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FROM POLICE POWER TO POLICED SCHOOLS: RACIAL IDEOLOGIES, URBAN SCHOOLING, AND 
THE CARCERAL LANDSCAPE OF CHICAGO, 1888 – 1920 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

In contemporary discourse about the relationship between schools and the criminal legal 

system (generally referred to as the school-to-prison pipeline), a bright line is often drawn between the 

nurturing, supportive school and the penal institutions of the carceral state. In this study, I complicate 

this framing by analyzing key historical processes that developed urban schools as sites of carceral 

power that rely on confinement, surveillance, and policing as strategies to manage “problem children” 

and maintain racial difference. Through analysis of three historical conjunctures during Progressive Era 

Chicago, I show that urban schooling was shaped by an iterative interplay of racial ideologies and 

carceral logics that unfolded against the broader political economy of social control and social welfare.  

First, I study the compulsory school movement between 1888 and 1903, and I show how 

revisions to the Illinois School Law in the late 19th century linked public education with the carceral 

state through the criminalization of truancy and the segregation of truant, incorrigible, and/or 

dependent children in residential parental schools. Second, I analyze how ideas about danger, interracial 

schools, and the value of whiteness were shaped in the public sphere through a series of school strikes 

between 1902 and 1908. I find that these public ideas coalesced into a racial ideology that positioned 

Black students as dangerous and problematic, while simultaneously strengthening a property interest in 

maintaining the value of White schools among White families. Finally, I interrogate how the politics of 

vice reform shaped schools in Chicago’s growing Black Belt between 1910 and 1920. I find that as the 

city council passed new vice regulations and laws aimed at eradicating vice, the moral geographies 



 iv 

created by vice regulation upheld and legitimized racial differentiation and led to the confinement of 

Black children in devalued and overpoliced schools.  

As a whole, this project focuses attention on the broader purpose and function of carceral 

power in schools: carceral power obscures the structural permanence of a group of “others” in 

schools by legitimizing and reconciling the permanence of inferiority with liberalism’s guarantees of 

individual freedom, liberty, and meritocracy. I show how the perceived threat of danger – from 

poor, immigrant children, from interracial schools, and from Black neighborhoods – was used to 

make racial inferiority legible in urban schools, and how carceral logics and techniques were used to 

manage allegedly dangerous, inferior children through schools. This work highlights that 

disentangling carceral power from urban schools requires tackling the root causes of carceral power 

in schools: the need to justify, normalize, and reproduce racial differentiation in service of the 

racialized political economy.  
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INTRODUCTION  

In 1961, Lee Arthur Hester, a 14-year-old Black boy, was convicted in criminal court of 

murdering his White 5th grade teacher, Josephine Keane. Hester’s trial was a “cauldron of racial 

tension,” representing decades of racial tensions and injustice against Chicago’s Black community.1 

School Board officials quickly responded to Hester’s conviction by implementing student searches in 

Chicago’s schools, while the superintendent announced he would implement the district’s first 

centralized discipline code. In a foreshadowing of the “tough on crime” policies that would shape 

school discipline in the coming decades, the Chicago Tribune ran a headline declaring 

Superintendent Willis was to enact the city’s first disciplinary code as a “murder sequel.”2 The 

aftermath of Hester’s case established Chicago’s Black schools as institutions that valued crime 

control over social welfare, with Chicago Public Schools formalizing the relationship between CPS 

and the Chicago Police throughout the 1960s.  

How did it come to be that in Chicago, the birthplace of the Juvenile Court, the criminal 

conviction of a child was so swiftly and punitively responded to through school policy? In 

contemporary contexts, the relationship between schools and police has been studied and criticized 

by scholars and advocates working to dismantle what is commonly known as the “school-to-prison 

pipeline” (STPP), or the practices and policies that disproportionately funnel Black students from 

schools towards engagement with the criminal justice system. However, Hester’s case demonstrates 

that the relationship between schools and the criminal justice system are more complex than the 

pipeline metaphor suggests. The dichotomous positioning of schools and prisons evoked by the 

image of a “pipeline” obscures the historical entanglement of the carceral state and the welfare state 

 
1 Adolph J. Slaughter, “Why Hester 'Blew Up': Courtroom Filled with Racial Tension, Strain,” The Chicago Defender 
(National Edition) (1921-1967), October 7, 1961. 

2 “Public School Disciplinary Code Awaited: Willis Drafting It as Murder Sequel,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1923-1963), 
April 30, 1961, sec. 9. 
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in the United States. Indeed, as historians of both the welfare and carceral state are beginning to 

show, the social welfare arm of the state has always been deeply entangled with its penal impulses.3  

This dissertation analyzes how racial ideologies and carceral power mutually constituted the 

development of urban schooling in the Progressive Era, ultimately linking Chicago’s schools with 

the broader carceral landscape. “Carceral landscapes” refers to the web of state-sanctioned or state-

supported institutions, policies, and actors that rely on confinement, surveillance, and policing as 

strategies of both crime control and managing the poor.4 Spanning far beyond the formal criminal 

justice system, the carceral landscape reflects a state strategy of using punitive policies to address 

social problems that the state is unwilling or unable to resolve through more supportive means. By 

positioning urban schooling as part of the broader carceral landscape, this project adds to our 

understanding of how schooling has been shaped from the outset by both welfare and carceral 

logics, and how the political economy and racial ideologies have embedded carceral power within 

urban schools. 

The main research questions guiding my dissertation are: What are the origins of carceral 

power in urban schools? How has this power been shaped by law, political economy, and racial 

ideologies? To answer these questions, I look to Chicago during the Progressive Era, between 1888 

and 1920. Chicago provides an apt site of inquiry for several reasons. As the birthplace of the 

Juvenile Court, Chicago was home to a robust network of Black and White clubwomen who 

 
3 Kelly Lytle Hernández, City of Inmates: Conquest, Rebellion, and the Rise of Human Caging in Los Angeles, 1771-1965, (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017); Anne E. Parsons, From Asylum to Prison: Deinstitutionalization and the Rise of 
Mass Incarceration after 1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018); Julilly Kohler-Hausmann, “Guns and 
Butter: The Welfare State, the Carceral State, and the Politics of Exclusion in the Postwar United States,” The Journal of 
American History 102, no. 1 (2015): 87–99. 

4 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, American Crossroads 
21 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Brett Story, Prison Land: Mapping Carceral Power across Neoliberal America 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019); Risa Lauren Goluboff, Vagrant Nation: Police Power, Constitutional 
Change, and the Making of the 1960s (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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influenced child welfare and education policy. The Great Migration dramatically and rapidly 

influenced the demographics of Chicago in ways that shaped the racial politics of schools, child 

welfare, and the juvenile justice system. Additionally, the Juvenile Court established in Chicago 

influenced a national network of juvenile courts, and its public schools were held in high esteem in 

the early decades of the 1900s.5 Although Chicago was distinct in many ways, its national 

significance in both juvenile justice and public education, along with the intensity of racial tensions 

in the city, make it an apt site for understanding the relationship between racial politics, schooling, 

social welfare, and the carceral state. 

 

I. Literature Review and Historiographic Context 

 

By the late 20th century, scholars and activists became alarmed by the STPP, or the process 

through which punitive discipline policies disproportionately funnel Black students from schools 

and towards the criminal justice system. Writing alongside studies of mass incarceration, studies of 

the STPP demonstrate the devastating consequences penal approaches to school discipline have on 

urban Black school children. While the precise definition of the STPP varies among scholars, it 

often describes a social phenomenon whereby the moral panic and fear that undergirded the War on 

Crime came to a head in the 1990s with the Gun-Free Safe Schools Act.6 This Act ideologically and 

financially underwrote strict, zero-tolerance discipline policies as well as the installation of police and 

 
5 David S. Tanenhaus, Juvenile Justice in the Making (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); John L. Rury, “Race, 
Space, and the Politics of Chicago’s Public Schools: Benjamin Willis and the Tragedy of Urban Education,” History of 
Education Quarterly 39, no. 2 (1999): 117–42. 

6 R. Burns and C. Crawford, “School Shootings, the Media, and Public Fear: Ingredients for a Moral Panic,” Crime, Law, 
and Social Change 32, no. 2 (1999): 147–68; Ken McGrew, “The Dangers of Pipeline Thinking: How the School-To-
Prison Pipeline Metaphor Squeezes Out Complexity: The Dangers of Pipeline Thinking,” Educational Theory 66, no. 3 
(2016): 341–67. 
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technologies of surveillance in schools in the name of safety and order in schools. Because the 

American imagination links fear of crime to the image of the dangerous, Black, youth criminal, these 

strict disciplinary policies have disproportionately targeted Black students and Black, urban schools, 

leading to high rates of suspension, expulsion, and push-out amongst Black youth.7 These 

exclusionary practices, combined with the presence of police in schools, funnel Black youth from 

schools to jails via disciplinary practices.  

Some scholars have begun to urge for a more expansive understanding of the relationship 

between schools and prisons. For example, Erica Meiners develops the framework of “school-to-

prison nexus” to explain how schools and prisons operate in separate, but overlapping spheres in 

society.8 Moreover, Kathleen Nolan demonstrates how the use of carceral technologies in schools, 

such as school police, affects school culture and negatively shapes the day-to-day experiences of 

students who do not directly experience punitive discipline.9 Damien Sojoyner demonstrates that 

both schools and prisons serve as repressive state institutions that suppress Black resistance to 

subjugation and efforts for self-determination, and he offers “educational enclosures” as a better 

construct for understanding the multiple ways in which Black youth are criminalized through the 

interrelated phenomena of racialized policing, community divestment, mass incarceration, and 

schooling.10 Benjamin Justice has also called for new frameworks for understanding the relationship 

 
7 Russell J. Skiba, Mariella I. Arredondo, and Natasha T. Williams, “More Than a Metaphor: The Contribution of 
Exclusionary Discipline to a School-to-Prison Pipeline,” Equity & Excellence in Education 47, no. 4 (2014): 546–64; Pedro 
A. Noguera, “The Trouble with Black Boys: The Role and Influence of Environmental and Cultural Factors on the 
Academic Performance of African American Males,” Urban Education 38, no. 4 (2003): 431–59; Ann Arnett Ferguson, 
Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black Masculinity, Law, Meaning, and Violence (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2000). 

8 Erica R. Meiners, Right to Be Hostile: Schools, Prisons, and the Making of Public Enemies (New York: Routledge, 2007). 

9 Kathleen Nolan, Police in the Hallways: Discipline in an Urban High School (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2011). 

10 Damien Sojoyner, First Strike: Educational Enclosures in Black Los Angeles (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2016). Sojoyner’s critique aligns with historians who have demonstrated the use of punitive measures by the state in 
response to Black resistance and empowerment. For example, Elizabeth Hinton shows how get tough on crime policies 
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between schools and the criminal legal system, suggesting that scholars consider the curricular 

function of both punitive discipline and mass incarceration, as well as the need to critique the social 

contract that enables schools to perpetuate punitive social control against Black students.11  

Intersectional work considering the experiences of Black girls with school discipline 

uncovers additional ways in which gender and race shape punitive disciplinary practices. For 

example, in Pushout, Monique Morris argues that the pathways towards criminalization are different 

for Black girls compared to Black boys. Like Black boys, Black girls are “adultified” and perceived to 

be older than they are, but, as Morris shows, they also tend to be punished for manifesting behaviors 

that reflect underlying trauma or struggle.12  Connie Wun finds that, despite constant surveillance, 

schools ignore the underlying trauma and exploitation that fuels the behaviors school actors classify 

as disobedience.13 In this sense, discipline policies use broad strokes to respond to behaviors as well 

as underlying social conditions; discipline is not only policing Black resistance, as argued by 

Sojoyner, but also serves to criminalize Black girls’ vulnerability. 

Although much of the STPP scholarship focuses on contemporary processes that link 

schools with the criminal legal system, there are important historical processes that have shaped this 

contemporary relationship. For example, some historical scholarship has surfaced ways in which 

 
were a response to urban uprisings in From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in 
America. Harvard University Press, 2017. In her study of race and the development of the welfare state, Jill Quadagno 
discusses the political conflict and ultimate revocation of community action programs, which gave Black communities 
political power and community control, during the War on Poverty, The Color of Welfare: How Racism Undermined the War on 
Poverty. Oxford University Press, 1994. 
 
11 Benjamin Justice, “Schools, Prisons, and Pipelines: Fixing the Toxic Relationship between Public Education and 
Criminal Justice,” Choice 55, no. 10 (2018): 1169–76. 

12 In her study of the adultification of Black girls in schools, Monique Morris extends Anne Ferguson’s pioneering work 
on how the adultification of Black boys in schools leads to more severe disciplinary outcomes. Monique W. Morris, 
Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools (New York: The New Press, 2016). 

13 Connie Wun, “Against Captivity: Black Girls and School Discipline Policies in the Afterlife of Slavery,” Educational 
Policy (Los Altos, Calif.) 30, no. 1 (2016): 171–96. 
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school discipline was used as a way of reinforcing the “otherness” of Black children in integrated 

Northern schools in the early 1900s. As Davison Douglas shows, in some Northern schools White 

students were punished by being forced to sit next to Black students, while in other cases the class 

environment was engineered by cutting desks to prevent the possibility of Black and White students 

sitting next to each other.14 Furthermore, the criminalization of Black education through anti-literacy 

laws provides a concrete example of how the law has been used to explicitly criminalize Black 

students.15 These examples suggest that anti-black school disciplinary practices did not emerge as 

tactics of penal control, but instead reflected tactics of maintaining a racial hierarchy that denied the 

humanity of Black children.16 

Moreover, a few scholars have begun to explicitly historicize the STPP. For example, Judith 

Kafka extends the chronology of zero tolerance policies to the mid 20th century, demonstrating that 

centralized, punitive discipline became prevalent in LAUSD in the 1950s, long before the War on 

Drugs and its subsequent policies.17 Kafka unearths the complex grassroots struggle that 

characterized the emergence of centralized discipline in LA, and reveals unexpected alliances 

between parents and teachers, both pushing for centralization of discipline for different reasons. Her 

work suggests more insights remain to be discovered in the history of school discipline.18 Focusing 

 
14 Davison M. Douglas, Jim Crow Moves North: The Battle over Northern School Desegregation, 1865-1954 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005). 

15 Jarvis R. Givens and Ashley Ison, “Toward New Beginnings: A Review of Native, White, and Black American 
Education Through the 19th Century,” Review of Educational Research, 2022, 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543221105544. 

16 Although beyond the scope of this paper, historians have demonstrated the multiple purposes of school discipline 
throughout history, including efficiency, moral development, and social control. Historians have also demonstrated the 
humiliating nature of school discipline, including the widespread use of shaming. On the multiple uses of discipline in 
the common schools see Kaestle, C. (1978) “Social Change, Discipline, and the Common School in Early Nineteenth 
Century America.” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 9(1): 1 - 17; on the use of shaming, see Stears, P. and Stearns C. 
(2017). “American Schools and the Uses of Shame: An Ambiguous History.” History of Education, 46(1): 58 - 75. 

17 Judith Kafka, The History of “Zero Tolerance” in American Public Schooling (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 

18 Other recent scholarship, such as Kathryn Shumaker’s Troublemakers: Students’ Rights and Racial Justice in the Long 1960s, 
has begun to investigate the role school discipline played in the students' rights movements in the 1960s and 70s, 
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on a similar time period, John Hale highlights how school discipline criminalized Black youth in the 

post-war era, with a particular focus on how punitive discipline was a response to the perceived 

threat of Black radicalism.19 Carla Shedd’s Unequal City also provides some insight into the historical 

context behind the use of punitive discipline and penal technologies in schools located in Chicago’s 

poor, Black areas.20 Furthermore, a recent special section of the Journal of Urban History begins to 

build out the historical relationship between schooling and the carceral state and urges a new 

framework for understanding this relationship that moves beyond the “pipeline” metaphor.21 The 

essays in the special section establish the 1960s and 70s as a pivotal period when the punitive power 

of schools metastasized, but also highlight the need for more localized studies to more deeply 

analyze the how the early merging of schools’ punitive and protective power provided the pre-

conditions that enabled this explosive growth in the 1960s.22 This growing body of historical 

scholarship on the STPP highlights the need for more systematic analysis of the historical origins of 

the relationship between schools, race, and the carceral state.23  

 
suggesting that advocacy over school discipline policies and practices should be considered part of a broader political 
struggle for Black freedom in the U.S. 

19 Jon N. Hale, “Future Foot Soldiers or Budding Criminals?: The Dynamics of High School Student Activism in the 
Southern Black Freedom Struggle,” The Journal of Southern History 84, no. 3 (2018): 615–52, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/soh.2018.0165. 

20 Carla Shedd, Unequal City Race, Schools, and Perceptions of Injustice (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, Project MUSE, 
2015). 

21 Walter C. Stern, “Where Protection Meets Punishment: Public Education and the Carceral State in Urban America,” 
Journal of Urban History (January 12, 2023): 1 - 11, https://doi.org/10.1177/00961442221142052. This special section 
heeds Benjamin Justice's call to consider new ways of conceptualizing the relationship between schools and the criminal 
justice system, Benjamin Justice, “Schools, Prisons, and Pipelines: Fixing the Toxic Relationship between Public 
Education and Criminal Justice,” Choice 55, no. 10 (2018): 1169–76. 

22 Even as the introduction to the special issues calls for more studies on the pre-1960s era, only one essay analyzes the 
period before 1950. In her contribution, Judith Kafka studies the development of the Brooklyn Truant Home during the 
Progressive Era and the role of truancy in developing punitive power through schools. Similar to my findings in the first 
chapter, she highlights how truant schools laid a framework for sorting students through different types of schools. 
Judith Kafka, “Growing Up Together: Brooklyn’s Truant School and the Carceral and Educational State, 1857-1924,” 
Journal of Urban History (January 12, 2023), https://doi.org/10.1177/00961442221142053. 

23 In addition to the works cited, at least two works-in-progress have also begun to study the origins of the relationship 
between schools and prisons. One, a book by Walter Stern, locates the origins of punitive discipline practices in the 
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 Additionally, historians of the carceral state have demonstrated how the state’s punitive 

power reaches far beyond the formal criminal legal system. The term “carceral state” generally refers 

to the state’s capacity to police, surveille, and confine its citizens, and is intended to emphasize that 

the carceral state extends beyond penal institutions and the criminal legal system: the carceral 

landscape reflects a web of power relationships that enables the use of punitive approaches to 

monitor, regulate, and reify hierarchical social relationships in service of the racialized political 

economy.24 However, although histories of the carceral state have examined how the state has used 

carceral power outside the criminal legal system to regulate and manage the poor, the mentally ill, 

and the “abnormal” more generally, schools have not been central to this analysis.25 Additionally, the 

expansive literature studying the racialized development of the carceral state vis-à-vis Black 

Americans has not yet centered urban schools, even as it studies the criminalization of Black 

children in urban areas.26 When historians of the carceral state have studied education, schools are 

 
response to racial conflicts during desegregation in the South. A second, a dissertation by Louis Mercer, studies the 
relationship between Chicago Public Schools and the Chicago Police Department from 1960 through the 1980s.  
 
24 Gilmore, Golden Gulag; Story, Prison Land; Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003); 
Hernández, City of Inmates. 

25 For examples of this work, see Elizabeth K. Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass 
Incarceration in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016); Kohler-Hausmann, “Guns and Butter”; 
Goluboff, Vagrant Nation; Parsons, From Asylum to Prison; Jonathan Simon, “Racing Abnormality, Normalizing Race: The 
Origins of America’s Peculiar Carceral State and Its Prospects for Democratic Transformation Today,” Northwestern 
University Law Review, 2017; an example of carceral work centering education is Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The 
Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977). 

26 Local histories of the carceral state have highlighted how racialized local policing and racial ideologies have emerged 
from welfare services and disproportionately criminalized Black youth. Tera Eva Agyepong, The Criminalization of Black 
Children: Race, Gender, and Delinquency in Chicago’s Juvenile Justice System, 1899–1945 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2018); Carl Suddler, Presumed Criminal: Black Youth and the Justice System in Postwar New York (New York: 
University Press, 2019). Although not focused exclusively on Black children, Simon Balto's work on the origins of 
racialized police power in Chicago offers important insights into how police power was used to control and criminalize 
Black youth. Simon Balto, Occupied Territory: Policing Black Chicago from Red Summer to Black Power (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2019). In his sweeping study, Khalil Muhammad centers Black criminality to the 
making of urban America. Although he doesn't focus on youth exclusively, his work offers glimpses into the use of 
urban schooling as an institution that could control Black criminality. Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of 
Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
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generally positioned on the periphery of the carceral state, victims of federal policies that heavily 

invested in policing and punishment of Black communities starting in the post-1960s era.27  

This project joins the history of education with the history of the carceral state to center how 

urban education served as a critical site for the interarticulation between racial hierarchies and 

carceral power.28 In doing so, I add to scholarship that has studied the historical relationship 

between the carceral state and the welfare state by using public education as a lens into the 

intertwined and interdependent nature of the welfare and carceral arms of the state.29 By joining 

together the history of urban education with the history of the carceral state, I historicize the origins 

of the STPP by analyzing the historical processes from 1888 to 1920 that have led to the 

 
27 Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime; Elizabeth K. Hinton, America on Fire: The Untold History of Police 
Violence and Black Rebellion since the 1960s (New York, NY: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2021); Max Felker-Kantor, 
Policing Los Angeles Race, Resistance, and the Rise of the LAPD, Justice, Power, and Politics (Chapel Hill, Baltimore, Md.: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2018); Max Felker-Kantor, “‘Kid Thugs Are Spreading Terror Through the Streets’: 
Youth, Crime, and the Expansion of the Juvenile Justice System in Los Angeles, 1973-1980,” Journal of Urban History 44, 
no. 3 (May 1, 2018): 476–500, https://doi.org/10.1177/0096144215623260; Heather Ann Thompson, “Criminalizing 
Kids: The Overlooked Reason for Failing Schools,” in Public Education Under Siege (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Inc, 2013), 131–40, https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812208320.131. Importantly, Donna Murch 
studies the rise of carceral power through segregated schools in Oakland before the 1965 War on Crime: Donna J. 
Murch, Living for the City: Migration, Education, and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2010). For a helpful overview of the historical literature on the carceral state and 
Black Americans, see Elizabeth Hinton and DeAnza Cook, “The Mass Criminalization of Black Americans: A Historical 
Overview,” Annual Review of Criminology 4, no. 1 (2021): 261–86, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-criminol-060520-
033306. 

28 Scholarship on the history of education has shown how urban schooling serves as a site of social welfare, social 
mobility, and social control. Even as these works discuss schooling and punitive social control, their analysis remains 
outside of the criminal legal system and the carceral state more broadly. See, Michael B. Katz, “Public Education as 
Welfare,” in Public Education Under Siege (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 93–101, 
https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812208320.93; Miriam Cohen, “Reconsidering Schools and the American Welfare State,” 
History of Education Quarterly 45, no. 4 (2005): 511–37; Michael B. Katz, The Irony of Early School Reform; Educational 
Innovation in Mid- Nineteenth Century Massachusetts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968); Samuel Bowles, 
Schooling in Capitalist America: Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life (New York: Basic Books, 1976); 
James D. Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935, 1st ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1988); Carl F. Kaestle, Pillars of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 1780-1860 (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1983); David B. Tyack, The One Best System: A History of American Urban Education (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1974); Ansley T. Erickson, Making the Unequal Metropolis: School Desegregation and Its Limits (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016); Ira Katznelson, Schooling for All: Class, Race, and the Decline of the Democratic Ideal (New 
York: Basic Books, 1985); Tracy Lynn Steffes, School, Society, and State: A New Education to Govern Modern America, 1890-
1940 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012). 

29 In this vein, my work directly builds on Julilly Kohler-Hausmann’s insights that the carceral state and welfare state are 
deeply integrated. Kohler-Hausmann, “Guns and Butter.” 
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contemporary relationship between schools and the carceral state. My work looks beyond the 

development of official policies and discipline codes, and instead considers the historical function of 

schools within the broader carceral landscape. By focusing on the Progressive Era, I anchor my 

project in a time when ideas about compulsory schooling, race, and deviance were taking shape 

against a backdrop of debates regarding the role of the state in providing protection to some children 

and from other children.30  

 

II. Theoretical Framework 

 

Scholarship analyzing the relationship between urban schools and the criminal legal system 

rightly focuses on factors that have led to and upheld the criminalization of Blackness in schools. 

Yet, a critical analysis of the expansion of the state via Northern urban schools during the 

Progressive Era highlights how an interrelated project of consolidating and defending whiteness also 

shaped the carceral nature of urban schools. Focusing on the defense of whiteness, or the strategies 

used to regulate and control the boundaries of whiteness, surfaces a multifaceted effort to preserve 

the status of whiteness through the punitive disciplining of potentially deviant native White and 

ethnic European people, on the one hand, and the processes used to claim whiteness by ethnic 

Europeans on the other.31 As schools became important sites for the defense and consolidation of 

whiteness, poor White and ethnic Europeans used schools to claim and protect whiteness itself, 

 
30 Michael Grossberg, “Changing Conceptions of Child Welfare in the United States, 1820 - 1935,” in A Century of Juvenile 
Justice, ed. Margaret K. Rosenheim (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Steffes, School, Society, and State; Cohen, 
“Reconsidering Schools and the American Welfare State.” 

31 Jonathan Simon explains how early prisons in the United States worked in conjunction with other institutions, such as 
schools, to discipline and coerce deviant white people into the behavioral norms commensurate with citizenship. In 
other words, for white people, disciplinary compliance enabled a pathway to full citizenship. Jonathan Simon, “Rise of 
the Carceral State,” Social Research 74, no. 2 (2007): 471–508. 
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thereby institutionalizing racial stratification and differentiation through school space. While the 

defense of whiteness is distinct from the criminalization of blackness, the consolidation of whiteness 

through social policing during this time occurred against the interrelated project of Black 

condemnation. Attending to how these two processes occurred in concert with each other reveals a 

more nuanced picture of how schools have been used to uphold carceral power.   

Demographic changes in the city of Chicago are central to understanding how these two 

processes unfolded against each other. In the late 19th century, Chicago was a city of immigrants, 

laying claim to distinction of being the American city with the highest percent of foreign-born 

residents.32 Immigrant enclaves developed around the business core of the city, with masses of poor, 

ethnic Europeans crowding into impoverish slums in pursuit of the American Dream. European 

immigrants were, at this time, viewed as a distinct (and inferior) racial group from White 

Americans.33 At the same time, they were connected to White Americans through the imagined 

community that shared European roots provided, a connection that complicated their position in 

the racial order. While Black Americans and Chinese Americans were considered clearly distinct 

from White Americans, the multiple, and sometimes contradictory definitions of race that circulated 

 
32 For a discussion of the city’s demographics at the turn of the century, see Adrienne R. Brown, The Black Skyscraper: 
Architecture and the Perception of Race (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017); Andrew J. Diamond, Chicago on the 
Make: Power and Inequality in a Modern City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017); Thomas Lee Philpott, The Slum 
and the Ghetto: Immigrants, Blacks, and Reformers in Chicago, 1880-1930, American Society and Culture Series (Belmont, Calif.: 
Wadsworth Pub. Co., 1991). 

33 Spearheaded by the work of David Roediger, scholars have studied the racial “in betweenness” of ethnic Europeans at 
the turn of the century, showing that cities were key sites of racial distinction that transcend ethnicity. David R. 
Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White : The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs 
(New York: Basic Books, 2005); Barrett and D. Roediger, “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality and the ‘New 
Immigrant’ Working Class,” Journal of American Ethnic History 16, no. 3 (1997): 3–44; Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of 
a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). 
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in legal, scientific, and social spheres left the status of ethnic Europeans in flux and subject to 

change.34  

The status ambiguity that accompanied the “inbetweeness” of ethnic Europeans led to 

strategic defense of ethnic space from the perceived encroachment of Black people, as well as 

attempts to assimilate into whiteness and the benefits it conferred.35 For ethnic Europeans in 

Chicago, the rapid migration of Black people into the city during the Great Migration heightened the 

urgency of distinguishing themselves from Black people and enlisting into whiteness. Between 1910 

and 1940, thousands of Black migrants left the racial terror of the south in search of hope and 

opportunity in the north. In Chicago, the Black population grew from 1.3% in 1890, to 4% in 1920, 

and then 7.3 % in 1934.36 The city’s White newspapers exaggerated the number of Black people 

migrating to the city and used racist headlines to manufacture a threat of danger and disorder that 

Black migrants brought with them.37  

During this time, anti-immigrant sentiments were heightened throughout the country. The 

Johnson Reed Act of 1924, which capped immigration from southern and eastern Europe to the 

United States, represented the pinnacle of Progressive Era hostility towards ethnic Europeans; 

however, although anti-immigrant sentiments reflected similar claims of immorality, degeneracy, and 

 
34 Adrienne Brown discusses this at length, highlighting the role of reformers and social scientists in defining “race.” 
Brown, The Black Skyscraper, pp. 8 - 17. 

35 Arnold Hirsh surfaces the violent and bureaucratic ways that ethnic Europeans and White Americans created and 
defended White space in Chicago. Arnold R. Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2021). While Hirsh focuses on the post-war era, Andrew Diamond takes a 
longer view, highlighting how racial politics mitigated the potential of progressive policies in the early 20th century, and 
instead left Chicago deeply segregated and racially unequal. Diamond, Chicago on the Make. Carol Anderson's argument 
about the history of "white rage" further provides insight into how white people use various mechanisms, such as the 
courts, the law, and bureaucracy, to protect whiteness. Carol Anderson, White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial 
Divide (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016). 

36 James R. Grossman, Land of Hope:Chicago, Black Southerners, and the Great Migration (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1989); St Clair Drake, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2015). 

37 Agyepong, The Criminalization of Black Children, 12 - 13. 
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criminality that were used against Black migrants, Black Chicagoans bore the brunt of racial hostility 

during the Great Migration.38 The fluid racial status of ethnic Europeans raised the stakes of 

distancing themselves from Black Americans, particularly during a time when the moral fitness of 

ethnic Europeans was called into question. Social and spatial segregation was one way in which 

ethnic Europeans could distance themselves from association with Black people and maintain their 

potential connection to whiteness intact. As a result, ethnic Europeans used spatial segregation to 

ensure the social segregation that was essential defending both the status of ethnic Europeans and 

the material advantages of whiteness to which they aspired.39 Schools provided an opportunity to 

simultaneously spatially and socially segregate.  

These demographic changes began during the Progressive Era, which was a crucible for 

setting in motion patterns, frameworks, and relations between race, schools, and policing today. By 

focusing on the Progressive Era, this study shows how the social legislation that birthed the modern 

iteration of public schooling was itself born out of the police powers of the state to regulate for the 

general welfare of society.40 The police powers of the state developed and deployed welfare and 

carceral logics simultaneously, calling into question the notion that a welfare state in the United 

States has existed or can exist independently from a carceral state. Viewing public schooling in this 

way allows us to see that schooling, as an institution, was not anchored in the policies of the welfare 

state and later corrupted by the infiltration of racialized carceral logics; rather, schooling was shaped 

 
38 Grossman, Land of Hope; Chicago Commission on Race Relations, The Negro in Chicago; a Study of Race Relations and a 
Race Riot, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1922); Agyepong, The Criminalization of Black Children. 

39 Philpott discusses how the rigid borders of the “ghetto” distinguished it from the slum areas occupied by immigrants. 
These borders were essential for maintaining social segregation, and therefore status distinctions, between immigrants 
and Blacks. Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto. 

40 The police powers of the state were (and remain) vast and encompass anything that pertains to the “general welfare” 
of society. William J. Novak, New Democracy: The Creation of the Modern American State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2022). 
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by the iterative interplay of welfare and carceral logics, both motivated by racism, that defined the 

expansion of social legislation and the regulatory state during the Progressive Era.  

The expansion of the state via urban schooling during the Progressive Era was structured by 

the demands of racial capitalism and the concomitant tensions it placed on the democratic potential 

of schools. Racial capitalism, a conceptual framework that illuminates how capitalism relies on and 

reproduces racial distinction and hierarchy, allows for a more precise understanding of these 

tensions. Generally anchored in the work of Cedric Robinson, scholars of racial capitalism analyze 

the various ways that the development of capitalist society “pursued racial directions.”41 Through its 

focus on the ways race has been used to stratify the political economy in service of capital 

accumulation, racial capitalism provides a framework for analyzing the production and material 

value of racial differentiation and the entrenchment of extreme inequality throughout multiple facets 

of capitalist society.42 Most relevant for this project is racial capitalism’s focus on the process of 

differentially valuing people according to race and the use of race to entrench the super-exploitation 

of surplus populations.43 The capitalist requirement to maintain a surplus population requires 

 
41 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2000) p. 2. Robinson built on the work of South African activists and a tradition of Black intellectual thought 
pioneered by W.E.B. DuBois, Oliver Cox, Claudia Jones, Walter Rodney, and others, that centered race in their critique 
of capitalism. For discussion of the intellectual history of racial capitalism, see Charisse Burden-Stelly, “Modern US 
Racial Capitalism Some Theoretical Insights,” Monthly Review (New York. 1949) 72, no. 3 (2020): 8–20, 
https://doi.org/10.14452/MR-072-03-2020-07_2; Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 1 
(2015): 76–85, https://doi.org/10.5749/jcritethnstud.1.1.0076. 

42 In the United States, scholars and activists have used racial capitalism as a framework for understanding inequality in 
fields as seemingly diverse as healthcare, care work, the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous land, racialized border 
policies, the super exploitation of menial wage work, and the prison-industrial-complex. Education scholars (especially in 
the United States) have not yet taken up racial capitalism as a widely-used framework (for an exception, see Jessica 
Gerrard, Arathi Sriprakash, and Sophie Rudolph, “Education and Racial Capitalism,” Race, Ethnicity and Education 25, no. 
3 (2022): 425–42, https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2021.2001449). However, education scholars have used a Marxist 
critique to analyze how schooling reproduces class inequalities embedded in the capitalist political economy. See, e.g. 
Bowles, Schooling in Capitalist America; Jean Anyon, Marx and Education (New York: Routledge, 2011); Jean Anyon, Ghetto 
Schooling: A Political Economy of Urban Educational Reform (New York: Teachers College Press, 1997). 

43 The concept of a surplus population comes from Marxist theory and generally refers to the “reserve army of labor” 
whose status as unemployed presents a ready reserve of laborers when the needs of capitalist production change. 
Relatedly, surplus may also refer to the population of people who are unable or unwilling to find wage work, referred to 
in Marxist terms as the lumpenproletariat, or the “dangerous class.” Although generally overlooked in Marxist analysis, 
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strategies to manage and discipline surplus, “dangerous” peoples, including the poor and socially 

marginalized.44 One important function of these punitive strategies is the naturalization and 

entrenchment of racial inequality in order to obscure the inability of capitalist structures to achieve 

egalitarian ends. 

