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not permitted to return until bedtime. For regular lodgers, bedtime was 
set at 10 p.m., and electricity was extinguished at 11 p.m., coinciding with 
the closure of the building’s doors.102 Residents who anticipated return-
ing late were required to notify the superintendent’s office in advance, 
underscoring the Home’s emphasis on discipline, order, and adherence 
to institutional norms.103 Daily “family prayers” were conducted in the 
parlor, and a Bible study was held on Sundays. These practices reflected 
the Christian domestic model promoted by the YWCA, and more broadly 
by nineteenth-century American society, reinforcing the moral oversight 
considered essential for a “safe home” for working women. By structuring 
both time and ritual around these exercises, the Home sought to cultivate 
not only discipline and propriety but also a shared sense of ethical and 
social belonging among its residents.

The Home welcomed a wide variety of working women, a large propor-
tion of which were teachers. Since opening in January 1891, over 35,000 
different women stayed in the home, and including recurring guests, that 
number goes up to 72,000. There was an even larger number of people 
applying in the holiday season.104 The restaurant played an especially im-
portant social and economic role. As mentioned earlier, residents and 
non-residents alike depended on its inexpensive meals, and by 1904, it had 
served 4.1 million meals.105 On Christmas Day one year, the restaurant 
served meals for 370 women, indicating the absence of a home or family 
ties for many these girls, or their inability to travel back home to their 
families because of work.106 

By the time the Home was built, social expectations for women were 
slowly beginning to shift, and new, cooperative forms of housing were 
emerging and gaining popularity. These afforded a higher degree of agen-

102	�  Richardson, The Long Day, 171.
103	�  “All the Single Ladies: The Margaret Louisa YWCA,” Urban Archive.
104	�  YWCA, The Margaret Louisa Home, 4–7.
105	�  Ibid., 29.
106	�  Ibid., 4.

The Restaurant. From The Young Women’s Christian Association of the City of New York, 
The Margaret Louisa Home (New York: 1904), 24.
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With this, the residents were encouraged to personalize their own space 
with photographs and personal possessions.119

The parlors were specifically designed so the women could entertain their 
male guests in a controlled environment, while maintaining a domestic 
and respectable atmosphere. While many nonsecular boarding homes did 
not allow men on their premises at all, Robertson felt this may have had 
the effect of pushing girls into unsupervised rooming houses. Every Club 
had a dining room large enough to sit all residents, or as the Association 
referred to them, the “entire family.” This reinforced the idea of commu-
nity within the Club thanks to a shared routine and the ideal of coopera-
tive living.120 The clubs also offered workrooms,121 reading rooms, sewing 
rooms, and laundry facilities, responding to the domestic needs of the res-
idents.122 The services offered by the Eleanor Clubs spread beyond hous-
ing: The Central Eleanor Club opened in 1908 in downtown Chicago and 
functioned as a lounge for the women to read, relax, or drink a cup of tea 
between the end of work and an evening event in the city, like a show. Its 
doors were open to non-residents and, by 1920, 2,400 women were mem-
bers there. It also hosted many social events, like evening classes, dramat-
ic and artistic entertainment, and even sports activities. The Lake Geneva 
summer camp extended this support network to leisure and education.123

Many organized boarding homes, like those of the YWCA, were criticized 
for their strict rules, unrealistic curfew hours, and distinct class divide be-
tween residents and supervisors. Religious participation was also often 
mandatory. The Eleanor Association wanted to avoid this as much as pos-
sible and offer more independence to the residents. While the Clubs each 
had a live-in supervisor, each one had a council made up of residents who 
were in charge of keeping the house running.124 The architecture of the 
Clubs, especially the purpose-built ones, reflected such a balance (or at 

119	�  Ibid., 230. 
120	�  Ibid., 226–227.
121	�  Ibid., 238.
122	�  Ibid., 226.
123	�  Ibid., 223.
124	�  Ibid., 224.

 Large parlor at Club One, 1933.  
From Jeanne Catherine Lawrence, “Chicago’s Eleanor Clubs: Housing Working Women in 

the Early Twentieth Century,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 238.



