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Immigrants and 
Their Children1

From our very first months at Hull-House we 

found it much easier to deal with the first 

generation of crowded city life than with the 

second or third, because it is more natural 

and cast in a simpler mold. The Italian and 

Bohemian peasants who live in Chicago, still 

put on their bright 

holiday clothes on a 

Sunday and go to visit 

their cousins. They 

tramp along with at 

least a suggestion of 

having once walked 

over plowed fields.and 

breathed country air. 

The second generation 

of city poor too often 

have no holiday clothes 

and consider their 

relations a “bad lot.” I 

have heard a drunken 

man in a maudlin 

stage, babble of his 

good country mother 

and imagine he was 

driving the cows home, 

and I knew that his 

little son who laughed 

loud at him, would be 

Nella sezione Readings, la rivista 
pubblica alcuni testi di valore storico-
documentario sul tema monografico 
di volta in volta affrontato. Per 
questo numero dedicato al tema delle 
migrazioni (e delle pratiche, anche 
alternative, di aiuto e di accoglienza), 
abbiamo scelto di ripubblicare alcune 
pagine del libro che Jane Addams (1860-
1935) ha dedicato alla straordinaria 
esperienza della Hull-House, in un 
quartiere di Chicago popolato da 
stranieri provenienti da ogni parte 
del mondo. Il testo contiene alcune 
considerazioni riguardanti soprattutto 
i bambini – in particolare italiani – e le 
loro madri. Il contesto dell’immigrazione 
a Chicago era ovviamente molto diverso 
da quello attuale, ma l’esperienza di 
Addams costituisce ancora oggi una 
cornice di riferimento per i valori di 
umanità e ospitalità che sembrano 
proprio in questi giorni scemare nei paesi 
nei quali viviamo
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drunk earlier in life and would have no such 

pastoral interlude to his ravings.

Hospitality still survives among foreigners, 

although it is buried under false pride among 

the poorest Americans. One thing seemed 

clear in regard to entertaining immigrants; to 

preserve and keep whatever of value their past 

life contained and to bring them in contact with 

a better type of Americans. For several years, 

every Saturday evening the entire families of 

our Italian neighbors were our guests. ‘These 

evenings were very popular during our first 

winters at Hull-House. Many educated Italians 

helped us, and the house became known as a 

place where Italians were welcome and where 

national holidays were observed. They come 

to us with their petty lawsuits, sad relics of 

the vendetta, with their incorrigible boys, with 

their hospital cases, with their aspirations for 

American clothes, and with their needs for an 

interpreter.

An editor of an Italian paper made a genuine 

connection between us and the Italian colony, 

not only with the Neapolitans and the Sicilians 

of the immediate neighborhood, but with the 

educated connazionali throughout the city, until 

he went south to start an agricultural colony in 

Alabama, in the establishment of which Hull-

House heartily cooperated.

Possibly the South Italians more than any other 

immigrants represent the pathetic stupidity 

of agricultural people crowded into city 

tenements, and we were much gratified when 

thirty peasant families were induced to move 

upon the land which they knew so well how to 

cultivate. The starting of this colony, however, 

was a very expensive affair in spite of the fact 

that the colonists purchased the land at two 

dollars an acre; they needed much more than 

raw land, and although it was possible to collect 

the small sums necessary to sustain them 

during the hard time of the first two years, 

we were fully convinced that undertakings 

of this sort could be conducted properly only 

by colonization societies such as England 

has established, or, better still, by enlarging 

the functions of the Federal Department of 

Immigration. […]

There are many examples of touching fidelity 

to immigrant parents on the part of their grown 

children; a young man, who day after day, 

attends ceremonies which no longer express 
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his religious convictions and who makes his 

vain effort to interest his Russian Jewish father 

in social problems; a daughter who might earn 

much more money as a stenographer could she 

work from Monday morning till Saturday night, 

but who quietly and docilely makes neckties 

for low wages because she can thus abstain 

from work Saturdays to please her father; these 

young people, like poor Maggie Tulliver, through 

many painful experiences have reached the 

conclusion that pity, memory, and faithfulness 

are natural ties with paramount claims.

