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Louise de Koven Bowen, “Legal Protection in Industry,” in Safeguards for 
City Youth at Work and at Play (New York: Macmillan, 1914), chapter 3.  
 
Many Progressive Era reformers believed that low wages posed a major moral as well as 
economic challenge to working women. If girls and women could not support themselves, what 
would stop them from depending on male treating in order to participate in leisure activities and 
break up the monotony of long work days? Bowen argues here that laws governing minimum 
wages and maximum hours would help these workers to resist sexual temptation. Her analysis 
illustrates how early 20th-century reformers had moved away from blaming predatory male 
seducers,  embracing instead a legal and institutional approach to changing the lives of 
working-class women.  

 
 

CHAPTER III  
LEGAL PROTECTION IN INDUSTRY  

 

       THE attention of the Association was first called to the moral conditions in the department 
stores through the complaints of the dangers found in the waiting rooms, especially to out-of 
work girls who were prone to gather there. An investigation disclosed large numbers of young 
girls in the waiting rooms of the State Street stores who came every day to read the morning 
papers and look for "Want" advertisements. After they went out to answer these "Want ads" in 
the morning papers, they would come back again at noon to read the afternoon papers, thus 
spending most of the day there. We found that many men and women went to these waiting 
rooms for evil purposes. They would get into conversation with the girls by offering a newspaper 
or other small courtesy and sometimes they would extend an invitation to luncheon. One young 
Hungarian girl who went out to luncheon with a young man the first time she met him in one of 
these waiting rooms was rescued from a disreputable house a month later.  

       In three weeks' time our officer who made this investigation arrested and convicted 17 men 
and 3 women who were plying their trade in department store waiting rooms. The Association 
conferred with the managers of all stores who were of course most anxious to cooperate and stop 
this practice. They adopted our recommendations in almost every instance, putting on more 
matrons of a type capable of exercising some kind of chaperonage. Through the effort of the 
Eleanor Association [a free] employment bureau for girls was afterwards opened downtown with 
large waiting rooms where the girls could sit and read the newspapers and through which 
situations could be obtained for them.  

        During this investigation of the waiting rooms, it was found that the girls regularly 
employed in the department store itself were surrounded by many dangers. At the time of the 
investigation, the ten hour law for women had not yet been passed in Illinois and the excessive 
fatigue induced by overwork, coupled with the minimum of time for leisure and recreation, often 
makes it difficult for girls to withstand the temptations which press hard upon them, and which 
lead to a moral as well as a physical breakdown. This is doubly true in the department stores 
where girls work surrounded by the luxuries which they all crave and where they receive a wage, 
inadequate for a life of decency and respectability.  
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*     *     *  

        Second, the girl is often at the mercy of the man who is recruiting for a disreputable house. 
He may purchase articles from her and make insulting remarks, while at the same time he makes 
up his mind as to whether he will be able to persuade her to enter an immoral life. It frequently 
happens that if a girl refuses to have any conversation with the man outside of business 
communication, he reports her as impertinent to the manager or floorwalker and many of the 
girls say that in a number of stores, as the result of such a charge, they are often dismissed 
without a chance to even give the other side of the story.  

        As an illustration of this second danger, a young girl employed at the ribbon counter in one 
of the department stores was accosted by a young man who purchased several yards of ribbon 
and then invited her to lunch with him, telling her that if she had a friend he would bring his 
chum and they would have a party of four. The girl, starved for pleasure and anxious for some 
excitement to relieve the monotony of her day, found a girl friend and they both accepted the 
invitation. The girls lunched with the young men several times a week for three months, and they 
were also invited out to dinner; finally, one night the two couples became separated and the girls, 
who had drunk too much wine, found themselves later on ruined and deserted.  

*     *     *  

        The courts in the United States are rapidly sustaining legislation for the protection of 
women. Within thirty days during February and March of this current year, the Supreme Court of 
Oregon by a unanimous decision sustained the minimum wage law; the Supreme Court of the 
United States in an Ohio case sustained the 54-hour week, the 10-hour day and the 6-day week, 
and by the vote of Congress 8 hours for women workers was established in the District of 
Columbia.  

        It would seem as if the first duty of society were to protect the ever increasing throng of 
working women who are entering the industrial world by demanding for them a shorter working 
day and an adequate wage and by giving them ample opportunities for recreation. Only when we 
guard working girls from industrial overstrain and from dullness during their leisure hours, will 
they be able to resist temptation and to properly fulfil the functions which belong to them. When 
minimum wage boards are established in every state it may be made clear to the community that 
the economic status may be responsible for the moral and physical dangers to which overworked, 
underfed and underpaid girls are subjected.  

 


