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Protective Labor Legislation: How Oregon Attached  
Motherhood to Working Women 

Chloe Miller
Dr. Kim Jensen and Dr. Ricardo Pelegrin

Department of History, Western Oregon University

Introduction
This research focuses on the protective labor 
legislation that aimed to aid women laborers 
in working conditions and wages reform 
during the Progressive Era. While the 
protective labor legislation in Oregon 
between 1900 and 1913 aimed to help protect 
women in industry work, it subsequently 
isolated them within the workforce by 
attaching motherhood to the definition of 
what a working woman was. 

The 
questions 
given to 
women 

workers on 
a card for 

data 
collection. 

(CLO 
Report, 19)

The Source
The Consumer’s League of Oregon organized a Survey Committee in 1912 to 

carry out an investigation of the working conditions, cost of living, and wages in 
support of further labor legislation aimed to protect women workers. The 1913 

“Report on the Wages, Hours and Conditions of Work and Cost of Standard 
Living [for] Woman Wage Earners” was a continuation of the National Consumer 

League’s efforts to protect women, with the “Bill for an Industrial Welfare 
Commission” attached directly to the report itself. This report and bill supported 

the difference ideas established in the hour law consideration of Muller v. Oregon 
(1908) and continued the case’s efforts to protect women under the guidelines of 

sex-based legislation. 

Conclusions

The Consumer’s League of 

Oregon’s report supported the 

ideas of difference in gender and 

continued the use of these ideas 

for the bill supporting a minimum 

wage. The Consumers’ League of 

Oregon relied on uncovering 

ample evidence that the proposed 

bill was necessary. To ensure the

minimum wage bill was passed, 

the Consumers’ League of 

Oregon created the 1913 report 

which revealed their motivations 

and the nature of working 

environments in Oregon. My 

research expands this Oregon 

legislative analysis within the 

national ideas of difference 

theory and its relation to 

protective labor legislation. Due 

to the isolating nature of sex-

based laws, protective labor 

legislation came at the expense of 

women’s equality in the 

workforce.
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“They get used to it, as the bent twig does by growing 

into a crooked tree.”  One girl that was talked about by 

the investigator shows this concept quite well, “How they 

stand it all the time, I don’t know. The girl next to me said 

that she suffered much on account of her back and feet at 

first, but now she is used to it.”

(CLO Report, 49)

This Oregon-specific report that outlined the dangers and injustices within 

the workforce towards women also demonstrated the influence of Oregon’s 

legislative decisions on national ideas about women laborers. Reports like 

this one passed legislation that supported a difference theory which

indicated men as superior to women. While labor legislation successfully 

provided protection for women in workplace environments, it also 

established, in official interpretation of law, the idea that women would 

always be inferior to men. 
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