This faithfulness, however, is sometimes 

ruthlessly imposed upon by immigrant parents 

who, eager for money and accustomed to the 

patriarchal authority of peasant households, 

hold their children in a stern bondage‘which 

requires a surrender of all their wages and 

concedes no time or 

money for -pleasures.

There are many convincing 

illustrations that this 

parental harshness 

often results in juvenile 

delinquency. A Polish 

boy of seventeen came 

to Hull-House one day to 

ask a contribution of fifty 

cents “towards a flower 

piece for the funeral of an 

old Hull-House club boy.” 

A few questions made it 

clear that the object was 

fictitious, whereupon the boy broke down and 

half defiantly stated that he wanted to buy two 

twenty-five cent tickets, one for his girl and 

one for himself, to a dance of the Benevolent 

Social Twos; that he hadn’t a penny of his own 

although he had worked in a brass foundry 

for three years and had been advanced twice, 

because he always had to give his pay envelope 

unopened to his father; “just look at the clothes 

he buys me” was his concluding remark.

Perhaps the girls are held even more rigidly. 

In a recent investigation of two hundred 

working girls it was found that only five per 

cent had the use of their own money and that 

sixty-two per cent turned in all they earned, 

literally every penny, to their mothers. It was 

through this little investigation that we first 

knew Marcella, a pretty young German girl who 
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helped her widowed mother year after year to 

care for a large family of younger children. She 

was content for the most part although her 

mother’s old-country notions of dress gave her 

but an infinitesimal amount of her own wages 

to spend on her clothes, and she was quite 

sophisticated as to proper dressing because she 

sold silk in a neighborhood department store. 

Her mother approved of the young man who 

was showing her various attentions and agreed 

that Marcella should accept his invitation to a 

ball, but would allow her not a penny towards 

a new gown to replace one impossibly plain 

and shabby. Marcella spent a sleepless night 

and wept bitterly, although she well knew 

that the doctor’s bill for the children’s scarlet 

fever was not yet paid. The next day as she 

was cutting off three yards of shining pink silk, 

the thought came to her that it would make 

her a fine new waist to wear to the ball. She 

wistfully saw it wrapped in paper and carelessly 

stuffed into the muff of the purchaser, when 

suddenly the parcel fell upon the floor. No one 

was looking and quick as a flash the girl picked 

it up and pushed it into her blouse. The theft 

was discovered by the relentless department 

store detective who, for “the sake of the 

example,” insisted upon taking the case into 

court. The poor mother wept bitter tears over 

this downfall of her “frommes Madchen” and 

no one had the heart to tell her of her own 

blindness.

I know a Polish boy whose earnings were all 

given to his father who gruffly refused all 

requests for pocket money. One Christmas his 

little sisters, having been told by their mother 

that they were too poor to have any Christmas 

presents, appealed to the big brother as to one 

who was earning money of his own. Flattered 

by the implication, but at the same time quite 

impecunious, the night before Christmas he 

nonchalantly walked through a neighboring 

department store and stole a manicure set for 

one little sister and a string of beads for the 

other. He was caught at the door by the house 

detective as one of those children whom each 

local department store arrests in the weeks 

before Christmas at the daily rate of eight to 

twenty. The youngest of these offenders are 

seldom taken into court but are either sent 

home with a warning or turned over to the 

officers of the Juvenile Protective Association. 

Most of these premature law breakers are in 

search of Americanized clothing and others 

are only looking for playthings. They are all 

distracted by the profusion and variety of the 

display, and their moral sense is confused by 

the general air of open-handedness.

These disastrous efforts are not unlike those 

of many younger children who are constantly 

arrested for petty thieving because they are 

too eager to take home food or fuel which will 

relieve the distress and need they so constantly 

hear discussed. The coal on the wagons, the 

vegetables displayed in front of the grocery 
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shops, the very wooden blocks in the loosened 

street paving are a challenge to their powers 

to help out at home. A Bohemian boy who was 

out on parole from the old detention home 

of the Juvenile Court itself, brought back five 

stolen chickens to the matron for Sunday 

dinner, saying that he knew the Committee 

were “having a hard time to fill up so many kids 

and perhaps these fowl would help out.” The 

honest immigrant parents, totally ignorant of 

American laws and municipal regulations, often 

send a child to pick up coal on the railroad tracks 

or to stand at three o’clock in the morning 

before the side door of a restaurant which gives 

away broken food, or to collect grain for the 

chickens at the base of elevators and standing 

cars. The latter custom accounts for the large 

number of boys arrested for breaking the seals 

on grain freight cars. It is easy for a child thus 

trained to accept the proposition of a junk 

dealer to bring him bars of iron stored in freight 

yards. Four boys quite recently had thus carried 

away and sold to one man, two tons of iron.