The permanence of surplus peoples under capitalism is not simply an economic structure; 

rather, the hierarchical arrangements of people by race shapes human subjectivity, often in 

pernicious ways. Indeed, the shaping of subjectivity is what enables racial formations and racial 

power to stabilize and reproduce because public demonstrations and representations of racial 

superiority are essential for maintaining structures of racial subordination.45 The racial state, 

therefore, is motivated by the demands of capitalism, but it not coterminous with the demands of 

capitalism. Because of the uneasy relationship between the tenants of liberalism and the racial 

 
the surplus population (including the dangerous class) provides an essential fulcrum for the mechanics of capitalism. See 
Clyde W. Barrow, The Dangerous Class: The Concept of the Lumpenproletariat (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2020). Stuart Hall argues that Black workers constitute a class between the dangerous class and the proletariat: the sub-
proletariat. This position reflects the super-exploitation of black workers as workers and as people raced Black and 
provides analytical space for interpreting economic activity that occurs through "hustle" or in the informal economy. 
Stuart Hall, Writings on Marxism, esp. chapter 6. For a discussion of the structural condition of blackness as one of super-
exploitation, see Burden-Stelly, “Modern US Racial Capitalism Some Theoretical Insights.”  

44 Studies looking at the history of the criminalization of poverty and social marginality in the United States include: 
Katherine Beckett and Bruce Western, “Governing Social Marginality: Welfare, Incarceration, and the Transformation of 
State Policy,” Punishment & Society 3, no. 1 (2001): 43–59, https://doi.org/10.1177/14624740122228249; Michel 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 1st American ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977); David J. 
Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum; Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic, [1st ed.] (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971); 
David J. Rothman, Conscience and Convenience: The Asylum and Its Alternatives in Progressive America, Rev. ed. (New York: 
Aldine de Gruyter, 2002); Jonathan Simon, “Power without Parents: Juvenile Justice in a Postmodern Society,” Cardozo 
Law Review 16, no. 3–4 (1995): 1363-; Jonathan Simon, “Racing Abnormality, Normalizing Race: The Origins of 
America’s Peculiar Carceral State and Its Prospects for Democratic Transformation Today,” Northwestern University Law 
Review, 2017. Others have focused on how neoliberalism has intensified the criminalization of poverty. For examples, see 
Loïc J. D. Wacquant, Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009); 
Risa Lauren Goluboff, Vagrant Nation: Police Power, Constitutional Change, and the Making of the 1960s (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016); Judah Schept, Progressive Punishment: Job Loss, Jail Growth, and the Neoliberal Logic of Carceral 
Expansion (New York,: New York University Press, 2015); Vicki Lens, Poor Justice: How the Poor Fare in the Courts (Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

45 In the United States, these dynamics originated from chattel slavery and the need to legitimize a system of racial 
domination and Black unfreedom in a nation founded on individual liberty. See, Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: 
Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 7 - 8. 



 16 

demands of capitalism, legitimizing structures and ideologies arise to obscure the tensions between 

individual freedom and racial hierarchies and enable the system to reproduce. Schools, as a public 

site of social reproduction and social mobility, serve as a critical site for illuminating the “wedding of 

equality and exclusion in the liberal state.”46  

Distinct carceral logics, or taken-for-granted understandings about how to address harm and 

difference in society, arose from the tensions between the espoused values of liberalism and the 

racist demands of the capitalist political economy. Put otherwise, carceral logics interact with and 

naturalize racial difference, while the reproduction of racial difference (articulated as individual 

inferiority and pathology) justifies the use of carceral strategies. During the Progressive era, two 

logics in particular shaped the development of law and policy at the local level: the logic that the idle 

poor present a threat to the safety of society and must be punished in response, and the logic that 

degeneracy threatens the morals and safety of society and must be addressed through confinement.47 

These logics legitimized the use of punishment, surveillance, and confinement to mitigate perceived 

threats to the general welfare by supposedly deviant people, and also worked to legitimize the 

entrenched racial hierarchies required to maintain the political economy. As the key state-led 

institution for the development and control of children in cities, urban schools adopted and adapted 

these logics during the Progressive Era as they absorbed an increasingly heterogenous group of 

students.  

 
46 Hartman, p. 9 - 10, discussing how Plessy v. Ferguson was not an "aberration of liberal ideas. 

47 Jonathan Simon has developed a historical overview of how carceral logics have been shaped and refined throughout 
history. In addition to the two logics mentioned, he identifies two additional carceral logics: the sovereignty of the state 
to administer punishment and the use of policing and punishment to manage the perceived threat of Black political 
power. Jonathan Simon, “Provision and Punishment,” lecture at Harvard Law and Political Economy conference, March 
31, 2023. For a broader discussion of the development of the carceral state in response to deviance and abnormality, see 
Simon, “Racing Abnormality, Normalizing Race”; Rothman, Conscience and Convenience. 
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While carceral logics, and by extension carceral power, was moving through and out of 

urban schools in the Progressive Era, schools also became an important site of racial differentiation. 

In the urban north, carceral logics legitimized strategies of segregation by white and ethnic 

Europeans by stitching together a racial ideology that constructed Black schools as immoral and 

dangerous, thereby using school space to create racial perceptions and maintain racial hierarchies. 

The spatial segregation of schools stemmed from the material benefits conferred on Whites and 

those aspiring to whiteness; the conditions of policing, surveillance, and municipal neglect that 

characterized the space in which Black students were confined stemmed from the structural need to 

maintain a subordinated and exploited race of people.   

Capitalism’s structural necessity to maintain a racialized surplus population runs contra to 

the liberal, democratic project of developing citizens who can govern themselves.48 Without 

guardrails from a strong welfare state, irreconcilable tensions exist between capitalism and 

democracy because capitalist structures will always create a subordinate group.49 Those who benefit 

from capitalism, such as business elite, the media, and politicians, create the ideological structures 

necessary to ensure this economically subordinate class is viewed as an inferior people whose 

inferiority both explains and justifies their subordination.50 It is in this disjuncture between 

 
48 It has long been observed that racism divides the working class and therefore limits the bargaining power of labor. At 
the same time, racism invests whiteness with a material benefit in the form of comparatively higher wages for the 
working class and a psychological benefit of higher status for even surplus White people (DuBois, Reconstruction). These 
“wages of whiteness” are upheld only because of the structural position of blackness as a subordinated race.   

49 There are multiple forms of capitalism and different ways of organizing a welfare state within capitalism, each of 
which stratifies along different dimensions. Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1990). 

50 Barbara Fields has shown how antiblack racism developed in the United States in order to justify the inconsistencies 
between the promise of liberty and freedom, on the one hand, and the existence of chattel slavery, on the other. Barbara 
J. Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America," New Left Review 181, no. 181 (1990): 95–118. 
Manning Marable has explained how the exploitation of Black workers is an essential building black of the American 
capitalist state, concluding that "it is in the interests of capital, in the final analysis, that permits the climate of racist 
terrorism to continue." Manning Marable, How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America: Problems in Race, Political Economy 
and Society, 1983. W.E.B. Du Bois has analyzed how racism is used to quell intraclass solidarity by paying a "public and 
psychological wage" to poor and working-class whites. These "wages of whiteness" ultimately benefit the capitalist class 
by suppressing wages and the potential power of labor.  W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction; an Essay toward a History of 
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capitalism and democracy that the potential of schooling to democratically produce citizens gave 

way to its function to manage and discipline surplus, potentially dangerous children. It is in this 

disjuncture where the state’s need to provide a modicum of economic and social support for 

children dependent on the state coalesced with carceral strategies to manage and discipline the poor. 

And it is in this disjuncture where the material benefits of whiteness assumed new value through 

racially segregated schools and the devaluing of Black school space. These processes did not all arise 

during the Progressive Era; however, during the Progressive Era the carceral logic of the threat of 

the idle poor was layered with the logic regarding the threat of degeneracy leading to new 

mechanisms for protecting children and managing the poor. In the three chapters that follow, I 

critically analyze these disjunctures and surface how the political economy, structured by the 

demands of racial capitalism, enabled the defense of whiteness to develop urban schools as a site of 

carceral power.  

This project focuses on how racial ideologies and carceral logics worked together through 

schools relationally, first as a punitive tool of discipline and assimilation vis-à-vis White Americans 

and ethnic immigrants, and later as a legitimizing tool of racial segregation vis-à-vis White Americans 

and ethnics, on the one hand, and Black Americans on the other, during Progressive Era Chicago.51 

Yet, a complete picture of how racial hierarchies have been upheld by carceral power through 

schools should account for how racial formations have occurred relationally throughout American 

 
the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880, by W.E.B. Du Bois. (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, 1935). Additionally, Ida B. Wells reveals how lynching was used as a tool for maintaining the racial-
economic order by using racial terror against upwardly mobile Black people. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade for Justice; the 
Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, Negro American Biographies and Autobiographies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2020). 

51 In their seminal text on racial formation, sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant develop a detailed theory of 
how race is socially constructed through social, economic, and political forces. Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial 
Formation in the United States, Third edition. (New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2015). 
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history.52 A relational perspective enables us to more precisely understand how carceral power works 

both through and around the law. For example, we might consider how the criminalization of Black 

education in the South followed by the legal segregation of Black children in under-resourced 

schools worked to exploit the labor of Black people. While these laws articulated limitations to Black 

citizenship, they simultaneously defined the antithesis of idealized White citizenship and provided a 

material value to whiteness in the labor market. Additionally, the use of carceral strategies to confine 

and discipline poor White and immigrant children in residential truant schools drew on similar logics 

and ideologies as those used to justify the violent assimilation of Native American children through 

boarding schools. The similarities of these distinct projects merits further analysis, and suggests 

important insights about the inherently carceral nature of parens patriae, the justifying legal doctrine 

for state-run residential schools.  

Relational analysis further surfaces the myriad ways carceral power works around the law to 

maintain racial difference through schools. This is particularly important for understanding how 

carceral power was used to create and stabilize racial categories in an ostensibly equal legal regime. A 

relational approach through this lens invites inquiry, for example, into how myths of scarcity in the 

labor market incentivized immigrant Europeans to distinguish themselves from Black Americans 

through the deployment of carceral logics that sought to racially align immigrants with whiteness by 

distancing themselves from blackness. Similar lines of inquiry might be opened by considering how 

carceral power was used to form the educational experiences of different racial groups, experiences 

that were simultaneously working through and against each other to create the racial hierarchies we 

 
52 Daniel HoSang and Natalia Molina analyze racial formation as a relational process constituted by distinct racial 
projects that occur simultaneously and interaction with each other. Daniel M. HoSang and Natalia Molina, 
“Introduction,” in Relational Formations of Race (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2019), 1–18, 
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520971301-003; Jarvis Givens and Ashley Ison expand on this work to articulate how 
racial projects have occurred relationally through education, with a particular focus on the relationality of racial 
formations of Black, Native, and White people through schooling. Givens and Ison, “Toward New Beginnings.” 
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have today. This dissertation provides one part of an origin story that was co-constructed alongside 

other origin stories of how racial formation, capitalism, and carceral power worked together through 

American schools, and serves as an invitation for future scholarship to further deepen our 

understanding of how carceral power has been embedded in schools in furtherance of other 

relational formations of race.  

 

III. Chapter Overview  

 

I develop these ideas through analysis of three historical conjunctures. In Chapter 1, I study the 

compulsory school movement between 1888 and 1903, with an analysis of how the movement was 

shaped by concerns about protecting children from the dangers of sweatshops and protecting society 

from the dangers of idle, potentially criminal children. I further analyze how the criminalization of 

truancy linked public education with the carceral state in three distinct ways. First, enforcement of the 

School Law was justified on the grounds that compulsory schooling would control crime; second, 

networks of surveillance and policing were developed to identify children who did not comply with the 

law; and third, School Board officials successfully advocated for a separate, residential truant school for 

the education of chronically truant, incorrigible, and/or dependent children. These processes conveyed 

a normative commitment to public education that drew on carceral logics about the dangers of the idle 

poor, the threat of degeneracy through child labor, and called forth punitive responses to manage those 

threats. Additionally, as the revised School Law expanded the legitimacy of compulsory schooling in 

the city, clearer boundaries were defined around the normative school child; the School Board used 

those boundaries to compel well-behaved, compliant children into schools while simultaneously 

removing incorrigible, “unfit” children from those same schools. 
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 In Chapter 2, I analyze how ideas about danger, interracial schools, and the value of 

whiteness were shaped in the public sphere through a series of school strikes between 1902 and 

1908 and their representation in the news. I find that these public ideas coalesced into a racial 

ideology that positioned Black students as dangerous and problematic, while simultaneously 

positioning schools as a site for defending the value of whiteness in the labor market. Schools 

became clear sites of consolidating and defending whiteness in the city as white families used 

schools to distinguish themselves spatially and socially from Black families. Furthermore, during this 

short period, policing of school conflict, racist ideology about the danger of mixing Black and White 

students, and strategies to preserve the value of whiteness through the policing of racial borders in 

schools converged in ways that increased the bargaining power of White families to influence school 

politics.  

Chapter 3 interrogates how the politics of vice reform shaped schools in Chicago’s growing 

Black Belt between 1910 and 1920.53 I find that as the city council passed new vice regulations aimed at 

eradicating vice, White children became geographically and legally shielded from the negative effects of 

vice institutions, while Black children were left hyper-vulnerable to the exploitation and policing that 

accompanied concentrated vice. Anti-vice campaigns in the first decade of the century attempted to 

eradicate the social evil and its detrimental impact on children; however, vice needed a new home, and 

quickly found its way into the city’s Black neighborhoods. This had a clear impact on White Chicagoans 

perceptions of Black people in the city, and Black children were increasingly associated with the 

perceived immoral conditions of their neighborhoods. The close association of blackness and vice 

invited in a distinctly carceral logic that Black people needed to be kept separate and confined, lest their 

(perceived) immorality and criminality spread beyond the confines of the Black Belt.  Native White and 

 
53 Chicago’s Black neighborhoods are commonly referred to as the Black Belt, referring to the linear shape of the Black 
neighborhoods in the city. Drake, Black Metropolis. 
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immigrant parents used spatial segregation, justified by proximity to vice, to ensure social segregation, 

which was essential for defending the material advantages of whiteness and upholding racial 

hierarchies. This project gained legitimacy through its reliance on a carceral logic that justified 

containment as a response to threats of supposed degeneracy and immorality.  

 Finally, the conclusion considers how the policies and politics of the Progressive Era shaped 

the future of Black schooling in Chicago. I synthesize the major contributions of this work, and I 

offer reflections on the lessons from this era and how policymakers, educators, and activists might 

consider decarcerating urban schools in ways that address the root causes of carceral power in urban 

education.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 

‘EDUCATING A CLASS OF UNFORTUNATES:’ CRIME CONTROL, CHILD PROTECTION, AND THE 
COMPULSORY SCHOOL MOVEMENT, 1888 - 1903 

 
The proper education of the children in infinitely more important than even the 
management of the streets, fire, and police officers.1  
 
All that Chicago could do for her dependent children was to give them work-
permits and excuses from school, allowing them to work in factories and support 
themselves and their intemperate parents.2 

 

In the late 1800s, the harsh realities of industrial capitalism amplified two particularly 

pernicious urban trends in the minds of Progressive Era clubwomen: the pervasiveness of child 

labor in dangerous factories and sweatshops, and the presence of idle (and therefore potentially 

criminal) children in the streets. For reformers concerned with the social conditions of the poor, 

both threats seemed omnipresent in the slum neighborhoods of the cities. For White clubwomen, 

these problems, and the anxieties they arose, were magnified by the rapid influx of poor, ethnic 

immigrants from eastern and southern Europe. 

In Chicago, White clubwomen turned to compulsory school laws as the solution for the 

problems of child labor, vagrancy, and crime.3 Debates about whether and how to enforce 

 
1 “What Education Should Be,” Morgan Papers, MS 139, Folder 31a. 

2 Edith Abbott and Sophonisba P. Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools: A Study of the Social 
Aspects of the Compulsory Education and Child Labor Legislation of Illinois (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1917), p. 70. 

3 Two events in 1888 brought the problem of child labor crispy into focus for Chicago’s clubwomen. The first was the 
murder of 14-year-old Maggie Vaughan, the daughter of Irish immigrants, by Zephyr Davis, a 17-year-old African 
American foreman at the shoe manufactory they worked at. For newspaper accounts of the case, see “The Crime of a 
Fiend,” Chicago Daily Tribune, February 28, 1888; “Held for His Crime,” Daily Inter Ocean, March 1, 1888; “Trades 
Assembly Pow-Wow,” Daily Inter Ocean, Sept. 3, 1888, pg. 8. Two secondary sources, Elizabeth Dale’s The Rule of Justice: 
The People of Chicago v. Zephyr Davis, Ohio State University Press, 2001, and Richard Lindberg’s Tales of Forgotten Chicago, 
Southern Illinois University Press, 2020, discuss the Zephyr case in detail. Lindberg analyzes how the case motivated 
child labor activists and led to the appointment of the city’s first policewoman, Mary Owens. While Lindberg briefly 
attends to the role of race in the case, asserting that the case “enflamed white Chicago and opened a racial wound that 
would intensify and fester into the second decade of the twentieth century,” (p. 57), Dale is more tentative in her analysis 
of the racial implications of the case. The second event was Nell Nelson’s investigative report of sweatshop labor, first 
published in the Chicago Times as the “City Slave Girls” series. The series was later compiled in book form. Nell 
Nelson, The White Slave Girls of Chicago (Chicago: Barkley Pub. Co., 1888). In order to highlight that Nelson’s concern was 
with White girls, and to ensure their experience was not confused with the experiences of children who had actually been 
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compulsory schooling in Chicago quickly turned attention to two key issues: first, how to coerce 

poor parents to comply with the law and second, whether to institutionalize incorrigible, dependent, 

and habitually truant children. Yet, what these debates left out was as important as what they 

included. At root, the problem of child labor was one of economic injustice: poor families could not 

survive on the wages of adults alone and were forced to choose between schooling their children or 

making ends (barely) meet. However, reformers and politicians refused to meaningfully grapple with 

this core issue, and instead focused on controlling and ameliorating the effects of poverty by 

compelling children into schools. Leaving the underlying conditions of economic injustice intact 

inevitably led to tensions between poor parents, who refused to comply with a law that could place 

their family in further economic peril, and the state, which was increasingly anxious to enforce 

compulsory education.4  

Although the compulsory school movement in Chicago emerged from clubwomen’s 

concerns about child labor and the conditions of childhood poverty, the movement found legitimacy 

in the state’s power to regulate the behavior of those they believed posed a threat to the public good. 

Yet, White elite’s notions of the “public good” was shaped by a racial ideology that feared race 

degeneration brought on by the potential futures of immigrant children forced to spend their youth 

laboring in menial jobs. Poor, ethnic Europeans occupied a liminal racial status during this time: they 

were connected to native White Americans through shared roots in the imagined community of 

 
enslaved, the title of the series was changed to “White Slave Girls of Chicago” when it was published in book form in 
September of 1888. Eric Liguori discusses in detail how Nelson used the power of the media to build sympathy for child 
laborers through public outrage, and how that outrage was mobilized to lead to collective social action. Eric W. Liguori, 
“Nell Nelson and The Chicago Times ‘City Slave Girls’ Series: Beginning a National Crusade for Labor Reform in the 
Late 1800s,” Journal of Management History 18, no. 1 (2012): 61–81. 

4 The state, through its police powers, was rapidly expanding during this time and compulsory schooling was one of 
many sites of regulation. For a discussion of the development of the state’s vast, regulatory police powers in furtherance 
of a “well-regulated society,” see William J. Novak, The People’s Welfare: Law and Regulation in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); William J. Novak, New Democracy: The Creation of the Modern 
American State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2022). 
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Europe, yet they held a distinctly lower status in society than those with Anglo-Saxon roots.5 Not 

only did the booming immigrant population put intense pressure on the material resources and 

infrastructure of urban cities, for White reformers, immigrants also brought psychological anxiety 

over the potential degeneration of the race.6 Their proximity to whiteness coupled with the massive 

influx of immigrants into urban enclaves meant the future of the race was contingent on the 

successful whitening of these immigrants. 

During this time, concerns about protecting poor children were taken up as legal regulations 

intended to protect society from poor children. This approach connected to a long tradition of laws 

that singled out certain classes of people for regulation, punishment, and exclusion.7 At the same 

time, the compulsory school movement was tacitly supported by a racial ideology that rendered the 

potential of ethnic Europeans to become full, White citizens contingent on their ability to assimilate 

into middle-class norms, and schooling was crucial for facilitating the process of turning potentially-

White children into White citizens.8 Through the enforcement of the School Law, the state was not 

 
5 Barrett and D. Roediger, “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality and the ‘New Immigrant’ Working Class,” Journal of 
American Ethnic History 16, no. 3 (1997): 3–44; Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color. 

6 For discussions on Progressive reformers’ concerns with “race degeneration,” see Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of 
a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998); Thomas 
C. Leonard, Illiberal Reformers: Race, Eugenics, and American Economics in the Progressive Era (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2016); Nancy Woloch, A Class by Herself: Protective Laws for Women Workers, 1890s-1990s (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2015). 

7 Kate Masur offers an example of how the power to exclude is part of the state’s police power and woven into the 
fabric of the relationship between the state and society. In discussing the relationship between Pass Laws (which 
regulated the movement of poor people) and Black Codes (which regulated the movement of Black people), Masur 
shows how the legitimacy of communities (via the state) to regulate community membership through exclusion and 
special burdens has a deep tradition extending back to the Elizabethan Poor Laws. Kate Masur, “The People’s Welfare, 
Police Powers, and the Rights of Free People of African Descent,” The American Journal of Legal History 57, no. 2 (2017): 
238–42, https://doi.org/10.1093/ajlh/njx006. 

8 Schooling, race, and the potential for citizenship have been inextricably linked since the antebellum era. During this 
time, education was established as a gatekeeper for full citizenship, albeit one contingent upon race. Hilary J. Moss, 
Schooling Citizens: The Struggle for African American Education in Antebellum America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2010). Unlike during the common schools era, when the race of native White children was uncontested, during the 
compulsory school movement the racialization of ethnic Europeans as White was not yet complete. European 
immigrants had the potential for whiteness in contradistinction to Black Americans, and public schooling became a critical 
site for the actualization of that potential. Additionally, historians of education and education philosophers have long 
argued that education is central to the maintenance of democracy. In these accounts, schooling is essential for the 
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just protecting children from sweatshops and street crime; it was also policing and protecting the 

boundaries of whiteness by helping poor European children cast off the threats of idleness, 

depravity, and criminality that accompanied life in the slums. Although the racial ideology of white 

clubwomen vis-à-vis compulsory schooling was muted in the debates about compulsory schooling at 

this time, framing their advocacy within a broader ideology of assimilation and whiteness helps 

elucidate the ways in which the compulsory schooling movement was, in part, a racial project that 

created the normative schoolchild as both white and non-poor.  

This chapter analyzes the implications of the shift from recommending poor children to attend 

school to coercing them to do so by analyzing the debates that unfolded during the compulsory school 

movement in Chicago between 1888 and 1903.9 Through a close interrogation of reformers’ efforts 

to amend and enforce the compulsory school laws, I show how the project of compulsory education 

was shaped by both welfare and carceral logics, and how enforcement of compulsory schooling 

increased the state’s capacity for both social welfare and social discipline.10 However, the state’s 

 
development of a citizenry capable of rational self-governance. See, e.g. John Dewey, Democracy and Education by John 
Dewey: With a Critical Introduction by Patricia H. Hinchey, (Bloomfield: Myers Education Press, 2018); Carl F. Kaestle, Pillars 
of the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 1780-1860 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983); Ira Katznelson, Schooling 
for All: Class, Race, and the Decline of the Democratic Ideal (New York: Basic Books, 1985). Several scholars studying the 
development of child welfare laws and the juvenile court have made a similar argument with regards to the development 
of social welfare systems, including child-welfare and juvenile courts. In these accounts, fear of a degenerate future 
citizenry comprised of poor, ethnic Europeans motivated reformers to develop welfare institutions that could save the 
future of democracy. See, e.g. Anthony M. Platt, The Child Savers: The Invention of Delinquency, Expanded 40th anniversary 
ed., Critical Issues in Crime and Society (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2009); Geoff K. Ward, The 
Black Child-Savers: Racial Democracy and Juvenile Justice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); Michael Grossberg, 
“Changing Conceptions of Child Welfare in the United States, 1820 - 1935,” in A Century of Juvenile Justice, ed. Margaret 
K. Rosenheim (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 

9 Although this chapter focuses on Chicago, the debates unfolding in Chicago were part of a national discussion on 
compulsory schooling and a broader movement to recognize children’s rights, particularly through child labor reform. 
For a discussion of schooling as a centerpiece of the Progressive Era welfare state see Tracy Lynn Steffes, School, Society, 
and State: A New Education to Govern Modern America, 1890-1940 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012).  

10 Drawing on the work of Ruthie Gilmore and Brett Story, I use the term “carceral” to refer to the web of state-
sanctioned or state-supported institutions, policies, and actors that rely on confinement, surveillance, and policing as 
strategies of both crime control and managing the poor. Spanning beyond the formal criminal justice system, the carceral 
landscape reflects a state strategy of using punitive policies to address social problems the state is unwilling or unable to 
solve through more supportive means. See, Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in 
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investment in schooling as an institution of social welfare was constrained by its reliance on 

schooling as an institution of crime control, and reformers and political elites shaped the school laws 

in ways that reinforced the vulnerability and justified the subordination of marginalized groups by 

braiding carceral practices into urban schooling.11  

Analysis of the tensions between social welfare and social disciplining that emerged during 

the compulsory school movement provides insights into the ways in which carceral logics shaped 

the underlying architecture of urban schooling.12 This chapter analyzes five distinct moments in the 

compulsory school movement: Part 1 considers debates in the summer and fall of 1888, when 

political and civic elites discussed whether to revive the School Law of 1883; Part 2 analyzes 

discourse about the terms of the new law prior to its passage in the summer of 1889; Part 3 

 
Globalizing California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Brett Story, Prison Land: Mapping Carceral Power across 
Neoliberal America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019). 

11 A number of scholars have theorized public schooling as a key component of the American welfare state. This 
scholarship tends to focus on three main functions of schooling: first, schools provide a means to distribute important 
social welfare supports, such as basic health care and lunches for poor children; second, they invest in the social mobility 
of poor and working-class children by (ostensibly) providing the opportunity for future class mobility; and third, schools 
assimilate poor children into normative, White, middle-class, American values. This chapter interrogates yet another 
purpose of schooling, it’s crime control function, and studies the entanglement of welfare and carceral logics in the 
context of schooling. See Miriam Cohen, “Reconsidering Schools and the American Welfare State,” History of Education 
Quarterly 45, no. 4 (2005): 511–37; Michael B. Katz, “Public Education as Welfare,” in Public Education Under Siege 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 93–101, https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812208320.93; 
Katznelson, Schooling for All; David B. Tyack, Public Schools in Hard Times: The Great Depression and Recent Years (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984); Steffes, School, Society, and State; Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow Of the Poorhouse: A 
Social History Of Welfare In America, Tenth Anniversary Edition (New York: Basic Books, 1996). 

12 During this time, Chicago was overwhelmingly a city of poor, ethnic European immigrants. Although there was a 
small, vibrant Black community in the city, the leaders of the compulsory school movement were White women mainly 
concerned with the welfare of poor, European immigrants. As such, their anxieties about the conditions of European 
children and the future of the race drove the trajectory of the compulsory school movement. Although clubwomen’s 
rhetoric about the School Law was not explicitly racially exclusionary, whether Black children were considered full 
members of this project was likely contested, alongside questions of Black citizenship more broadly. This chapter’s focus 
on White clubwomen does not suggest that questions of poverty and political economy were more important than 
questions of race at this time. Instead, it suggests that the structures created to regulate poor immigrants are important to 
interrogate, as is the ways these structures were layered with systems of racial domination. For scholarship that discusses 
Black struggles for citizenship in the 19th century, see Kate Masur, Until Justice Be Done: America’s First Civil Rights 
Movement, from the Revolution to Reconstruction (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2021); Martha S. Jones, 
Birthright Citizens: A History of Race and Rights in Antebellum America (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2018); 
Martha S. Jones, Vanguard: How Black Women Broke Barriers, Won the Vote, and Insisted on Equality for All (New York: Basic 
Books, 2020); Novak, New Democracy. 
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considers reformers’ evaluation and assessment of the law’s efficacy in the first five years of 

enforcement; Part 4 studies the School Board’s shift from moral suasion to punitive enforcement of 

the School Law in 1894; and Part 5 interrogates the effects of punitive enforcement on the 

relationship between schools and police between 1894 and 1903. The chapter ends with a 

conclusion, which considers the implications of the compulsory school movement for how we 

understand the relationship between schooling and the carceral state, including the legacy of the 

compulsory school movement on the policing of Black schoolchildren.   

 

I. The Compulsory School Movement Begins, 1888 

 

 In late 1888, Chicago’s White clubwomen came together to fight the evils of child labor, the 

abhorrent housing and sanitation conditions in poor neighborhoods, and the pervasiveness of petty 

youth crime.13 In order to garner support from Chicago’s politicians and business elite, clubwomen 

focused attention on the deleterious impact child labor and petty crime would have on democracy 

and the future of the race. By stitching together reformers’ concerns about child labor and urban 

disorder with broader concerns about the future of the republic, reformers used fear and anxiety to 

center childhood as a thing to be controlled, reformed, and redeemed by the state.14 Compulsory 

 
13 Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull-House: With Autobiographical Notes (New York: Macmillan, 1910); Charlotte E. Carr, 
Hull-House Maps and Papers: A Presentation of Nationalities and Wages in a Congested District of Chicago: Together with Comments 
and Essays on Problems Growing out of the Social Conditions (New York; Boston: T.Y. Crowell, 1895), 
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:RAD.SCHL:488374; Florence Kelley, Modern Industry in Relation to the Family, Health, 
Education, Morality (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1914); Florence Kelley, “The Evils of Child-Labor,” Frank 
Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, March 1, 1890.  

14 Several historians have argued that disorder amongst the poor and anxieties over the demise of democracy is what 
motivated child-savers to push for the juvenile court. Ward’s work surfaces the distinctly racial nature of this project, and 
he highlights that the White child “savers” were only interested in the redemption of White young. Ward, The Black 
Child-Savers. Also see Platt, The Child Savers; Chase S Burton, “Child Savers and Unchildlike Youth: Class, Race, and 
Juvenile Justice in the Early Twentieth Century,” Law and Social Inquiry 44, no. 4 (2019): 1251 - 69; Grossberg, “Changing 
Conceptions of Child Welfare in the United States, 1820 - 1935.” 
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schooling emerged as the main site of controlling childhood during this time: if children weren’t to 

be in the sweatshops or on the streets, they needed to be somewhere. Schools provided an obvious 

institution to control both child labor and disorderly children by providing such a place.  

In the fall of 1888, Elizabeth Morgan formed the Illinois Woman’s Alliance (IWA or “the 

alliance”) in response to Nell Nelson’s City Slave Girls exposé, which chronicled the grueling 

conditions White girls faced in sweatshops.15 The IWA was a politically powerful coalition of 

women’s organizations concerned with the labor conditions of women and children.16 It was the 

city’s first organization to unite middle class club women with working class labor advocates and was 

notable for bringing together White and Black clubwomen.17 Organized under the motto “Justice to 

Children, Loyalty to Women,” the IWA began pushing a broad agenda to improve conditions for 

 
15 Although at least a few Black girls worked in the sweatshops, both Nelson’s and the IWA’s concern was about the 
labor of White girls. This is evident in the name taken up for the series when it was published as a book, White Slave 
Girls, as well as Nelson’s brief and derisive discussion of the few Black girls she encountered. Further, in notes on 
numerous newspaper clippings kept by Elizabeth Morgan, founder of the IWA, the series was referred to as the “White 
Slave Girls.”  

16 The importance of the City Slave Girls series is clearly reflected in a collection of newspaper clippings compiled by 
Elizabeth Morgan, co-founder of the IWA. A speech by T.J. Morgan highlights the success of the exposé in mobilizing 
labor groups and the club women. Morgan expressed that he was glad the articles were sensational because “it opened 
the eyes of a class who had been skeptical of the same charges when made by laboring men.” (“Thanks ‘The Times,’” 
Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2). Several other clippings directly credit the exposé for shedding light on the grave issue of 
child labor. In one article, the newly formed IWA credits the Greene prosecution as evidence that city ordinances 
regarding child labor can be better enforced. The IWA’s reference to Greene and the Davis case highlight that the 
founding women were aware of the labor issues involved before the City Slave Girls series. For others who discuss the 
relationship to the Nell Nelson series and the formation of the IWA, see Eric W. Liguori, “Nell Nelson and The 
Chicago Times ‘City Slave Girls’ Series: Beginning a National Crusade for Labor Reform in the Late 1800s,” Journal of 
Management History 18, no. 1 (2012): 61–81, http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/17511341211188655; Wanda A. Hendricks, 
Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region and Race (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2014). 

17 Three members of the IWA were Black representatives from the Prudence Crandall Literary Club: Lottie McCary, 
Viola Bentley, and Fannie Barrier Williams. For a discussion of the interracial dimension of the IWA, see Hendricks, 
Fannie Barrier Williams. Although the involvement of Prudence Crandall club women is notable, the interracial nature of 
the alliance should not be overstated. Indeed, in the pages of news clipping collected by Elizabeth Morgan, the three 
Black alliance members are rarely mentioned (see Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2). Richard C. Lindberg, Tales of Forgotten 
Chicago (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2020) mentions that Ida B. Wells was also a member of the IWA, 
although I have not seen further mention of this.  
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poor children and women in the city. From the outset, the alliance viewed themselves as providing 

an essential feminine corrective to the incompetent and inefficient male-dominated government.18  

Enforcement of city factory ordinances and state compulsory education laws were central to 

the alliance’s purpose. The women of the IWA believed work in factories was detrimental to 

children’s moral, intellectual, and physical development, and that enforcement of compulsory 

schooling was the best way to keep children out of these exploitative workplaces.19 The Chicago 

Trades and Labor Commission, representing Chicago’s working-class people, also voiced support 

for compulsory schooling on these grounds, but for more self-interested reasons. For the labor 

group, child labor suppressed adult wages and compulsory education was the most efficient way 

increasing workers’ bargaining power.20 Protecting children from the sweatshops and other places of 

meager employment was not universally supported, however, and Chicago’s business elite opposed 

regulations on child labor.21 What businessmen were concerned about, however, was disorder and 

disruption that could threaten their business interests.  

Without widespread political support for child labor regulations, the IWA turned to 

compulsory schooling as a politically palpable solution for the problem of child labor. Not only was 

there already a state law requiring compulsory schooling, but education proved to be a sympathetic 

cause for people with a wide range of values and interests. This was particularly true when it came to 

 
18 “City Slave Girls,” Oct. 24, 1888, in Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2, p. 5 

19 “School,” Morgan Papers, MS139, Folder 23a. Carr, Hull-House Maps and Papers; Addams, Twenty Years at Hull-House. 
Later in the 1890s, White club women and factory inspectors would painstakingly document the harsh conditions that 
children faced in the sweatshops and would use these conditions to appeal to the moral sensibilities and outrage of the 
general public. 

20 Additionally, some labor leaders conveyed a belief in the importance of compulsory education for the provision of 
self-government and the maintenance of democracy. “Communication from the Trades and Labor Assembly 
Concerning Compulsory Education, December 16, 1888,” Illinois State Archives, From the Ashes: 1872 - 1900 Collection, 
Document 31; “What Education Should Be.” Morgan Papers, Folder 31a.  

