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Crusader of Women’s Rights 

 Who broke barriers in women’s rights, improved working conditions in factories, 

and the cruel of the mentally ill?  Elizabeth Cochrane, or Nellie Bly, the pen name she 

was given by her first managing editor, George Madden of the Pittsburgh Dispatch. 

“Her piece impressed Madden, who agreed to publish it, but not under her name. The 

use of her "Orphan Girl" pseudonym was inappropriate for her new article, yet female 

writers customarily adopted pen names to conceal their true identities. One legend 

recounts that Madden and Cochrane decided on Nellie Bly after a copy boy strolled by 

singing Stephen Foster's popular song, "Nelly Bly.” 1  While Nellie Bly may not be widely 

known as Martin Luther King, Jr. or Babe Ruth, yet she traveled around the world in 72 

days (see appendix B). Nellie was a women’s rights crusader in the 1880’s who went 

undercover to investigate the conditions of slums, factory workers, and patients in the 

New York City asylum. She wanted the world to know of the suffering of women and 

wrote articles about working conditions in factories and the living conditions of the very 

poor. Nellie achieved all these accomplishments at a time when it was almost 

impossible for  women to do anything independently. 

Nellie faced a lot of challenges early in her life.  Nellie was born into a rich family. 

Her father, who was a wealthy businessman, lawyer, and judge.2   

 

1  "Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman." DISCovering U.S. History, Gale, 1997. Gale In Context: High School 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/BT2104101160/SUIC?u=gahenry&sid=SUIC&xid=78afebb9. Accessed 19 Apr. 2020. 

2 Nellie Bly." UXL Biographies, UXL, 2011. Gale In Context: High School, 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/EJ2108100259/SUIC?u=gahenry&sid=SUIC&xid=175ed828. Accessed 19 Apr. 2020. 
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At the age of six, Nellie’s father passed away leaving the family with enough 

money until the family home had to be sold. Her father did not have a will, and his death 

left the family impoverished.3  

Nellie’s family moved to Pittsburgh,Pennsylvania where they lived in a boarding 

house. In the 1880s, women only had three choices for money: to get married, live on 

handouts of a family member, or find work. To help support her mother and younger 

sister Nellie had to find a job. 

Elizabeth (Nellie) looked hard for an interesting job that paid a decent wage. At 

that time most occupations including writing were closed to women. A few lucky women 

could be teachers or nurses, but most had to resort to factory or domestic work which 

paid very little. The best job Elizabeth (Nellie) could find was in a laundry, washing and 

ironing clothes.4 Growing up, Nellie’s plan was to become a teacher, but her fate 

changed when the article, “What Are Girls Good For” was published. 

Launching Her Career 

The newspaper column titled “What Are Girls Good For” (appendix C) sparked 

Nellie’s entire career giving her the opportunity to attract attention to social issues that 

needed improvement. Her career began in 1885 when she became the only woman on 

the previously all-male staff of the Pittsburgh Dispatch.5 The article articulated how men 

thought about women in the 1880s, and included men protesting about women working 

in factories, shops, and offices. The article infuriated Nellie. 

 

 

3 BIOGRAPHICS.”Nellie Bly biography : Investigative Journalist and Globe Traveler.” biographies.org. February 13, 2018. April 19, 2020.  

4   UXL Biographies, “Nellie Bly” , Gale In Context: High School 

5  UXL Biographies, “Nellie Bly” , Gale In Context: High School 
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“When Elizabeth (Nellie) Cochrane read them, she became so angry that she sat down 

and wrote a letter to George A. Madden, the managing editor of Pittsburg Dispatch. 

He pictured the writer as a young man who wanted to work for the dispatch, and 

deliberately took the wrong side of the issue to get attention.” 6 George was so 

impressed by the letter that he wanted to find the author and hire him to work on 

Dispatch. It never entered his mind that the writer may be a woman.  

 Being a woman In the 1880’s limited Nellie from a lot of opportunities. She broke 

barriers for women’s rights that would change the mindset of men and their opinion of 

women. Nellie became a journalist fighting for what was just and right. Her writings later 

on impacted women's rights, jobs, and our lives today. When Nellie officially met 

George Madden he didn’t expect Elizabeth (Nellie) to come to work for the Pittsburgh 

Dispatch, he was shocked, but what startled him is when she told him the topic she 

wanted to write about: divorce.7 

Nellie continued on her path to inform the world of the treatment of women. “She 

suggested a piece on divorce, but Madden was skeptical. Divorce was obviously an 

interesting topic, but not  a young unmarried woman would know much about. 