The “Other” Sex and the CityBurning Farm Page 27 of 32

least an attempt to do so). Surveillance was possible, but less omnipresent 
than in previous or more traditional boarding house models. Yet by the 
mid-twentieth century, gender-segregated housing was losing relevance: 

“As women gained power in society and in the workplace 
and it became easier for them to strike out on their own, the 
demand for gender-segregated housing declined.”125 

125	�  “Room to Grow: Chicago’s Eleanor Clubs,” WTTW, December 9, 2016.

Dining room, 1916. 
From Jeanne Catherine Lawrence, “Chicago’s Eleanor Clubs: Housing Working Women in 

the Early Twentieth Century,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 238. 

Single bedroom at Club One, 1933. 
From Jeanne Catherine Lawrence, “Chicago’s Eleanor Clubs: Housing Working Women in 

the Early Twentieth Century,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 239.
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By operating as self-supporting and self-governing residences, the Elea-
nor Clubs allowed young clerical workers to maintain their independence 
and respectability without the patronizing charity often associated with 
contemporary philanthropic institutions. However, this autonomy was 
carefully structured through many elements throughout the Clubs, nota-
bly through their architectural layout. The residents’ unique sisterhood 
provided the Clubs with the economic and social infrastructure necessary 
for the women to pursue their professional careers while enjoying the se-
curity of a collective home. In negotiating rather than eliminating over-
sight, the Clubs thus empowered a new generation of women by balancing 
security, discipline, and agency at a time when women’s professional ambi-
tions and social roles were evolving in the early twentieth century. 

THE EMERGENCE OF A “NEW WOMAN”

The degree of agency, control, and relative autonomy afforded to wom-
en through boarding houses in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries is highly contested, existing in a perpetual state of tension be-
tween the growing demand for independence and the pervasive social 
expectation of domestic conformity. The displacement of young women 
into urban centers, driven by the expansion of manufacturing, clerical, 
and mercantile economies, resulted in a rapid expansion of American 
women’s labor community. With new urban housing models, some wom-
en experimented with new roles outside the constraints of the traditional 
household, where some even sought to subvert the role of women in the 
domestic sphere. The residential structures that emerged to house them 
thus became central sites where these struggles for economic, social, and 
moral control played out.

For many women, boarding offered a path toward economic agency, 
through waged domesticity for landladies or through relief from domestic 
labor for residents. Running a boarding house constituted an important 
source of income for women, particularly for widows or those seeking 
economic self-sufficiency. As mentioned earlier, boarding houses also rev-
olutionized domestic labor by professionalizing it: this commodification 
meant that housekeeping services were provided for a price and turned 
women’s traditional, unwaged duties (“Presumably provided out of love”) 
into a service subject to the market.126 Centralized chores through salaried 
staff and cooperative or commercial housing freed residents, especially 
young working women, from the burden of household duties. Thus, board-
ing houses played a key role in emancipating women who could now afford 
the time to work elsewhere. 

In large industrial cities, Fourierist utopian socialism played a deci-
sive role in shaping ideas about women’s independence, particularly in the 
United States, where his theories deeply influenced experiments in coop-
erative living. The conviction that women’s independence depended on 
the reorganization of domestic labor into specialized, professional work 
endowed with social recognition and adequate remuneration were crucial 
elements of his theory.127 Experiments such as the Jane Club attempted 
to translate this premise into practice by employing cooks and general 
workers at wages comparable to those of the residents themselves. In 
doing so, they sought to establish a model of mutual aid that departed 
from the economic asymmetries embedded in the conventional servant–
employer relationship.

Yet the relative autonomy made possible by boarding-house living was 
persistently constrained by institutional oversight and moral regulation, 

126	�  Gamber, The Boardinghouse in Nineteenth-Century America, 2.
127	�  Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revolution, 35.
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especially within philanthropic and religiously affiliated residences. In 
such settings, independence was framed not as a right but as a condition 
requiring supervision. The rules governing the YWCA’s Margaret Louisa 
Home exemplify this logic: they were predicated on the assumption that 
single, self-supporting women in the city were inherently vulnerable and 
in need of protection. Moral discipline thus functioned simultaneously as 
a means of safeguarding residents and of securing the public respectabili-
ty of the institution itself.