Four fifths of the children brought into the 

Juvenile Court in Chicago are the children of 

foreigners. The Germans are the greatest 

offenders, Polish next. Do their children suffer 

from the excess of virtue in those parents so 

eager to own a house and lot? One often sees 

a grasping parent in the court, utterly broken 

down when the Americanized youth who has 

been brought to grief clings as piteously to his 

peasant father as if he were still a frightened 

little boy in the steerage.

Many of these children have come to grief 

through their premature fling into city life, 

having thrown off parental control as they have 

impatiently discarded foreign ways. Boys of 

ten and twelve will refuse to sleep at home, 

preferring the freedom of an old brewery vault 

or an empty warehouse to the obedience 

required by their parents, and for days these 

boys will live on the milk and bread which they 

steal from the back porches after the early 

morning delivery. Such children complain that 

there is “no fun” at home. One little chap who 

was given a vacant lot to cultivate by the City 

Garden Association, insisted upon raising only 

popcorn and tried to present the entire crop to 

Hull-House “to be used for the parties,” with the 

stipulation that he would have “to be invited 

every single time.” ‘Then there are little groups 

of dissipated young men who pride themselves 
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upon their ability to live without working, and 

who despise all the honest and sober ways 

of their immigrant parents. ‘They are at once 

a menace and a center of demoralization. 

Certainly the bewildered parents, unable to 

speak English and ignorant of the city, whose 

children have disappeared for days or weeks, 

have often come to Hull-House, evincing that 

agony which fairly separates the marrow from 

the bone, as if they had discovered a new type 

of suffering, devoid of the healing in familiar 

sorrows. It is as if they did not know how to 

search for the children without the assistance 

of the children themselves. Perhaps the most 

pathetic aspect of such cases is their revelation 

of the premature dependence of the older 

and wiser upon the young and foolish, which 

is in itself often responsible for the situation 

because it has given the children an undue 

sense of their own importance and a false 

security that they can take care of themselves.

On the other hand, an Italian girl who has had 

lessons in cooking at the public school, will help 

her mother to connect the entire family with 

American food and household habits. That the 

mother has never baked bread in Italy — only 

mixed it in her own house and then taken it 

out to the village oven — makes all the more 

valuable her daughter’s understanding of the 

complicated cooking stove. The same thing 

is true of the girl who learns to sew in the 

public school, and more than anything else, 

perhaps, of the girl who receives the first simple 

instruction in the care of little children, — that 

skillful care which every tenement-house baby 

requires if he is to be pulled through his second 

summer. As a result of this teaching I recall a 

young girl who carefully explained to her Italian 

mother that the reason the babies in Italy were 

so healthy and the babies in Chicago were 

so sickly, was not, as her mother had firmly 

insisted, because her babies in Italy had goat’s 

milk and her babies in America had cow’s milk, 

but because the milk in Italy was clean and the 

milk in Chicago was dirty. She said that when 

you milked your own goat before the door, you 

knew that the milk was clean, but when you 

bought milk from the grocery store after it had 

been carried for many miles in the country, you 

couldn’t tell whether or not it was fit for the 

baby to drink until the men from the City Hall 

who had watched it all the way, said that it was 

all right.
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Thus through civic instruction in the public 

schools, the Italian woman slowly became 

urbanized in the sense in which the word was 

used by her own Latin ancestors, and thus 

the habits of her entire family were modified. 

The public schools in the immigrant colonies 

deserve all the praise as Americanizing 

agencies which ‘can be bestowed upon them, 

and there is little doubt that the fast-changing 

curriculum in the direction of the vacation-

school experiments, will react still more directly 

upon such households.

