founding fathers, had made certain strides.  Now, there were serious problems, voting was seriously restricted, only to certain, really, white men.  And there was a certain level of voter fraud.  But these were remedial. So political democracy was still on the table.  But social democracy had made no advances whatsoever.  And that’s what Miss Addams wanted to talk about, the settlement house movement that she was pioneering.  It was not to be a charity.  It was not to be a Christian mission.  But it was to work on behalf of more egalitarian social relations in the United States.  

Hull House, the residence that she and Miss Starrr had first leased and then bought, was to be the center of this social experiment in the advance of democracy in the United States.  Addams didn’t stint the problems.  She said, “Hull House was built by the Charles Hull family in the 1850s.  Since then, gentile families like the Hulls fled because swarms of immigrants were encroaching on what had been a charming, bucolic settlement.”  Now Hull House was surrounded, politically, by the 19 Ward, in fact, embedded in it.  What was it like?  “It defined all standards of sanitation,” said Miss Addams.  

It was choked with poor immigrants who had no idea of civic life.  The air was redolent, if that’s the word, of garbage.  Indeed, children foraged in the garbage boxes for toys --  rotten vegetables and fruit they might turn into play things.  Saloons pervaded the area with what Miss Addams euphemistically called “gilded vice.”  As for the streets, they were mostly not paved.  In dry weather, they were dusty.  In wet weather, the mud welled up.  Those that were paved were paved with wood.  And in wet weather the pavers, cedar blocks, floated about and some of the neighborhood residents took them for fuel.  

Why would Julia Lathrop be attracted to this place?  You can imagine in wet weather, we can see it looking desolate, looking so bleak. Here came Jane Addams’s pitch.  And it struck Julia Lathrop’s ear as if a telegram had been sent personally to her.  At this time, we’re talking about 1890 remember, educated women in America made up less than 3 percent of the population.  What were they expected to do after college, but come home and grace the fireside of their families.  Their brothers could go into the world, start their own houses, homes, businesses, but a woman could leave the family home only on the arm of her bridegroom.  She was under house arrest.  

Jane Addams pointed this out, and she pointed out the pathology that resulted.  What did these young women do with their college educations at the fireside?  Through the day, they absorbed themselves in consumerism, which Miss Addams called “accumulation.”  Or they got sick and became invalids.  Their loss, Addams insisted, was a shocking, intolerable loss to the state and to society and to themselves, because they were equipped to be citizens of the world -- citizens of the world.  They needed to join the world, to bring about a better status of social democracy. 

Jane Addams in Rockford that evening was on a recruiting mission.  And Julia Lathrop was her perfect target.  And it can’t have been easy for Miss Lathrop to tell papa and mama that she had made up her mind to redirect her life.  After all, she was over 30 years old now.  And she was determined to go to Chicago to live amidst the saloons of gilded vice.  To lift her hem on the muddy days and to muddy her shoes up to the ankle and beyond if need be.  Off she was going to go.  

She was temperamentally -- and her father had to worry terribly about this -- an extremely empathetic person.  Her father liked to tell the story of how in childhood, one night Julia tiptoed out of bed, crept down to the stable so she could spend the night with a sick horse so it wouldn’t be lonely.  Her father seemed not to have told the rest of the story about Julia and horses, which is that she was a masterful coach woman.  That she could drive the horse exactly where she wanted it to go.  And Jane Addams remarked many times on what a marvelous horsewoman, as a coach woman, Julia was.  So she was about to take the reins of her own life.  

This is the interior of Hull House.  This is a lady’s dwelling, the Charles Hull family.  Julia lived on the third floor.  The furnishings were modest, but everybody brought their tchotchkes, objets d’art.  Or as the Addams, Starr and Lathrop cohort called it, their “impedimentia,” which seems to have been the word for small decorative objects that would brighten a room.  This is the inside.  And in that very reception area, often times neighbors came in.  And who were these neighbors?  There they are, immigrant families, some of whom needed help.  They needed Miss Addams to translate something.  They needed Miss Addams to explain why the little grandson who stole a bottle of milk was taken off to the jail and jailed with hardened criminals for one bottle of milk when he was just trying to help his family.  