Architectural organization reinforced these forms of control. While 
individual bedrooms nominally offered privacy, communal parlors and 
circulation spaces were designed to concentrate visibility and regulate so-
cial interaction. Guests—particularly men—were received only in moni-
tored settings, ensuring that autonomy remained carefully circumscribed 
within acceptable social boundaries. Importantly, the degree of agency 
available to women varied significantly according to both the type of res-
idence and their social position. Philanthropic homes prioritized safety 
and moral propriety, offering affordability at the cost of restricted free-
dom. Cooperative clubs, by contrast, provided the greatest latitude by 
aligning economic accessibility with resident-led governance. In these en-
vironments, autonomy was not granted but collectively produced through 
shared decision-making and mutual responsibility.

At the same time, the apparent efficiencies of centralized domestic la-
bor often relied on deeply unequal labor relations. Middle- and upper-class 
white women’s ability to escape household drudgery was frequently pred-
icated on the underpaid work of servants who were disproportionately 
immigrants or women of color. This dynamic reveals that convenience 
and independence were unevenly distributed, sustained by racialized and 
classed forms of exploitation.128 Under such conditions, agency could not 
be understood solely as economic self-sufficiency, but also as freedom 
from participating in exploitative domestic arrangements. Cooperative 
models such as the Jane Club came closest to this ideal, precisely because 
they sought to reorganize domestic labor without reproducing hierarchi-
cal dependencies.

Women’s boarding houses therefore constituted critical sites in which 
the figure of the modern, single working woman was materially acknowl-
edged and provisionally supported. They offered essential economic and 
domestic relief, enabling participation in urban labor markets and forms 
of social life beyond the family household. Yet this emerging autonomy 
was continually tempered by paternalistic regimes of moral and spatial 
control. The question of autonomy, as these examples suggest, was less 
a matter of architectural form than of economic position and collective 
organization. The most sustained degrees of agency emerged not through 
charity or individual privilege, but through cooperative self-governance—
an approach championed by material feminists who understood that rede-
fining domestic space required dismantling the home’s role as a privatized 
site of unwaged labor.

Following the decline of the boarding house in the American urban land-
scape, the single-room occupancy (SRO) hotel emerged as the predom-
inant housing model for transient workers in large cities. Depending on 
their scale and clientele, single-room occupancy (SRO) hotels—particu-
larly those serving the lower working class—typically provided residents 
with a small room (sometimes only a bed and washbasin) but arguably 
enough for a personal retreat and needed separation from communal life. 
Unlike boarding houses, however, the domestic labor was not profession-
alized but outsourced to the commercial services available in the city. 
This minimized contact between inhabitants, as SRO hotels often lacked 
common areas.129 More explicitly ideologically driven housing models in 

128	�  Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race and Class (New York: Vintage Books, 1983), 131.
129	�  Dogma + Black Square, Like a Rolling Stone, 36.
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other parts of the world likewise adopted the individual living cell as their 
basic spatial unit, while centralizing and collectivizing domestic services. 
The Soviet dom-komuna, for instance, combined private sleeping quar-
ters with shared kitchens, dining halls, and childcare facilities, reflecting a 
deliberate attempt to reorganize domestic life along collective lines.130 In 
this sense, these models can be read as adaptations of a hotel-based mode 
of living, operating without private housekeeping and redefining everyday 
labor as a shared, institutionalized infrastructure.

The separation of private rooms from communal spaces proved essen-
tial for sustaining shared living arrangements. Historically, communal 
residences generated conflicts over daily routines, noise, cleanliness, and 
varying standards—tensions that were intensified when residents lacked 
a guaranteed private refuge. The ability to lock a door and withdraw to 
a personal space thus provided critical autonomy for women, particularly 
in contrast to the strict supervision typical of most boarding houses. This 
stands in stark contrast to the normalization of solo-male living in bache-
lor flats and residential hotels, where minimal oversight was a selling point 
and independence from domestic labor a central feature.131

Across the case studies examined in this thesis, women’s boarding 
houses emerge as a nuanced gradient in which control and autonomy were 
frequently intertwined, rather than as binaries between oppression and 
emancipation. The early converted household offered limited privacy but 
enabled economic survival, both for the boarders but for the landladies 
as well, and social belonging beyond the nuclear family. At Lowell, ar-
chitectural standardization, surveillance, and strict regulations created 
living conditions that bordered on carceral yet still provided thousands of 
young women with wages and a first experience of life outside the parental 
home. Philanthropic models, such as the Margaret Louisa Home, intensi-
fied moral supervision in the name of protection and respectability, while 
cooperative experiments like the Jane Club deliberately reduced hierar-
chy and redistributed domestic labor to foster mutual aid. The Eleanor 
Clubs occupied a transitional position, combining supervision and safety 
with increasing degrees of privacy, self-governance, and individual agen-
cy. Taken together, these cases demonstrate that women’s autonomy was 
not achieved by the absence of regulation but through negotiated spatial 
arrangements that balanced protection, discipline, and independence.