21 Thomas Lee Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Immigrants, Blacks, and Reformers in Chicago, 1880-1930, American Society 
and Culture Series (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Pub. Co., 1991), p. 65. 
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the role of schooling in suppressing urban disorder, which was a narrative generally supported by 

the business elite.22 As a result, clubwomen strategically highlighted narratives that positioned 

enforcement of the School Law as a remedy for the problems of urban disorder alongside concerns 

with child labor. According to this narrative, enforcement of compulsory schooling would serve as a 

form of preventative crime control by keeping children away from the temptations of the street.23 

In this context, two distinctly urban narratives emerged in the public debates about 

compulsory schooling: the protection of children from labor and the protection of society from 

disorderly children. These narratives were introduced into public debate in the fall of 1888 by the 

Chicago Woman’s Club, an elite group of middle-class White women working closely with the IWA. 

In a petition to the School Board, the CWA argued that enforcement of compulsory education law 

would prevent the employment of child labor and reduce crime and vagrancy among children.24 By 

framing urban schooling as an institution of crime control, the CWA’s petition rhetorically 

connected the purpose of schooling with carceral logics.  

Although their primary concern was child labor, clubwomen shared concerns about crime 

amongst poor children, albeit for reasons subtly distinct from the business elite.  For the alliance, 

crime and vagrancy were detrimental to the project of self-governance, the status of women, and the 

future of the race. The IWA used the threat to public safety to garner investment in policies that 

would mitigate the vulnerability and exploitation of individual children. Yet, the alliance’s concerns 

 
22 Concerns about threats to the existing social order were common in rhetoric about urban schooling throughout the 
19th century. Beginning in the second half of the century, educational leaders began focusing on the social and political 
functions of schooling, and schooling’s unique role as an institution of social control. This role was heightened as 
immigration brought large numbers of ethnic Europeans into urban areas. David B. Tyack, The One Best System: A History 
of American Urban Education (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974). 

23 As explained by David Tyack, schooling during this time “became a form of preventative detention,” a shift from the 
common school era’s focus on “preventative nurture.” David B. Tyack, The One Best System, p. 69. 

24 Although the School Law was passed in 1883, it was generally considered a suggestion rather than a mandate and was 
rarely enforced. The CWC’s petition to the School Board can be found in: Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of 
Chicago, September 1888 to August 9, 1889 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 75. 
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about the fate of poor children went beyond public safety and was rooted in concerns about the 

linked fate of women across classes. As stated in the organization’s core principles, “[t]he actual 

status of the poorest and most unfortunate woman in society determines the possible status of every 

woman; the civilization of the future depends on the present condition of the children.”25 For these 

women, the protection of poor children (and poor immigrant girls in particular) was, at its core, 

about the protection of women and women’s potential in society.  

Narratives that positioned schools as institutions of crime control mapped on to the 

acceptable contours of the state’s police powers, and school officials considered their authority to 

enforce compulsory schooling to be grounded in the state’s right to enforce public safety and public 

welfare more broadly.26 Police power relied on the legitimacy of elevating the common good at the 

potential expense of individual rights, and in the case of compulsory schooling the rights of poor 

immigrant parents were set aside in favor of security of society writ large. The School Board’s 

willingness to overstep the rights of parents was evident in the petition of Charles Kozminski, a 

popular banker-turned shipping agent and close ally of the IWA, to the School Board in 1888. 

Kozminski petitioned the Judiciary Committee of the Board of Education to investigate the 

effectiveness of the School Law of 1883, writing: “In the City of Chicago, large numbers of children, 

through the selfishness, neglect, or indifference or parents and guardians, never see the inside of a 

schoolroom, but grow up to manhood or womanhood without the training and education so 

necessary in a republican form of government and so essential to the welfare of the community.”27 

Rather than positioning capitalist exploitation and poverty as the villains leading children into a life 

 
25 “The Woman’s Alliance,” August 1891, Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2, p. 35.  

26 Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, 1889 – 1890, discussed in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-
Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 63. 

27 Proceedings of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago, September 1888 to August 9, 1889 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education), quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, pp. 54 - 55. 
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of crime, Kozminski directly accused parents and the failure of the Board to prosecute parents. This 

shift is important as it changed the locus of the problem from a structural problem (the political 

economy) to an individual problem (poor parents). In debates over enforcement of compulsory 

education in the coming years this tension between defining non-compliance as an issue of poverty 

or an issue of willful parental defiance would profoundly shape the state’s investment in poor 

children.  

The aforementioned narratives regarding child protection reflected an understanding of the 

relationship between the material conditions of childhood and the future prospects of democratic 

society through the protection of future White citizens. The message conveyed by school officials to 

poor parents themselves took yet another angle. In a circular published by the Board of Education, 

school officials encouraged parents to send their children to school in order to “permit the tender 

children … to receive an education that will adapt them to labor more intelligently and with 

increased ambition.”28 Rather than appealing to the immediate, material dangers of factory work or 

the importance of education in developing a capable citizenry, the board advanced an argument 

grounded in social mobility, effectively telling parents that by keeping their kids in school (thereby 

forgoing their wages) they will increase their earning potential later.29  

The social mobility argument advanced by the Board of Education put it at odds with labor-

oriented club women were concerned with the material conditions poor children faced in the 

present. School officials positioned school as a springboard that would enable poor children to 

escape poverty. Not only does this view enable conditions of economic injustice to remain in place, 

 
28 Quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 59. 

29 Michael Katz argues that we can understand the United States’ investment in welfare by considering public schooling 
as the state’s welfare strategy. By investing in education, rather than mitigating the immediate material conditions of the 
poor, the state invests in (potentially) improving the futures of the poor in lieu of supporting them in the present. Katz, 
“Public Education as Welfare.” 
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in practice the board only believed in social mobility for children who complied with school norms, 

including behavioral comportment and attendance. The IWA and other reformers pointed to work 

petitions signed by school officials excusing children from attending school on the basis of poverty 

as evidence of the school board’s willingness to leave the city’s most economically vulnerable out of 

reach from the protective benefits of the compulsory education laws.30  

Although revisions to the School Law were generally supported by Chicago’s civic, political, 

and business elite, the movement to strengthen the law faced resistance by those who were 

concerned that enforcement of compulsory education laws would usurp parental rights. This type of 

resistance was most strongly brought by political leaders from rural areas of Illinois, whose 

constituents relied on farming (supported by the labor of their children) as their means of living. 

Because compulsory education laws were (and remain) enacted at the state-level, protection of 

parental authority in the country had to be balanced against protection of children and communities 

in the city (Chicago). At the same time, deep seated beliefs in the sanctity of parental authority led 

some school officials in Chicago to take a tentative stance towards enforcement of attendance. 

Deference to parental authority was clearly seen in the Board’s policy of moral suasion over punitive 

enforcement in the late 1880s and the Board found pride in the fact that “not a single instance of 

interference with parental authority, no prosecution or persecution” occurred in Chicago during the 

1889 – 90 school year.31 

By the end of 1888, the issue of compulsory schooling had moved to the forefront of city 

politics and was making its way to the statehouse. Supporters of the movement to strengthen the 

School Law bolstered their cause through two interrelated issues: exploitation of children in the 

 
30 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 69. 

31 Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago, 1889 – 1890, p. 106, quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, p. 63. 



 35 

workplace and concerns about public safety. Each of these issues focused on what to keep children 

away from – the sweatshops, the temptations of the streets, and poverty itself – while remaining 

silent on what children (presumably poor children) needed from schools in order to become 

productive citizens.32 Although the IWA was concerned with the pernicious effects of poverty on 

children and clear-eyed on the power relations that kept economic oppression intact, leaders of the 

alliance were politically savvy and refused to advocate for radical goals that would restructure the 

political-economic order. Rather, they insisted their goal was the enforcement of existing laws 

regarding compulsory education and the regulation of child labor.33  

This conservative approach significantly impacted the trajectory of the School Law. By 

leaving unquestioned the reasons poor children worked in the first place, narratives blaming poor 

parents for non-compliance with the law were able to gain increasing prominence. Additionally, 

public safety and crime control surfaced as the issue that could garner the most emphatic support 

for a new School Law as it was the narrative that connected most closely with anxieties over race 

degeneration. At the close of the year, debates about compulsory schooling converged on the least 

radical issue: how to enforce compulsory schooling laws. The focus on enforcement led lawmakers 

to focus on attendance and mechanisms for the surveillance, regulation, and punishment of poor 

families who were in violation of the law.   

 
32 Additionally, embedded in these various narratives were important assumptions about the responsibility of the state to 
mitigate poverty, as well as a broader shift from the state’s recognition of parental rights towards a growing recognition 
of children’s rights. See, e.g. Tracy L. Steffes, School, Society, and State: A New Education to Govern Modern America, 1890-
1940 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012); Michael Grossberg, “Changing Conceptions of Child Welfare in 
the United States, 1820 - 1935,” in A Century of Juvenile Justice, ed. Margaret K. Rosenheim (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002). 

33 Elizabeth Morgan, co-founder of the IWA, was one of the leading female labor leaders in Chicago and represented the 
Chicago Trade and Labor Assembly on the IWA. She was married to Thomas J. Morgan, a leader of the socialist 
movement in Chicago. Unlike many other women in the club movement, Morgan came from a working-class 
background and did not embody the elite sensibilities of her upper-class peers. She likely used conservative rhetoric to 
distance herself from the IWA’s allies in the socialist labor party. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2.  
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The IWA’s reluctance to push on established political-economic structures left the 

movement ill-equipped to fight for economic justice, and instead situated compulsory schooling 

squarely within the confines of capitalist industrial society. Indeed, discourse surrounding 

compulsory schooling implicitly affirmed that poverty was a natural, albeit ideally transitional, part of 

the social order for ethnic immigrants.34 By the winter of 1888, the IWA had garnered enough 

political support for amendment to the school law to be taken seriously. The next step was how to 

enforce attendance.  

 

II. ‘Preventing Street Children and Future Loafers’ – A New School Law, 1889 

 

After months of public and private debates, in December of 1888 the IWA submitted a 

petition to the Common Council and the Committee on Schools urging strict enforcement of the 

compulsory education laws. Their proposal recommended the appointment of a school inspector in 

each ward who would have police power to enforce the law by investigating places that employ child 

labor, and a survey of all children in Chicago between the ages of 8 and 14 years old. The petition 

further outlined that the school inspectors should have authority to ensure parents who violated the 

law were brought to the proper authorities. The IWA was also clear that they wanted school 

inspectors and factory inspectors to be women. The alliance found support from the Chicago 

Trades and Labor Assembly, which further recommended that the city provide clothes to poor 

children so that they may attend school.35 

 
34 Philpott discusses how the key to social mobility for poor, European immigrants was the transitory nature of the 
slums: the children were able to move out into better-resourced areas. Black communities, on the other hand, were 
confined into the ghetto through legal, social, and political mechanisms. Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto. 

35 Untitled news clippings, dated December 16 – 18, 1888. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2, pp. 6 – 7.  
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On December 18, 1888, the Board of Education adopted the IWA’s petition and promised 

to investigate the issue of the school law. However, the relationship between the alliance and the 

Board was contentious from the beginning, and the all-male School Board was clear they would take 

up the issue on their own terms.36 The alliance and the Board shared a belief that the police powers 

of the School Board ought to be expanded, including the power to surveille poor neighborhoods 

and enforce the School Law. However, as would become evident in later years, the women’s vision 

of “police power” included but also extended beyond the use of police to enforce public safety laws 

and regulations. Instead, the alliance envisioned that the Board would use a feminine version of 

police power embodied by female inspectors. Feminine policing would draw on the tactics assumed 

to be inherent to women: a gentler, more humane approach to supporting children and families in 

need. While the alliance succeeded in bringing police power to the Board, it was less successful in 

feminizing the nature of that power.  

Debates on how best to enforcing compulsory education continued throughout the winter as 

the alliance continued to refine its policy demands. On January 9, 1889, the Committee on 

Compulsory Education resolved to enforce the existing compulsory education law by appointing 

three attendance officers who would “make daily visits to the police station” in their districts and 

“receive the police reports of the names and addresses of the children apparently between ages of 8 

and 14, whom the police have found on the streets during the school hours of any school day.”37 In 

other words, the Board’s enforcement strategy required children to first be arrested by police on 

charges of vagrancy or disorder. Board officials also conveyed their strong support for a system of 

 
36 The IWA had embarrassed the School Board by petitioning the Common Council alongside the Board. They included 
the Common Council on their petition because their efforts to reach the School Board had long been ignored. Untitled 
news clippings, dated December 17 – 18, 1888. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2, pp. 7 – 8.  

37 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 56. 
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truant schools, or residential schools that attempt to reform and educate poor, habitually truant 

children, as the preferred method of addressing truancy.38 

The committee further declared it was the duty of teachers, janitors, engineers, and the 

principal to report any children who they believed hadn’t attended school for 12 weeks. Because the 

law did not require all children to attend school for the same 12 weeks, identifying truant children 

created an administrative nightmare for schools. Finally, they reported that the mayor had promised 

“to direct the entire police force to aid in the enforcement of the old law as it now stands.”39 The 

committee was not clear on whether this represented an expansion of arresting children for 

vagrancy, or enforcement by other means. This was likely an empty threat intended to intimidate 

parents, however, as a few days prior Mayor Roche was advised that under the existing law 

responsibility for enforcing attendance is “placed squarely upon school officers.”40 

 Later that month, a large public meeting was held to discuss the effectiveness of compulsory 

schooling in Chicago. The meeting was attended by education officials, civic leaders, club women, 

and labor activists, all of whom agreed that compulsory education laws should be enforced. 

However, there was widespread debate about how to enforce the laws. F.W. Forch, Jr., local 

attorney and chairman of the special committee on compulsory attendance, shared that school 

officials wanted to rely on moral suasion to compel parents to send their kids to school and asserted 

they “did not believe that in this free country children should be driven into school by a policeman’s 

club.”41 His statement obscured the critical role police already played in enforcing attendance. While 

 
38 “Truant schools” were also referred to as “parental schools.” Untitled news clippings, dated December 17 – 18, 1888. 
Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2, pp 7 – 8. 

39 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 56. 

40 “Shifting Responsibility,” unidentified news clipping, Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2.  

41 “Should Go to School,” January 20, 1889, unidentified news clipping. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2. 
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truant children may not have been driven directly to school by the police, they were brought into 

schools by way of the police station, which served as the primary means through which truant 

officers encountered truant children.   

 Other issues debated included whether poverty should be an excuse for non-attendance, 

whether parents should be fined or detained for violating the law, who should determine what 

constitutes a valid excuse for non-attendance, and how long children should be compelled to attend 

school. The IWA urged that the law be extended to provide schooling for children between the ages 

of four and seven, while others recommended that the school year be extended to 40 weeks.42 A.C. 

Hesing, a prominent newspaper publisher, clearly articulated a popular rationale for requiring a 

longer school year for city children: “[i]n the country, when kids aren’t in school they’re helping in 

the house or on the farm. In the city, they’re running in the streets learning to swear, to steal, to lie 

and to rob.”43 He further asserted that a law prohibiting children from being in the street during 

school hours would “prevent street children who grow up to be loafers.”44 In his appeal for a longer 

school year, Hesing reinforced the role of schooling in controlling crime, and particularly urban 

crime.  

Many of these questions were left unresolved. Nonetheless, the committee did make a clear 

decision regarding school inspectors, and at the conclusion of the meeting they appointed two 

women as school inspectors. Four days later, the Board voted in support of the following 

administrative matters: increase the number of school inspectors (or attendance agents) to seven; 

ensure at least three of those seven are women; appoint a clerk to collect statistics on children in 

 
42 The IWA suggested that offering kindergartens would enable poor mothers to work, thereby mitigating the need for 
children to bring home wages. “Should Go to School,” January 20, 1889, unidentified news clipping. Morgan Papers, 
Reel 6, Vol. 2. 

43 “Should Go to School,” January 20, 1889, unidentified news clipping. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2. 

44 “Should Go to School,” January 20, 1889, unidentified news clipping. Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2. 
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police stations and places of employment; provide a register at police station to facilitate 

communication between police and school inspectors.45 These recommendations strengthened 

coordination between police, school officials, and places of employment.  

The committee also drafted a bill that would extend the required period of attendance, 

prohibit employment of children under 12; and require children ages 12 to 15 to obtain a certificate 

of health before they could be hired. The draft bill further recommended fining parents for violating 

the law and suggested that the state loan textbooks to children free of charge.46 That the draft bill 

permitted the state to fine parents, but not employers, for violating the law reflects an imbalance of 

power favoring employers. Rather than focusing on the role of employers in creating the conditions 

underlying child labor, the draft law shifted focus to the non-compliance of parents and regulated 

attendance by punishing poor parents for non-compliance.   

 The IWA supported this draft bill and further recommended that the school board be 

comprised equally of men and women.47 This radical suggestion was ignored by the School Board, 

which likely fueled the alliance’s distrust of the school officials.48 In addition to advocating for 

 
45 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools. According to the Proceedings of the Board of 
Education for 1888 – 1889, male attendance officers were to be paid $75 per month, while female attendance officers were 
to be paid $60 a month (p. 151). Once aware of this discrepancy, the IWA demanded an explanation of why female 
attendance officers would be paid less. They also began an investigation into other pay disparities that disproportionately 
impacted female teachers (p. 161). This investigation further exacerbated tensions between the women’s group and the 
Board of Education.  

46 “Favoring Compulsory Education,” undated news clipping, Morgan Papers, reel 6, Vol. 2.  

47 This request is brought up numerous times in the clippings compiled by E. Morgan.  

48 The Chicago Woman’s Club had advocated that a woman be on the Board of Education as early as 1877. The Board 
was appointed by the mayor and had complete discretion over appointments within the school system. The all-male 
Board was particularly concerning for the CWC because teachers were overwhelmingly female and the organization did 
not think it fair for a group of men to adequately represent their interests. For further discussion of this point, see 
Maureen Flanagan, Seeing with Their Hearts: Chicago Women and the Making of the Good City, 1871 – 1933 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 33 – 34. Flanagan also discusses the sustained, public campaign to appoint women 
to the Board throughout the late 1880s and into the 90s. In 1889, Ellen Mitchell became the first woman on the Board 
of Education, and Ella Flagg Young and Lizzie Hartney became the first female assistant superintendents. Lucy Flower, 
a CWC member, was appointed to the Board in 1891 (p. 34).  



 41 

gender equality, the alliance further recommended that school board members have power to 

inspect factories and bring suit against violators.49 School officials already had power to enforce 

compulsory education laws, but were not authorized to inspect factories and their authority to bring 

suit against employers of child labor was uncertain. The IWA’s recommendation would clarify and 

expand the Board’s role in promoting school attendance through child labor regulation, and, if 

adopted, mitigate the power of employers. At the same time, few, if any, changes were 

recommended for how “vagrant children” would be brought into schools: they remained under the 

purview of police.   

  On July 1, 1889, the state legislature passed a revised compulsory education law requiring 

children between ages 7 and 14 to attend school for at least sixteen weeks, eight of which must be 

consecutive.50 Although this slightly extended how long children were expected to attend school, the 

law did not remedy the logistical challenge of keeping account of how long any given child had 

attended school within a school year. The revised law further established that parents would be fined 

between $1 and $20 for noncompliance with the law, unless they could show that their child’s 

physical or mental condition rendered school attendance inexpedient and impractical.51 This 

provision took the harshest measures debated in Chicago – fines and confinement – and imposed 

them both on parents who violate the law. The fees required by the law represented anywhere from 

a day’s to a month’s wages for the poor and working-class during that time, and confinement of 

 
49 “Favoring Compulsory Education,” undated news clipping, Morgan Papers, reel 6, Vol. 2. 

50 “An Act Concerning the Education of Children,” reprinted in the Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago for 1888 – 
1889, p. 237. 

51 “An Act Concerning the Education of Children,” reprinted in the Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago for 1888 – 
1889, p. 237. 



 42 

parents who would not could not immediately pay only exacerbated their financial precarity.52 In 

doing so, the School Law firmly relied on punishment, rather than support, to coerce poor parents 

into compliance with the law.  

In addition to expanding attendance requirements and penalties against parents, the law 

required school districts to establish truant officers whose duty was to “arrest children of a school 

going age who habitually haunt public places and have no lawful occupation, and also truant children 

who absent themselves from school without leave” and to return them to the school which they 

were assigned to attend.53 Perhaps because the law was inherently difficult to enforce, the level of 

discretion given to truant officers was vast. They were tasked to “carefully inquire” into supposed 

violations of the law and enter a complaint against any child who “shall appear to be guilty.”54 

Additionally, the law expanded the school board’s police power by granting them authority to 

prosecute violations under the act. The law further stated “police, municipal courts, justices of the 

peace, and judges of the county court shall have jurisdiction within their respective counties for the 

offences described in this act.”55 Here, the language of policing and the criminal justice system 

(arrest, prosecute, and the appearance guilt) embedded in the law reflected the state’s reliance on 

penal strategies for enforcing law. Furthermore, by conferring jurisdiction on police, the law brought 

compulsory schooling under the purview of the criminal justice system.   

 
52 The law did provide parents with a way out of compliance, albeit on narrower grounds than the School Law of 1883. 
The law of 1883 permitted non-attendance for “any good cause,” while the law of 1889 permitted non-attendance for 
children who would not benefit from school attendance.  

53 “An Act Concerning the Education of Children,” reprinted in the Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago for 1888 – 
1889, p. 237. 

54 “An Act Concerning the Education of Children,” reprinted in the Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago for 1888 – 
1889, p. 237. 

55 “An Act Concerning the Education of Children,” reprinted in the Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago for 1888 – 
1889, p. 237. 
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 The law of 1889 did not accomplish all that reformers in Chicago had pushed for. The 

required school year was still too short, the child labor law was defeated, and no provision for a 

truant school was passed. Reformers’ demands that the state support poor families through free 

textbooks, clothes, and kindergartens were ignored, and the law was stripped to the most elemental 

component of public education: attendance and enforcement. In fact, the most significant 

improvements to the new law were in the state’s expanded capacity to surveille non-attending 

children and prosecute parents for non-compliance with the law, an important expansion of the 

state’s police powers via its capacity to regulate and punish poor families through the School Law. 

 

III. ‘Training and Educating Every Child:’ Evaluating and Amending the Law, 1889 – 

1894 

 

 Despite the deficiencies in the 1889 law, the Board of Education did take steps to increase 

school attendance, and truant officers brought just under 10,000 non-attending children into schools 

during the first year of enforcement.56 At the same time, the IWA continued its push for child labor 

regulations, and on June 9, 1890 the city passed an ordinance prohibiting children under the age of 

14 from working in shops, factories, businesses, store, amusement, or places of manufacturing and 

requiring that children over age 10 obtain a work permit from the Board of Education when good 

reason is shown for the need to work. The ordinance further established a fine of $5 to $50 dollars 

for employers and anyone who lied in order to obtain a work permit. The IWA also renewed their 

push to have women appointed to the Board of Education.57  

 
56 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools. 

57 Annals of Labor and Industry in Illinois, 1890 Vol. 1 – 3. Writers’ Project of the Works Project Administration of Illinois, 
p. 236. 
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 Enforcement of the 1889 law, along with the 1890 child labor ordinance, significantly 

increased the number of poor children in Chicago’s schools. This was an unwelcomed change for 

the Board of Education. Although the Board supported the compulsory education law, school 

officials believed that the “class of unfortunates, who, … when brought to school by the attendance 

agent, cause sufficient disturbance to have their absence heartily desired by the teacher and principal 

should be placed in a separate room or building and under a different system of discipline.”58 Rather 

than adapt schools to the needs of their new population, the Board advocated for strategies of 

confinement and separation of disruptive students. 

In addition to advocating for the confinement and detention of disruptive children, school 

officials outlined a number of pre-conditions necessary for poor children to attend schools. As one 

example, A.E. Frankland, the Superintendent of Compulsory Education, argued that ungraded 

classrooms focused on habits of cleanliness were necessary before the law could be adequately 

enforced.59 Even though the board supported the law, school officials did not believe that teachers 

or schools should have to adapt to accommodate children who were “drawn from the streets;” 

rather, they supported a policy of temporary segregation where these children could be properly 

trained in the norms of school. These policies clearly articulated terms for membership within the 

general school populace, and in doing so bounded full membership in public schools to those 

children who could comply with rigid expectations for behavior and physical presentation.  

 The Board’s position on the education of habitually truant children revealed cracks in the 

purpose of education it purported to uphold. According to the Superintendent, “the public schools 

should be regarded as a department of the government to properly prepare the children for 

 
58 Committee on Compulsory Education, quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago 
Schools, p. 61. 

59 Proceedings of the Board of Education of Chicago, 1889 – 1890, p. 106.  
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citizenship… and every child should receive an elementary education and training that would fit him 

for citizenship.”60 In order to further justify the use of tax dollars to fund public education, he 

highlighted that large numbers of children were arrested and supported at public expense in jails and 

reformatories built by public dollars. The Superintendent did not argue that these “neglected 

children” should be placed in schools, but instead pointed out that the Board of Education was not 

authorized to care for children who had already become criminals. Rather, he argued “provision 

should be made at once for the detention and support of neglected children, and they should receive 

a training and instruction that will lead them to habits of cleanliness, order, submission to authority, 

and a useful life.”61 Although the Board believed someone should take in and reform these young 

criminals (and potential young criminals), they were adamant that schools were not the institution to 

take on such a role.  

At the same time, the Superintendent did believe schools could play a central role in the 

prevention of criminality. Critiquing that “nobody cared for them until they became violators of the 

law, and enemies to good society,” he went on to argue that a new law should be enacted that 

required children to attend school for the entire school year until they were 13 years old, and that a 

penalty should be enforced against parents who violate the law. Once a more complete compulsory 

education law was passed, the schools could provide for the care, maintenance, and education of 

neglected and wayward children.62 Underneath the Board’s vision for a stronger law was a belief that 

early socialization into the norms of schooling is a necessary pre-condition for full educational 

 
60 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1982 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education), p. 62. In his report, the Superintendent also makes clear that parents retain the right to send their children to 
private schools. This was important at the time, since many immigrant and Catholic families chose German-language or 
Catholic schools, and any effort to usurp their ability to choose these institutions would have been met with hostility.  

61 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 63. 

62 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 63. 
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citizenship, and that students who did not meet those norms needed to be educated in a separate 

institution.63  

 While the Board continued its advocacy for a truant school and the IWA continued to push 

for enforcement of child labor regulations, private charities stepped in to help poor children attend 

school. For example, during the 1891 – 92 school year the School Children’s Aid Society of the 

Chicago Woman’s Club provided clothes and shoes to 762 children, while the United Hebrew 

Charities and Russian Refugee Aid Society spent over $2500 to give clothing and shoes so that 

destitute children could attend school. The County Agent and the Chicago Relief and Aid Society 

also supported the clothing needs of poor children.64 These, and other, charities often focused on a 

particular neighborhood or ethnicity. Some, like the Chicago Relief and Aid Society, were staunch 

advocates of morals-testing and believed only the deserving poor should receive aid.65  

 Access to shoes and clean clothes was essential for enabling poor children to attend school, 

particularly in the winter, and poor families were skeptical of the law’s imposition of schooling as a 

stand-in for other social policies. As one widow conveyed to a visiting truant officer, “Give them 

clothes to wear. Could you send these into the cold with no shoes? Don’t say school to me. That 

boy got his cold last winter by having wet feet all the time, and now look at the poor lad – crippled, 

stunted. Bring all the law you want and bring food and clothes with it. I work and can keep them all 

 
63 Things that the Board considered necessary for this special “class of children” included “provision of their bodily care 
and proper preparation for contact with others in a schoolroom.” Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of 
Chicago, 1891 – 1892, p. 61.  

64 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 233.  

65 Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History Of Welfare In America, Tenth Anniversary Edition (New 
York: Basic Books, 1996); Kathleen D. McCarthy, Noblesse Oblige: Charity & Cultural Philanthropy in Chicago, 1849-1929 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982). 
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warm in the house. Here is where they stay.”66 Another mother, a German immigrant, offered a 

similar critique, sharing “I want the children should know something. Fix it up so’s to find some 

other way to get bread.”67 A Black mother who recently migrated from New Orleans shared that “it 

will take us a long time to get clothes for all the children, and the fire eats, eats, eats coal all day.”68 

Unlike the other two mothers, her husband was working, but his wages were insufficient to 

adequately clothe the children and heat their home.  

 These mothers’ resistance to schooling was not grounded in an ideological opposition to 

public education. Rather, they did not have access to the material goods – shoes, clothes, and food – 

that is essential for sending their children to school, particularly during Chicago’s cold winter. While 

reformers were advocating for enforcement of schooling and child labor regulations, these mothers 

were concerned about the sacrifice sending their children to school entailed: facing the harsh winter 

without shoes or adequate clothes placed children in danger of getting sick; foregoing wages that 

were used to pay for bread required poor families to sacrifice what meager food they had access to. 

The material realities of poverty in industrial Chicago gave rise to a set of banal preconditions that 

were necessary to meet before families would willingly send their children to school. Yet, these 

preconditions were not addressed state policy, but instead left to private charities to handle.69 

 
66 Nora Marks, “With a Truant Officer.: A Glimpse of the Workings of the Compulsory Education Law. a Hopeless 
Case. a Polish Family. No School for Them. the Terrors of the Law.,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), February 2, 
1889. 

67 Marks. 

68 Marks. 

69 The outsized-role private charities played in providing shoes and clothing for poor children disadvantaged poor Black 
families. The establishment of the Hull House in the 19th ward focused a significant amount of White reformer’s 
attention on that district, while ethnic charities focused on supporting specific European ethnic groups. Although 
Chicago’s Black elite engaged in charitable activities for Chicago’s Black children, they had fewer monetary resources and 
smaller networks to draw on and the settlements and organizations that served Black people were “always few, always 
separate, and always unequal.” Thomas Lee Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Immigrants, Blacks, and Reformers in Chicago, 
1880-1930 (Belmont: Wadsworth Pub. Co., 1991), pg. 341. The first organized Black woman’s club in Chicago was the 
Ida B. Wells Woman’s Club, established in 1893. The club’s motto, “Helping Hand,” harkens to the self-help tradition 
that was a key element of the Black community’s approach towards caring for poor Black children. (see O’Donnell, “The 
Care of African American Dependent Children in Chicago;” Gordon, “Black and White Visions of Welfare;” and “Ida 
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Other ideas about how best to support the education of poor children were developed at 

this time. Lucy Flower, one of the first women appointed to the Board of Education, urged the 

Board to invest in manual training programs. Noting that “manual training is effective in interesting, 

retaining, and educating children not accustomed to mental application,” she argued that this type of 

practical education would engage “children brought in under the Compulsory Law who are not 

fitted for the regular work of the schools.”70 To be sure, Flower’s statements reveal classist 

assumptions of what type of education is best suited for poor children. However, by arguing for a 

revision in the school curriculum, she shifted the responsibility for change from poor children and 

parents to the school. In addition to manual training programs, Flower advocated that the primary 

curriculum be revised to reflect essential knowledge and skills, and that the curriculum be 

“harmonized” to connect lessons learned in each subject with a greater whole. For Flower, these 

changes would support the child in becoming an engaged, observant citizen who has “in him a 

desire for further improvement.”71 

By the end of the 1891 – 92 school year, school officials were advocating for two parallel 

paths for the education of truant children compelled to school under the School Law: one focused 

on manual, vocational training and a second focused on institutionalization via a residential truant 

school. That year, school officials identified 12,906 truant and non-attending children and of those 

 
B. Wells Woman’s Club,” Fiftieth Anniversary Program, University of Chicago Special Collections, available at 
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-0012.pdf 

70 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1892 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education), p. 55.  

71 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, 1891 – 1892, pp. 426 – 427. In that year’s Annual Report of the 
Board of Education, two programs piloting manual training were shared, the Slyod system of manual training which was 
implemented in three grammar schools, and a program of manual instruction at the primary schools. It was shared that 
these programs “show[ed] initial promise for engaging otherwise indifferent students.” Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the 
Board of Education of Chicago, p. 60. 
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only 7,592, or 59%, were placed in school.72 Attendance officers recorded a variety of excuses for 

why children were truant or non-attending: some excuses were related to poverty, such as “working 

at home” (342), “working out of home” (504), and “poverty” (390); others directly placed blame on 

parents or children, such as “kept home” (467) and “indifference and incorrigibility” (1356); “illness” 

was the excuse in 879 cases and the catchall category of “other causes” was recorded for 779 cases. 

Only 25 children returned to school voluntarily.73  

The Board’s advocacy for a truant school arose from the group of children who were 

labelled as “indifferent and incorrigible.” Nearly two-thirds of these children were considered 

habitually truant or incorrigible, reflecting a belief that there was something wrong with their 

character.74 Parents were directly blamed for the incorrigibility of the remaining third – they either 

had lost control of their children, did not have the temperance for raising them properly, or had 

simply left.75 According to the Board, the school had neither the capabilities nor the duty to reform 

these children, as it clearly stated while (once again) lambasting the legislature for failing to provide 

for a truant school: “a child who is not manageable with better children, shall first be placed under 

the care of special teachers in a disciplinary school, and when they become unmanageable by parents 

and teachers, they should be confined in a parental home or school, thus providing a means of 

properly educating and training every child.”76 Here, the Board was clear that the only way it would 

teach this class of children was through a supplementary institution that would attend to the 

particular needs of the incorrigible child. A truant school would assume the duties of the absent or 

 
72 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 213.  

73 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, pp. 231 – 233.  

74 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 233. 

75 Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, p. 233. 

76 Thirty-Ninth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1893 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education), quoted in Abbot and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance, p. 65. 
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incapable parent in these cases, representing a significant expansion of parens patriae, or the state’s 

power to act as a surrogate parent for any child it deems to need protection.  

By reforming incorrigible children and providing the “moral influence to instill obedience,” 

such a school would serve as an institution of crime control, as “many who drop out of school 

become a menace to good government, vagrants, lawbreakers, ultimately criminals and inmates of 

the jail, bridewell, reform school and prison.”77 According to the Board, a truant school (also called a 

parental school), acting as a parent, would turn potential criminals into law-abiding citizens. Through 

institutionalization, the state (but not the school) would do what poor parents had allegedly failed to 

do: instill morality and discipline that was needed to prevent poor children from falling into a life of 

crime. This segmented system whereby the most challenging and vulnerable children are removed 

from their homes and communities to be educated in an institution is what the Board envisioned as 

a complete picture of “training and educating every child.” Looked at another way, the Board’s 

vision articulated a narrowing of who belonged in the public school community.  

While school officials shirked responsibility to educate incorrigible children, they assumed 

greater responsibility in surveilling truant children and played a significant role in bringing cases to 

the attention of attendance officers.78 Accounting for truant and non-attending children was a labor-

intensive task at this time, as there was no consistent period when all children needed to be in 

school. Nor did schools have a centralized roster of children who should be in school. As a result, 

principals and teachers tracked children who came to school and alerted the attendance officers 

when they suspected a child of being truant. This work was supported by police, who would identify 

 
77 Thirty-Ninth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-
Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 66. 

78 In 1891 – 92, 80% of truancy investigations were initiated by principals or teachers. Thirty-Eighth Annual Report of the 
Board of Education of Chicago, p. 231. 
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potential non-attending and truant children via arrests for vagrancy and disorder, and factory 

inspectors, who focused on surveilling places of employment for unauthorized child workers.   