At the same time, Julia Lathrop went to the homes of these immigrant families and made acquaintance.  Jane Addams said these are neighbors, and we will pay calls.  And we will receive these neighbors.  And indeed they did.  Now we need to recognize a racial identity here.  These children, for the most part, look white.  As we would sort of say by our 21st century standard, you know, sort of white.  Be not fooled, unless you were English, or perhaps from the Scandinavian countries, you were not regarded as white.  There’s a book entitled “How the Irish Became White.” These were the other races -- Germans, Poles, Lebanese, Greeks.  There were Negroes in the area, too, all collectively nonwhite and therefore, of the lower classes.  It was these children that Hull House began to organize to assist.  To amplify schooling, to provide richness of art and culture and, indeed, to provide reading and make reading fun and a good time.  

Julia at first didn’t know what to do.  Julia Lathrop, “What shall I do?” she asked Jane Addams, “I’ve moved in.”  Addams said, “Look around, you’ll figure it out.”  And so, the first effort on Julia’s part was something that she called a Plato club.  After all, there were Greeks in the neighborhood.  And Miss Addams had put busts around of Plato and so on, maybe that would be good.  Who came?  Not a child, of course, older men who had spent their whole lives quarreling about philosophy came to the Plato club.  They stayed too long.  And when the young philosopher John Dewey agreed to come, he was confounded by these quarrels from older men and pretty much fled.  And Julia served her time with the club and then realized she had to do something else.  Well what would that be?  What would that be?  

Meanwhile, here were developed the children’s classes.  You see them here, a little boy on the upper left having a drawing lesson, children doing some crafts.  And then children on the bottom, lining up for their photographs, learning all kinds of things.  Volunteers were coming to Hull House to contribute their time -- some ladies from the Chicago Woman’s Club, or other civic organizations.  And they donated money.  They donated time.  Hull House began to attract visitors from elsewhere in the United States, indeed from all over the world. 

Now, this is almost a fast forward, you can see it.  There she is, Julia Lathrop, surrounded by these men.  It’s Julia Lathrop on the Chicago Board of Charities.  How did she get from the Plato club to the Chicago Board of Charities?  In part, by involving herself in the civic organizations in Chicago.  The woman’s club welcomed her.  Jane Addams had connections, introduced her around.  Remember, this is a lady.  She knows how to behave.  No doubt that suit is navy blue.  She liked navy blue for official occasions.  And here she is being her gracious, genial self, but firm.  As the gatekeepers at rock concerts say on their t-shirts, “Polite, but firm.”  

So here she is, appointed by Governor [John Peter] Altgeld.  Let me tell you how she got to that state and the table, surrounded by men on the charities board.  We go back here to 1893.  Recognize the Columbian Exposition, the World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago 1893.  George Washington Gale Ferris’ wheel, each of its cars as big as a Pullman car.  I ask that we look at the clothing of the woman and the man striding toward, maybe buying a ticket, 50 cents for the ride.  

Chances are very great that that clothing, wool, bombazine, was finished off -- if it was ready to wear it was finished in a tenement, apartment, or basement apartment of the very immigrant families we saw a few images ago.  Chances are that the factory did the cutting, the basic sewing.   And then after a 12 or 14 hour shift, one of the employees, perhaps a man, sometimes a woman, would hoist onto his or her back a backbreaking load of clothing that needed, perhaps buttons, button holes, trim work, hemming.  And that work would be done in the home, in the tenement, as it’s called, sweatshop, deep, deep into the nighttime hours.  

The problem in Chicago in the summer of 1893 is that one of the workers on the construction site of the fair had come with smallpox.  And the outbreak was beginning to take hold in the city.  How would it be stopped?  Who would do anything about it?  Mary Lou Reker and I agree that this is as much of smallpox as we need: one hand with three pustules.  