It is difficult to write of the relation of the 

older and most foreign-looking immigrants 

to the children of other people, — the Italians 

whose fruitcarts are upset simply because 

they are “dagoes,” or the Russian peddlers 

who are stoned and sometimes badly injured 

because it has become a code of honor in a 

gang of boys to thus express their derision. The 

members of a Protective Association of Jewish 

Peddlers organized at Hull-House, related daily 

experiences in which old age had been treated 

with such irreverence, cherished dignity with 

such disrespect, that a listener caught the 

passion of Lear in the old texts, as a platitude 

enunciated by a man who discovers in it his own 

experience, thrills us as no unfamiliar phrases 

can possibly do. The Greeks are filled with 

amazed rage when their very name is flung 

at them as an opprobrious epithet. Doubtless 

these difficulties would be much minimized 

in America, if we faced our own race problem 

with courage and intelligence, and these very 

Mediterranean immigrants might give us 

valuable help. Certainly they are less conscious 

than the Anglo-Saxon of color distinctions, 

perhaps because of their traditional familiarity 

with: Carthage and Egypt. They listened with 

respect and enthusiasm to a scholarly address 

delivered by Professor Du Bois at Hull-House 

on a Lincoln’s birthday, with apparently no 

consciousness of that race difference which 

color seems to accentuate so absurdly, and 

upon my return from various conferences 

held in the interest of “the advancement of 

colored people,” I have had many illuminating 

conversations with my cosmopolitan neighbors.

The celebration of national events has always 

been a source of new understanding and 

companionship with the members of the 

contiguous foreign colonies not only between 

them and their American neighbors but 

between them and their own children. One 

of our earliest Italian’ events was a rousing 

commemoration of Garibaldi’s birthday, and his 

imposing - bust presented to Hull-House that 

evening, was long the chief ornament of our 

front hall. It called forth great enthusiasm from 

the connazionali whom Ruskin calls, not the 

“common people” of Italy, but the “companion 

people” because of their power for swift 

sympathy.

A huge Hellenic meeting held at Hull-House, in 

which the achievements of the classic period 

were set forth both in Greek and English by 

scholars of well-known repute, brought us 

into a new sense of fellowship with all our 

Greek neighbors. As the mayor of Chicago was 

seated upon the right hand of the dignified 

senior priest of the Greek Church and they were 

greeted alternately in the national hymns of 
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America and Greece, one felt a curious sense 

of the possibility of transplanting to new 

and crude Chicago, some of the traditions 

of Athens itself, so deeply cherished in the 

hearts of this group of citizens.

The Greeks indeed gravely consider 

their traditions as their most 

precious possession and more 

than once in meetings of 

protest held by the Greek colony 

against the aggressions of 

the Bulgarians in Macedonia, 

I have heard it urged that the 

Bulgarians are trying to establish 

a protectorate, not only for their 

immediate advantage, but that 

they may claim a glorious history 

for their “barbarous country.” It is said 

that on the basis of this protectorate, they are 

already teaching in their schools that Alexander 

the Great was a Bulgarian and that it will be but 

a short time before they claim Aristotle himself, 

an indignity the Greeks will never suffer!

To me personally the celebration of the 

hundredth anniversary of Mazzini’s birth was a 

matter of great interest. Throughout the world 

that day Italians who believed in a United Italy 

came together. They recalled the hopes of this 

man who, with all his devotion to his country, 

was still more devoted to humanity and who 

dedicated to the workingmen of Italy, an appeal 

so philosophical, so filled with a yearning for 

righteousness, that it transcended all national 

boundaries and became a bugle call for “The 

Duties of Man.” A copy of this document was 

given to every school child in the public schools 

of Italy on this one hundredth anniversary, 

and as the Chicago branch of the Society of 

Young Italy marched into our largest hall and 

presented to Hull-House an heroic bust of 

Mazzini, I found myself devoutly hoping that 

the Italian youth, who have committed their 

future to America, might indeed become “the 

Apostles of the fraternity of nations” and that 

our American citizenship might be built without 

disturbing these foundations which were laid of 

old time.

Endnotes
1 Tratto da Jane Addams, Twenty Years at 
Hull-House with Autobiographical Notes, The 
MacMillan Company, New York, 1910, pp. 232-
233; 247-258.