This tri-part process of surveillance was burdensome and imprecise, a fact not overlooked by 

the Compulsory Education Department. Indeed, in 1892 the department made the bold 

recommendation that it be dissolved, as “the cost to maintain the department was not 

commensurate with its accomplishments.”79 Instead, the department recommended that attendance 

agents be dissolved, and the money used for their salaries be used to hire clerks.80 The resolution was 

not discussed further that year, but was raised again in 1894 when the committee again 

recommended abolishing the Compulsory Education Department. This time, the committee focused 

on the ineffectiveness of bringing children to school against their will, pointing out that children 

who brought to school by attendance agents rarely stay for long.81 

Rather than advocating for the replacement of attendance officers by clerks, this time the 

committee recommended that the money for the Compulsory Education Department be used to 

extend the kindergarten system.82 According to the committee, kindergartens would better prevent 

children from “acquiring the tastes and habits that lead him to truancy in later life.”83 The 

committee’s emphasis on kindergarten’s reflected a strategy of prevention over coercion as well as 

further expansion of parens patriae. By funding kindergartens, the state could “shape the child’s nature 

during the years when well-to-do parents are giving their best thought and time to their children but 

when the parents of the poor child are compelled to neglect his mental and moral nature in order to 

 
79 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, 1891 – 1892, p. 274.  

80 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, 1891 – 1892, p. 274.  

81 Fortieth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1894 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education). 

82 Fortieth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago, 1893 – 1894. 

83 Report of the committee quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 80. 
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provide bare sustenance for his physical.”84 Kindergartens could prevent crime and lawlessness by 

transferring care and oversight of poor children from their parents to the state. Presumably, the 

state, like the “well-to-do” parents, would do a better job at providing the proper moral training for 

poor children. According to the committee, this was the only chance poor children had at avoiding a 

life of pauperism and criminality, because “if childhood is neglected, if difference between right and 

wrong, if in fact the evil instead of the good is developed up to that time, in the majority of cases no 

after effort will atone, and the child will mature lawless and uncontrolled, and the final end will be 

the jail or the poorhouse.”85 

The committee’s proposal was rejected, and instead the Board doubled down on 

enforcement of the compulsory education law. Although the committee’s recommendation for 

kindergartens instead of attendance agents was steeped in classist assumptions about poor families, 

investment in kindergartens was not inherently classist and had broad support from women’s 

groups. For example, as early as 1876 the Chicago Woman’s Club discussed the advantages of 

kindergartens and concluded “this method is the only true one for the proper training, physically, 

mentally and morally of young children.”86 Additionally, after the Ida B. Wells club was established 

in 1893, it focused on establishing Black-run kindergartens to support working mothers.87 These 

 
84 Report of the committee quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, p. 80. 

85 Report of the committee Abbott and Breckinridge, p. 80. 

86 Chicago Woman’s Club, Annals of the Chicago Woman’s Club for the First Forty Years of Its Organization, 1876-1916 
(Chicago: Woman’s Club, 1916), p. 26. The CWC worked with the Froebel Association to establish a free kindergarten at 
the Brennen school in 1886. This kindergarten was funded by the Froebel Association and was able to accommodate 50 
children. The CWC and the Froebel Association funded a number of other kindergartens throughout the 1880s and 90s. 
These privately-run kindergartens largely excluded Black children, however, as they were in neighborhoods populated by 
European immigrants.  

87 Elizabeth Lindsay Davis, The Story of the Illinois Federation of Colored Women's Clubs, 1900-1922, Women and Social 
Movements in the United States, 1600-2000, Edited by Judy Tzu-Chun Wu and Rebecca Plant, 2020 Edition (Chicago, 
1922), http://www.aspresolver.com/aspresolver.asp?WASS;S10018255; Anne Knupfer and Leonard Silk, Toward a 
Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: African American Women’s Clubs in Turn-Of-The-Century Chicago (New York: NYU 
Press, 1997). 
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kindergartens were viewed as an essential support to enable working Black mothers to earn much-

needed wages, as well as an opportunity for children to play and receive early education.88  

For clubwomen, kindergartens were framed as a program for the working-class or poor, but 

were not laden with the assumption that working-class and poor mothers were inherently unfit to 

parent. Kindergartens represented a vision of social welfare that would better enable poor and 

working-class parents to navigate industrial society while providing their children with the benefits 

of education.89 When the Compulsory Education Department advocated for its dissolution in favor 

of state-supported kindergartens, it wasn’t just advocating for prevention over coercion; rather, 

state-supported kindergartens represented an expanded vision of state-provided welfare, and 

particularly an expansion of the welfare state via schools. In this moment, the Board did not choose 

to expand its welfare obligations; instead, it remained committed to a vision of parens patriae that was 

firmly anchored in enforcement, coercion, and the institutionalization of chronically truant and 

incorrigible children. Put otherwise, it chose expand its punitive social disciplining function in lieu of 

its welfare capacities.  

 

IV. ‘Prosecuting Derelict Parents:’ From Moral Suasion to Punitive Enforcement  

 

 The Board of Education relied on a policy of moral suasion to enforce compulsory 

education into the early 1890s. By 1891, eighteen truant officers were charged with persuading truant 

 
88 Kindergartens were discussed as part of a broader education agenda at the first meeting of the National Association of 
Colored Women. See “Historical Records of Conventions of 1895 – 1896 of the Colored Women of American,” 
published 1902. Deborah Gray White discusses Black club women’s work on kindergartens and specifically the 
establishment of a normal school for Black kindergarten teachers in Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves, 
1894 – 1994 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1999).     

89 While kindergartens would make it easier for mothers to earn money, if given the choice these women may have opted 
for a different type of support from the state, such as direct welfare support, higher wages, or assistance with their 
material conditions (housing, clothes, coal, food, etc.).  
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children in their assigned district to attend school, and these officers spent their days canvassing 

poor neighborhoods, knocking on doors of homes, stores and factories, and accosting children in 

the streets.90 For many families, the power of persuasion was ineffective to compell their children to 

school, and the drudgery of repeated failure led to a feeling of disillusionment among truant 

officers.91 In the face of failure and disillusionment truant officers advocated for more power. 

According to the Compulsory Education Department, their work was ineffective for two reasons: 

first, they had no authority; second, the police refused to support the truant officers.92 What the 

department needed, they argued, was the power to arrest defiant parents.93 According to the 

department’s logic, authority was bestowed by the power to coerce and punish. Because the police 

refused to engage in truancy enforcement, the power to arrest needed to be expanded to a 

department that was willing to use it.94  

In 1893, a long-awaited child labor law was passed, along with another revision to the 

Compulsory School Act. Whereas the IWA and labor groups were behind the success of the 1889 

law, female reformers from the Hull House were instrumental in passing the 1893 laws.95 As such, it 

 
90 “It Proves a Hard Task: Enforcement of the Compulsory Education Law is Difficult,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-
1922), September 18, 1891; Marks, “With a Truant Officer.” 

91 Truant officers also expressed feelings of indignation at having to spend their days in poor neighborhoods. See Marks, 
“With a Truant Officer.”  

92 “It Proves a Hard Task.” 

93 “It Proves a Hard Task.” 

94 There was much overlap between the objectives of truant officers and the objectives of police at this time. Both 
positions were expected to surveille, regulate, and socialize citizens, with a particular focus on the surveillance and 
regulation of lower-class neighborhoods. The distinguishing feature between these positions was the police had the 
power to arrest and the power to use violence against citizens. Granting truant officers the power to arrest blurred the 
lines between these roles, and more closely edged schools towards the carceral landscape. For discussions of the role of 
police in early Chicago, see Sam Mitrani, The Rise of the Chicago Police Department: Class and Conflict, 1850 – 1894 (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2013) and Eric Monkkonen, Police in Urban America, 1860 – 1920 (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981). Sidney Harring’s Policing a Class Society: The Experience of American Cities, 1865 – 1915 
(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2017) more broadly discusses the relationship between police, class, and urban society.  

95 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools. 
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was shaped by reformers’ observations of poor families in the Near West Side, a poor, industrial 

ethnic European enclave.96 The law of 1893 made few changes to compulsory education. It extended 

the attendance requirement from eight to twelve weeks but fell short of the full-year advocated by 

nearly all interest groups in Chicago.97 More significantly, the state passed a new child labor law, “An 

Act to Regulate the Manufacture of Clothing, Wearing Apparel, and Other Articles,” which 

prohibited children under 14 from working in factories, manufacturing establishments, and 

workshops and further required that all children between 14 and 16 submit an affidavit attesting to 

their age.98   

 Florence Kelley, newly appointed chief of the Department of Factory Inspection, was vocal 

in pointing out the deficiencies in the child labor law from the start. Not only did it fail to protect 

the vast number of children working as peddlers on the street or in shops, but it was also stunted by 

the weakness of the compulsory school law. In her first annual report, Kelley explained the 

relationship between the two laws as follows:  

a well-enforced compulsory education law must precede or accompany a child labor law if 
child labor is really to be prohibited or even regulated. A good compulsory education law, 
well enforced, may in fact prevent child labor, whereas a child labor law unaccompanied by a 

 
96 As such, these observations (led by Florence Kelley) would have missed challenges particular to the experience of 
Black children at the time. Kelley was not oblivious to the presence of Black children in Chicago broadly, nor in the 19th 
ward specifically, as conveyed by her documentation of “colored children” in the Hull House maps. However, according 
to these maps Black people comprised a tiny fraction of the ward’s population, and discussion of Black children is near 
absent in her reports on the child labor problems in Chicago. Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull-House: With 
Autobiographical Notes (New York: Macmillan, 1910). 

97 The law also catered to demands of German parents by dropping the requirement that instruction be in English in 
order to count for attendance. In this way, the law reflected the specific demands of immigrant parents. The law also 
softened school districts’ obligation to hire truant officers by making such appointments permissive, rather than 
mandatory. Likely, this was a result of pressure from rural districts. For details of the law, see Abbott and Breckinridge, 
Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools. 

98 Abbott and Breckinridge, pp. 100 - 101. The law regulated the places of employment that European immigrant 
children were most likely to be employed at. Because Black children tended to live in wards that were less industrial, it’s 
possible that they were more likely to be employed in other types of businesses, and thus left under-protected by this 
initial law.   
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compulsory education law takes children out of the factories and workshops only to throw 
them into the street.99 

 

Kelley’s statement highlights the centrality of compulsory schooling in actualizing her vision of child 

welfare and the welfare of the public more broadly.  

 Kelley and the factory inspectors took their role seriously, and in their first year obtained 

convictions for 25 employers for employing children under 14.100 While Kelley applauded the work 

of the factory inspectors, she further argued that their success was mitigated by the failures of the 

attendance officers to enforce compulsory education laws. Although employers were being punished 

for violating the laws, it was clear that parents, who shared the responsibility for their children’s 

unlawful employment, were going unpunished.101 And worse, of the 103 cases brought by factory 

inspectors to the attendance officers between September and November, only 64 cases were 

investigated and 31 children were placed in schools. For the 33 unresolved cases, some children 

were not found, some were given work permits, and others were dropped for being “incorrigible.”102 

Enforcement of attendance for this last group of children, the “incorrigibles,” would 

become a point of friction between child labor activists and school officials. According to Kelley, 

“[u]nruly children are expelled from school to suit the convenience of teachers. Principals of schools 

have sent to the inspectors children 11 years old, with the written request that permits be granted to 

enable the children to go to work (in violation of the factory law) because in each case the child is 

‘incorrigible.’”103 As schools shrugged their responsibility to teach disruptive children, the burden of 

 
99 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois, 1894, quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, p. 74.  

100 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois for the Year Ending December15, 1894 (Illinois: Office of Inspectors of 
Factories and Workshops), p. 14.  

101 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois, 1894, p. 14.  

102 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois, 1894, p. 14.  

103 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois, 1894, p. 13. 
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enforcing the law shifted to the factory inspectors.104 In response to this burden, and out of 

frustration for the Board’s reluctance, the factory inspectors advocated for amendments that would 

strengthen provisions allowing for the prosecution of parents, recommending “that the legislature 

make the prosecution of derelict parents not as it now is, merely discretionary with the local school 

boards, but mandatory upon them; as the prosecution of manufacturers is made mandatory upon 

the factory inspectors by Section 9 of the factory law.”105  

Although there was consensus among political and social elites that the compulsory 

education law should be enforced, there was disagreement regarding who should enforce the law and 

how it should be enforced. In 1894, frustrated the law did not provide for an automatic penalty 

against parents, the Board of Education expressed its desire to criminalize truancy. After reiterating 

its position that the law is ineffective because no penalty could be enforced, the Board goes on to 

argue “under the city statutes relating to vagrants, children who are found upon the streets could be 

arrested, and the parents could be reached by police. Chicago fails to give this class of children the 

education and training which would redeem many and bring them to better citizenship.”106 The 

Board was not advocating that vagrant children be brought into schools; rather, they go on to 

highlight the schools “very naturally find much to do in caring for the two hundred thousand 

 
104 Kelley also suggests that overcrowding is part of what leads school officials to push kids out of schools. Fast 
population growth and a reluctance to fully appropriate taxes for school buildings had led to severe overcrowding and 
double-shifts at a number of schools throughout the city. According to state law, the city was authorized to increase 
taxes to pay for school buildings, but the Board (mostly comprised of businessmen) was reluctant to advocate that the 
city pursue higher taxation. See Forty-First Annual Report of the Board of Education for the Year Ending June 28, 1895 (Chicago, 
IL: Board of Education), p. 16. 

105 Second Annual Report of the Factory Inspectors of Illinois, 1894, p. 14. Kelley was also concerned that ineffective compulsory 
education laws had left children illiterate and suggested Chicago might adopt a law similar to New York’s requiring that 
any working child pass a basic literacy test. A provision requiring such a provision was struck out from an earlier child 
labor ordinance in Chicago. The ordinance would have imposed a burden on immigrant children, and particularly 
German families who preferred to send their children to schools taught in German. It also would have constrained the 
Board’s ability to issue work permits, likely increasing the number of children in its purview. See “City and County,” 
Inter-Ocean, June 8, 1890, p. 7.   

106 Forty-first Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago. 
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children who are enrolled and glad to come to school without compulsion.”107 Taken together, the 

Board articulated a clear picture of the criminalization of truancy: school officials should be granted 

police-like power to enforce compulsory education, but this power should be accompanied by the 

power to bring arrested children to a special institution for truant children.  

The city’s clubwomen were not necessarily aligned with the vision of enforcement put forth 

by the Board. After Florence Kelley and the Hull House took the lead on child labor advocacy in 

1889, the IWA began focusing on police reform. Their specific demands focused on rooting out 

corruption in the criminal courts and increasing protections for women and children arrested by 

police. For example, the alliance demanded that that men be arrested for soliciting women on the 

street, regardless of the woman’s reputation; that a woman not be convicted of disorderly conduct 

or soliciting on the unsupported testimony of an officer; and a prohibition on sending children 

under 16 to the bridewell.108 The alliance was particularly concerned about the pernicious 

relationship between corruption in the criminal justice system and poverty, arguing that the “inability 

to find employment at living wages is largely the cause of the downfall of women, and the popular 

impression that the police force and justices are entitled to revenue from these unfortunates is one 

of the most effectual means of keeping them in a state of degradation.”109  

White clubwomen’s concerns about police reflected a gendered concern about the degrading 

use of power by male police against women. Mary Ahrens, a practicing attorney and member of the 

IWA, bluntly conveyed a sentiment shared by many of Chicago’s women: “The policemen are the 

 
107 Forty-first Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago. 

108 Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2.  

109 “Want Police Customs Reformed,” Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2. In an early repudiation of what we now consider 
the criminalization of poverty, the IWA explained in an open letter to the justices of the police court: “We realize that 
the causes creating the misery and wretchedness with which you are so closely brought in contact lie in the unequal 
social and economic conditions of the people and are beyond the reach of our penal methods, and that until the people 
can secure a fairer chance of earning and honest living in poverty, ignorance and vice will increase.” Here, we can also 
see a clear articulation of how unfairness in the political economy leaves women vulnerable to both poverty and crime. 
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stupidest part of this community. It is not safe to put power in their hands.”110 However, White 

clubwomen did believe that the institution of policing could be reformed through the feminization 

of the police force: in the hands of women, police power could protect humanely protect against a 

disorderly society.111 Their belief in the potential of feminized policing to support the public welfare 

led to the enactment of school and labor laws that drew on carceral logics of punitive enforcement, 

and reflected a deeply held belief that state authority to regulate society was contingent on its power 

to punish and police. Despite reluctance by the police themselves, the relentless focus on 

enforcement of compulsory education led the Board of Education to rely on the organization with 

the strongest enforcement power: police.  

 

V. ‘Educate or Punish:’ The Punitive Turn in Enforcement, 1894 – 1903  

 

For the remainder of the decade, Florence Kelley and the School Board would argue over 

enforcement of the compulsory school law.112 Kelley repeatedly admonished the unfairness of 

allowing parents to go unpunished for allowing their children to work illegally and strongly criticized 

the truant officers for abdicating their work to the factory inspectors and the Board of absolving 

 
110 “Police Power Abused,” Morgan Papers, Reel 6, Vol. 2.  

111 White clubwomen’s skepticism of male police different from the more expansive critiques waged by Black 
clubwomen at this time. In the 1890s, Black clubwomen organized against police brutality that targeted Black 
Chicagoans. For Black clubwomen, police violence represented a system of racial violence that was more expansive than 
individual acts of female degradation. “Chicago Letter,” Woman’s Era, Vol. 1 No. 2, May 1, 1894; Chicago Woman’s 
Club, Annals of the Chicago Woman’s Club for the First Forty Years of Its Organization, 1876-1916. Not only were Black people 
the targets of police violence in the late 19th century, but they were consistently over-represented in arrest data between 
1888 and 1893. Although Black people comprised less than 2% of Chicago at this time, the percentage of arrests who 
were Black ranged between 8.8% and 11.4% in this time span. See the Annual Report of the General Superintendent of Police of 
the City of Chicago for the years ending in 1888 – 1893. 

112 Due to conflicts over how best to pursue its agenda, the IWA dissolved in 1896. The alliance’s internal conflicts can 
be understood as a conflict between working-class and middle-class strategies of how best to achieve their goals. See 
Flanagan, Seeing With Their Hearts. Kelley and the reformers at Hull House took the lead on advocating for poor White 
children for remainder of the decade and into the juvenile court movement, while Elizabeth Lindsey Davis, Fannie 
Barrier Williams, and several other Black leaders founded settlements and clubs aimed at supporting Black children.  
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itself of responsibility to educate truant children.113 Meanwhile, the Board consistently retorted that 

its hands were tied by an ineffective law, and that it was necessary to establish a truant school in 

order to adequately enforce the law. In the midst of this bickering, neither side conveyed a positive 

rationale for educating Chicago’s children, a fact not lost on the city council. In 1896, the council 

decreased the school budget by $2 million at a time when the city’s population was booming and the 

schools were already short seats.114 Livid, D.R. Cameron, President of the Board, lamented that the 

cuts were suicidal and would cripple the Board’s ability to educate Chicago’s children. He further 

warned that reducing expenditures on education would necessarily increase expenditures on the 

criminal justice system, arguing “the whole policy of a government is summed up in the 

requirement, educate or punish. To cheapen one is to multiply the cost of the other by a large 

ratio.”115  

In the long-run, Cameron’s words would be prescient. In the short-term, the Board 

continued its advocacy for stronger compulsory education laws in the face of budget cuts. In 1897, 

the state passed important amendments to both the compulsory education and child labor laws. The 

child labor law extended the types of businesses covered by child labor regulations, limited the 

number of hours children could work, and prohibited children from working in extra-hazardous 

occupations.116 The amended compulsory education law required a consistent date at which 

consecutive attendance would start: the first day of school for children under 10 and December 1 

 
113 Kelley repeated the same critique in each of her four reports as Chief Factory Inspector. See the Annual Report of 
the Factory Inspectors of Illinois for the years 1893 - 1896.  

114 According to the buildings report for 1895 – 1896, 15,708 children were on half day schedules, while another 11,700 
were in rented rooms. Forty-Second Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago for the Year Ending June 26, 
1896 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 155.  

115 Forty-Second Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago, p. 17. 

116 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools. 
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for children over 10.117 This greatly aided enforcement by streamlining attendance tracking and 

easing the guesswork previously involved in surveillance. Still, the law was not perfect. Reformers 

were disappointed the law did not extend the attendance requirement for the entire year, while the 

Board remained unsuccessful in its efforts to secure a truant school. 

The greatest success of the amended law, however, was the stronger ability of the Board to 

prosecute parents for failing to comply with the law. In most cases, the Board did not exercise its 

prosecutorial powers; rather, the threat of coercion worked to compel parents to comply in nearly all 

cases pursued by attendance agents.118 While the Board delighted in its newfound enforcement 

powers, it continued to push for a truant school, derisively arguing “we should rightfully have the 

power to arrest all these little beggars, loafers, and vagabonds, that infest our city, take them from 

the streets and place them in schools where they are compelled to receive education and learn moral 

principles.”119 Whereas two years prior the Board had articulated a bright line between the educative 

and punitive functions of government, the Board’s sentiments here reflect a slippage between the 

two.   

 By 1898, the principle of compulsory attendance had become generally accepted in Chicago, 

and the city finally began to seriously consider establishing a truant school “for the forcible 

detention of persistently refractory pupils.”120 Then, as part of a sweeping measures focused on 

 
117 Abbott and Breckinridge. 

118 Forty-Fourth Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago for the Year Ending June 24, 1898 (Chicago, IL: 
Board of Education), p. 170. The president of the board notes that out of 50 notices served, only 1 needed to be 
prosecuted.  

119 Forty-Fourth Annual Report of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago, p. 170. 

120 Functionally, the “parental school” served the same purpose as what was generally referred to as the “truant school” 
in earlier discourse. Report of the Educational Commission of the City of Chicago, 1899 quoted in Abbott and Breckinridge, 
Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 86. The Commission was appointed by Mayor Harrison in January, 
1888 to study how the compulsory education laws might be strengthened.  
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reforming juvenile justice, the state’s first parental school law was passed in 1899.121 The truant 

school, referred to as the parental school, was unambiguously expected to be a place of 

confinement, discipline, and moral training and would sit in the liminal space linking the carceral 

state with the education system. The various juvenile court laws enacted alongside the parental 

school act were meant to remove children from the criminal justice system, and instead offer them 

compassion and rehabilitation. The parental school, however, was a creature of the Board of 

Education. It was a way to segregate, confine, and educate students (boys in particular) deemed 

dependent, incorrigible, and too disruptive to remain in the general classroom.122   

 The parental school did not mark the completion of the compulsory school movement. 

Rather, in 1903 the legislature extended the required length of attendance to 110 days and further 

strengthened the ability of the Board to prosecute parents who refused to comply with the law.123 

After fifteen years of advocacy, the push for compulsory schooling left schooling deeply connected 

with the carceral state. This was evidenced through a network of surveillance workers charged with 

monitoring and regulating poor families, a segregated place of confinement where poor children 

could be educated, and the criminalization of parents who violated the law. Additionally, in 1902, the 

Chicago Police reported that it had stationed 38 officers at schools, and by 1903 police and truant 

officers had developed a cooperative system of surveillance and enforcement.124 Entanglement 

 
121 Notably, the parental school act only applied to Chicago, as it required a parental school in cities with a population 
over 100,000. Abbott and Breckinridge. 

122 The Parental School was ostensibly mean to educate dependent children whose parents were unable to adequately 
care for them. Delinquent children were sent to reformatories such as St. Charles or Geneva. Tera Agyepong shows how 
overcrowding at the Parental School led to a disproportionate number of Black children to be labelled “delinquent” 
rather than “dependent,” and thus sent to reformatories. Tera Eva Agyepong, The Criminalization of Black Children: Race, 
Gender, and Delinquency in Chicago’s Juvenile Justice System, 1899–1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2018). 

123 Abbott and Breckinridge, Truancy and Non-Attendance in the Chicago Schools, p. 87. 

124 According to the annual police reports between 1888 and 1903, this is the first year for which officers were stationed 
at schools, although neither the police report, the annual report for the board of education, nor the proceedings of the 
board of education provide additional context regarding these officers. Report of the General Superintendent of Police of the City 
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between schools and police happened as a result of decades of advocacy for increased enforcement 

of compulsory schooling, without regards to the underlying causes preventing children from 

attending schools and with little consideration of the quality of education children received once 

compelled into school.125  

  

VI.       Conclusion: The Institutional Legacy of the Compulsory School Movement  

  

The fifteen-year movement for compulsory schooling in Chicago shaped the institution of 

schooling in distinctly carceral ways: poor parents whose children were truant or absent from school 

were criminalized; habitually truant, incorrigible, or dependent children were confined in segregated, 

residential school institutions; and a web of surveillance officers was tasked with monitoring poor 

families and enforcing the law. As with other areas of state expansion during this time, expansion of 

the state via compulsory schooling increased opportunities for inclusion and exclusion, social 

welfare and social discipline.126 While the compulsory school movement ushered in a new generation 

of children that would benefit from public education, it legitimized the use of separate schools for 

the city’s most vulnerable and deviant youth; while the movement increased protections from child 

labor, it did so through the punitive disciplining of poor parents.  

 
of Chicago for the Fiscal Year Ending December 31, 1902 (Chicago, IL: Department of Police). For cooperation between the 
police and truant officers, see “Police to Stop Truants,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Oct. 22, 1903.  

125 Florence Kelley reflected on this failure in a letter to Jane Addams in 1904. By then, Kelley was in New York, where 
children could not leave school until they were 14 and passed work at level 5b (the level a 12-year-old should master 
without being held back). Kelley realized that many children were failing to promote and a careful study of why would 
lead to invaluable insights. As opposed to her dogged focus on attendance in years prior, she came around to see that 
children also needed to be supported once in school. “Florence Kelley to Jane Addams, August 19, 1904.” Jane Addams 
Digital Edition, accessed May 3, 2022, https://digital.janeaddams.ramapo.edu/items/show/419. 

126 Novak, New Democracy. 
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The institutional legacy of the compulsory school movement would have devastating 

consequences for Chicago’s Black school children. First, White reformers’ focus on vulnerable 

White children ignored the unique ways in which anti-Black racism shaped the needs of poor Black 

families. This occurred in the public sphere as the White press lifted examples of vulnerable 

immigrant girls, even as Black children were present and visible in the same exploitative conditions. 

It also occurred through White reformers’ focus on poor European immigrants in the 19th ward. The 

White reformers of the IWA and the Hull House had significant political and social clout, and their 

sustained focus on the immigrant experience and immigrant neighborhoods focused political and 

legal debates around the needs of White children, as they were the children most visible as citizens in 

need of protection.  

Furthermore, the state’s unwillingness to meaningfully address the root causes of truancy 

and non-attendance – poverty and economic exploitation – enabled the economic and class 

oppression that undergirds structural racism to fester and grow. Indeed, shortly after poor, 

European children were taken out of the sweatshops, Black migrants from the South replaced them 

as the city’s new cadre of low-wage workers. Anti-black racism in the labor market would directly 

contribute to the concentration of poverty in Chicago’s growing Black Belt in the early 20th century, 

and the carceral strategies used to surveille and police poor European children would intersect with 

racist tropes regarding Black criminality. 

Additionally, the state’s failure to mitigate the conditions of poverty left Chicago’s poor 

children reliant on charity to provide them with the material support necessary to attend school. The 

discretionary nature of charity left poor Black children at a disadvantage in terms of accessing 

support for basic material needs. Black clubwomen were active in providing support for poor 

women and children; however, their limited financial capital left them reliant on White philanthropy. 

As the Great Migration brought thousands of Black migrants to Chicago, the meager options 
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available to support poor Black children ultimately led them poor Black children disproportionately 

into institutions intended for delinquent children.127 

While Black children were not the immediate targets of the criminalization of truancy, the 

strategies used to surveille, confine, and punish poor children and families would disproportionately 

impact Black children as the Great Migration brought thousands of Black migrants from the South 

to Chicago’s Black Belt. The “class of unfortunates” that was originally linked with poor, ethnic 

European children would come to characterize Black children in the twentieth century. Although the 

carceral tactics wielded against European children were punitive tools of assimilation, once used 

against Black children, families, and communities they were readily transformed into tools of racial 

domination.   

 
127 Agyepong, The Criminalization of Black Children. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 

POLICING THE COLOR LINE: WHITE GRIEVANCE, THE PRESS, AND THE THREAT OF RACE 
WAR IN SCHOOLS, 1902 – 1908 

 
While we do not believe in a censored press, yet we are firmly convinced that there should 
be a law in every state prohibiting newspapers from publishing in a sensational way the 
atrocities of the criminals of the country. This we urge in the interest of the Negro especially, 
who thus far has been made to suffer on account of such publications. Every little fight 
between two or three Negroes and the same number of white men is called a “race riot,” 
when the same occurrence among whites would hardly be noticed in the papers; and thus, 
besides suggesting violence it advertises us in the wrong way, for seldom, if ever can the 
newspaper reporter summon the courage to deal squarely by the Negro in a sensational 
write-up of this kind.1 

 
In 1896, Mr. Samuel Jacobs, a White clerk living a comfortable, if simple, life petitioned the 

Board of Education to transfer his young daughter from the Keith School to the Raymond 

School.2 The source of his grievance was the appointment of a Black teacher to the Keith School, 

which at the time had a small Black population among its majority White student body. Mr. Jacobs’s 

anxiety over his daughter having a Black teacher was shared by at least thirty other White families 

who had similarly requested transfers out of the Keith School.3 Sympathetic to his concern, the 

school board granted the transfer request without discussion.4 This early race-based transfer caught 

the eye of both Superintendent Lane, who expressed concern that granting such requests would 

“depopulate the Keith School of white pupils”5 and the general public, some of whom conveyed 

extreme regret that the school board readily conceded to the transfer request.6  

 
1 The Colored American 12, no. 6 (June, 1907). 

2 “Boycotting a Colored Teacher,” Times-Herald, Jan. 29, 1896, recorded in IWP Box 14, Folder 21. 

3 “Boycotting a Colored Teacher.” 

4 “No Color Line in the Schools,” Inter-Ocean, Jan. 30, 1896, recorded in IWP Box 14, Folder 21. 

5 “Boycotting a Colored Teacher.” 

6 “No Color Line in the Schools.” 
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Mr. Jacobs’s transfer request, interpreted by some as a boycott of a Black teacher, didn’t just 

set precedent for a White exodus from the Keith School; rather, it helped set the stage for a decades 

long battle over the color line in Chicago’s South Side schools. In the first decade of the 20th 

century, White students and families used various strategies, such as strikes, boycotts, and petitions, 

to air school-based grievances. Through protest and advocacy, these White complaints coalesced 

into a coherent set of White grievances that helped establish a common racial identity between 

ethnic European immigrants and native White Americans, while reinforcing distinctions between 

White and Black students.7 White protests reflected anxiety over potential change in the social order 

and a desire to reinforce the social and economic value of whiteness. Through these boycotts, White 

families gained collective power as White families in an identity that coalesced against the perceived 

danger of Black students and interracial schools. The School Board did not always pander to racially 

motivated requests of White families, but through the constant tending of the color line in schools a 

clear racial order was entrenched in Chicago’s public school system.  

In this chapter, I further explore how the White press used school-based White grievances to 

represent racially mixed schools, and the Black students who attended them, as dangerous and 

problematic. I am particularly concerned with how the School Board’s reliance on police to manage 

these strikes reinforced racist ideologies that portrayed Black people as potentially criminal in ways 

that the press exploited through representation of school conflicts during this time. The press used 

 
7 I use the term “white grievance” throughout this chapter to refer to the perceived wrongs, real or imagined, that led 
White people to complain and protest. I focus on grievances that were grounded in whiteness as an emerging, collective 
identity. Throughout this chapter, the term “White” is used (somewhat imprecisely) to refer to both “native White” and 
ethnic European people, even though ethnic Europeans were generally considered racially distinct from native Whites in 
this period. My broad usage of the term White is primarily practical: my data does not always enable me to distinguish 
between native White and ethnic European actors, particularly since the media conflated these groups for strategic 
purposes. Race, particularly for European-descended peoples, was fluid at this time, and not always rational, thereby 
making precise distinctions between White Americans and ethnic Europeans difficult, and at times impossible. At the 
same time, the collective term of White conveys a convergence of interests between European-descended of different 
classes, even as status distinctions remained between White Americans and ethnic Europeans. As I aim to show in this 
chapter, schools were a key site of this convergence. 
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race to displace the problems underlying the source of White grievance in ways that naturalized the 

potential of inter-racial conflict at schools and the reliance on police to maintain order in schools.  

This chapter focuses on three examples of school-based White grievance between 1902 and 

1908: the McKeon strikes over the firing of a beloved teacher in 1902; the coal strikes protesting 

coal delivery to school by non-union drivers in 1905; and the transfer strikes and protests between 

1905 and 1908. In each instance, the White press used the conflict to sensationalize racial 

antagonism in schools and buttress a racial ideology that positioned Black students as problematic 

and dangerous. I further show how the use of police to manage these conflicts supported the 

ideological work of the press.8 Through these conflicts and the media reporting on them, schools 

became a site for policing the boundaries of whiteness. 

 

I.  “An Epidemic of Strikes” – White Grievance and Early Claims on Schools   

 

In the early 1900s, White boycotts of schools were a frequent occurrence in Chicago public 

schools, with students walking out of school for a range of grievances.9 While the media lightly 

covered strikes in response to mundane aspects of school life, strikes that had a racial dimension 

were covered with a particularly sensationalist tone. In November of 1902, White students stirred up 

conflict at Andrew Jackson Elementary after a beloved White teacher, Miss Jane McKeon, was 

 
8 My thinking in this chapter is influenced by the work of Stuart Hall, whose oeuvre analyzes how the media uses racist 
discourse and misrepresentations to normalize racism. In particular, see Stuart Hall, Selected Writings on Race and Difference, 
Paul Gilroy and R. Gilmore, eds. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2021) and Stuart Hall, et. al.,Policing the Crisis 
(London: MacMillan Press, 1978).  