It was Julia Lathrop who, with her Hull House colleague, Florence Kelley, went personally into the tenements, up the rickety stairs, down into the basements.  They knew their 19 Ward neighborhood.  They knew such neighborhoods as the immigrants lived in.  They knew that a bundle wrapped up in a corner might be an afflicted child being hidden from their inspector’s gazes, less that infant or young child be removed from the family.  They knew as well that the business leaders of Chicago, who wished only to fumigate the clothing and not burn it, would not destroy the microorganisms.  

What was under threat was not just a major outbreak of smallpox in Chicago, but because that clothing, when finished, was shipped all over the United States a national outbreak was threatened.  Julia Lathrop put her life at risk going up and down those tenement stairs and then, if she saw cases of smallpox, reporting to the police that these family members had to be taken to the west side of the city where a contagious hospital had hastily been erected.  Lathrop, Julia Lathrop, along with Florence Kelley, insisted to the mayor of Chicago and to Governor Altgeld that it was imperative to override the business leaders on this issue and burn the contaminated clothing.  It was quite a fight, but they won.  

That’s how Julia Lathrop got her name for herself and on the charities board where she then went upstate, downstate, to every poor house and almshouse, every publicly funded institution for dependent individuals.  Paupers, mentally unstable, sick, all thrown in together.  What she saw was a terrible waste of public money, a system of political cronyism that victimized the residents of these institutions, and really victimized the public.  It was out of site, out of mind for the public, until Julia Lathrop and like-minded individuals began steadily to try to expose the conditions of life that needed to be changed in America and in particular, in those tenements. When she saw who did or did not have smallpox, she also saw the children kept awake night long, pulling basting threads if they were under four years old, sewing button holes and trim work if they were a little older, their little fingers with the needles.  And she saw that she had to do something about child labor.  

And so a series of slides here -- obviously, Lathrop was not alone.  Two photographers stepped in and showed the U.S. middle class what was going on behind the scenes.  One, of course, was Jacob Reese, in his 1890 best seller, “How the Other Half Lives.”  The other is Louis W. Hine, who began to document child labor.  And I’m going to go fairly quickly through some of these images.  These two are composites.  He posed several child workers, one after another, for multiple exposures, as if to suggest that they had become a standardized work tool themselves in American culture.  

This is a glass factory, and those little boys are called blower dogs.  This might be 2:00 or 3:00 a.m.  Those boys have their heads quite close to the glass furnaces.  And their job is to quickly clear and clean the mold.  And then to, just as quickly, run back to the glass blowers in extreme heat and then in the cold of winter, too.  They spent most of their 10-hour shifts running over beds of broken glass.  Here again, blower dog boys in the gas plant.  I believe this is at Alton, Ill., but there were plants as well in New Jersey.  

These are breaker boys, whose job was to sort coal.  And the reason we see the darkness around their noses and mouths is that their faces were very near the coal dust.  And of course they were breathing that in all the time.  You can only imagine what their life expectancy was.  A girl in the textile mill, and of course, breathing in the cotton fibers which would lead to silicosis if she did not suffer amputation of fingers in the machinery, again for shifts of 10, 12 hours, or how many hours her employer insisted she stand there.  This little girl, who might be what Lathrop’s colleague Florence Kelley called, “one of the little mothers.”  Charged with the care of her younger brothers and sisters, kept out of school while she tended the family’s children.  

And here the darling “Milwaukee Sentinel” newsboy, looking so cherubic.  In fact, the newsboys were particular social pets of the middle class public, who funded fresh air camps for them.  It was Lathrop, Julia Lathrop, who understood that they would grow to be men.  That, since they had not been in school, they would be illiterate.  They would not have any knowledge of arithmetic.  They would be, in short, unfit for the labor force except, perhaps, as day laborers in their adult lives.  