Nevertheless, he gave her a chance. Cochrane used her father's notes on the topic and 

interviewed some of the women who lived in the same building with her. Her piece 

impressed Madden, who agreed to publish it.” 8   

 

6  Emerson, Making Headlines, 14- 17 
7  Emersom, Making Headlines, 17. 

8 “DISCovering U.S. History,” Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman, Gale In Context : High School 
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Nellie Bly wrote about divorce to bring awareness of the hurt women felt 

financially and emotionally. She knew first hand about the emotional and financial hurt 

divorce could have. Her mother remarried after her father’s death. Nellie’s step-father 

was a drunkard who physically abused her mother. After writing her final draft, she got 

the job paying five dollars a week to do a series on divorce. Nellie’s articles drew 

attention and it made people recognize her work giving her a broader audience. After 

her series on divorce, she began writing reviews on slums and factories.  

 

Factory Conditions 

Nellie saw the conditions of slums and factories in Pittsburgh,Pennsylvania. She 

wanted to tell about life in the slums and factories to change the working conditions of 

the less fortunate.9  Her reports on the slums and factories would help improve and 

refine conditions. As a reporter and a reformer, she would tell the story of her own 

experiences by visiting these places, and telling the story from a women’s point of view.  

A bottling factory was Nellie’s first target to investigate. She located the factory 

owner and told him she wanted to write an article for the Pittsburgh Dispatch about his 

factory. Deceived by her ladylike manner and pleasant smile, he thought she was 

offering him good and free publicity. 

 

 9 Emmerson, Making Headlines, 22 
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The owner told Nellie to talk to any worker within the factory. Nellie learned some 

of the women stood on icy cement floors for long periods of time. To cope with the 

winter cold that seeped through the factory walls, workers had to wrap rags around their 

feet to keep their toes from freezing. Nellie was shocked by the conditions in the bottling 

factory and channeled all her outrage into print. Factory owners were enraged when 

they read Nellie’s articles. Although Nellie faced threats, factories improved and 

provided a better workplace for many women.  

This was the first time that anyone had published articles about working 

conditions in factories. More importantly, it was the first step in breaking barriers to 

improve working conditions for women. After reporting on the work conditions of 

factories, Nellie wanted to tackle something bigger.  

 

The Asylum 

Nellie wanted to report something bigger. So she set her sights on working for 

The New York World newspaper.  After many roadblocks, Nellie reached Mr. Pulitzer, 

head of The New York World newspaper. In a meeting with his managing editor Nellie 

grabbed their attention. “One of Bly's earliest assignments was to author a piece 

detailing the experiences endured by patients of the infamous mental institution on 

Blackwell's Island (now Roosevelt Island) in New York City.” 10 

 

 

 

10 Emmerson, Making Headlines, 22 
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According to sources, Nellie wanted to pretend to be insane in order to be 

committed to the mental hospital on Blackwell’s Island. The editor gave Nellie 

twenty-five dollars for the idea. “She planned every move carefully up until the point of 

when she would be actually committed as insane.”11  After that, she would rely on Mr. 

Pulitzer to get her out. Nellie was kept as a prisoner for several days, and on September 

25, 1887, faced the panel of doctors who would decide her fate. Bravely, she played her 

role being committed that very day. 

The doctors declared that she was suffering from “dementia with delusions of 

persecution” and was sentenced to the Blackwell’s Island Hospital. From then on 

Nellie’s treatment went from bad to worse. The island barge was filthy, and the matron’s 

horrible to see. One matron told Nellie grinning, “You’ll never get out of here dearie. 

Never.”  

Once on Blackwell’s island, Nellie was having serious second thoughts but now it 

was too late. She was now totally dependent upon Joseph Pulitzer for her rescue. Nellie 

found horrible offensives against women on Blackwell’s Island. There were unthinkable 

abuses in every aspect of life. “Tyrannical nurses choked, beat, and harassed patients. 

Food was rotten, utensils nonexistent. Patient upon patient used the same murky bath 

water. The asylum washed patient uniforms monthly.”12 The inmates were fed poorly, 

while the nurses enjoyed good cuts of meat, white bread, and fresh fruit. 

 

11  Emmerson, Making Headlines, 40 

12  “Bradner,Liesl.” Trouble Maker” American History,vol. 52, no. 6.  Feb. 2018 

EBCSOhost,search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=fth&AN=126471531&site=eds-live&scope=site. 
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The prisoners took baths in a bare, unheated room in an iron tub. Everyone used 

the same water, shared a dirty towel and wore only a thin flannel slip when they were 

sent dripping back to the wards. It didn’t matter that some of the women were ill or had 

head lice.” Ten days passed before The New York World sent a lawyer to get “Nellie 

Brown” off Blackwell’s Island.13  

As a result of Nellie’s articles, she won a full-time job on Pulitzer’s staff and her 

own desk at the  World . Investigations of Blackwell’s Island by the Board of Charities 

began at once. When Nellie was invited back to the island, she found that in twenty  

days changes had already occurred. The superintendent, Dr. Dent, decided to inform 

the public about the problems of running the institution. As a result of the 

superintendent’s efforts and Nellie’s articles, a grand jury investigated the asylum. 