9 A few scholars have discussed the strikes analyzed in this chapter. Michael Homel discusses the occurrence of the 
strikes, but does not analyze the racial implications of how the strikes were portrayed in the press. Michael W. Homel, 
Down from Equality: Black Chicagoans and the Public Schools, 1920-41 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984). In a recent 
dissertation, Lawrence Bauer analyzes the political dimension of these strikes and others across the country during the 
early 1900s. Bauer focuses on the students' ability to organize and assert complaints against schools through labor 
tactics. Lawrence Bauer, “Raising Small Citizens: Schooling and the Progressive Political Socialization Project,” PhD 
diss. (University of Chicago, 2022). 
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dismissed for insubordination.10 McKeon was a stern teacher and refused to accept James Hartwig 

back into her classroom after he used inappropriate language in front of her and her students.11 

McKeon had a history of conflict with Principal Hedges, and although school officials considered 

her to be a good teacher, her insubordination “tended to destroy and demoralize the authority of the 

principal.”12 After McKeon was suspended, approximately 200 students boycotted the school for 

three days while police and truant officers aided in getting the children back in school.13  

Andrew Jackson was located in a poor European immigrant community and heavily attended 

by children living in the Polk St. tenements. Conditions in the tenements were crowded and often 

unsanitary, with litter from nearby rag shops often making Polk St. unpassable.14 Students at Andrew 

Jackson were the type of child who would have caught the attention of White Progressive Era child 

savers: poor, immigrant, and susceptible to exploitation in the child labor market. Compelling poor 

children to attend school, particularly when their families would greatly benefit from income they 

could receive in the labor market, was no easy feat in 1902, and it is not hard to understand why the 

loss of a beloved teacher would enrage students who might have otherwise felt disconnected from 

school.15  

 
10 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, July 9, 1902 to June 24, 1903 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education); 
Inter Ocean, Nov. 7, 1902, recorded in IWP Box 14, Folder 21; “More Pupils Go on Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Nov. 4, 
1902 p. 4 

11 “Calls Teacher a Victim of Plot,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Nov. 14, 1902, p. 16. Miss McKeon denied the charge of 
insubordination, instead charging that she was suspended as retaliation for her support of Teachers’ federation. She was 
ultimately dismissed for 30 days without pay and transferred to the Hammond School.  

12 “Board Suspends Woman Teacher,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Nov. 7, 1902, p. 3.  

13 Inter Ocean, Nov. 7, 1902, recorded in IWP Box 14, Folder 21. 

14 Hunter, Robert, Tenement Conditions in Chicago: Report by the Investigating Committee of the City Homes Association (Chicago: 
City Homes Association, 1901). Jane Addams was a vocal critique of tenement conditions and advocated for higher class 
housing for the poor and laboring classes who must live near the city center. “Sees Evil in Tenements: Jane Addams 
Fears Invasion by New York System,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 30, 1901, p. 2.   

15 Students involved in the strike were quoted as saying “They want Miss McKeon and no one else” and “It’s like this. 
We don’t like that other teacher, and we want miss McKeon back … I don’t believe any of us wants to go to school 
again.” “School Rioters May End Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Nov. 9, 1902, p. 3. While most accounts of the strike 
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Although the striking students were not violent during their boycott of the Jackson school, 

school officials called on police to monitor the situation. Students’ open disregard for the 

compulsory school law, as well as their menacing taunting of school officials outside the building 

was sufficient cause to engage the police and compulsory school department. During the strike, 

Principal Hedges was accompanied to school with a police escort, including six uniformed 

patrolmen, while police were stationed outside the building to monitor the strikers.16 W. Lester 

Bodine, the Superintendent of Compulsory Education, threatened to arrest any students who 

remained on “strike” after the weekend, while school janitors were ordered to arrest any children 

breaking windows in school buildings.17 At the same time that Superintendent Bodine was 

threatening to call the police, he dismissed the seriousness of the students’ motives and indicated 

they were using the strike as an opportunity to have some fun.18 The incongruencies between the 

actions of students and the rhetoric used by school officials in response reflected the high stakes of 

quelling the strikes for the School Board: in the nascent years of enforced compulsory schooling, 

repeated strikes could call into question the Board’s legitimacy to enforce attendance laws. In this 

context, law and order rhetoric shored up the Board’s power to quiet disturbances before they 

became a crisis of legitimacy.   

While the School Board spoke of the strikes in terms of law and order, the press used the 

strike as an opportunity to stir racial antagonism. Several papers, including two local papers (the 

Inter-Ocean and the Chicago Daily News), fabricated and sensationalized a racial element to the boycott, 

 
portrayed the students as genuinely being upset with the dismissal of McKeon, some education officials indicated that 
students were using her dismissal as an excuse for skipping school. “More Pupils Go Out on Strike.” Others indicated 
that McKeon herself had instigated the strike by encouraging students to protest. “Trustees in Row on M’Keon Case.”  

16 “More Pupils Go Out on ‘Strike.”  

17 “More Pupils Go Out on ‘Strike.’” 

18 “More Pupils Go Out on ‘Strike.’” 
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speculating that it was due to Miss McKeon’s replacement by an African American teacher.19 In one 

particularly stark example outside of Chicago, the Courier-Journal, a paper based in Louisville, 

Kentucky, boldly frames the strike in racial terms: a ”Negress” supplanted a White teacher, an action 

that was reportedly intolerable for White students.20 Although the local reports did not use explicitly 

racist depictions of McKeon’s alleged replacement by a Black teacher, they relied on similar racist 

tropes of Black people replacing Whites.  

The speculation regarding McKeon’s replacement by a Black teacher caused enough of a stir 

for the Chicago Tribune to plainly note that a “colored teacher” was “not involved” with the trouble at 

the Jackson school.21 The Tribune was correct in their assessment of the matter. Local papers had 

differed on their account of the Black teacher who allegedly replaced McKeon – Miss Virginia 

Gibson according to the Inter-Ocean and Miss Julie Brown according to Daily News. However, 

according to the Proceedings of the Board of Education for 1902 – 1903, there was no Julie Brown 

on staff at Jackson Elementary (there was a Jessie Brown). Miss Virginia Gibson was transferred to 

the Keith School shortly after the strikes, but there is no indication of which school she was 

transferred from.22 While it is possible that Miss Gibson replaced McKeon and then transferred to 

the Keith School, it is more likely that the Chicago Tribune’s account that Miss Mary O’Malley (a 

 
19 In various accounts, the African American teacher is referred to as Miss Virginia Gibson or Miss Julie Brown. 
According to the Annual Report of the Board of Education for 1903, there was no Julie Brown at Jackson Elementary. 
Forty-Ninth Annual Report of the Board of Education of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1903 (Chicago, IL: Board of 
Education). There was, however, a Jessie Brown on staff. A Miss Virginia Gibson was mentioned as having been 
transferred to the Keith School on November 17, 1902, although the report makes no mention of which school she was 
transferred from. For local news accounts, see “Striking Students Terrorize School,” Inter-Ocean, Nov. 7, 1902 
transcribed in IWP, Box 14, Folder 21; Chicago Daily News, Nov. 6, 1902.  

20 “Negress: Supplants White Teacher In Chicago,” Courier-Journal (1869-1922), November 7, 1902. 

21 The Tribune interviewed Supt. Cooley about the issue, and he reported that a Black teacher was assigned to the Jackson 
school, but prior to McKeon’s dismissal and she did not assume responsibility for McKeon’s class. “Board Suspends 
Woman Teacher: Finds Miss Jane McKeon Guilty and One Month’s Enforced Idleness Imposed,” Chicago Daily Tribune 
(1872-1922), November 7, 1902. 

22 Proceedings of the Board of Education for the City of Chicago, July 9, 1902 to June 24, 1903 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education).   
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teacher on the temporary assignment list) replaced McKeon was the accurate representation.23 

Tellingly, the Broad Ax, a Black-run paper, did not cover the McKeon incident, nor did the New York 

Age, a New York based Black paper that often-covered race-related events in Chicago.  

Even if false, the speculative discourse regarding White students striking because of the 

replacement of a beloved White teacher with a Black teacher is important to attend to. Not only did 

these news accounts create a narrative of potential racial discord and conflict in integrated schools, 

but many simultaneously embellished the violent nature of the strikes. In one account, the Inter-Ocean 

highlighted that a dozen students were “beaten” after school and came up with “blackened eyes and 

bloody noses;” in another, the paper detailed that police “stood guard” after students went on strike 

at the Ferron school because of the mingling of White and Black students.24 In doing so, the press 

helped plant a seed that would flourish in later decades: that integrated school spaces (or, put 

differently, the presence of Black teachers or students in majority White schools) would lead to 

violence, disorder, and the need for police control.  

 

II. “A Most Serious Situation” – Labor, Race, and the 1905 School Strikes  

 

 While the strike regarding Miss McKeon reflected students’ grievance with an internal school 

policy, students also used strikes to express disagreement with affairs external to school.25 While 

 
23 “Board Suspends Woman Teacher.” 

24 “Striking Students Terrorize School,” Inter-Ocean, Nov. 7, 1902, transcribed in IWP, Box 14, Folder 21; “School Boys 
in A Race Riot,” Inter-Ocean, Nov. 14th, 1902, transcribed in IWP, Box 14, Folder 21. The Inter-Ocean’s depictions of racial 
conflict in schools continued after the 1902 strike. As one example, in 1904, the paper reported on the “many fights” 
between White and Black students taking place at the Hendricks School. The paper further highlighted the more 
“aggressive partisans carry weapons,” and referred to the conflict as a “race war.” “School Race War,” Inter-Ocean, March 
5th, 1904, transcribed in IWP Box 14, Folder 20.  

25 This phenomena was nationwide, with students striking for a variety of grievances with school-based policies and with 
policies external to school. Bauer, “Raising Small Citizens.” 
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early strikes most often centered on the mundane aspects of schools, as antiblack racism began to 

shape Chicago’s labor disputes it simultaneously influenced the claims White students made on their 

schools. In particular, the Stockyard and Teamsters strikes added a distinctly race-conscious element 

to White students’ demands. Many of the White strikers came from immigrant, blue collar families 

who worked in union jobs. White students’ engagement with the public schools was influenced by 

strategies used by organized labor, as evidenced by the frequent use of “strikes” to assert school-

based rights and to make claims on the schools.26 In the wake of the labor strikes, students’ strikes 

shifted from particularized demands on the school to an assertion of ownership over schools that 

was grounded in whiteness. In order to protect this ownership interest, White families used various 

strategies to police and defend racial boundaries in school.27  

 In 1904 and 1905 two of the largest, and most violent, labor strikes the city had experienced 

significantly shaped race relations in pre-war Chicago.28  Strikes were an essential tool used by unions 

to improve their bargaining power and the use of strikebreakers, or scabs, was nothing new; 

however, the Stockyards Strike of 1904 was the first time that Black strikebreakers played a 

significant role in labor disputes.29 The use of Black strikebreakers, many of whom were brought to 

Chicago from the south, enraged White strikers. Many of Chicago’s unions excluded Black people, 

which ensured whiteness maintained some value in the labor market while also preventing Black 

 
26 Bauer makes a similar observation in his study of national protest strategies used by children during the Progressive 
Era. See, Bauer Chapter 1.  

27 The processes that unfold in this chapter are an example of what Cheryl Harris has termed “whiteness as property.” 
By using strikes and transfers to police the racial borders of schools, we see White parents using schools to invest 
whiteness with value. As with property rights more generally, the right to exclude is a central mechanism for maintaining 
the value of whiteness. Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993): 1707–91, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1341787. 

28 Allan H. Spear, Black Chicago: The Making of a Negro Ghetto, 1890-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967); 
William M. Tuttle, “Labor Conflict and Racial Violence: The Black Worker in Chicago, 1894-1919,” Labor History 10, no. 
3 (1969): 408–32, https://doi.org/10.1080/00236566908584086. 

29 Spear, Black Chicago. 
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Chicagoans from access to a wider range of employment.30 Although most of the strikebreakers in 

the stockyards were White, the presence of Black strikebreakers in work previously inaccessible to 

them angered White workers.31 Unlike nonunion White workers, Black strikebreakers highlighted the 

disposability of White strikers, posed a danger to strikers’ employment, and threatened the security 

they derived from their whiteness. In response, racial violence against Black people became 

widespread throughout the strike. In a reflection of how explicitly race was used as a scapegoat for 

losses faced by White strikers, South Carolina Senator Ben Tillman proclaimed to a crowd of strikers 

at the Stockyards: “It was the [Black strikebreakers] that whipped you in line. They were the club 

with which your brains were beaten out.”32 

 Eight months after the stockyards strike settled, a sympathy strike called by the Teamsters 

Union led to months of violent disputes throughout the city. In late April of 1905, Black 

strikebreakers were once again brought up from the south to temporarily replace strikers. One of the 

most visible symbols of the racial conflict embedded within the labor dispute were coal delivery 

drivers employed by the Peabody Coal Company. Throughout the city, nonunion drivers were 

deployed to deliver coal to businesses, schools, and other buildings in need of electricity. Even 

though the Teamsters proclaimed themselves to be an interracial union, the presence of Black 

strikebreakers prompted White Chicagoans to riot and attack Black people throughout the city in 

 
30 Racial divisions within the working class provided material benefits for White workers in the form of a higher wage, 
but also brought with it a psychological wage that enabled White workers to feel superior to Black workers. These 
“wages of whiteness” precluded interracial class allegiance and solidarity. W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay 
toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880, by W.E.B. Du 
Bois. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1935). 

31 David Bates, The Ordeal of the Jungle: Race and the Chicago Federation of Labor, 1903-1922 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2019). 

32 Senator Tillman was a White supremacist and explicitly racist politician. Although he represented South Carolina, he 
travelled throughout the country giving speeches on social and political issues to large crowds. His visit to Chicago was 
met with mixed success, as the socialists in the crowd taunted him for his allyship with the capitalists. Broad Ax, Oct. 15, 
1904, p. 1.  
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what “transmogrified into a race war.”33 As with stockyards strike, a minority of strikebreakers were 

Black; yet, the presence of nonunion Black labor stoked animosity among White union members, 

who were yet again reminded of the instability of their status in the social order. By the time the 

strike fizzled out, the power of labor in the city was weakened and “the venomous tensions” 

between White and Black workers had “ossified.”34 

Chicago’s Black community had mixed feelings about the use of Black strikebreakers. An 

article in the Broad Ax condemned the exploitation of Black workers who were offered employment 

by companies who “have no use for Negroes in general except to use them as brutish clubs to beat 

their white help over the head.” They also expressed concern that the influx of poor, rural Black 

people from the south would “make it much more difficult for the respectable colored people in this 

community to get along.”35 Frustration with the use of Black strikebreakers within Chicago’s Black 

community was exacerbated by the rise of antiblack violence throughout the working-class 

neighborhoods bordering the Black Belt. Insults, police brutality, and violent beatings against Black 

Chicagoans occurred throughout the month of May, until the shooting of a Black patron by a White 

bartender in a saloon led to the most intense racial conflict Chicago would see prior to the race riots 

of 1919.36  

 In the spring of 1905, White students initiated a school strike in response to coal deliveries 

by nonunion drivers, at least some of whom were Black. On May 10, 1905, 16-year-old Harry Kerlin 

 
33 Bates, The Ordeal of the Jungle, p. 29. 

34 Bates, p. 35. 

35 Broad Ax, May 6, 1905. The sentiments conveyed by the Broad Ax reflect the structural position of Black 
strikebreakers as surplus workers, or the “reserve army of labor.” Racist economic exploitation of Black workers meant 
it was more difficult to decline strikebreaking work when it arose, which maintained higher bargaining power for the 
capitalist employers and fueled the racial antagonism that prevented interracial worker solidarity.  

36 Broad Ax, May 13 and May 20, 1905; New York Age, May 18, 1905; Spear, Black Chicago.  
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threw coal at a non-union, Black coal driver making deliveries to the Hendricks School.37 Kerlin, 

who was White, had likely been taught at home that neither Black people nor strikebreakers 

deserved his respect. Perhaps he was further taught that the strikebreakers’ actions were a threat to 

the tenuous working-class life that Kerlin’s father worked to build for his family.38 These racist 

sentiments were likely reinforced by at least some of the educators Kerlin interacted with.39 Kerlin’s 

actions quickly grabbed the attention of his schoolmates, and by mid-day approximately 700 

students walked out of school, “striking” in protest of nonunion coal deliveries.40 The next day, 13-

year-old Harry Strauss posted signs saying “closed” on the doors of the Hendricks School, while 15-

year-old Henry Hanson led a strike at the Harrison school. According to the principal at Harrison, 

approximately 1500 out of 1700 students were out of school.41 Strikes occurred at an additional four 

schools that day, followed by another 7 schools in the subsequent days.42  

 
37 “A Blow for School Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 18, 1905, p. 2. An amendment to the Proceedings of the Board 
of Education in 1905 indicates that the coal driver might have been White. Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of 
Chicago, July 6, 1904 to June 21, 1905 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 686. It is possible that this amendment was 
made after the school board stopped receiving coal from strikebreakers in an effort to mitigate the racialized nature of 
the incident. It is also possible that the drive was White. Even if the driver was White, the rhetorical slippage between 
nonunion workers and Black workers indicated that such a driver could considered “Black-adjacent.” See, e.g. Micol 
Seigel, “’Convict Race:’ Racialization in the Era of Hyperincarceration,” Social Justice, 39(4) 2019, pp. 31 – 51; Khalil 
Muhammad, “The Foundational Lawlessless of the Law Itself: Racial Criminalization & the Punitive Roots of 
Punishment in America,” Daedalus, Winter 2022.  

38 At Kerlin’s trial at juvenile court, his father denied any blame on his part, but “pleaded that the fact the drivers were 
‘black’ and ‘nonunion’ amply justified his son’s conduct.” “A Blow for School Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 18, 
1905, p. 2.  

39 At least one principal supported students’ opposition to coal delivered by Black strikebreakers. He told the media “I 
will invite the pupils to strike if the dirty n----s deliver coal at this school.” Homel, Down from Equality, p. 9. There are 
clear parallels between these strikes against coal deliveries by a Black, non-union driver, and the (fabricated) story of 
McKeon’s replacement by a Black teacher. 

40 “Go on Strike in School,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 11, 1905, p. 4 

41 “Blacks Dropped for White Men,” The Atlanta Constitution, May 12, 1905, p. 9.  

42 “Law to Punish School Strikers,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 16, 1905, p. 2. According to the Tribune, the last round of 
strikes was instigated by “gangs of hoodlums, men and boys over school age” who went from school to school urging 
students to walk out. Five days earlier, the Atlanta Constitution suggested that teamsters encouraged the strikes from the 
beginning. “Pupils Strike on the Negroes: Eight Hundred Chicago School Children Get Balky,” The Atlanta Constitution, 
May 11, 1905, p. 2. 
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By the time a foreman’s horse was stolen during a non-union coal delivery on May 15th at the 

Fulton school, the Board of Education had had enough of the disturbances.43 At a board of 

education meeting, school officials declared that janitors and engineers could qualify as “special 

police” and should be furnished with a star police badge.44 Speaking to the Chicago Daily Tribune, 

President Clayton Mark warned: “The state law requires parents to keep their children at school. It 

also requires the children to attend school and obey the rules thereof. The law will be strictly and 

promptly enforced against the parents for failure to send their children to school, and against 

children for failure to attend and obey the rules of school.”45 Mark proved true to his word, and the 

board of education, along with the juvenile court, moved quickly to punish those involved with the 

strikes.  

“An Object Lesson in Lawlessness”  

As with the McKeon strikes, the Board of Education was quick to frame the school strikes 

as an issue of law and order and responded to the disruptive students accordingly. After the strike at 

the Hendricks school, the Board called upon the police to protect the school, while the 

superintendent of compulsory education, W. Lester Bodine, was told to deploy the entire force of 

truant officers and special police under his control.46 Police were used to manage striking students 

who became “too demonstrative,” while truant officers were charged with finding parents and 

students at fault for leading the strikes.47 Working together, the police and truant officers also 

 
43 “Law to Punish School Strikers,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 16, 1905, p. 2.  

44 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, July 6, 1904 to June 21, 1905 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 
369. The officials went on to state that the purpose of these special police was to identify and send to the police station 
anyone found prowling around the schools. 

45 “Law to Punish School Strikers,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 16, 1905, p. 2. 

46 “Go on Strike in School,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 11, 1905, pg. 4; “Pupils Strike on the Negroes: Eight Hundred 
Chicago School Children Get Balky,” The Atlanta Constitution, May 11, 1905, p. 2.  

47 Law to Punish School Strikers,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 16, 1905, p. 2. 
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tracked down and arrested at least ten ringleaders of the strikes at the Hendricks and Harrison 

schools and a “score of strikers” at the Fallon school.48 The threat of arrest worked to coerce most 

students back to school within a few days and at least seven warrants were issued for parents who 

permitted their children to stay out of school.49  

On May 17, three school strikers were brought before Judge Mack at the Juvenile Court. In a 

stark reflection of the law-and-order framing of the strikes, the Chicago Daily Tribune characterized 

the strikers as “prisoners” and Superintendent Bodine as “the prosecutor.” Their punishment was 

referred to as a “sentence,” while Judge Mack authoritatively told the court “These school strikes 

must stop, and they will stop right away. It is time these boys learned there is such thing as law, and 

that those who break the law must suffer.”50 Kerlin, the boy who started the strikes, was sent to the 

John Worthy School, a correctional institution for boys convicted of crimes, while Halloran and 

Strauss were both sent to the Parental School for truant children.51  

The penal rhetoric used by both the Tribune and the court itself is important, as it highlights 

the early fragility of the rehabilitative, social welfare mission of the court. When Judge Mack stated, 

“It is my plain duty to uphold the school authorities in the suppression of these school 

disturbances,” he reflected an ethos that abject disrespect for the law should be conceptualized 

differently from illegal behavior that stems from social conditions. Indeed, the School Law was a 

pillar of the Juvenile Court movement; without compulsory schooling, the authority of the parental 

state to regulate child labor, mitigate petty street crime, and mold future law-abiding citizens would 

 
48 “Stop Coal to End Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 17, 1905, p. 2.  

49 “A Blow for School Strike: Judge Mack, in Juvenile Court, Sentences Three Boys,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 18, 1905, 
p. 2. Superintendent Bodine told the Tribune that he expected 100 more warrants to be issued by the end of the week.  

50 “A Blow for School Strike: Judge Mack, in Juvenile Court, Sentences Three Boys.” 

51 “A Blow for School Strike: Judge Mack, in Juvenile Court, Sentences Three Boys.” 
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be significantly weakened. Collective rebellion on the part of students presented a challenge to 

school (and state) authority that many adults worried would preclude them from becoming “steady, 

reliable citizens.”52 In the formative years of both enforced compulsory schooling and the Juvenile 

Court, shoring the legitimacy of the compulsory school law was of paramount importance, as 

evidenced by the rhetoric surrounding this case and the harsh punishment imposed by court.  

The message sent by the court and the compulsory school department was clear: school 

disruption was a criminal matter and those who disrespected the compulsory school law would be 

swiftly punished. Indeed, at least four parents of striking students were fined $20 (approximately 

$680 in 2023) for violating the law, no small sum for a working-class family. Framing the school 

strikes as a law-and-order issue also reflected an entanglement of penal and welfare logics in the 

Progressive Era child welfare movement. Responding to truancy and school disturbances with police 

focused attention on the transgressions of individual actors – the striking students and their parents 

– rather than the social issues that these strikes were reflecting. In other words, by framing the 

school strikes of 1905 as an issue of crime control and lawlessness, the court, the media, and the 

board of education obscured and deflected the race and labor tensions that were at the heart of the 

strikes.  

“A Lesson in Union Labor Principles”  

 The board of education moved swiftly to restore order in its schools and the press carefully 

documented the arrest and punishment of the instigators of the strike. However, while the 

Department of Compulsory Education was tracking down and dealing with the students who caused 

the strike, the school board gave in to the demands of the striking students and stopped receiving 

 
52 “Like Parents, Like Children.,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), November 11, 1902. 
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coal from non-union deliverers, arguing that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”53 

The disruptions caused by the strikers were enough to coerce the board to align with labor, 

ultimately strengthening the bargaining position of the unions. Further, the Board was able to 

distance itself from the racial politics at the heart of the strike by focusing on the lawlessness of the 

striking children and the need to comply with the compulsory attendance law.   

Ultimately, organized White labor gained the most from these school strikes. Even though 

many striking children were punished, their coordinated action got the attention of the school board 

and a favorable response ensued. However, even as the Board’s position was a win for White labor, 

it was a loss for Black Chicagoans and the potential of interracial labor solidarity. Race, and the 

image of the Black strikebreaker, connected the crisis of the state (student rebellion) with the crisis 

on the ground (labor strikes).54 The Black strikebreaker enabled White strikers (including students) 

to frame their grievance in racially coded terms that portrayed Black people as the source of the 

labor problem. Although this had clear implications for labor relations, it also impacted White 

students’ claims on schools. Strikes against the school represented a belief that schools, in some way, 

belonged to the children who inhabited them; however, the circumstances that led to the strikes 

produced and were produced by anti-Black racism. White students’ claims on schools at this time 

were therefore not racially neutral; rather, they reflected at attempt by White students to racially 

differentiate themselves, and their schools, from Black people.  

In 1905, the Board of Education was in the nascent stages of legitimizing its compulsory 

schooling function, and widespread strikes posed a crisis to the school board’s legitimacy and 

authority to compel attendance. Yet, by condemning the actions of the strikers while supporting 

 
53 “Stop Coal to End Strike,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 17, 1905, p. 2.  

54 Stuart Hall, Selected Writings on Race and Difference, p. 65. 
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their underlying cause, the school board also sent a clear message about its unwillingness to defend 

the rights of Black Chicagoans. The labor strikes of 1904 and 1905 dramatically shaped race relations 

in Chicago for the worse.55 Although the protests of 1902 and 1905 did not center on race-relations 

in schools, the anticipation of loss that ran through these early protests would soon manifest in 

White attempts to establish the color line in Chicago’s schools. In the next section, I discuss the 

increase in White resistance to integrated schools in the years leading up to the Great Migration and 

its impact on the relationship between schools, police, and racial conflict.  

 

III. “Jim Crowism” Comes to Chicago Schools 

 

In addition to souring race relations in the city, fallout from the labor strikes of 1904 and 

1905 began to shift the racial composition of the city schools as White students began to 

increasingly request transfers from schools perceived to have too many Black students. In response, 

police were increasingly called to manage the ensuing racial tensions. This represented a shift in the 

relationship between schools and police: during the compulsory school movement and through the 

strikes of 1905 the school-police relationship was generally focused on enforcing the truancy laws; 

after 1905, police were increasing used to maintain safety and order at schools, including during 

race-based conflict in schools. In this section, I consider how decision to use police to address racial 

conflict in schools legitimized White complaints over the dangers of integrated schools. I pay close 

attention to the media’s role in normalizing an ideology of racial conflict in integrated schools and 

 
55 Bates, The Ordeal of the Jungle; St Clair Drake, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (Chicago: The 
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why the role of the press is essential for understanding how schools became a critical site for 

defending the boundaries whiteness.  

In 1905, the Black population of Chicago was small, but rapidly growing. Between 1900 and 

1910, the number of Black people in the city grew about 46%, from 30,150 in 1900 to 44,103 in 

1910.56 The Black population grew faster than the White population during this time and intensified 

competition for jobs and housing. As observed by prominent Black clubwoman Fannie Barrier 

Williams in 1905, “The increase of the Negro population in Chicago … has not tended to liberalize 

public sentiment; in fact, hostile sentiments have been considerably intensified by the importation 

from time to time of colored men as strike-breakers.”57 Despite the rapid influx of Black people to 

Chicago during this period, clear patterns of school segregation had not yet been fixed in the 

schools. One notable exception was the Keith school, located in the heart of the main Black 

neighborhood, which in 1905 was approximately two-thirds Black.58 In 1905, fifteen Black teachers 

worked in Chicago’s schools. Eight worked in schools with few (if any) Black children, 3 worked at 

the Keith school, and 4 worked at schools where Black children were a sizable minority.59  

 Between 1905 and 1908, several racial conflicts emerged in schools, and news reports on 

racial tensions became a frequent occurrence. Black and White accounts of racial tensions differed 

vastly in the press. According to the Black community, racial conflict in schools did occur, but it was 

nothing extraordinary. For example, Barrier Williams wrote in 1905, “It is true that now and then 

colored and white children have their little race quarrels, but not more than do the children of other 

 
56 Homel, Down from Equality, p. 5.  

57 Fannie Barrier Williams, “Social Bonds in the Black Belt,” Charities, 15 (Oct. 7, 1905), 15.  

58 The Board of Education did not keep official records of students’ race during this time (and well into mid-century). 
Therefore, it’s likely these figures are estimates. Homel, Down from Equality, p. 6. 

59 Homel, Down from Equality, p. 6.  
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races.”60 Robert S. Abbott, the founder of the Chicago Defender, concurred, stating “Perhaps a few 

school children, white and Black, have some petty differences which they are attempting to adjust in 

the usual schoolboy way…”61 The White press, and most notably The Chicago Tribune, published 

multiple articles on the “race riots” and “race wars” that were occurring between Black and White 

students at schools. Likely, reality was somewhere in the middle. The Black community, which 

generally supported integrated schools, knew White fears about Black children could be easily stoked 

and would not have wanted stories of racial conflict shape the broader perception of integrated 

schools. The Tribune, on the other hand, was all too eager to fan the flames of racial conflict and was 

criticized by the Black press and Black civic leaders for supporting school segregation.62 In part 

because of these divergent interests, the White press covered early instances of racial conflict in 

schools more often than the Black press. As a result, this section relies on a critical analysis of the 

White press’s portrayal of emerging racial tensions in schools.63  

From Strikes to Transfers: White Grievance and the Policing of Whiteness 

 After the Stockyards and Teamster Strikes, race became an increasingly important bargaining 

chip for White labor. In the early 20th century, ethnic Europeans occupied an “in between” space in 

the American racial order.64 Indeed, as poor ethnic immigrants became White, their newfound status 
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depended upon the maintenance of the racial order that differentiated Whites from Blacks 

throughout society. Schools were a key space where ethnic, “in between” Whites consolidated their 

growing power, and in 1905 many White parents increased requests to transfer out of schools with 

even a small Black population.  

In the fall of 1905, these transfers cut attendance at racially mixed schools by 5 percent and 

led to overcrowding in majority-White schools (a consequence White families were keen to endure 

in order to avoid attending school with Black children).65 At the same time, school officials, 

including Superintendent Cooley, grappled with how to respond to these requests. One sympathetic 

board member suggested building more schools outside the Black Belt to accommodate White 

transfers, but this suggestion was ultimately not taken up.66 Instead, the Board decided to deny 

transfer requests, framing its decision as an administrative choice rather than one that valued 

integrated schools or the educational experiences of Black students.67  

 The transfer issue heightened racial tensions between Black and White students, as was 

evidence at the Tilden school in November of 1905. In addition to having several special rooms for 

“backwards children” and a division for crippled children, the Tilden School had a “large number” 

of Black students.68 The school also had a number of “ungraded classrooms” for students, mostly 

poor, who were severely behind academically. These rooms generally focused on manual training 

and the domestic arts so that children could learn life and work skills. However, according to 

Principal Harriet Winchell, they were “also a sort of detention room for some boys who need time 

 
65 Homel, Down from Equality, p. 10. 

66 Chicago Tribune, December 5, 1905, p. 9.  
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Black families in severely overcrowded and under resourced schools. By the 1950s, the school board’s refusal to grant 
transfers to Black families would be a key point of advocacy for Black community leaders focused on educational 
equality for Black students.  
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for reflection. It is a better place than the streets for them, and I know where they are.”69 These 

rooms served a useful disciplinary function that compensated for “[t]he irresponsibility of the 

average parent.” According to Principal Winchell, “There is rarely a truant from it, and no one rebels 

at this method, and yet it is very effective.”70 Not only was Tilden perceived to be a “colored school” 

by White Chicago, it was also a place that served a number of “crippled” and high-needs students. 

The joining of blackness with delinquent, disabled children and irresponsible parents aligned with 

racial ideologies positioning Black people as an inferior, surplus group, and undoubtably shaped 

White Chicagoan’s perceptions of the Tilden school. 

Enrollment at the Tilden School had declined significantly by the fall of 1905, due in large 

part to White transfers.71 The decline in attendance had been so significant that the principal’s salary 

had to be cut, although by mid-year enrollment increased to over 700 students and her salary was 

reinstated.72 The combination of racially-motivated transfers and an already high-needs student body 

created a tense environment at Tilden, and tensions came to a head on November 29 when a group 

of Black and White boys got into a fight. According to news reports, Head Assistant Abigail Hunt 

called the police after “a Negro boy struck a white girl, knocking her down. The girl's assailant was 

knocked down by a white boy and the pupils of each color rallied to their comrade’s aid.”73 Police 

stayed on campus for the duration of the school day and returned the following day to ensure order 

on campus. Not only did the framing of the incident highlight the aggression of the Black 

 
69 Fifty-Second Annual Report of the Board of Education for the Year Ending June 30, 1906 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 
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“assailant,” but the use of police to quell the Tilden fight gave credence to what the White papers 

called a “race riot” by highlighting the dangerous nature of the inter-racial fighting.  

 The following school year began with more racial conflict. First, on September 21, 1906, 

parents at the Shield school advocated for a police detail to monitor “racial friction” at the school.74 

This friction was a minor detail, however, in a bigger conflict that ensued over transfers. In 

September, Superintendent Edwin Cooley learned that some board members had been improperly 

granting transfers to White students, which then led to the re-transfer of those students to the 

Copernicus school in January.75 The Copernicus school was located southwest of the main Black 

Belt in a mixed-race neighborhood. The school had a sizeable Black population, and the Inter-Ocean 

reported that “The Negro pupils have resented the invasion of the whites, as a result, the white 

children are now being escorted to and from school under police guard.”76 Of course, this 

“invasion” wasn’t just by White students; rather, these were White students who had manipulated 

the transfer system to avoid attending what they perceived to be a Black school. That they should 

receive police protection, and not the other way around, is a telling reflection of who school officials 

believed deserved protection.  

According to the Chicago Tribune, which characterized the conflict as a “color war,” 

approximately 250 students took part in a major fight after a week of smaller skirmishes.77  Conflict 

started almost immediately after White students began attending Copernicus, and parents of both 

races had issued complaints to both the police and school board officials after their children had 
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been threatened by students of the opposite race.78 However, the police did not come to the school 

in that first week because no serious incident had occurred.79 The Tribune went on to detail that the 

brawl between Black and White students was instigated after a Black student, William McAdee, 

struck an unnamed White student with a club. Notably, out of 250 students involved with the fight, 

Mr. McAdee is the only named participant in the fight, further highlighting the Tribune’s linking of 

aggression with Black students.80  

Students of both races soon got involved, with girls using hatpins and boys using anything 

they could find on the street. Students’ use of ordinary objects to engage in the fighting – hatpins, 

stones, and clubs from the ground – only further emphasized the ever-present danger that could be 

found in the mundane spaces of integrated schools. Early on in the fight someone attempted to find 

the police, but they were nowhere to be found. The school janitor attempted to break up the fight 

but was injured and retreated back into the school. Principal Cora Caverno, feeling helpless to stop 

the “belligerents,” sent in a “riot call” to the Englewood police station. The police quickly showed 

up with a patrol wagon, and many of the participants in the fight scattered.81  

As with the Tilden fight, the reliance on police to address the fighting at Copernicus tethers 

school integration to disorder and sets the stage to legitimate White grievance over school 

integration. The Tribune’s emphasis on the unavailability of police at the beginning of the fight 

further underscores the importance of increased police accessibility to address conflict in schools 

 
78 “250 Pupils in Race Riot.” 
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and implies that had police been readily available the fight would not have escalated. In this way, the 

reliance on police in this fight recasts integrated schools as spaces of violence and disorder.  