Now let me make a point, please.  The series of slides we have just seen, we feel are deplorable -- that children should be toiling, laboring in this way.  If we were, as a group of middle-class people, a century ago, in this room, chances are we would not be deploring these scenes.  Here’s what we would think.  Not that we would send our own relatives or our own children into such work places, but we would more or less agree that these children of immigrants would learn good character and discipline by their work habits that they acquired as children.  And if they had one or two parents disabled, or even killed in industrial accidents, we would feel touched that they were earning some of the keep of their families.  Helping to support their widowed mothers, perhaps, if their fathers had been killed in an industrial accident.  

In order for Julia Lathrop to change our minds about that situation, she had a tremendous campaign ahead of her, a huge campaign.  We would, a century ago, happily have contributed, perhaps [inaudible], to a summer camp for the newsboys.  We would, as in a Sinclair Lewis novel, perhaps have a sentimental painting of a newsboy in our parlors.  But it was seeing the future of the U.S. that Lathrop realized these children would present a stunted, illiterate, ignorant mass for the future, and that the United States could not possibly advance under these terms.  

So, it’s now 1912.  It’s a June day, just as hot, sultry, as awful as today.  It took 12 years for Julia Lathrop and her like-minded colleagues, friends and associates to get a Children’s Bureau established at the federal level.  Theodore Roosevelt liked the idea, “Bully,” he said.  “Let’s talk about it.”  But it took a dozen years and it took 11 bills in the Congress, eight in the House of Representatives, and three in the Senate before William Howard Taft signed the bill, made it an act, establishing the U.S. Children’s Bureau.  

Here came Julia Lathrop to Union Station, Daniel Burnham’s great Bosar Roman Empire, or Republic if you like, construction.  And no one met her.  She was not a force yet in political life in this town.  But she knew the knives were already out in Congress.  The vote had been split.  The Southern congressmen and senators had unilaterally opposed this children’s bureau because they were beholden to the textile interests and were fearful that the child laborers would go away and decrease their profits.  

This was also the first federal intervention in private or family life and many regarded it at the first step towards some kind of Orwellian control of personal life and they were ready, watching like hawks.  Ready to shut down this bureau.  The pediatricians didn’t like it either.  They feared that this children’s bureau would encroach on their professional turf.  And they were ready to rise up as an organized body and lobby against it.  Julia Lathrop compounded the problem, for herself really, by refusing to appoint anyone on the basis of patronage.  She had seen the spoil system at work and knew that it wasted again.  It wasted public money and it wasted the lives of those who were dependent upon the good offices of this job.  

So she wanted only civil service people.  She wanted statisticians and she had a shoestring budget that barely could float the bureau.  A million dollars annually was awarded to the Department of Agriculture for the care of cows and pigs.  A million a year, steady, no threats to that.  But the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau started on a budget of $26,600.  That was it.  Julia Lathrop was ambitious, but she knew she had to be tactful, subtle, and a velvet glove infighter; in short, the lady who seemed to be above politics.  The mandate of the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau was, “To promote the welfare of children and child life among all classes of people.”  

Julia Lathrop thought, we’ll start at the beginning; we’ll start with the babies.  We’ll ask a question that has no political ramifications or resonance.  We’ll ask the question, “Why do babies die?”  Here are the babies.  The ones on the left -- the one on the left, looking well cared for.  This is actually a worker’s family.  They’re all dressed up for their picture.  And then on the right, we see these two little shack slum babies.  Why do babies die?  Across classes, the question would be asked.  Some parents didn’t even know that adulterated milk could cause death.  

Julia Lathrop wanted immediately to put out two pamphlets.  One would be called “Prenatal Care,” the other would be called “Infant Care.”  Public education had to proceed at once.  Articles had to be written in mass-market magazines and newspapers on behalf of the abhorrence of child labor.  Child labor had to be seen, not as a way to instate and inculcate discipline and good order and character, but as an evil, a great wrong.  You see that center image, the hoe man in the making.  Hobo comes from the phrase “hoe boy,” a day laborer, a boy with a hoe.  How to create a day laborer?  Keep a child ignorant, illiterate, and you’ve got a day laborer for life.  