Female boarding houses strongly challenged the dominant the sin-
gle-family house by institutionalizing the threshold between daughter-
hood and marriage. For many women, boarding houses provided the first 
(and only) socially acceptable space to live independently, earn wages, and 
form communities. This transitional condition fostered what might be de-
scribed as a shared female consciousness rooted in ideology but also in 
daily routines, shared labor, and common vulnerability within the urban 
environment. 

Economically, boarding houses possessed high use value, providing 
not only housing but also essential reproductive labor—cooking, cleaning, 
and meals—for marginalized urban populations. Yet their exchange value 
was limited: narrow profit margins and incompatibility with speculative 
real estate markets rendered them financially precarious. Many landla-
dies, often widows or single women, faced constant economic vulnerabil-
ity, while residents themselves frequently lived in poverty.132 By the end 
of World War I, reformers—such as proponents of the anti-density Better 
Homes Campaign—framed boarding houses and lodging houses as mor-
ally suspect spaces, threatening the ideal of the nuclear family and private 
homeownership.133 Associations with “promiscuity” or vice, whether real 
or imagined, further stigmatized these dwellings, reducing surround-
ing property values and facilitating their demolition or conversion into 

130	�  Karel Teige, The Minimum Dwelling (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2002), 334.
131	�  Dogma + Black Square, Like a Rolling Stone, 28.
132	�  Wolfe, The Lodging House Problem in Boston, 64.
133	�  Janet Hutchison, “The Cure for Domestic Neglect: Better Homes in America, 1922–1935,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 2 (1986): 168.
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more profitable, single-use structures. In this way, moral regulation and 
zoning emerged as key instruments for discouraging density, limiting 
mixed-use housing, and systematically erasing the boarding house from 
the urban landscape.134

The historical significance of boarding houses, despite their shortcom-
ings, rested on their capacity to generate community beyond the family. 
This community emerged organically from shared precarity, life stage, and 
gendered vulnerabilities, particularly in women’s boarding houses, where 
a managed homogeneity provided cohorts of young, often white, women 
with aligned goals and a structured social environment. By contrast, con-
temporary collective housing frequently falters because it is shaped less 
by material necessity and shared risk than by market imperatives. Co-liv-
ing ventures often commodify “community,” privileging abstract ideals 
of diversity, openness, and flexibility, while contemporary housing largely 
ignores the economic and labor structures required to sustain domestic 
life: exchange value dominates, rents rise, and essential reproductive labor 
and care are outsourced or absent. 

Without the grounding of shared necessity or institutional support, 
such arrangements rarely achieve genuine affordability, social proxim-
ity, or enduring collective bonds135 The boarding house, while far from 
utopian, offered a model in which private rooms, collective facilities, and 
regulated domestic labor were arranged to meet both practical and social 
needs. It provided a threshold for transient female workers that secured 
personal dignity and allowed women a degree of autonomy within the 
constraints of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century city. Perhaps it 
is no coincidence that, decades later, feminist movements and organized 
women’s groups would emerge, building on the foundations laid in these 
spaces—demanding equality, asserting collective agency, and reimagining 
both the social and spatial conditions of women’s lives. 

Taken together, the female boarding house does not offer a model to 
be replicated identically but rather reveals how housing can sustain au-
tonomy without isolation and can sustain collectivity without erasing in-
dividuality by institutionalizing private refuge, shared infrastructure, and 
organized care. These are the lessons that could remain instructive for 
imagining forms of housing beyond the nuclear family in today’s society.

134	�  Dogma, Loveless: The Minimum Dwelling and its Discontents (Milan: Black Square, 2019), 18.
135	�  Ibid., 19.
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