 The 1907-1908 school year brought more of the same conflict over White transfer requests, 

this time at the Keith school. The Keith school was one of the few schools that was majority Black 

at the time, and in October of 1907 Superintendent Cooley discovered that the principal of the 

Webster school, William Radebaugh, had been granting transfer requests to White parents since 

1904 without the superintendent’s authority.82 As mentioned earlier, the labor strikes of 1904 and 

1905 led to a flood of White requests to transfer out of majority Black schools. For the most part, 

however, the school board denied these requests. The discovery of Radebaugh’s insubordination 

forced the school board to figure out how to address the problem. On the one hand, if the board 

ignored the irregular transfers they would open the flood gates to future transfer requests. On the 

other hand, if they forced the White transferees back to the Keith school, “there’[d] be a hurricane” 

of complaint and protest by White parents.83  

The school board chose to endure the hurricane, and in February of 1908, 35 students 

(mostly White) were transferred from the Webster school to the Keith school.84 Parents immediately 

began to protest. White parents’ feelings about the transfers were likely structured by the media’s 

portrayal of racial tensions at the Keith school. In the previous year, the Inter-Ocean reported that 

“Because the school trustees are powerless to change conditions a race war is likely to develop at the 
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Keith School, where the Negro pupils outnumber the whites five to one.”85 In a perverse twisting of 

law, the “powerlessness” referred to by the paper refers to the state’s antidiscrimination laws. 

Through this language, the Inter-Ocean suggests that the law was disempowering for White people in 

favor of school segregation and that the inability to legally avoid mixed schools would lead to a 

dangerous school environment. The message was clear: racial conflict was the inevitable 

consequence of the legal prohibition on school segregation.  

Then, in the fall of 1907, the New York Age ran a front-page story describing Black students’ 

resistance to White students at the Keith school. According to the New York Age, a Black newspaper 

based in New York, Black students were eager to draw the color line against White students who 

preferred to be by themselves.86 The paper went on to say that Black students have “undertaken to 

clean out the pale faces,” in what the article described as a (perverse) human and democratic 

impulse.87 Chicago’s Black community, along with many high-profile Whites, did not widely support 

school segregation at this time;88 however, students’ resistance to hostile Whites reflected an 

assertion of dignity and  refusal to engage with Whites who were engaging in segregationist politics.  

In the midst of this contentious environment, where students of both races were eager to 

“draw the color line,” 35 White students were transferred to the Keith school. This time, parents 

turned to political persuasion to annul the transfers.89 Their efforts were unsuccessful, as neither the 

mayor nor the school board president was sympathetic to their requests. Political officials continued 

 
85 It is also likely that the paper exaggerated the Black population at the Keith school. The Board of Education did not 
keep records on race, and the Inter-Ocean’s data is likely based on anecdotal evidence. “Fear Race War in School: The 
Negro Pupils Outnumber the Whites Five to One” Inter-Ocean, Mar. 19, 1907, transcribed in IWP Box 14, Folder 10.  

86 “Mixture in Chicago Schools,” The New York Age, Oct. 10, 1907, p. 1. 

87 “Mixture in Chicago Schools.”  

88 Homel, Down from Equality, p. 12. 

89 “Stirs White Pupils’ Parents.” Chicago Daily Tribune, Feb. 7, 1908, p. 8. 
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to take a two-pronged administrative stance on the transfer requests: the large volume of requests 

made the transfer situation untenable, and any other action would violate the state law against 

separate schools.  

 The summer of 1908 brought the most serious violence Chicago had seen since the 

Teamster/Stockyards strikes of 1904 and 1905. The Springfield race riot set off weeks of White 

vigilante justice in Chicago, including anti-Black violence, attempted lynching of at least two Black 

men, and vandalizing of Black homes and businesses.90 In many cases, Black Chicagoans responded 

in self-defense with violence against the White mob. The Chicago police mobilized special mounted 

forces and drill squads throughout the city to prevent a major race riot.91 White and Black leaders 

successfully worked together to quell the violence, and in the wake of the riots Black leaders 

organized a “law and order league” on the South Side.92 

It was against this context of White racial terror and a widespread police presence in the city 

that the 1908-1909 school year began. The schoolyear was also brought in with a renewed interest in 

strikes, this time by White parents. Prior to the fall of 1908, approximately 350 students from “well-

to-do” White families had been placed in elementary rooms at the Lake High School because of 

overcrowding at their zoned elementary school.93 That fall, the school board announced that those 

rooms were needed for high school students and that the elementary students would be transferred 

to either the nearby Hancock school, which was an older building and had a significant percentage 

of Black students, or the Graham school, which was majority White. The 150 families that were 

 
90 Spear, Black Chicago, pp. 47-48. 

91 Spear, Black Chicago, pp. 47-48. 

92 The Springfield riot had a significant impact on organizing for Black civil rights. The anti-Black violence spurred the 
formation of the NAACP, and after the riot, Jane Addams was convinced of the need to pay closer attention to the civil 
rights of Black people in her advocacy. I discuss the Law and Order League further in Chapter 3.  

93 “Color Line Arouses Pupils.” Chicago Daily Tribune, Sept. 25, 1908. p. 1. 
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transferred to the Hancock school immediately protested by boycotting the school and petitioning 

their Alderman, Michael McInerney, to remedy the situation.  

Speaking to the press, Alderman McInerney lays bare the White parents’ grievance: “It’s a 

hardship that seems unjust to these pupils. They come from good families and they have been at a 

good building. Now they are told to go to an old building and sit side by side with – well, children 

they don’t wish to sit beside. There’s going to be trouble out there and something ought to be 

done.”94 The Alderman’s rhetoric serves several functions. First, we see him equating “good 

families” with “good schools;” the corollary, of course, is that the Black families in the old building 

must be bad and thus deserving of the worse-off facilities. Second, we see him articulating an 

imagined wrong of being forced to sit with Black students in school. By appealing to claims of 

justice, McInerney was positioning the ability to choose a White school as a fundamental tenant of 

parents’ rights.  

The parents, supported by Alderman McInerney, were vocal in their protest over the 

transfers. The few White transferees that did not boycott the Hancock school did not conceal their 

disapproval of the situation, and according to the Tribune several fights broke out and this group of 

White students decided to boycott too.95 Unlike the strikes of 1905, the school board did not engage 

police or truant officers to track down the protesting students. However, as with the earlier strikes 

the superintendent acquiesced to the demands of White families. Within three days, Alderman 

McInerney was able to persuade Superintendent Cooley to permit the families to transfer to the 

Graham school or back to the Lake school.96 The Superintendent’s concessions came without the 

show of force and authority that had been exhibited three years earlier. There was no call for 

 
94 “Color Line Arouses Pupils.”  

95 “Color Line Arouses Pupils;” “Says Pupils Lunch at Bars,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Sept. 26, 1908, p. 7. 

96 “Cooley Makes Concessions in Lake High School Case,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Sept. 28, 1908, p. 9. 
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families to respect the authority of the law, nor did school officials spend resources trying to 

persuade or coerce White parents or students. Instead, the quick appeasement of White parents’ 

segregationist demands reflected tacit acceptance of White grievance regarding integrated schools 

and legitimized the use of transfers to police the boundaries of White school space.  

The legitimacy of this grievance had been buttressed by years of addressing racial conflict 

with police, thereby creating the illusion of the disordered and dangerous mixed-race school. The 

Tribune’s reporting on the 1908 boycott of the Hancock school reflects this illusion. The article, 

which appeared on the front page, ends with a reminder to readers of the dangers the Black school 

poses to White girls. The paper reports the sensationalized story of Tilly Helman, a 10 year-old 

student and monitor at the Keith school who was allegedly chased down and beaten by a group of 

100 Black children.97 Tilly used this story to request a transfer out of the Keith school, alleging that 

she was “afraid for her life.”98 Although President Schneider did not give credence to Tilly’s story, 

arguing that she “has a vivid imagination,” the linking of Tilly’s story with that of the White boycott 

at another school continued to shape the White public imaginary of race relations and schools.  

As Superintendent Cooley was pandering to the parents at the Lake school, White parents at 

the Mosely school began lobbying to shift the boundaries of their zoned school.99 At the time, the 

Mosely school was near a densely populated Black neighborhood. Although overall the school was 

racially balanced, in some classes there were only a handful of White students, likely stoking White 

parents’ fears that the Mosely would soon become majority Black. In anticipation of this change, 

 
97 “Color Line Arouses Pupils.” This story travelled as far as Los Angeles, where it was printed in the Los Angeles Times 
under the heading “Danger: Pupils in Race Riot,” Los Angeles Times, Sept. 25, 1908, p. 11.  

98 “Color Line Arouses Pupils.” 

99 “Color Line in School,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Sept. 29, 1908, pg. 5.  
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White parents wanted the catchment zone changed so that their children would be sent to the Drake 

school, a solidly White school away from the border of the Black Belt.  

The specter of violence underwrote the grievance of White parents at the Moseley school: as 

one White girl asserted, “They’re always having fights at school. In my room there are only three or 

four of us that are white. I wish we could go over to the Drake school, but I suppose they won’t let 

us go.”100 Conflict also resumed at the Copernicus school in the fall of 1908, where students had an 

attitude of “armed neutrality which gave way every few days to an open fight.”101 White parents did 

not renew their official complaints to the school board, but threatened to do so if a change did not 

occur.102 Later that school year, White grievance extended to the assignment of a Black teacher at the 

Mosely school, as White students threatened to strike after the principal moved a Black teacher from 

one room to another.103 Both the principal and the assistant superintendent defended the teacher, 

arguing that “We can’t bar them from taking the examinations.”104 In this superficial and passive 

defense, the school official conveyed no respect for the dignity of the Black teacher; rather, the 

remarks reveal a reliance on antidiscrimination law and administrative procedure as the basis for 

resisting the students’ demands. .  

Many school officials were frustrated by continual racial conflict in schools, and particularly 

White parents’ insistence on establishing the color line. After the Hancock strike, school board 

president Schneider commented "a clean colored boy is, in my opinion, far better than a dirty white 

boy. . . The parents of some of the colored children who attend the Keith School are far above 

 
100 “Color Line in School.”  

101 “Color Line in School.”  

102 “Color Line in School.” The article mentions that “parents and property owners” were planning to take up the 
matter, reflecting an early example of zoning rights based on property ownership rather than parental status.  

103 Homel, Down from Equality, p. 6, citing the Chicago Record-Herald, May 1, 1909, p. 4. 

104 Ibid, quoting the Chicago Record-Herald, May 1, 1909, p. 4. 
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parents of some of the white children there."105 As pressure continued to mount from White 

parents, Schneider leaned into his comment, stating “I see they’re giving it to me for what I said 

about a clean Negro and a dirty white boy. Well, I stand by what I said. It’s right, isn’t it? And as for 

segregation, that’s ridiculous. You can’t segregate in the public schools. It’s contrary to state law. 

Think of having ‘Jim Crow’ schools in Chicago!”106 Schneider’s comments reveal several things 

about race and class politics in Chicago. First, Schneider attempted, without success, to assert that a 

family’s class status imbues more social worth than its race. White families swiftly condemned this 

notion, and its explicit devaluing of the wages of whiteness.107  Moreover, Schneider attempts to 

address his naivete of the power of whiteness by, once again, leaning into the law as a defense for 

not giving in to White parents’ demands. Finally, in mocking the segregationist demands of White 

parents, Schneider attempts to distance the official politics of the school board from advocacy for 

segregated schools. 

Schneider’s comments were printed in the Tribune, where they undoubtably enraged working 

class and poor White Chicagoans. At the same time, The Broad Ax reprinted the Tribune’s article 

chronicling the aforenoted racial incidents (along with Schneider’s comments). At the end of the 

reprint, the Broad Ax rebuked the Tribune for “working overtime to establish the color line in 

schools,” a criticism that had been forcefully taken up by Ida B. Wells and Jane Addams a few years 

prior.108 The color line in schools, buttressed by the Tribune’s chronicling of racial conflict, was a 

 
105 Spear, Black Chicago, p. 45.  

106 Color Line in More Schools,” Broad Ax, Oct. 3, 1908, reprinting an article from the Tribune.  

107 For further analysis of the concept of “wages of whiteness,” see Du Bois, Black Reconstruction.  

108 “Color Line in More Schools,” Broad Ax, Oct. 3, 1908; In Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, Wells 
describes the intentional advocacy she and Addams conducted to stop the Tribune from running an earlier series 
supporting segregated schools. Wells enlisted the support of Addams after the then-editor of the Tribune refused to print 
letters by Black citizens, including Wells, refuting the segregationist propaganda. Wells is clear that the clubwomen of 
White Chicago had “civic and financial influence that the Tribune respected; it was monetary patronage to which it 
catered.” p. 235.  
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“continual source of strife” for the board of education by 1908.109 The school board found itself 

flatfooted in response, unknowing or unwilling to respond to White grievance in a manner that 

would affirm the equal rights of Black schoolchildren. Instead, school officials leaned into 

administrative procedures and legal hurdles as reasons why they were unable to pander to White 

parents.110 By refusing to engage with White parents on moral grounds, school officials implicitly 

validated the substance of their claims while negating their ability to act affirmatively to those claims.  

Race relations in Chicago’s schools and the project of integrated school continued to 

deteriorate as the first Great Migration began to bring thousands of Black migrants from the south 

to Chicago. In 1909, two children of a Pullman porter were met with “sneering glances and covert 

insults” after they enrolled in the all-White Harvard school.111 A group of White students then beat 

the two Black children after school. In 1910, The Crisis reported that “The white boys of Doolittle 

Public School of Chicago have tried to get rid of the Negro pupils. The result has been a good deal 

of fighting.”112 The Doolittle school was located in an area on the border of the Black Belt but 

undergoing rapid transition. Around this time, the Southern Society of Chicago began lobbying the 

Black community to support school segregation, suggesting that it would provide better 

opportunities for Black teachers.113 The Hyde Park Improvement Protective Club began advocating 

 
109 Spear, Black Chicago, p. 45, quoting the Chicago Record-Herald, Oct. 14, 1908, p. 7.  

110 As one official report stated, “When one school becomes overcrowded the only remedy is to change the boundary 
lines between that district and an adjoining district, where there are vacant rooms, but the protests which follow every 
change only emphasize the impossibility of making divisions which will serve to accommodate the greatest number of 
pupils and satisfy parents who demand discrimination.” Homel, Down from Equality, p. 13 quoting Record-Herald, Oct. 14, 
1908, p 7. 

111 Home, Down from Equality, p. 7, quoting the Chicago Record-Herald, Nov. 11, 1909.  

112 The Crisis 1, no. 1 (Nov. 1910), p. 4. 

113 “Jim Crow School in Chicago,” Chicago Defender, Nov. 12, 1910, p. 1. 
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for school segregation in 1909, and in 1912 petitioned the mayor for a hearing on the matter.114 The 

Defender quickly mobilized the Black community and the “real White people of Chicago” to defeat 

the HPIPC’s petition, but the improvement association would prove to tend segregationist 

sentiment for years to come.  

 Although there were many examples of racial harmony in mixed-race schools throughout the 

city and many White leaders scoffed at the racist propaganda of the HPIPC, Black leaders 

questioned whether Jim Crow was growing in Chicago. In one Broad Ax article, Edward E. Wilson 

cites an increased presence of Black schoolchildren and Black workers as leading Whites to resort to 

Jim Crow tactics.115 In her annual report in 1914, Superintendent Ella Flagg Young expressed her 

frustration with the continued use of protests by White parents and their representatives in the city 

government:  

“Every attempt to send their children to those schools which were once crowded, 
but today have accommodations to spare, is met with protests from parents and their 
representatives in city government. If a district has deteriorated socially or changed 
nationalities and people have moved into a more congenial neighborhood, it is a 
question as to the right to send the children back to the deserted school.”116  

 

In her reference to neighborhoods that have “deteriorated socially,” Superintendent Young 

implicitly referred to changes along the expanding borders of the Black Belt. Although she is not 

condoning the behaviors of White families, her race-evasive rhetoric expresses unintentionally 

legitimizes White segregationists claims of the inferiority of Black Belt schools.  

 

 
114 “No Jim Crow Schools in Chicago,” Chicago Defender, Feb. 24, 1912, p. 1; “Hyde Park Improvement Protective Club 
Incites Riot,” Chicago Defender, Jun. 22, 1912, p. 1; “Dr. Jennifer Makes Plea for Fair Play,” Afro-American, Mar. 23, 1912, 
p. 1; Spear, Black Chicago, p. 45.  

115 “Is Jim Crow Growing in Chicago?” Broad Ax, Dec. 31, 1910, p. 1.  

116 Sixtieth Annual Report of the Board of Education, for the Year Ending June 30, 1914 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education) pp. 
122 – 123.  
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IV. Conclusion: Creating the School District’s “Bête Noir”  

 

In the years between the labor strikes of 1905 and the Springfield race riot of 1908 White 

efforts to create segregated schools in Chicago steadily increased. These calls for separate schools 

were anchored in a politics of White grievance that drew legitimacy from the specter of violence that 

did and could occur at mixed-race schools. The press’s inflammatory reporting on school conflict 

coupled with the repeated use of police to quell racial antagonism at schools during this time gave an 

air of legitimacy to White fears of racial violence in interracial schools. In 1908, the Chicago Tribune 

cautioned that the racial fighting that had occurred in previous years would likely be renewed as 

White students were forced to transfer to majority Black schools. To sharpen their point, the paper 

called the Black Belt the school district’s “literal bête noir.”117  

Stepping back, the Tribune’s characterization crystalizes the state of racial power in pre-Great 

Migration Chicago. The phrase bête noir figuratively translates to “something that is strongly 

detested.” Literally, however, the phrase translates to “the black beast.” The Tribune, therefore, is 

using inter-racial violence to draw on anti-Black tropes of Black bestiality even though that violence 

was instigated by the acts or sentiments of racist Whites and sensationalized by the presence of 

police and the Tribune’s own reporting.118 These tropes were layered on narratives highlighting the 

replacement of White workers by Black workers in ways that represented Black people as a threat to 

the security and value of whiteness. Stories of White protest – through strikes or otherwise – 

showcase various strategies that White Chicagoans used to police the boundaries of whiteness in 

schools in order to preserve its value in the political economy.  

 
117 “Stirs White Pupils’ Parents.” Chicago Daily Tribune, Feb. 7, 1908, p. 8. 

118 In Chapter 3, I analyze how the image of the bête noir would continue to be bolstered in the coming decades as 
morals policing pushed vice into the Black Belt.  
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In the first decade of the 20th century, schools in Chicago’s Black Belt became linked, in the 

White imaginary, with police and danger. Despite the school board’s outspoken comments against 

school segregation, school officials’ ambivalence to protecting the rights of Black children led to a 

series of decisions that shifted power to segregationist White parents. The manufactured crisis of a 

“race war” enabled the press to stitch together a racial ideology that linked danger with integrated 

schools. During this short period, policing of school conflict, racist ideology about the danger of 

mixing Black and White students, and strategies to preserve the value of whiteness through the 

policing of racial borders in schools converged in ways that increased the bargaining power of White 

families to influence school politics. White grievance proved a powerful force to reckon with, as 

White parents’ ability to draw on claims of safety and the threat of disorder diminished the 

possibility of securing equal educational rights for Black children in the Black Belt schools.    
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CHAPTER 3  
 

“‘DESTRUCTIVE AGENCIES’ IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD OF SCHOOLS:” GEOGRAPHIES OF VICE 
AND EDUCATION IN CHICAGO’S BLACK BELT, 1900 – 1920 

 
In 1906, Henry Raben sued the mayor of Chicago after his petition for a saloon license at 

345 Division St was denied because his proposed dram-shop was too close to the Lyman Trumbull 

school, located in the mostly-Italian and Polish neighborhood of the Near North Side of Chicago.1 

Across the street from Mr. Raben’s proposed saloon, the city was busy procuring land for a new 

park that would provide recreation and a playground in the densely-populated district.2 Mayor 

Harrison’s denial of the license was in line with a long tradition of Chicago mayors using their 

discretion to deny such petitions, reasoning that the establishment of a saloon near a school would 

cause injury to the local neighborhood and be offensive to the public interest. On appeal, the 

supreme court of Illinois agreed with this rationale and asserted, “We apprehend that no one will 

seriously contend that a saloon adjacent or in the immediate neighborhood of public schools will not 

tend, in a greater or less degree, to demoralize and disturb school children.”3  

However, in 1906 the threat of Mr. Raben’s proposed saloon was to potential school children. 

In 1905, the Board of Education decided to temporarily close the Lyman Trumbull School while 

extensive construction was undertaken to transform the building into a manual training school.4 The 

school site remained vacant until 1908 when it re-opened as the Albert G. Lane Manual Training 

School, soon to be a crown-jewel of Chicago’s manual training program. By denying Mr. Raben’s 

 
1 Harrison v. People, 222 Ill 150, 1906. 
 
2 “History: Seward Park,” Chicago Park District, available at https://www.chicagoparkdistrict.com/parks-
facilities/Seward-Park/#History. That same year, the City Council approved a Prohibition District on LaSalle Street, two 
blocks east of the Trumbull School and Seward Park. Proceedings of the City Council of the City of Chicago, 1906 (Chicago, IL: 
City Council).    

3 Harrison v. People, 222 Ill 150, 1906 

4 Proceedings of the Board of Education of the City of Chicago, July 6, 1904 – June 21, 1905 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education).  
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petition, Mayor Harrison protected the future school children of the Lane School, children who 

were mostly ethnic European-Americans, from the perceived risks of attending school close to a 

saloon. Furthermore, by protecting the land for desirable uses – schools, parks, and playgrounds – 

he protected the value of a neighborhood slated for renewal and, by association, the White people 

who lived in it.  

Municipal protection from the demoralization and disturbance of saloons was not extended 

to Black children living on the South Side of the city. Indeed, by 1940, Maudelle Bousfield, 

Chicago’s first African American high school principal, had to battle the reputational and material 

consequences of leading a school that was across the street from a saloon. According to Mrs. 

Bousfield, the saloon, and others located near the school, created a nuisance and a distraction for 

schoolchildren and damaged the reputation of Wendell Phillips High School.5 In one instance, Mrs. 

Bousfield brought charges against the saloon owner for serving wine to one of her students, but had 

to bring her case before five judges before one would finally accept the case.6 The neighborhood 

conditions vehemently protested by Mrs. Bousfield were decades in the making, however. As the 

number of Black students steadily increased at Phillips during the First Great Migration, the 

increasingly Black neighborhood surrounding Phillips became dotted with saloons. The 

spatialization of vice into Chicago’s Black neighborhoods in the early decades of the twentieth 

century became a source of concern for Black and White community members and created tensions 

between schools, saloons, and the police.7   

 
5 Dionne Danns, “Thriving in the Midst of Adversity: Educator Maudelle Brown Bousfield’s Struggles in Chicago, 1920-
1950,” The Journal of Negro Education 78, no. 1 (2009): 3–16. 

6 Danns; Philip TK Daniel, “A History of Discrimination Against Black Students in Chicago Secondary Schools,” History 
of Education Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1980): 147–62, https://doi.org/10.2307/367909; “High School Liquor Case is 
Continued: Principal Of Wendell Phillips Pushes The Prosecution,” The Chicago Defender (National Edition) (1921-1967), 
May 11, 1940. 

7 “General Public Praise Defender: For Stand Against Loose Methods Used by Our Young Men and Women,” The 
Chicago Defender (Big Weekend Edition) (1905-1966), September 20, 1913; “Plain Clothes Men for Wendell Phillips High 
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During the Progressive Era, the regulation and policing of vice greatly expanded the police 

powers of the state as reformers and politicians worked to regulate vice in the name of protecting 

the general welfare of the people. Not only did new vice laws, regulations, and institutions expand 

the policing capacity of the state, they also defined the moral worth of neighborhoods throughout 

the city. This chapter draws on theories of Black geographies and racial capitalism to analyze how 

the development of neighborhood schools during Progressive Era Chicago was shaped by racial 

hierarchies that drew legitimacy from reformers’ efforts to control morality, crime, and urban 

disorder through vice regulation. I study how vice laws and regulations, including a well-established 

municipal practice of prohibiting vice institutions near schools, nonetheless enabled these 

institutions to flourish near schools in Chicago’s Black neighborhoods.8 Additionally, I analyze how 

the geography of vice shaped educational opportunities for Black and White children in Chicago 

while paying close attention to how racial power was built and contested through the regulation of 

vice in Chicago between 1906 and 1920, with significant consequences on Black education as the 

First Great Migration came to a close in the 1940s. By analyzing how the moral geographies created 

by vice regulation upheld racial differentiation, this chapter studies an overlooked process that led to 

the confinement of Black children in devalued and overpoliced schools at a time when the “ghetto” 

was not yet a foregone conclusion.”9 

 This chapter adds to a growing body of scholarship studying the racialized dimensions of 

vice and urban history. Scholars have illuminated the racialized and gendered nature of sexual 

 
Schoo,” The Chicago Defender (Big Weekend Edition) (1905-1966), September 13, 1913; “Color Question Again Raised at 
High School: Parents Protest Bad Conditions Near Wendell Phillips,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), April 6, 1917. 

8 I use the term “vice institutions” to refer to saloons, houses of ill-fame, prostitution, and other establishments 
associated with drinking, debauchery, and/or prostitution.  

9 Saidiya V. Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Co., 2019), p. 94. 
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policing,10 the agency and exploitation of Black sex workers,11 the relationship between vice and 

residential segregation,12 and the role of vice districts in shaping racial categories in the city;13 

however, missing from the literature is a deep inquiry into the relationship between race, vice, and 

urban schools. This relationship is important to attend to because vice reform movements during 

the Progressive Era directly shaped the social meanings and racialized understandings of Black and 

White neighborhoods, including the schools therein.14 As this chapter shows, the spatialization of 

vice directly shaped the social meanings attached to Black schools and school children.  

Furthermore, I draw on theories of racial capitalism that analyze capitalism as a system that 

relies on racial differentiation and differential valuation of people by race.15 Space is a critical site of 

differential valuation in urban areas,16 and existing scholarship has highlighted redlining, racial 

covenants, and violence as tools of racial capitalism that create and maintain valorized White, 

 
10 Anne Gray Fischer, The Streets Belong to Us: Sex, Race, and Police Power from Segregation to Gentrification (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2022). 

11 Cynthia M. Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’:Black Women’s Sex Work in Turn-of-the-Century Chicago (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2010). 

12 Mara L. Keire, For Business and Pleasure Red-Light Districts and the Regulation of Vice in the United States, 1890–1933 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010). 

13 Kevin J. Mumford, Interzones: Black/White Sex Districts in Chicago and New York in the Early Twentieth Century (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1997). 

14 Building on the work of Henri Lefebvre, Ansley Erickson has developed the concept of “spatial ideology of 
schooling” to analyze the social processes of meaning-making and valuing about the geographies of schools. Ansley T. 
Erickson, “Desegregation’s Architects: Education Parks and the Spatial Ideology of Schooling,” History of Education 
Quarterly 56, no. 4 (2016): 560–89, https://doi.org/10.1111/hoeq.12211; Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space 
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991). 

15 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction; an Essay toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to 
Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880, by W.E.B. Du Bois. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1935); Oliver C. Cox, Caste, 
Class & Race: A Study in Social Dynamics (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1970); Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The 
Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000). 

16 Stuart Hall, “Race, Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance [1980],” in Selected Writings on Race and Difference 
(Duke University Press, 2021), https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1hhj1b9.15; Robinson, Black Marxism; Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, American Crossroads 21 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007). 
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middle-class space.17 Yet, we know less about the processes through which moral geographies, or 

“the idea that certain people, things, and practices belong in certain places, landscapes, and not in 

others,” have devalued nonwhite and poor spaces in support of the political economy.18  

This study builds on this scholarship by offering critical insights into how racialized 

geographies of vice devalued schools in Chicago’s Black Belt. I study how reformers and politicians 

used vice laws and regulations to distribute the risks associated with vice in racialized ways, and I 

find that laws and ordinances intended to mitigate the threat of vice amongst White Chicagoans 

disproportionately distributed the risk of vice and the moral devaluation associated with vice to 

Black residents. The racialized geographies of vice that arose during the Progressive Era devalued 

and exploited the Black community and differentiated the value of neighborhoods, and the people 

and institutions that inhabit them, by race. The devaluation of Black space during this time had 

material and symbolic consequences for the educational opportunities afforded to Black children in 

Chicago and laid the pre-conditions for the criminalization of Black schooling by constructing Black 

schools and Black students as dangerous, immoral, and in need of social control. 

 
17 Carol Anderson, White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide (New York, New York: Bloomsbury, 2016); 
Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America (New York: Liveright 
Publishing Corporation, 2017); Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined 
Black Homeownershipn(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019). 

18 Quote from David Atkinson, Cultural Geography: A Critical Dictionary of Key Concepts, International Library of Human 
Geography 3 (New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). A growing body of scholarship studies Black geographies, with a 
focus on how racial power is built and contested through space and place. See, generally, Katherine McKittrick, Demonic 
Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006); Katherine 
McKittrick, “On Plantations, Prisons, and a Black Sense of Place,” Social & Cultural Geography 12, no. 8 (2011): 947–63, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2011.624280. For Black geographies of Chicago, in particular, see, Amani C. 
Morrison, “Quotidian Expenses: Residential Repertoires and Domestic Pedagogies in Great Migration Chicago’s 
Kitchenettes,” American Quarterly 74, no. 1 (2022): 73–94, https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2022.0004; Adrienne R. Brown, 
The Black Skyscraper: Architecture and the Perception of Race (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017); Rashad 
Shabazz, Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement and Black Masculinity in Chicago (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 2015). In the context of education, Ansley Erickson has study how the spatial ideology of schooling was racialized 
in a way that placed a lower value on Black school space during the northern desegregation movements of the 1960s. 
Ansley Erickson, “Desegregation’s Architects: Education Parks and the Spatial Ideology of Schooling.”   
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This paper is organized as follows. The first section analyzes how anti-saloon and anti-vice 

advocacy shaped the moral geography of Chicago between 1900 and 1911. I consider the role of law 

in creating racialized geographies of vice during this time and consider the economic and political 

factors that shifted power in vice districts from women and Black saloonkeepers to White 

businessmen. Section two studies the geography of vice and schools during this time, with a focus 

on the role of the school in anti-saloon advocacy. In Chicago, the saloon became a physical symbol 

of vice and the risk it posed to children, and reformers responded to the perceived threat of vice by 

trying to defend the neighborhood, including the school, against the saloon. In the third section, I 

focus on how the breakup of the Levee district in 1912 spatialized vice in ways that tied Black space 

with vice and immorality in the post-Levee era. This section outlines how the scattering of vice 

impacted Black neighborhoods, local politics, and the neighborhood schools attended by Black 

children. Finally, the conclusion considers the role of vice regulation in creating and maintaining 

racialized hierarchies of value among the city’s school children, and the implications of those 

hierarchies for how we understand the relationship between urban schooling and the carceral state.  

 

I.  Temperance and Moral Geographies, 1900 – 1910 

 

At the turn of the 20th century, the social issues of child labor and poverty gave way to a new 

set of social problems focused on alcohol, prostitution, and venereal disease.19 The expansive agenda 

of social policing, crime control, and penalty that arise during the Progressive Era linked social 

 
19 William Novak shows how the expansion of social policing of morality, crime, and public health during the 
Progressive Era changed state power and launched a new police state. William Novak, “Morals, Sex, Crime, and the 
Legal Origins of Modern American Social Policy,” in Margot Canaday, Nancy F. Cott, and Robert O. Self, eds. Intimate 
States: Gender, Sexuality, and Governance in Modern US History (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2021), p. 66. 
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regulation with criminal justice in ways that dramatically expanded the police power of the state.20 

During this time, criminal law and municipal regulations became weapons in the fight against the 

social evils of prostitution, alcohol, gambling, creating categories of criminality that had not 

previously existed.21 Legal changes during this time did more than criminalize new acts of behavior. 

Rather, social reformers, church leaders, and politicians used law to shape new geographies defined 

by morality and race. Central to these changes was the regulation of liquor consumption and 

prostitution. 

The temperance movement, spearheaded by the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 

took aim at shutting down saloons which they believed to be the cause of myriad social and 

economic problems faced by industrialized society. Black activists were active in the temperance 

movement from at least the mid-1800s and focused their critique of alcohol on the relationship 

between enslavement and drunkenness and the predatory nature of liquor trafficking.22 In 1888, 

Francis Ellen Watkins Harper, the “Superintendent for Work Among the Colored People of the 

North” of the WCTU, called upon Black women to join in the battle against intemperance, against 

“an enemy that had entrenched itself in the strongholds of appetite and avarice, and was upheld by 

fashion, custom, and legislation.”23 Harper conveyed the urgency of intemperance by situating it as a 

 
20 Novak, “Morals, Sex, Crime.”  

21 According to Roscoe Pound, “Of the one hundred thousand persons arrested in Chicago in 1912, more than one half 
were held for violation of legal precepts which did not exist twenty-five years before,” quoted on p. 69, Novak, “Morals, 
Sex, Crime.” 

22 Although extant scholarship has tended to portray the temperance movement, including the WCTU, as a moralistic 
White crusade, historians have begun to focus on the long legacy of Black temperance activists, including Frederick 
Douglass, Ida B. Wells, F.E.W. Harper, Booker T. Washington, and the structural critiques underpinning their advocacy. 
Mark Lawrence Schrad, Smashing the Liquor Machine: A Global History of Prohibition (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2021); DoVeanna S. Fulton, “Sowing Seeds in an Untilled Field: Temperance and Race, Indeterminacy and 
Recovery in Frances E. W. Harper’s Sowing and Reaping,” Legacy 24, no. 2 (2007): 207–24, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/leg.2007.0035; Donald Yacovone, “The Transformation of the Black Temperance Movement, 
1827-1854: An Interpretation,” Journal of the Early Republic 8, no. 3 (1988): 281–97, https://doi.org/10.2307/3123691. 