Making human junk.  You start with bright, good material. And this is the industrial age, so the notion that the creation of a child might be part of an industrial process could be tied in here.  You start with good material and you ruin these children and you turn them into junk children, a risk for the future.  Here again, a wonderful drawing.  Abraham Lincoln, freeing the slaves, but we see the little boy chained, a child laborer, and the factory behind him, “How about me?”  This kind of drumbeat, of articles, of images, constantly before the public, would have a very slow and steady -- sort of be a lever over many years.  

Julia hoped that by seeming nonpolitical, Congress would soften its hostility and come to support the bureau.  The two pamphlets on prenatal and infant care were huge successes.  And when senators and congressmen’s constituents wrote to them asking for copies, and saying how helpful they were, the Congress warmed to the bureau.  And within several years there were 75 employees doing all kinds of good things.  One was a children’s year, to promote child welfare all over the United States, with children’s fairs, with different kinds of events.  At the same time, a kind of -- this is a kind of visiting nurse program.  

Finally, the internal combustion engine was dependable enough to put a kind of station wagon, SUV of its time, on the road and have some health care and dispensing medicines.  And of course it could travel.  Here again, open air class in New York City, the idea that fresh air was good, not that awful factory air.  Get them out on the water.  Get the fresh air.  See the Brooklyn Bridge in the sort of upper right hand corner?  And there they were.  It looks a little preposterous, but it was a demonstration of the need for good clean fresh air for health, for lungs, and of course to ward off tuberculosis so that finally late on -- this is 1923.  You can see this graph could not possibly have been put together -- it would have been political suicide for Julia Lathrop, in the first years of her stewardship as chief of the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau.  

It correlated infant mortality with family income and proved that those who had higher incomes had children with a much higher rate of survivability.  And all that went along with that income, including education, a baby thermometer, so visual, in an era of increasing visuality.  

So here she is, Julia Lathrop.  She was beloved.  I want to read two sentences that she said.  She didn’t like to write, by the way, and wrote very little, but she did write this, “The noblest human passion of pity must never be founded upon anything but truth.”  Second, “Democracy is despised in the person of every child who is left to grow up ignorant, weak, unskilled, no matter what the race or color.”  

This is my closing slide.  On the left, from the National Child Labor Committee that worked very closely with the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau, again, the effort, that constant promotion to abolish child labor.  Finally, in the year, I believe it was 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act was enacted that prohibited child labor under the age of 14 and stipulated what conditions children from 14 to 18 could, under what conditions they could work, in what specific work sites.  That act has been amended many times over the years, but it is still in force.  We don’t, of course, know who the Julia Lathrop of this moment would be.  

But I want to say this, just as we find her hat rather preposterous, if we look at her in that first image about an hour ago, so it is likely that a hundred years from now, an audience, perhaps looking at the Julia Lathrop of the early 21st century will be amused and perplexed by the look of a person in flip flops.  And will be, perhaps, taken by the fact that the nation’s state will no longer be the providence of those opposing child labor.  Who will look instead at the Julia Lathrops of today, of this moment, whose stories are not yet disclosed to us.  These Julias are looking at the whole world to try to counter the very figures that we see in the right -- up on the right.  And in which, in these few days, we read of children enslaved in the brick kilns of China, and we know about the children in India and Bangladesh and elsewhere in the world and some even in our own country.  It will become a global Julia Lathrop a century from now.  I thank you for your time today.

[applause]

I’ll try to answer some questions.  I know some people probably have to head off.  If you need to go, grab a snack at the back, you know?  I mean, do that.  Yes, please.  

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible] --

Cecelia Tichi:

Do I know which congressional committees --

Female Speaker:

-- discussed the creation of the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau?