23 Frances E.W. Harper, “The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Colored Woman,” A.M.E. Church Review, 
12 (1888). Despite Harper’s activism and success recruiting Black women to the WCTU, the organization was plagued 
with racism and racial division. Frances Walker, leader of the WCTU, exchanged the dignity and fairness of Black 
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one of the “twin evils … which had foisted themselves like leeches upon the civilization of the 

present age.”24 For Harper, legislative activism and legal change against the sale of liquor was the 

only way to overcome the evil of alcohol and build women’s power.25  

Black temperance leaders clearly understood the relationship between economic profits, 

intemperance, poverty, and racism. As explained by Ida B. Wells, “All things considered, our race is 

probably not more intemperate than other races. By reason, though, of poverty, ignorance, and 

consequent degradation as a mass, we are behind in general advancement. We can, therefore, less 

afford to equal other races in that which still further debases, degrades and impoverishes …”26 

Wells’s concerns extended liquor’s role in impeding racial progress; instead, she connected 

intemperance to a system that justifies the criminalization of Blackness:   

[I]ntemperance is one of the strongest foes to intellectual, material, and moral advancement, 
it is like playing with fire to take that in the mouth which steals away the brains, and thus 
gives judges and juries the excuse for filling the convict camps of Georgia alone with fifteen 
hundred Negroes, out of sixteen hundred convicts in them, most of whom are young men – 
the flower of the race, physically speaking.27  

 

Even further, Wells located liquor as a cause of economic exploitation of the Black farmer, “the 

most useful factors in race progress.” Rather than spending his pay on “honorable channels of trade 

 
members for the inclusion of White southern women. The subsequent power of the southerners shaped Walker’s 
willingness to publicly advocate against lynching, and ultimately eroded Black women’s support for the organization. See, 
“Color Line Visible,” Chicago Herald, Oct. 22, 1893; Frederick Douglass, “Why is the Negro Lynched?” in The Lesson of the 
Hour, 1894, reprinted in Philip S. Foner, ed., The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass: Vol. IV: Reconstruction and After 
(New York: International Publishers, 1955), pp. 491 – 99; Fiona Maxwell, “The Activism and Artistry of Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper,” Frances Willard House Museum and Archives (July 24, 2020), available at 
http://franceswillardhouse.org/the-activism-and-artistry-of-frances-ellen-watkins-harper/ 

24 Harper, “The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Colored Woman.”  

25 Fulton, “Sowing Seeds in an Untilled Field.” 

26 Ida B. Wells, “All Things Considered,” A.M.E. Church Review (April, 1891), pp. 379 – 81.  

27 Wells, “All Things Considered.”  
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and build[ing] up race enterprises,” the farmer throws his money at liquor and is kept “at a dead 

level, without money, without ambition, and consequently at the mercy of the landholder.”28  

Like Harper, Wells advocated for organized resistance against liquor and urged church 

leaders and women’s groups to lead the work. In Chicago, Black civic leaders took up these 

concerns about intemperance. In 1901, the Phyllis Wheatley Club celebrated their success closing a 

saloon in a Black neighborhood at that year’s National Association of Colored Women’s biennial 

meeting.29 According to delegates, the saloon in question was near a school and particularly 

disreputable. Black women’s advocacy against liquor was connected to activism to protect young 

girls from the “dangers of city life” that might lure “young city women away from the path of 

propriety.”30  Indeed, the same year they engaged in a campaign to shut down saloons, the Phyllis 

Wheatley Club organized the “Sunshine Club” to keep vulnerable girls ages nine to eighteen out of 

harms’ way.31 Black women continued to open homes that would protect Black girls and women 

from becoming fallen women throughout the early 1900s.32 

 The efforts of the Phyllis Wheatley Club foreshadowed a national movement of Black men 

and women to eradicate vice institutions, and notably saloons, from Black neighborhoods. Black 

men organized the Colored Law and Order League in several cities, including Chicago, while the 

Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs formed a woman’s auxiliary organization similarly focused 

 
28 Wells, “All Things Considered.”   

29 “National Association of Colored Women Holds Bi-ennial Meeting in Buffalo,” The Appeal, July 20, 1901 p. 2 
30 Fannie Barrier Williams, writing to the Chicago Defender in 1904, quoted in Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’ p. 202.  

31 Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’ p. 203.  

32 Anne Meis Knupfer, “‘If You Can’t Push, Pull, If You Can’t Pull, Please Get Out of the Way:’ The Phyllis Wheatley 
Club and Home in Chicago, 1896 to 1920,” The Journal of Negro History 82, no. 2 (1997): 221–31, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2717517; Anne Knupfer and Leonard Silk, Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: 
African American Women’s Clubs in Turn-Of-The-Century Chicago (New York: NYU Press, 1997); Blair, I’ve Got to Make My 
Livin’. 
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on vice.33 Members of the law and order movement were not focused on hunting down individual 

criminals, which they believed was the job of the local police force; rather, they identified political 

pressure as the “natural way” to eradicate vice.34 In particular, activists believed restricting, revoking, 

or prohibiting saloon licenses was key to improving neighborhood conditions.  

 Baltimore offered a success story for the Colored Law and Order League. In Baltimore, a 

coalition of Black ministers, teachers, and lawyers built wide-spread political support to shut down 

and limit the licenses of saloons in the predominately Black Druid Hill section of the city. The Law 

and Order League carefully documented the dangers posed by the high number of saloons in their 

neighborhood, including poor sanitation, damaged reputation of the neighborhood, demoralization 

of children, and disruption of peace and quiet.35 During a hearing to pass an ordinance restricting 

saloons, supporters evocatively referring to saloons as “social cancers” that “nullified” the positive 

influence of the neighborhoods many schools and churches.36 Indeed, a biracial coalition of 

ministers and the Baltimore School Board supported this characterization, and over the objections 

of the saloon owners and the police, the petition to revoke several licenses and deny others that 

were up for renewal was passed.37 

 
33 “National Law and Order Association,” Afro-American, Sept. 12, 1908; “Plan Law and Order League: Convention of 
Colored Men and Women to Form Organization in Chicago.,” The Washington Post (1877-1922), August 30, 1908..  

34 “National Law and Order Association,” Afro-American, Sept. 12, 1908.  

35 James H. Waring, Work of the Colored Law and Order League, Baltimore, MD. (Cheyney, PA: Committee of Twelve for the 
Advancement of the Interests of the Negro Race, 1908). 

36 Waring, Work of the Colored Law and Order League, pg. 25. 

37 Because of the testimony offered by the police, who claimed conditions were safe and orderly, the Licensing Board 
went to the neighborhood to see the impact of the saloons themselves. According to the Board, conditions were so 
blatantly bad, the police’s response could only be considered corruption of incompetence. Waring, Work of the Colored 
Law and Order League, pg. 25. 
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 For the next decade, Black communities across the country attempted to replicate the 

success of the Law and Order League in Baltimore.38 Anti-saloon activists focused on grassroots 

legal change, as well as pushing for equal educational and employment opportunities for Black 

communities.39 For Black activists the saloon did not merely represent an undesirable neighborhood 

institution, nor did the crusade against saloons solely represent the imposition of middle-class values 

on working-class and poor Black people. Rather, activists viewed the overabundance of saloons in 

Black neighborhoods as a threat to the flourishing of Black people writ large. For many of the 

Progressive Era’s most well-known Black elites, temperance was “one of the cardinal virtues 

necessary for success”40 and the presence of saloons in Black neighborhoods reified White 

stereotypes about Black criminality, idleness, and immorality.41 Saloons were connected with 

neighborhood violence and disorder, but they also diminished the dignity of the people living in 

saloon-adjacent neighborhoods by imputing the immoral values of the saloon onto the perceived 

moral worth of the people therein. The spatialization of the saloon into Black neighborhoods 

encroached on the Black community’s “time, talent, labor, and money”42 and perpetuated the 

assumption that Black people were tolerant of the degrading conditions represented by the saloon. 

 
38 As an example of this work, The Crisis reported on anti-saloon activity in Tennessee in 1911 (Vol. 3, No. 1), Chicago in 
1914 (Vol. 8, No. 6), Chester, PA in 1915 (Vol. 9, No. 3), Ohio in 1915 (Vol. 10, No. 4), Kansas City in 1917 (Vol. 13, 
No. 5), and New Haven in 1920 (Vol. 19, No. 4). In 1918, in a reflection on his childhood DuBois recalled that his 
mother warned him early on that saloons were an “open door to hell” (Vol. 15, No. 4).  

39 “Stamp Out Vice, Aim of Negroes: Race Leaders in Chicago to Make War on Colored People’s Dens,” Chicago Daily 
Tribune (1872-1922), August 18, 1908; “National Law and Order Association,” Afro-American (1893-), September 12, 
1908; “Police Start War on Vice: Social Evil on South Side Is Appalling Club Women and Ministers Asleep,” The Chicago 
Defender (Big Weekend Edition) (1905-1966), May 12, 1917. 

40 Ida B. Wells, “All Things Considered,” AME Church Review (April, 1891): 379 – 81.  

 
41 Booker T. Washington, “Law and Order and the Negro,” The Outlook 93, No. 10 (1909): 547 – 555.  
 
42 Wells, “All Things Considered.” 
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For no one was the threat of the saloon more acute than for the Black children in Chicago’s second 

and third wards. 

 

II.       Race, Law, and the Geography of Anti-Saloon Territory  

 

The overabundance of saloons and other vice institutions in Chicago’s Black Belt has long 

been noticed by researchers interested in race and vice in the city.43 Yet, while the fact of Black 

residents’ proximity to vice institutions is clearly established in the historical record, we know less 

about how local and state laws enabled vice to flourish in the Black Belt during a time when 

prohibition activists were intent on making the entire city anti-saloon territory. In this section, I 

analyze how a web of laws intended to protect residents from the perceived evils of vice nonetheless 

distributed the burdens of vice to Black residents in Chicago’s South Side neighborhoods. These 

laws dramatically shaped the geography of the Black Belt: not only were Black children 

disproportionately exposed to the distractions, violence, and policing that accompanied vice 

institutions, the spatialization of vice into the Black Belt unequally differentiated the value of Black 

space and White space and, by extended upheld racially demarcated hierarchies of worth.  The 

spatial linking of Black neighborhoods and vice further associated Black Chicagoans with criminality, 

disorder, and the need for punitive social control.  

Prohibition politics helped build Chicago’s boundaries. As the city expanded its borders by 

annexing neighboring towns in the late 1880s, many new areas demanded they keep their own 

prohibition rules as part of the annexation terms. As a result, neighborhoods such as Hyde Park 

 
43 Walter C. Reckless, Vice in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1933); St Clair Drake, Black Metropolis: A 
Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015); Arnold R. Hirsch, Making the Second 
Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2021); Thomas C. 
Mackey, Red Lights out: A Legal History of Prostitution, Disorderly Houses, and Vice Districts, 1870-1917 (New York: Garland 
Pub., 1987); Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’; Mumford, Interzones.  
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were able to designate certain streets “anti-saloon territory.”44 By the late 1890s, informal political 

agreements enabled alderman to dedicate small parts of their district as “anti-saloon territory.”45 The 

ability of neighborhoods to “go dry” was strengthened in 1907, when the state legislature passed a 

local option law granting voters the ability to choose if and how alcohol could be sold in their 

precinct.46 The law depended on political organizing and the support of voting-age men to work: 

first, a petition needed to be signed by one quarter of the total vote count from the previous 

election; next, a simple majority was required to approve the petition to establish a precinct as “anti-

saloon territory.”  

This practice benefited White, wealthy, politically connected neighborhoods where residents 

had the time and means to organize a petition and solicit signatures. Moreover, middle-class men 

were less reliant than poor and working-class men on the saloon as a space for leisure. Whereas 

working-class and poor men were more likely to live in cramped homes with little privacy, middle-

class homes afforded the luxury of space. Amongst the middle class, campaigns against the saloon 

were not necessarily in favor of temperance, but rather represented advocacy against the excess 

spending and debauchery that often came with saloons.47 Middle class men had alternatives to the 

neighborhood saloon: they could drink in the privacy of their home or they could frequent a saloon 

in the downtown Loop district after work.  

 
44 Notably, many of these annexed areas were comprised of wealthy, White people including Hyde Park and Washington 
Heights. Perry Duis, The Saloon: Public Drinking in Chicago and Boston, 1880-1920 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1983). 

45 Duis. 

46 “Anti-Saloon Territory,” Senate Bill No. 504, Approved May 16, 1907. Laws of the State of Illinois, 1907. 

47 F. T, “Voice of the People.: Moderate Drinking and the Saloon.,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), March 4, 1910. 
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Drinking among women was more private than among men, as women generally did not 

frequent the saloons.48 Women who drank were more likely to do so at home, amongst neighbors, 

away from the antisocial and immoral activities associated with public drinking at saloons, such as 

prostitution and non-marital sex.49 Vice reformers were most acutely concerned with public drinking 

amongst the poor and working-class, who were most vulnerable to the economic exploitation that 

occurred at the saloon and least likely to have access to “respectable” forms of recreation.50 As a 

result, poor and working-class women would “tote the growler from the saloon to the home during 

the day,” while men frequented the saloon to enjoy their drink.51 Therefore, when poor and working 

class women did visit neighborhood saloons, it was often to pick up a growler at the “family 

entrance,” where, anti-saloon activists feared, they might lured into immoral trysts with saloon 

patrons.52  

Reformers were also concerned about new forms of urban leisure that catered to a middle-

class clientele. As more young, middle and upper-class women entered the college, the professions, 

and the public sphere during the campaign for suffrage, they pushed traditional boundaries of 

feminine behavior in society.53 New forms of commercial recreation, including cabarets and dance 

halls that hosted male and female patrons rose in popularity and began to reshape gender norms 

 
48 Duis, The Saloon, p. 106; Michelle L. McClellan, Lady Lushes: Gender, Alcoholism, and Medicine in Modern America (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2017), especially chapter 2. McClellan highlights that the few saloons that 
welcomed women would create spatial barriers for women to keep them separate from male patrons.  

49 McClellan, Lady Lushes, p. 52. 

50 McClellan, p. 52. 

51 Duis, The Saloon, p. 106. 

52 "Voice of the People"; Duis, The Saloon, especially pp. 106 - 107. The “family entrance” was a place where growlers 
could be taken “to-go” in a way that did not require association with saloon patrons.  

53 McClellan, Lady Lushes, pp. 55 - 56. 
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around consumption of alcohol.54 These women also had more opportunities to entertain at home, 

where drinking was generally acceptable in moderation and with supervision.55 Although temperance 

reformers often disapproved of consumption amongst middle and upper class women, their class 

status provided some protection from harsh social sanctions that were often imposed on poor 

women who drank.56   

For both men and women, opportunities for private drinking and (relatively) respectable 

forms of public consumption were more available for the middle and upper class than for the poor 

and working class. Therefore, supporting an “anti-saloon” petition for their neighborhood asked less 

of the middle class than it did of working class and poor men whose options to enjoy a drink were 

generally limited to the local saloon. By 1909, nearly two-thirds of the city’s middle-class 

neighborhoods had voted themselves anti-saloon territory, leaving licensed saloons to crowd into 

the Loop and the poor, working-class, and, over time, Black neighborhoods of the city.57  

In addition to providing leisure for men and profits for the saloonkeepers, saloons were an 

important potential source of revenue for the city. In 1906, a heated battle to raise the saloon tax to 

$1000 broke out in the city council.58 Among the alderman supporting the measure was Alderman 

Harding, who faced strong pressure from the Black population in the second ward.59 Although the 

tax wouldn’t get rid of saloons, it would materially benefit the city by bringing in additional money. 

However, instead of being used for services that could improve the well-being of the communities 

 
54 McClellan, pp. 54-57. 

55 McClellan, p. 56. 

56 McClellan. 

57 Duis, The Saloon. 

58 “License Battle Growing Warmer: Advocates of Higher Saloon Tax Are Called On to Interview Aldermen,” Chicago 
Daily Tribune (1872-1922), February 13, 1906. 

59 “License Battle Growing Warmer;.” 
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that disproportionately housed saloons, the intended use of this additional revenue was to add 1000 

policemen who would provide “relief from crime and disorder.”60 The irony, of course, is that the 

saloons themselves were sources of crime and disorder, and the increased tax was used to pay for 

the policing of the harms brought on by the institution being taxed. Rather than benefiting the 

residents of the communities impacted by proximity to saloons, the tax ultimately benefited the 

police and wealthy saloonkeepers who could afford the increased license fee.61 

 Anti-saloon activism was not just about the saloon; rather, anti-saloon activists sought to 

preserve the moral futures of the city’s children by protecting them against the evils of excessive 

drinking and sexual immorality. In the early 1900s, the saloon became the newest institution to 

shoulder the blame for juvenile delinquency.62 The link between saloons, vice, and juvenile crime 

was codified in a 1905 revision to the Juvenile Court Act, which amended the definition of a 

delinquent child as one who “is growing up in idleness or crime; knowingly frequents a house of ill-

repute… or frequents any saloon or dram shop where intoxicating liquors are sold…”63 The 

inclusion of status crimes in the definition of delinquency represented a dramatic expansion of acts 

that would be legally considered “delinquent,” as prior to 1905 a delinquent child was simply one 

who violated the laws of the state.64  

 
60 “License Battle Growing Warmer;” “The Reform Wave Continues to Sweet Over Chicago,” The Broad Ax, March. 10, 
1906, pg. 1. 

61 For a discussion of police graft and saloons, see Richard C. Lindberg, To Serve and Collect: Chicago Politics and Police 
Corruption from the Lager Beer Riot to the Summerdale Scandal: 1855-1960 (Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1998). 

62 “Saloon as School Neighbor Blamed for Crimes of Youth: State Supt. W. L. Bodine of Compulsory Education 
Department Lectures Before Ladies’ Society of B’nai Sholom.,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), February 6, 1907. 

63 “Revision to Juvenile Court Act, 1905,” Laws of the State of Illinois, Approved May 13, 1905. 

64 A “status crime” or “status offense” is an act that is illegal only when conducted by a certain class of people, most 
often minors. Examples include truancy, running away from home, incorrigibility, and underage drinking.  
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In response to advocacy by the JPA and other reformers, this same year, the legislature also 

expanded parents’ liability for delinquency by making it a misdemeanor to “knowingly or willfully 

contribute to the dependency, negligence, or delinquency of a child.”65 By 1905, the association 

between the saloon and delinquency was no longer theoretical; rather, the presence of neighborhood 

saloons increased the possibility that children and their parents would be accused of delinquency or 

contributing to delinquency. For the city’s Black and immigrant children, who lived most proximate 

to vice institutions and lacked access to recreational facilities, these laws legitimized a wide net of 

presumed delinquency that centered on immoral behaviors rather than criminality.  

Amidst this expanded definition of delinquency, schools and schoolchildren were mobilized 

as symbols of what was at stake in the anti-saloon campaign.66 Children were paraded around the 

city behind the banner “The Saloon or the Boys and Girls” and staged at polling places to warn men 

of the true cost of selling their vote to pro-saloon candidates.67 The saloon became a physical symbol 

of the risks the city posed to children, and reformers responded to the perceived threat of 

delinquency by trying to defend the neighborhood, including the school, against the saloon.  

Although there was no law prohibiting a saloon from being located near a school, the mayor 

had a longstanding custom of denying petitions for saloons that would be close to schools.68 An 

informal policy that relied on discretion proved to be an insufficient policy for protecting the space 

around schools, and by 1906 Mayor Edward Busse was contemplating strengthening his 

 
65 “Delinquent Child – Liability of Parent or Guardian,” Laws of the State of Illinois, Approved May 13, 1905.  

66 “Children to Fight Saloons: Will Parade Before Polls Where Local Option Is Issue,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), 
April 3, 1908; “Saloon Foes Hard at Work.: Enlist School Pupils In Work of Circulating Petitions for Local Option 
Election.,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), December 30, 1909. 

67 “Children to Fight Saloons.” 

68 “City Will Buy a Saloon to Save Children's Morals” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), January 8, 1904; “Mayor Opens 
New Crusade: Demands List of Saloons Located Near Schools and Churches,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), June 8, 
1905; “Saloon Too Near a School: Board of Education May Object to License Just Granted,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-
1922), April 30, 1908. 
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predecessor’s 250 ft rule.69 In order to investigate the efficacy of rule, the mayor ordered the Chief of 

Police to identify all saloons within 250 ft of a school or church.70 According to Chief O’Neil’s 

report, 235 saloons were within 250 ft of 103 of the city’s schools.71 At the top of the list were four 

schools serving ethnic European immigrant communities: the Dante School (16 saloons within 250 

ft), the Montefiore School (11 saloons within 250 ft), the Armour School (8 saloons within 250 ft), 

and the Throop School (7 saloons within 250 ft).72  

The mayor’s longstanding saloon policy disadvantaged dense, congested neighborhoods 

such as the Near West Side, where European immigrants tended to settle, and the Black Belt 

neighborhoods that grew along State Street. At least one reason mayoral discretion failed to prevent 

the establishment of saloons near so many schools was a policy permitting saloon licenses to saloons 

in business districts, even if the new saloon would be proximate to a school.73 Compounding this 

issue was the school board’s failure to adequately predict demand for schools in the early 1900s. The 

rapid increase in students during this time left the Board scrambling to build more schools, and in 

congested areas many available school sites were nearby existing saloons.74 Although the mayor was 

technically authorized to revoke a saloon license, eradicating existing saloons was more difficult than 

preventing new ones. Moreover, mayoral discretion to deny or revoke a license may not have 

extended to informal saloons and drinking venues.  

 
69 “Mayor Opens New Crusade.” 

70 “Mayor Opens New Crusade.” 

71 “Bars Hedge 103 Schools: Report to Board of Education Shows Facts,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), March 24, 
1906; “Map of Saloons Near One School,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), March 26, 1906. 

72 “Bars Hedge 103 Schools.” 

73 Proceedings of the City Council of the City of Chicago, 1914 (Chicago, IL: City Council), p. 257; “Mayor Opens New 
Crusade.” 

74 “Mayor Opens New Crusade.” 
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Both immigrant and Black children were concentrated in congested areas in the city; 

however, immigrant children were not intergenerationally confined to the marginalized areas of the 

city on account of ethnicity or race. Rather, without employment and housing discrimination as 

barriers, immigrant families were able to benefit from economic mobility and move into 

neighborhoods that were not proximate to vice institutions.75 Black families, however, were locked 

into slum neighborhoods by institutional barriers in housing and employment that prevented spatial 

and economic mobility.76 Philpott’s distinction between the slum, which was an escapable condition 

of poverty, and the ghetto, which was a confined condition of both poverty and racial oppression, is 

essential for understanding how the politics of saloon licensure combined with spatial segregation to 

disproportionately burden Black communities with living proximate to saloons.  

A variety of drinking and leisure establishments dotted the Black neighborhoods of the 

second and third ward, providing opportunities for leisure, economic advancement, and the stigma 

of immorality. At the turn of the century, at least 40 Black-owned saloons and saloons serving a 

middle-class Black clientele were located on the northern edge of the second ward, many blocks 

north of the closest schools serving Black children.77 These saloons were close, if not in, the Twenty-

Second Street Levee District, one of the city’s three “red light districts” where police regulated vice, 

including prostitution and gambling.78 The landscape of Black leisure, and particularly Black male 

 
75 Thomas Lee Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Immigrants, Blacks, and Reformers in Chicago, 1880-1930 (Belmont: 
Wadsworth Pub. Co., 1991). 

76 Philpott. Philpott further explains that spatial segregation enabled social segregation, as space became a site of 
claiming whiteness for ethnic Europeans. His distinction between the slum and the ghetto elucidates how anti-Black 
racism created different opportunities for social mobility between poor immigrant Europeans and poor migrant Black 
Americans.  

77 According to historian Cynthia Blair, most of these saloons were located between Harrison and Twelfth Street along 
State and Clark. By comparison, the elementary schools in the second and third ward were at least twenty blocks south. 
For a discussion about Black saloons, see Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’, pp. 115 - 121. 

78 NL Shumsky, “Tacit Acceptance: Respectable Americans and Segregated Prostitution, 1870–1910,” Journal of Social 
History 19, no. 4 (1986): 665–79, https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh/19.4.665. 
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leisure, was diverse and at times subversive. To evade both the social stigma of immorality and the 

licensing fees associated with opening an official saloon, many Black proprietors opened other, more 

informal, places of leisure and drink.79 Institutions such as sample rooms and wine rooms, along 

with regular dancing and music at flats, dotted the second and third wards amidst dwellings and flats, 

evading the gaze of White morals inspectors and city officials. Less respectable institutions offered 

gambling in backrooms and often drew the ire of Chicago police.80   

These varied institutions provided economic opportunities for Black entrepreneurs and 

leisure for Black men, but also served as a potential source of stigma for Black people concerned 

about being associated with disreputable vice institutions. Although many Black saloons took pains 

to exclude women in order to distance themselves from accusations of harboring prostitutes, police 

raids on gambling dens drew public attention to the less savory institutions serving the Black 

community.81 Because the Black Belt of the early 1900s occupied a narrow strip along State Street 

between 22nd St. to the north and 31st St to the south, saloons and gambling houses were located 

within close proximity to a number of Black churches, a YMCA, and local branches of civic 

organizations (see Figure 1).82  

 

 
79 Blair, pp. 115-117. 

80 Blair, 116. 

81 According to the Vice Commission report conducted in 1910, the Black community remained only one step ahead of 
an ever-expanding red-light district. The Committee also found that many of the workers in brothels and houses of ill-
fame were Black men, women, and children. While this reflected the economic cand employment constraints facing 
Black Chicagoans, the report helped link immorality, vice, and Blackness in the minds of White Chicagoans. Chicago 
Vice Commission, The Social Evil in Chicago, 1913. For a discussion of police raids, see Blair, 118. 

82 For an overview of the early contours of the Black Belt, see Thomas Lee Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Immigrants, 
Blacks, and Reformers in Chicago, 1880-1930, American Society and Culture Series (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Pub. Co., 
1991); For a description of Black institutions in the early Black Belt, see Drake, Black Metropolis, p. 53. 
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The White press was quick to impute the perceived immorality of individual Black people or 

institutions on Black people as a whole, and the spatial proximity between saloons and more 

virtuous institutions of recreation made it more difficult for the city’s “respectable” and “refined” 

Black people.83 To guard against claims of immorality and criminality, ads for saloons in the Broad 

Ax, a Black weekly, would emphasize that they didn’t allow gambling or women.84 At the same time, 

 
83 Drake and Cayton describe three “classes” of Black people in Chicago during the early 1900s: the “respectables,” 
church-going poor and working class; the “refined,” highly educated middle and upper class; and the “riffraff,” 
uneducated and unchurched. The refined and respectable classes looked down on the riffraff, both for their immoral 
conduct and anxiety over how it would reflect on the race. Drake, Black Metropolis, p. 48. 

84 Duis, The Saloon, p. 160. 

Figure 1: Distribution of Negro Population, 1910. This map is based on federal census data, with 
each dot representing 40 Black residents. Published in Chicago Commission on Race Relations, 
The Negro in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1922), p. 106. 
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the paper was quick to call out Black saloonkeepers, such as ‘Poney’ Moore and Bob Motts, who 

operated “places of sin” where “young girls [were] led to the brink of ruin.”85  

 Between 1900 and 1910, the rise of vice syndicates, aided by police graft, changed the 

political economy of saloons in the South Side Twenty-Second Street Levee District.86 Vice proved 

to be a lucrative business for police, and in 1909 police were estimated to have received up to 

$200,000 a year in payments tied to “immoral” leisure resorts.87 In order to avoid police raids, license 

revocation, and/or arrest, saloonkeepers had to pay steep fees to police and syndicate bosses. 

Unable to pay the fees required to stay in business, many Black-owned saloons were raided or 

closed, and by 1905 the number of Black-owned saloons had precipitously declined.88 During this 

time, saloons that catered to a racially mixed crowd were also targeted by police and most “leisure 

resorts” in the Levee began catering to White men and some White women.89 These institutions did 

not entirely exclude Black people; rather, young Black men and women were hired as servers, while 

Black musicians provided entertainment.90 The spatial landscape of the saloon  therefore reflected 

the complex relationships between race, immorality, and leisure: within the saloon, itself an 

institution bordering on vice and immorality, Black people were relegated as servants or 

entertainment, but not as humans worthy of leisure itself.  

 
85 Broad Ax, Dec. 2, 1905, Feb. 22, 1902. 

86 Mara L. Keire, “The Vice Trust: A Reinterpretation of the White Slavery Scare in the United States, 1907–1917,” 
Journal of Social History 35, no. 1 (2001): 5–41, https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2001.0089; Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’. 

87 Chicago Record-Herald, Oct. 1, 1909. 

88 Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’ p. 140. 

89 Interracial saloons and resorts were resurface after the breakup of the Levee district in 1912. Mumford, Interzones. 

90 Amy Absher, The Black Musician and the White City Race and Music in Chicago, 1900-1967 (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2014), p. 22. 
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Before the breakup of the Levee, the segregated vice district where vice was allowed, schools 

attended by Black students were not reported as having saloons nearby.91 In 1906, Black children 

attended schools just outside the borders of the Black Belt. Figure 2, below, shows the spatial layout 

of the Levee District, the Black Belt circa 1905, and the Schools attended by Black children at that 

time.92 Between 1900 and 1913, the city’s Levee District spanned between 18th and 22nd Streets just 

west of State Street.93 According to the 1910 school census, there were 298 children under age 

twenty, most of whom were immigrants, living within the boundaries of the Levee.94 No schools 

were located directly within the Levee’s borders; however, two schools (Haven and Swing) sat near 

the north west border of the red light district.95 With the city’s commercial district just north of the 

Black Belt, the red light district to the north west, and its schools just to the south, for a brief period 

Black parents did not have to worry about their children attending school near an official saloon or 

immoral venue.96  

 

 
91 The Board of Education did not keep official records of students’ racial identity during this time. According to an 
estimate by a Board of Education official reported in the Tribune, Black students had a significant presence in five 
schools in the city: Keith (60-70% Black), Farron (30% Black), Raymond (20% Black), Webster (20% Black), and 
Moseley (15% Black). Five additional schools were mentioned as having a “significant” number of Black students, 
although “significant seems to have meant less than 10%. “Race Problem Rends Schools: Many White Pupils Refuse to 
Be the Classmates of Colored Children,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), December 5, 1905. 

92 By 1910, the Black Belt reached as far south as 39th, with another small, but significant, Black community between 47th 
and 51st Streets. Allan Spear, Black Chicago (University of Chicago Press, 1967), Map 4.  

93 Mumford, Interzones, p. 25. 

94 Chicago (Ill) Vice Commission, The Social Evil in Chicago: A Study of Existing Conditions with Recommendations by the Vice 
Commission of Chicago (Chicago: Vice Commission of the City of Chicago, 1911), p. 237.  

95 “School Map of Chicago,” 1914. University of Chicago Digital Map Collections. In 1906, the Swing School was 
proximate to 5 saloons, while the Walsh was proximate to 4. Likely, there were many more underground vice institutions 
nearby. “Bars Hedge 103 Schools.” Chicago Tribune.  

96 Although the schools attended by Black children were not located near saloons, according to the 1910 Vice 
Commission report there were 173 saloons in one of the Black residential areas near the southern border of the Levee. 
"The Social Evil in Chicago,” p. 239.  
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Figure 2: Levee District and Schools Attended by Black Children, 1906. Adapted from School Map of 
Chicago, 1914, Board of Education for the City of Chicago (University of Chicago Digital Preservation 
Collection, Chicago 1900 – 1914), available at http://pi.lib.uchicago.edu/1001/cat/bib/3401658.  
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Chicago school officials tended to support measures to restrict saloons near schools. In 

1907, the Superintendent of Compulsory Education, Lester Bodine, echoed reformers’ concerns 

about the relationship between saloons and juvenile delinquency, and news reports on antisaloon 

efforts often quoted school officials conveying support for the movement.97 At least some School 

Board officials also supported antisaloon efforts. In 1908, a group of parents near the Wells School 

on the northwest side started a petition asking the Board of Education to investigate immoral 

conditions near the school.98 Four saloons already existed near the school, and parents were livid 

that the mayor had recently granted another saloon license for an establishment forty feet of the 

school building.99 The President of the Board of Education sympathized with the parents’ petition 

and directed the Compulsory Education Department to investigate their claims.100 However, in a 

reflection of the broader disagreement regarding the question of prohibition, the Board officials did 

not have a united front on the saloon question.101  

In the first decade of the 20th century, reformers took action to defend schools against the 

perceived immoral and criminal influences of the saloon. Saloons were particularly an issue in the 

poor, immigrant areas of the city where they provided a much-desired form of leisure for those who 

could not or would not access saloons and other vice institutions in the Levee District. For the 

Black community, two spatial considerations kept saloons away from schools attended by Black 

 
97 “Saloon as School Neighbor Blamed for Crimes of Youth;” “Bars Hedge 103 Schools;” “Mayor Opens New 
Crusade.” 

98 “Saloon Too Near a School” 

99 “Saloon Too Near a School”; “Bars Hedge 103 Schools.” 

100 “Saloon Too Near a School.” 

101 As one example, in 1908 School Board President Otto Schneider accused the temperance movement of hypocrisy 
and bigotry, instead urging “common sense methods of dealing with the saloon.” At issue was the defense of the saloon 
industry by the principal of the Drake School, Miss Grace Reed. “Saloon Defended by School Head: Otto C. Schneider 
Says Many Advocates of Prohibition Are Hypocrites,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), December 5, 1908.  



 124 

children. First, the Black community was small and located close to the Levee, making it easy for 

Black men to frequent saloons within the borders of the Levee, while Black entrepreneurs could 

easily site saloons within the boundaries of the Levee. Second, even though some Black residential 

areas abutted the borders of the Levee, Black children attended schools to the south of this district. 

The Levee, somewhat surprisingly, provided protection from vice’s encroachment into the Black 

residential areas. However, the Levee’s breakup drastically reshaped the threat of vice to Black 

children and Black schools in the city.  

 

III.         Race and the Spatialization of Vice after the Levee  

 

 In 1910, after years of political pressure from social reformers concerned with the issue of 

prostitution, Mayor Fred A. Busse appointed the Chicago Vice Commission to investigate the 

“social evil” in Chicago. A leading push behind anti-prostitution advocacy was the fear of “white 

slavery,” or the procurement of young white women into a life of prostitution.102 Although it drew 

on the same rhetorical tools as the 19th century “white slavery scare” rooted in sweatshop labor, the 

20th century version of white slavery focused on the abduction of White girls by men (usually 

foreign, ethnic White men) for the purposes of sex and prostitution.103  White slavery opponents 

centered on two campaigns: first, laws and politics that would prevent young White girls from 

becoming prostitutes, and second, laws and policies that would destroy the markets of commercial vice 

 
102 Eric Anderson, “Prostitution and Social Justice: Chicago, 1910-15,” The Social Service Review  48, no. 2 (1974): 203–28, 
https://doi.org/10.1086/643122. Brian Donovan, White Slave Crusades: Race, Gender, and Anti-Vice Activism, 1887-1917 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006); Mumford, Interzones; Blair, I’ve Got to Make My Livin’. 

103 Keire, “The Vice Trust.” 
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that trapped women who had already become sex workers.104 Destroying geographies of 

concentrated vice became the central focus of these reformers.  

 When the Vice Commission released its findings, it recommended that the city abandon its 

policy of allowing the police to regulate vice within a segregated district, and instead advocated for 

the disbandment of the Levee District.105 The Commission also clearly condemned the movement of 

vice into Black communities. Seemingly overnight, police raided the most infamous vice institutions 

in the Levee, putting an end to the tacit acceptance of the red-light district. Vice did not disappear 

from the city; instead, as the Black community had feared, it reappeared (underground) throughout 

the Black Belt.106  

 The scattering of vice shaped the geography of the Black Belt in important ways. The city’s 

new policy of vice enforcement expanded the web of social policing experienced by Black 

communities. New legal strategies such as the abatement and injunction laws used to shut down 

houses of ill-fame, brothels, hotels of assignation, and, under Prohibition, saloons, expanded state 

power to intervene with private business, while police raids were used to arrest “prisoners” at vice 

institutions.107 A cadre of White inspectors from the Juvenile Protective Association (JPA) and the 

Committee of Fifteen began surveilling the South Side of Chicago to identify places of “immorality,” 

while a new Morals Court was established to handle cases of prostitution and “immoral” women.108 

 
104 Keire, “The Vice Trust.” 

105 Chicago Vice Commission, The Social Evil in Chicago.  

106 “The Vice Crusade in Chicago; Negros' Part,” The Chicago Defender (Big Weekend Edition) (1905-1966), October 12, 
1912. The Defender warned that the breakup of the Levee would result in “scattering the denizens of the red-light 
district and menacing the residence districts of the race” because “the underworld must live.” The paper urged careful 
regulation of vice, cautioning that “school children, youths and young misses must not be contaminated,” and further 
called for the Black community to take a greater stance against vice.   

107 On the development of new legal strategies, see Mackey, Red Lights Out; For an example of police raids, see “Police 
Start War on Vice.” 

108 For a discussion of the Morals Court, see Michael Willrich, City of Courts: Socializing Justice in Progressive Era Chicago, 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). The JPA was an organization focused on social policies that would 
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Black Chicagoans resisted the spatialization of vice, and the many ways it shaped their 

geography, in public and mundane ways. For example, the Committee of Ten Thousand of the 

Second Ward formed to survey and address “the common problem with which the Race in Chicago 

is confronted.109 Distinguishing itself from other civic groups such as the JPA and the Committee of 

Fifteen, the Committee didn’t stop at investigations, but rather got things done using “the courts 

and the ballot” to improve the moral, educational, and labor conditions afforded to Black 

Chicagoans. As one example of the Committee’s work, they engaged in a careful investigation of the 

moral conditions surrounding schools, including: “What evils exist within or without the schools 

which may be considered to militate against the opportunities of our boys and girls acquiring a good 

education which will take them to their places in the great world of affairs as good American 

citizens?”110 Here, the Committee coveys the important relationship between schools and their 

neighborhood conditions: “evils” surrounding the school mitigate the opportunities possible within 

the school, and therefore their democratic potential.  

For the Committee, ensuring the landscape of the Second Ward aligned with the values of 

the people therein reflected a belief that immoral and discriminatory social conditions were 

antithetical to the practice of democracy and the cultivation of citizens prepared for self-rule. 

However, while the Black community generally supported anti-vice efforts and were aligned with the 

goals of the White temperance movement, Black people were aware of the ways anti-vice reform 

efforts were often implemented in a way that pathologized Black people as immoral and criminal. 

White reformers espoused an environmental argument to explain the conditions of poverty in the 

 
improve the conditions of poor children. They were often in tension with the Committee of Fifteen, a group of men 
appointed to investigate the conditions of vice in the city.  

109 Frank LaMar Vaughn, “Committee of Ten Thousand: Its Purposes and Its Works,” The Chicago Defender (Big Weekend 
Edition) (1905-1966), November 10, 1917. 

110 Vaughn. 
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Black neighborhoods: housing and employment discrimination confined Black Chicagoans to the 

city’s worst neighborhoods and jobs.111  

However, as racial discrimination increasingly segregated and confined Black people within 

the boundaries of the growing Black Belt, a parallel narrative emerged that the Black community 

lacked the ability and will to change environmental conditions.112 As a result, White reformers 

reflected a belief that the conditions experienced by Black people were a result of both racial 

discrimination and their own ignorance and lack of initiative.113 This logic led to paternalistic 

solutions that led to the surveillance of the social and familial conditions in the Black communities. 

Black people resisted this surveillance and its paternalistic assumptions in a variety of mundane 

ways. Black saloonkeepers often refused to admit White inspectors from the Committee of Fifteen, 

while Black schoolchildren taunted White JPA inspectors trying to judge the morality of living 

conditions on their block.114  

Schools and Saloons after the Levee 

 By 1915, the landscape of schools and saloons had changed significantly. Whereas the Dante 

School headed list of schools proximate to saloons in 1906 with 16 nearby saloons, a 1915 report 

counted only 8 in the vicinity of the Dante.115 Meanwhile, the Keith School, which had zero reported 

saloons nearby in 1906, was within two blocks of at least 4 saloons by 1915.116 These saloons were 

 
111 For a detailed discussion of environmental arguments regarding reform, see chapter 1, Moira Elizabeth Hinderer, 
“Making African -American Childhood: Chicago, 1915–1945,” PhD diss. (University of Chicago, 2007). 

112 Hinderer shows how these two narratives trapped African Americans in a circular logic that connected environmental 
conditions with the initiative of the individual. Hinderer. 

113 Hinderer. The Black community conveyed a broader understanding of vice that refused the narrow moral frame 
urged by White reformers, and instead situated the problem of vice within the racialized political economy.  

114 For a detailed discussion of Chicago’s Committee of Fifteen, see Mumford, Interzones, especially ch. 1; for anecdotes 
of the JPA officers, see JPA Files, Box 6, Folder 92.  

115 “Saloons Abound Near City’s Schools,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), December 9, 1915. 

116 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol. 4, 1912.  
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located along State Street, and undoubtably benefited from the “commercial exemption” that 

enabled saloons to open near schools, churches, and residences. The Jones School, also located in a 

commercial area near downtown, was reported as being proximate to 28 saloons in 1915, even 

though there were zero saloons reported in 1906.117 Additionally, despite the advocacy of reformers, 

the number of schools located within 250 ft of a saloon increased from 103 in 1906 to 120 in 1915.  

The neighborhood conditions around some schools received more attention than others. 

For example, the conditions surrounding the Lucy Flower High School for Girls (later called Lucy 

Flower Technical High School) received intense scrutiny shortly after its founding in 1911. That 

year, the school moved into the building of the former South Chicago High School, located on 26th 

St and Wabash Ave on the eastern edge of the Black Belt.118 The Lucy Flower School was innovative 

for its time: it was the city’s first open-enrollment school for girls and enabled young women to 

“gain a livelihood” through two tracks of study, one focused on household arts and the other on 

industrial work.119 The school was strongly supported by Ella Flaff Young, a progressive educator 

and Chicago’s first female superintendent, and most attended by girls from “comfortable, well-

ordered homes.”120 Few students were very rich or very poor, and the school was popular among 

European immigrant families. While the school was about 1/3 African American by the early 1930s, 

very few Black students attended in the early years.121 

 
117 “Saloons Abound Near City’s Schools.” 

118 Dora Wells, “The Lucy Flower Technical High School,” The School Review 22 (1914), p. 611. 

119 “Plans Girl’s Tech School: Education Board Favors Project; Offers Girls Training,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Jan. 29, 
1911, p. 11.  

120 Wells, “The Lucy Flower Technical High School,” p. 619. 

121 “Lucy Flower Technical High School for Girls,” National Park Service, available at https://www.nps.gov/places/lucy-
flower-technical-high-school-for-girls.htm. Last accessed April 14, 2023.   
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Lucy Flower High had a distinctly political mission: it sought to raise the dignity of women’s 

work, including domestic work, so that the economic value of household arts would be “recognized 

and translated into standardizing terms of dollars and cents.”122 The first principal of the school 

further explained “[n]ot a few of the problems that vex social reformers, temperance societies, and 

anti-divorce leagues will begin to cease from troubling when women undertake their great tasks of 

wifehood and motherhood as a profession worthy of professional study and professional 

understanding.”123 The dignity and value of women’s work and the social status of women writ large 

was, according to this argument, intricately tied to the issues of vice, intemperance, and divorce.  

At the same time, the mission of the school required that girls be protected from these 

negative social conditions, and especially from boys, who were not allowed within two blocks of the 

school.124 Three years after the school was founded, the Committee on Building and Grounds of the 

Board of Education called attention to the “character of the neighborhood” surrounding Lucy 

Flower High.125 These “conditions” included approximately five saloons within two blocks of the 

school, garages, and autobody shops.126 Also proximate to the school were a number of churches, a 

Catholic high school, an elementary school, and a playground.127 That these positive neighborhood 

factors were overshadowed by the perceived threat that proximity to vice institutions posed to the 

virtue of girls highlights the role of chastity in defining the moral worth of girlhood during this time. 

Lucy Flower High’s proximity to a growing community of Black people likely skewed White 

 
122 Wells, “The Lucy Flower Technical High School,” p. 615. 

123 Wells, “The Lucy Flower Technical High School,” p. 615. 

124 “Lucy Flower Technical High School for Girls.”  

125 Proceedings of the Board of Education, July 8, 1914 to June 30, 1915 (Chicago, IL: Board of Education), p. 15 

126 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol. 3, 1911. 

127 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol. 3, 1911. 
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stakeholder’s perceptions of this neighborhood, as the intersection of vice institutions and 

devaluation of Black social space rendered this particular neighborhood unfit for a girls’ school that 

catered predominately to a White student-body. 

The school was proximate to the new vice district that arose after the Levee disbanded, 

ostensibly increasing the potential that the school’s girls might encounter sex workers, pimps, and 

others associated with the sex trade.128 The Building Committee recommended that school officials 

alert Mayor Harrison to these immoral conditions so that he might take steps to “properly protect 

and safeguard the pupils attending the school.”129 Superintendent Young and the parents of Lucy 

Flower students shared the Committee’s alarm and concern that the school could not “overcome 

the evils of its neighborhood,” and in 1916 the School Board took the extraordinary step of moving 

the school to a predominately White neighborhood nearly forty blocks south at 61st and Wabash.130  

The case of Lucy Flower High highlights how the intersection of anti-Black racism and vice 

shaped the spatial logics of school neighborhoods. Rather than leveraging the School Board’s 

political power to invest in the neighborhood or taking steps to invest in the school in ways that 

might enrich the neighborhood, the Board decided to abandon the neighborhood in the name of 

(White girls’) safety.131 Notably, the move coincided with rapid demographic shifts that significantly 

 
128 “Vice Forces Lucy Flower Girls' School to Move: Ella Flagg Young Announces That Noted Institution Is Unable to 
Cope with Surroundings,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1922), March 7, 1915. 

129 Proceedings of the Board of Education, 1914 – 1915, p. 15 

130 “Vice Forces Lucy Flower Girls' School to Move.” The school’s new neighborhood was similar to the old one, with 
the school surrounded by dwellings, flats, and a number of industrial buildings. The two most obvious differences were 
the lack of saloons and the small number of Black residents near the new location. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, 
Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol. 16, 1926. 

131 Superintendent Ella Young was attentive to the mutual relationship between schools and their neighborhood 
conditions. In her 1912-13 Annual Report, she highlighted the schools’ assembly hall as “the means of enriching and 
uplifting not only the school life, but that of the entire neighborhood” and enthusiastically shared there was “growing in 
among the young people in the larger possibilities which the school affords as a means for advancing the interests of 
community life.” Fifty-Ninth Annual Report of the Superintendent of Schools of Chicago for the Year Ending June 30, 1913 (Chicago, 
IL: Board of Education), pp. 65 and 184. 
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increased the number of Black people living near Flower High. The removal of the school, itself the 

antithesis of vice institutions, reinforced the seemingly natural links between Black space and 

immorality. This decision explicitly revealed the Board’s differential investment in the futures of 

White children over Black children and reinforced a spatial ideology that equated blackness with 

danger and immorality.132   

A controversy started by White parents at Willard Elementary School highlights other spatial 

logics that surfaced because of the shifting saloon landscape. Five years after the Levee District was 

disbanded and vice institutions dispersed throughout the second and third wards, a group of White 

parents at the Willard Elementary School petitioned the Board of Education to add a junior high so 

that their children would not have to attend Wendell Phillips High School (Phillips High).133 

According to the parents, the “immoral conditions” surrounding the school, including the presence 

of saloons and poolrooms, made it “impossible for [them] to send [their] children there.”134   

At a heated School Board meeting, one White school board member laid bare the motivation 

behind the parents’ petition, stating plainly: “If that neighborhood is unsuitable for the children at 

the Willard School, it is unsuitable for the children of any other school. The real reason is that the 

Wendell Phillips School has a large number of Negroes. So why mince matters or refer to conditions 

as immoral when we mean that there are colored students there?”135 Willard parents conceded this 

point. The spokesman from the group conveyed the racist underpinnings of the petition by stating 

“the Phillips school is two-thirds colored and that white children should not be compelled to sit with 

 
132 My thinking here is influenced by Katherine McKittrick’s conceptual framing of black space in, McKittrick, “On 
Plantations, Prisons, and a Black Sense of Place.” 

133 At the time, Wendell Phillips High School included junior high grades. IWP, Box 14, Folder 20; “Color Question 
Again Raised at High School.” 

134 “Color Question Again Raised at High School.” 

135 “Color Question Again Raised at High School.” 
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colored children.”136 His appeal landed flat, however, as the audience did not want to be seen as 

supporting Jim Crow schools. One participant but it bluntly, admonishing “Don’t you know that 

there is no Jim Crow law in this state?”137 Willard parents’ efforts to use “immoral conditions” as a 

cover for school segregation failed in this instance, and they turned to other means, such as transfer 

requests, to avoid the Phillips School.138  

 Factually, however, the protesting parents were correct: there were at least six saloons within 

two blocks of Phillips High, an issue that the School Board failed to address. Even though the 

Board did not give in to White parents’ racist segregationist requests, they also did not take steps to 

address the material conditions surrounding the school. White parents devised alternative ways to 

avoid the school in ways that were inaccessible to Black parents because of racial and spatial politics, 

leaving Black parents to advocate for addressing the immoral neighborhood conditions surrounding 

the school on their own.  

Black parents were vocal critiques of the saloons surrounding the school, and in 1914 had 

successfully prevented the opening of a new saloon on 37th St two blocks north of Phillips High.139 

The blocks between 37th and 39th were largely residential, with densely packed dwellings and flats 

interspersed with a few stores and auto shops.140 Between 1910 and 1920, 39th Street east of State 

Street bounded neighborhoods by race. In 1910, Black people were a sizeable minority in the area 

 
136 Phillips High was not 2/3 Black in 1917. Rather, it was more likely about 20-40% Black. The exaggeration of Black 
students by a White parents reflects a distorted perception of Black students’ presence. Chicago Commission on Race 
Relations, The Negro in Chicago; a Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot, (Chicago, Ill.: The University of Chicago Press, 
1922). 

137 “Color Question Again Raised at High School.” 

138 As I demonstrate in Chapter 2, transfer requests were used as a strategy by White parents to establish and preserve 
White school space.  

139 “Social Uplift,” The Crisis 8, no. 6 (1914); “Plain Clothes Men for Wendell Phillips High School.”  

140 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol.14, 1925. 
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north of 39th St surrounding the Phillips School and by 1920 comprised over half of the population 

north of 39th St between Clark St and Lake Michigan.141 Very few Black people lived south of 39th 

before 1920.  

Notably, all the saloons on 39th St. in the four blocks surrounding Phillips High to the east 

and west were on the north side of the street.142 In this sense, the area surrounding Phillips High 

refracts the city-wide spatialization of vice institutions in post-Levee years. With Phillips High on the 

north, Black side of 39th accompanied by saloons, White parents’ perception of the school was 

shaped by the conflation of immoral neighborhood conditions with the Black people who lived 

amongst those conditions. Their perception was likely heightened by the contrasting conditions 

surrounding the Willard School: densely packed dwellings and flats with one nearby corner lined 

with shops.143  

While White school officials outwardly opposed the racist motivations of the Willard 

families, they also used this racism to dodge responsibility for investigating or addressing the 

neighborhood conditions near Phillips High. One official recommended that the parents report the 

conditions around Phillips High to the morals commission, while another reminded participants of 

the city ordinance prohibiting “saloons and immoral conditions near schools.”144 Superintendent 

Shoop incredulously chimed in: “It’s the first time that I’ve ever heard of immorality charges in this 

neighborhood.”145 This was clearly false, however, reflecting willful neglect of the neighborhood 

conditions long protested by Black parents. Indeed, just one year prior in 1916, the Moral Survey 

 
141 Spear, Black Chicago, Map 3 (1910) and Map 4 (1920). 

142 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol.14, 1925. 

143 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Chicago, Illinois. Sanborn Map Company, Vol.14, 1925. 
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Department of the Board of Education proudly reported on its varied activities protecting the city’s 

schoolchildren from the various evils of city life.  

The Morals Department was created at the request of Lester Bodine, Superintendent of 

Compulsory Education, with the express task of fighting “against saloons, poolrooms, and all 

‘destructive agencies’ in the neighborhood of schools through the power of the mayor to revoke 

licenses.”146 The Board would commission the support of one salaried inspector (with an 

experienced woman assistant), school principals, the city collector, and parents clubs to identify 

“shady” and “destructive” institutions contributing to the delinquency of schoolchildren.147 Their 

work expanded beyond revoking licenses, and the Morals Board’s varied successes included 

“prosecutions against undesirably rooming houses in the vicinity of schools that harbored young 

girls,” keeping “degenerates” away from the vicinity of schools, revoking the licenses of “undesirable 

saloons,” and protesting the issuance of new licenses to saloons in close proximity to schools.148 The 

Department believed vigilance was required to safeguard of the moral welfare of Chicago, and it 

used a combination of prosecutions, investigations, and citizen complaints to preserve the moral 

geography surrounding the city’s schools.149  

School officials’ public involvement in the careful documentation and prosecution of saloons 

and other vice institutions proximate to schools belies the ignorance feigned by School Board 

members during the Willard controversy. Rather, their remarks reflect the willful neglect of 

 
146 “Mayor Invoked to Aid Schools' Fight on Vice: Special Board Hopes to Use His Power to Close Saloons and 
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conditions that had been protested by Black parents for years and the uneven protection afforded to 

Black neighborhoods under the city’s discretionary and loop-hole ridden ordinances.150 As the 

increasingly number of saloons surrounding the Keith School and Phillips High demonstrate, the 

Department’s vigilance was not distributed to all students evenly. Additionally, the saloon served to 

demarcate Black space and reinforcing a hierarchy of value amongst students. 

Politics and the Maintenance of Vice in the Black Belt  

 After 1913, the Black Belt became the city’s new Levee district, with a complex set of 

political interests leading to the entrenchment of vice in Black communities. Alderman Oscar De 

Priest, a Black man who represented the Second Ward, was sensitive to the employment benefits 

that saloons offered to Black people, who were often shut out from work in more “reputable” 

institutions. When reformers threated to shut down the Panama Saloon, located on State Street in 

the heart of the Black Belt, Alderman De Priest argued against its closure because “sixty colored 

men and girls were employed” and that it offered an essential source of employment for the Black 

community.151 De Priest’s statement reflects an acknowledgement of the economic exclusion and 

exploitation that caused Black workers to rely on vice institutions as essential sources of 

employment. Rather than attacking saloons directly, which could negatively impact Black workers, 

he advocated for anti-discrimination policies that would prevent White-owned businesses from 

discriminating against Black patrons and jobseekers.152  

 
150 Junius B. Wood, “The Negro in Chicago,” reprinted from The Chicago Daily News, Dec. 11 - 27, 1916 (in LDT Papers, 
Box 2, Folder 29); “Plain Clothes Men for Wendell Phillips High School”; “General Public Praise Defender”; Chicago 
Commission on Race Relations, The Negro in Chicago; a Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot,; “Stamp Out Vice, Aim of 
Negroes.”; Vaughn, “Committee of Ten Thousand; Its Purposes and Its Works.” 
 
151 Wood, “The Negro in Chicago,” at “Politics Puts Disorderly Dives Among Homes.”   

152 Duis, The Saloon. 
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 For everyday Black Chicagoans, however, saloons weren’t seen as a potential place of 

employment; rather, saloons in the Black Belt took up valuable real estate that could have been used 

for housing. When a saloon owner attempted to open a saloon in at East 37th St and Forest Ave., a 

quiet residential area of the Black Belt, Black residents protested and petition Mayor Harrison to 

deny the license.153 Initially, the mayor appeared to respond to the residents’ petition, holding off 

from granting the license until he was defeated at the primaries.154 The mayor’s friend (and 

influential businessman) was the head of the corporation that supplied beer to the saloon, 

showcasing how money and political power forced saloons and other institutions of vice onto Black 

residents. 

 Vice was able to flourish in the Black Belt because of a system of patronage politics and 

police kickbacks that incentivized ignoring vice. In 1919, the Chicago Whip, a Black owned 

newspaper, criticized Black alderman’s support of vice through patronage, asking: “Is vice immunity 

the only plum that Negro aldermen can secure in the way of patronage? … Would the voters of the 

Second Ward prefer to have open and protected vice to playgrounds and free milk stations? … Is 

the average color satisfied to see Civil Service perverted to the patronage system of politicians?”155 

The paper went further in 1923, arguing that “Mayor Thompson’s Black friends permitted and most 

likely converted the once fashionable south side into the city’s cesspool.”156 In addition to accusing 

Black politicians and elites of trading the dignity of the South Side for political favors, the paper’s 

mention of the “once fashionable” characteristic of the neighborhood conveys a longing for what 

 
153 Wood, “The Negro in Chicago,” at “Politics Puts Disorderly Dives Among Homes.”  

154 Ibid.  

155 Chicago Whip, Dec. 13, 1919, quoted in Harold Foote Gosnell, Negro Politicians; the Rise of Negro Politics in Chicago 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), pg 60. 

156 Chicago Whip, Feb. 10, 1923, quoted in Negro Politicians, pg. 60.  
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could have been. The Whip recognizes that vice was not an inevitable consequence of the migration 

of Black people to the city, but rather a creation of strategic political bartering and the greed of 

White entrepreneurs who profited from vice in the Black Belt.   

 Importantly, many of the vice institutions permitted in the Black Belt were operating 

illegally. In 1919, Louise Demarest Taylor, an active White reformer in the temperance movement, 

that “It is reported that vice, gambling, and illegal liquor selling have been running wild all through 

the black belt and in other parts of the city. We must not overlook the fact that lax enforcement of 

any law breeds contempt for all law.”157  She went on to reflect: “I have no hesitance in saying that if 

there had been a strict enforcement of law regarding vice, gambling and illegal liquor selling, there 

would have been no race riots in Chicago.”158 While many reformers commented on the relationship 

between proximity to vice and juvenile delinquency, here Taylor identifies another danger of vice: by 

ignoring the law and permitting vice institutions to flourish illegally in the Black Belt, the city is 

giving license for White mobs to also ignore the law in their violent assault on Black people.  

Vice and Juvenile Delinquency 

 Additionally, the combination of vice institutions in Black neighborhoods and racial 

confinement within poor, under resourced neighborhoods had a direct impact on Black children’s 

exposure to policing and their association with delinquency. Between 1900 and 1906, the highest 

rates of juvenile delinquency (as measured by commitment to a juvenile correctional institution) 

were in the areas surrounding the central business district (or “the Loop”).159 Children committed to 

these institutions were disproportionately draw from immigrant and Black families, with poverty 
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being the largest predictor of commitment.160 In the years after the breakup of the Levee, between 

1917 and 1925, the rates of delinquency decreased in the areas directly surrounding the Loop, with 

one notable exception: a Black neighborhood in the newly expanded Black Belt.161 As vice spread 

south within the Black Belt, the rates of highest delinquency followed, extending up to seven miles 

south of the central business district.162 The disproportionately high rates of delinquency among 

Black children could be directly attributed to the conditions of poverty brought on by the physical 

neglect of White landlords, as well as employment and housing discrimination that entrapped Black 

families in poverty.163  

 Rates of juvenile commitment to correctional institutions steadily decreased in early 

twentieth century as non-institutional methods for addressing delinquency and potential delinquency 

were developed. This did not mean, however, that children’s contact with police decreased. Rather, 

the development of the police probation system increased the policing of poor children in the areas 

adjacent to the central business district.164 Between 1910 and 1920, the overall number of cases 

investigated by police probation officers nearly doubled, and in 1914, the number of probation 

officers increased from 53 to 76.165 According to the analysis of sociologist Clifford Shaw, the rates 

of delinquency between immigrant and Black children varied according to neighborhood they lived 
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in, with children living closer to the Loop being most likely to have contact with a probation 

officer.166 

 Neighborhood conditions were correlated with children’s contact with police and arrest for 

delinquency. Immigrant youth, who were overrepresented in delinquency rates until the Great 

Migration, were relegated to the slums based on the condition of poverty; the attainment of 

education and a union job was, for them, the ticket out of the slum, thus mitigating the possibility of 

intergenerational poverty.167 Black children, on the other hand, were increasingly confined to limited 

areas of the city through over housing and employment discrimination (and exploitation) at the same 

time vice became entrenched in Black neighborhoods. The intersections of poverty, vice, and racial 

confinement increased Black children’s contact with police and associations with delinquency at a 

time when immigrant families were able to take advantage of economic and social mobility.168  

*** 

 The politics of vice intersected with racial politics to confine Black Chicagoans in an 

unofficial red-light district. The spatialization of vice into the Black Belt overlapped with the First 

Great Migration of Black migrants from the south into the city and legitimized the confinement, 

surveillance, and policing of Black families. Although schools, and education more broadly, were 

articulated as the antidote for the immoral influence of vice on young people, the seemingly 

ubiquitous presence of vice throughout the Black Belt mitigated the uplifting potential of education. 

This became particularly salient for Black children towards the end of the 1920s. 

 
166 Illinois Crime Survey, pg. 652.  

167 For a discussion of immigrant rates of delinquency, see Shaw, Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas; for a discussion of 
mobility out of the slums, see Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto. 
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In 1927, Maudelle Bousfield was appointed the first Black principal in Chicago. She was 

assigned to the Keith School, an elementary school that served predominantly Black children. 

Reflecting on her experience, Mrs. Bousfield recalled it was a “horrible school in a horrible area … 

run down like I don’t know what.”169 As principal, she tried to counteract the negative influence of 

vice in the neighborhood by hiring Black teachers and vocally criticizing the School Board for failing 

to manage overcrowding.170 However, for at least some White teachers, the perceived environmental 

immorality of the Black Belt shaped their expectations of Black children’s behavior in school, 

particularly in high school. As one example, teachers permitted Black children to gamble on school 

grounds; as another, teachers were accused of “keeping school” without teaching math and 

reading.171 Rather than responding in a way that addressed teachers’ perceptions of Black children, 

the School Board stationed uniformed police at schools to control the potential influence of crime 

and vice on students.172  

In 1939, Mrs. Bousfield became the city’s first Black high school principal when she was 

appointed principal at Wendell Phillips High School, a majority Black high school located in the 

Black Belt. Similar to her recollections of the Keith, Mrs. Bousfield characterized Phillips as having a 

“low-down name,” in large part due to the “prostitution, drug dealing, and gambling” that occurred 

along the streets surrounding the school.173 Neighborhood vice presented a distraction for Phillips 
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students on their way to school, as well as for Mrs. Bousfield, who spend precious time trying to 

close down a local liquor store that illegally sold alcohol to Phillips students.174  

In addition to challenging the material conditions of the neighborhood, Mrs. Bousfield tried 

to confront the challenges of perception that those conditions brought onto Black students at 

Phillips. After she successfully closed the liquor store, Mrs. Bousfield turned attention to confront 

teachers’ low expectations teachers of their students.175 Vice in the school’s neighborhood, along 

with overcrowding and low teacher expectations, were well-known problems amongst parents and 

students, leading many to seek out alternative high school options.176 As one White teacher had 

declared, “If you want to take it easy, and not work too hard, you teach at a school like Du Sable or 

Phillips.”177 Two things distinguished Du Sable and Phillips from the city’s other high schools: the 

large percentage of Black students and their location in a vice-ridden neighborhood. This teacher’s 

comments clearly evidence the impact that the spatialization of vice had on the educational 

opportunities and everyday educational experiences for Black children.  

 

IV.        Conclusion  

 

 By the end of the First Great Migration, the politics of vice and neighborhood segregation 

created Black school geographies that were characterized by proximity to vice institutions and the 

danger and immorality associated with such institutions. Anti-vice campaigns in the first decade of 
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the century attempted to eradicate the social evil and its detrimental impact on children; however, 

vice needed a new home, and found its new home in the neighborhoods most susceptible to 

exploitation: the growing Black Belt, just south of the original Levee District. For the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, the impact of vice on Black education was conceptual: Black 

children were increasingly associated with the perceived immoral conditions of their neighborhoods 

as well as the conditions of social disorder that characterized immigrant and Black poor 

neighborhoods in the minds of reformers during this time. The perception of poor neighborhood 

conditions also provided an excuse for school segregation, as White and immigrant parents used vice 

as a justification for requesting transfers out of mixed-race schools that were proximate to vice, as 

well as for school siting, as specialized schools such as Lucy Flower High School moved away from 

the Black Belt in search of “healthier” neighborhood conditions. By the 1920s, however, the 

conceptual architecture built by the spatialization of vice began to have concrete implications for 

Black education as it shaped the perceptions of White teachers who were educating an increasing 

number of Black children, and Black educators, such as Mrs. Bousfield, who focused their attention 

and resources on improving neighborhood conditions.  

The devaluation and exploitation of Black space that occurred through anti-vice campaigns 

was a pre-condition for the criminalization of Black schooling in Chicago. The spatialization of vice 

into Black neighborhoods created social meanings about Black space and the Black people who 

inhabited that space, as dangerous, immoral, and in need of social control. 

As Adrienne Brown astutely points out, “race is always shaped in some way by the built 

environment.”178 In Chicago, White perceptions of Black children were directly shaped by the vice 

institutions into that were embedded into Black neighborhoods through a complex set of politics 
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and activism that exploited the economic vulnerability of Black communities. The close association 

of blackness and vice invited in a distinctly carceral logic that Black people needed to be kept 

separate and confined, lest their (perceived) immorality and criminality spread beyond the confines 

of the Black Belt.   

 Moreover, vice created an ostensibly non-racial legitimation of confinement and segregation 

of school children at a time and place where overt, state-sanctioned racial segregation was taboo. 

Native White and immigrant parents used spatial segregation, justified by proximity to vice, to 

ensure social segregation, which was essential for defending the material advantages of whiteness. In 

the early twentieth century, space, and specifically school space, in the urban north provided a key 

site of racial differentiation and consolidation. For native Whites and immigrants, racial 

differentiation through school space further required differential valuation of schools by race. Vice 

provided a key mechanism through which schools could be differentially valued by race, without 

overtly naming race as the cause for such valuation. At the same time, however, the association of 

Black school space with vice invited in carceral responses to control Black school children, including 

surveillance to carefully monitor the actions of Black families and confinement to control the 

“threat” of contagion.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 The development of urban schools in the North during the Progressive Era provides an 

important window into the origins of the relationship between urban schools, race, and carceral 

power by highlighting how the racialized political economy and carceral logics mutually shaped 

urban schooling. To fully understand how and why urban schools became sites of carceral power, 

we need to consider how schooling has been shaped by capitalism and the racial hierarchies it 

requires to function and reproduce. Capitalism does not sustain on economic structures alone; 

rather, its reproduction requires a set of social relations and institutions that maintain an inferior 

group of people and strategies to explain and legitimize their perpetual inferiority.1 Through this 

project, I show how the threat of danger – from poor children, from interracial schools, and from 

Black neighborhoods – was used to make racial inferiority legible in urban schools, and how carceral 

logics and techniques were used to manage allegedly dangerous, inferior children through schools.  

The consolidation and defense of whiteness is central to understanding the historical 

development of urban schools as sites of carceral power. During Progressive Era Chicago, the 

carceral state was used to stabilize racial categories through schooling. First poor, ethnic Europeans 

were punitively disciplined into the norms of whiteness through the criminalization of truancy and 

the establishment of a reform-oriented truant school. Later, once compulsory schooling had taken 

root in Chicago, the boundaries of whiteness expanded and stabilized against the alleged threat of 

the dangerous Black child, school, and community.2 The expansion of whiteness to include (even if 

 
1 For an extended discussion of this point, see Antonio Gramsci, “The Modern Prince” and “State and Civil Society” in 
Selections from the Prison Notebooks (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971), pp. 164 – 68, 177 – 82, 247.  

2 Here, I am extending Khalil Muhammad’s point that criminalization of Blackness stabilized racial categories during the 
Progressive Era. Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban 
America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
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provisionally) Eastern and Southern Europeans occurred as the result of strategic actions by ethnic 

Europeans to distance themselves, socially and spatially, from the Black community in order to 

claim the social, psychological, and material wages associated with whiteness.  

As this project highlights, historical analysis of the relationship between race, urban schools, 

and the carceral state needs to account for how urban schooling developed within a web of social, 

political, and economic institutions that expanded in increasingly protective and punitive directions. 

Within this web, the normative schoolchild was discursively constructed in ways that aligned with 

dominant, White conceptions of the moral, compliant, and potentially productive citizen. The state, 

through schools, readily expanded its police powers to protect the welfare of these normative (or 

potentially normative) school children. At the same time, however, the nonnormative, “other” 

schoolchild (poor, problematic, and/or non-White) was surveilled, confined, and policed in ways 

that aligned with and reified broader carceral logics about how best to manage “problem” 

populations.  

Viewing schooling as one thread in a broader web allows us to see that the state, through 

teachers and school officials, was not the sole actor in perpetuating carceral logics through schools. 

Rather, law, culture, and space provided additional sites of racial and carceral power that interacted 

through schools. Thinking through these various sites surfaces how the use of carceral strategies to 

legitimize partial inclusion of nonnormative schoolchildren into the urban schooling project was also 

the result of White and potentially White families’ strategic action to claim and protect the value of 

whiteness through schools through the wielding of carceral logics against Black children and 

communities.  

This project’s focus on whiteness and racial antagonism in the North during the Progressive 

Era provides an important origin story into the roots of carceral power and urban schools, and it 

highlights that the relationship between race, carceral power, and schools is most precisely 
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understood in a relational context. As I show in Chapter 1, early in Progressive Era Chicago the 

punitive disciplining of ethnic European children and parents occurred in relation to the normative 

boundaries of childhood set by native White Americans. As poor children, particularly those who 

were immigrant, truant, incorrigible, or dependent on the state for relief, were managed with carceral 

strategies, these children coalesced into an “other” group against which the normative schoolchild 

was defined. The sorting of children through compulsory schooling reveals how whiteness during 

the Progressive Era was qualified by nativity and class. Yet, even the racial status of poor, immigrant 

schoolchildren needs to be situated within the broader American racial order and the ways the legacy 

of slavery shaped white racial formation in the urban North.  

Chapters 2 and 3 surface how race formed relationally in urban schools through the 

deployment of carceral logics and strategies. Whiteness was enlarged and stabilized against the 

construction of the allegedly dangerous, immoral Black child within and through schools. In a 

context where discrimination based on race was illegal, carceral responses to manage perceived 

danger emerged as strategies of racial differentiation between ethnic European children and Black 

children; yet, the compulsion to differentiate from Black children was motivated and incentivized by 

a political order that devalued the worth of Black life. For ethnic Europeans, the Great Migration 

increased the urgency of establishing themselves as not Black led to the consolidation of whiteness 

against the criminalization of blackness. This work serves as an invitation for future studies to 

consider how schools are key sites of racial formations that occur relationally, with a focus on how 

those relations are structured by the political economy and legitimized through carceral power.  

Stepping back, this project encourages us to query the broader purpose and function of 

carceral power in schools. Carceral power obscures the structural permanence of a group of 

“others” in schools by legitimizing and reconciling the permanence of inferiority with liberalism’s 

guarantees of individual freedom, liberty, and meritocracy. Carcerality holds together a tension 
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between the equalizing promise of public schools and the capitalist demand for an inferior class 

through racial ideologies that normalize racial inferiority and the need to manage and discipline 

allegedly inferior, dangerous groups. This work suggests that efforts to decarcerate urban schools 

today need to begin by disincentivizing the maintenance of an “inferior class” through racial 

hierarchies. This might occur through decommodifying policies that lower the stakes of poverty, or 

through a politics that emphasizes abundance and communal flourishing, not scarcity and individual 

competition. Disentangling carceral power from urban schools requires more than reforming 

disciplinary policies and removing police from schools. Although these are important intermediary 

goals, lasting change needs to tackle the root causes of carceral power in schools: the need to justify, 

normalize, and reproduce racial differentiation in service of the racialized political economy.  
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