Cecelia Tichi:

The creation of the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau?  I’m going to refer you to a book.  This was something I knew six months ago, you know, I could have rattled it off.  There is a wonderful book on the history of the Children’s Bureau.  You know, it had its ups and downs, as you can imagine.  And after Julia Lathrop retired from the Bureau and Grace Abbott became its chief, it prospered until the Hoover Administration, which shut it down.  It was revived under Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  The historian whose book you want to read is Kristie Lindenmeyer, L-I-N-D-E-N-M-E-Y-E-R.  And her book, it’s very lengthy -- it’s a wonderful book.  It is the history of the Bureau and everything you want to know is there.  Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:

I think you mentioned that Julia Lathrop was rather nonpolitical, or at least she showed her children’s bureau as being nonpolitical.  And of course, Jane Addams and Grace Abbott were very political and very often involved in political campaigns.  Was there a real difference between their tactics, Lathrop’s and her colleagues?

Cecelia Tichi:

The question is, I think you could hear it, were Lathrop’s tactics different from those of other Hull House people, including Jane Addams, who were much more overtly political?  Yes.  Lathrop, again, presented herself as nonpolitical.  And would feign being taken aback if charged with politicization of an issue.  She was known for her good humor and she was known for her tact, but she was also known for never backing away from a hard situation.  When she visited, for instance, the institutions for the poor, or the insane, and she saw deplorable conditions, she made sure that the superintendent, with whom she empathized entirely, knew that the responsibility for conditions rested on his shoulders.  

Now she did something else as well, and if you know something about her, you know this.  Initially, all her empathy, all her pity would just well up in her heart.  As the years went on, and remember, she was good with numbers.  Right?  Shrewd.  She could look at a balance sheet and see where theft or slovenliness waste lay in the columns of figures.  She became convinced that sentiment was a wasted emotion and that social science professionalism based on social research and hard data had to govern pity, sentimentality -- a word she deplored, and indeed, empathy.  She broke from Jane Addams in this regard.  

Addams is well known as the intuitive heart of the settlement house movement.  Lathrop was a key figure in moving away from sentiment and female intuition, in some sense that women were higher quality beings because of intuition.  Lathrop increasingly wanted the facts of the matter.  It was no coincidence that when she came down to Union Station that June day, and she came on her own money because the federal funds had not yet been released and she wanted, by God, to get started.  So she was going to be sworn in.  And then she was going to go to the statistician at the [U.S.] Census Bureau and talk about whom she could hire to generate the hard numbers that the [children’s] bureau would need for its survival and to crunch numbers right with the congress.  So she was politically savvy, but never would say so.  We have one more question.  Yes?

Female Speaker:

When Lathrop began the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau in 1912 --  that coincides with the segregation of government workers there.  And I was wondering if Lathrop had any response to that or how she felt about it?

Cecelia Tichi:

You know, maybe -- I’ll tell you this.  I’d like to think so.  Here’s what I don’t know.  I would go to Lindenmeyer’s book and look that up.  The question is, was, did Lathrop have a position on racial segregation, which she saw right there in 1912 at, in D.C.?  She had noticed in her travels to the almshouses and poor houses that there were almost no Negroes, no black people.  Why was that?  And she realized that the freed peoples were not willing to commit their family members to these institutions because it would be like re-enslaving them, those institutions were so awful.  

I have no record that she took a hand in that issue. But I would say this -- at the National Archives, and I’ve been there and I’ve looked at the [U.S.] Children’s Bureau of records, they’re very peculiarly cataloged.  There’s one librarian there who understands the catalogue system.  When he retires, we’re all in trouble, right?  This is to say that in this bulk of material, there could well be folders with her response to this issue.  I was not there long enough to burrow deeply enough into those.  But she, along with the Hull House women, deplored the segregation and regarded -- remember who’s white and who’s not white -- and regarded, you know, Irish, Germans -- they’re not white.  Negroes, they’re not white.  There’s -- all disadvantaged peoples trying to make their way.  So I would hope, I hope that folder is there.  

Carolyn Brown:

Well, please give your thanks to Cecelia for a wonderful, wonderful lecture, slideshow,and dazzling presentation.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