Nellie’s, particular friends among the inmates were reevaluated, and as Nellie proudly 

wrote, “the Grand Jury’s report to the court advised all the changes I proposed.”14  

Thousands of dollars were set aside to improve Blackwell’s Island and other 

asylums. “Her exposé of conditions among the patients, published in the World and later 

collected in Ten Days in a Mad House (1887), precipitated a grand-jury investigation of 

the asylum and helped bring about needed improvements in patient care.”15  

 

 

 

13  Emmerson, Making Headlines,44 

14   Emmerson, Making Headlines,45 

15    Emmerson, Making Headlines,45 
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Nellie Bly’s courage, bravery and determination for women’s rights broke barriers 

by writing about the less fortunate, slums, working conditions, and asylum patients on 

Blackwell’s Island.  Because of Nellie’s investigations like the asylum, patients benefited 

from the much needed changes while similar organizations were forced to ameliorate. 

 
Facing Barriers 

Not everyone feels Nellie Bly made an impact fighting against barriers affecting 

the poor and women. Some people in 2020 still believe women should stay at home 

taking care of the house and children. Nellie fought barriers with a pen, writing reviews 

and articles in the newspaper. News influences its readers and listeners. It states in 

www.quora.com that “Journalism has a great impact on society, because journalism is 

the only weapon that can change the world completely.  We can change the ideas of 

people, thinking patterns of people's living styles.”16 Nellie proved her journalism skills 

could impact thinking, people, organizations,and the hurt of divorce. But those with 

disbeliefs of Nellie’s contributions should read and research her life’s journey in being a 

change agent through journalism. Journalists today have the opportunity to practice 

their profession because of  Elizabeth Cochrane’s success in seeking “what is just and 

what is right.”  

 

 

16 Safdar,Aneeq.” What is the impact of journalism on society?.” Bs Journalism, University of Sargodha. January 5, 2018. 

February 18, 2020. www.quora.com  
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Conclusion 

Elizabeth Chorane “aka” Nellie Bly grew up wealthy dreaming of becoming a 

teacher, a profession acceptable for women in her time. Her father's death ended the 

life of wealth for Nellie and her family. Her mother’s remarriage allowed Nellie to see the 

results of emotional and financial hurt of divorce. Eventually the family moved away 

living in a boarding house while she found work in a laundry to support her family. Nellie 

was experiencing and seeing the life of a woman without marriage for support or 

opportunities to earn a decent living.  

An article titled “What are GirlsGood For,” changed Nellie. She wanted to report 

on things she experienced and saw bringing attention to problems women faced. Nellie 

reported on slums where she lived, interviewed other women, the pain of divorce, poor 

working conditions in factories, and the treatment of patients in an asylum from a 

women’s point of view. Nellie wanted changes. The anger from this article created a 

crusader for women's through journalism. Nellie was willing to go undercover to report 

what was unjust so things could be made right and changing conditions, She fought the 

barrier as a woman getting a job in an all male workplace, to earning her own desk, and 

influencing changes in a state asylum. I believe Nellie became the teacher she dreamed 

of becoming. She used journalism to educate her readers to conditions and situations 

that made a difference to less fortunate and women. Nellie Bly paved the way for all 

women rich or poor for opportunities, protections, and watchful eyes for the least of 

them at work. “Her newspaper writing skills and determination allowed women to be 

accepted as journalists and stimulated countless cases of needed reform in living 

 
 

10 



conditions, politics, and businesses in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and New York City.” 17 

By breaking barriers in women’s rights and reporting injustices made a difference that 

no one should forget. Her journey wasn’t easy, but she persevered overcoming every 

obstacle she encountered, Elizabeth Cochrane was truly a crusader.  

 
 

 
17  DISCovering U.S. History”, Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman, Gale In Context : High School. 
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Appendix A 

Nellie Bly - Bust Portrait 

 

Nellie Bly Elizabeth Cochrane, bust portrait. Feb 21. Photograph. Retrieved from the 

Library of Congress, <www.loc.gov/item/2017657376/>. 

This photograph shows Nellie Bly in her early days.  
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  Appendix B 

      Around the World in 72 Days 

 

Round the world   with Nellie Bly--The Worlds globe circler. Photograph. Retrieved from 

the Library of Congress, <www.loc.gov/item/2002716792/> 

 

This painting shows Nellie Bly’s journey around the world in72 days.  
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  Appendix C 

 

Newseum.com. Nellie Bly's Report on NYC Insane Asylum – Part 1.  

October 9, 1887. 

https://newseumed.org/tools/artifact/nellie-blys-report-nyc-insane-asylum-part-1 

 

 

Nellie Bly's Report on Nellie Bly's Report on NYC Insane Asylum – Part 1 Bly, 

going undercover, reveals how she deceived judges and doctors to get admitted 

to an asylum in 1887 so she could report on conditions there. 
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This article provides valuable informationation about Nellie Bly’s life and her 

accomplishments.  I used this article to show how she broke barriers for women 

at a time when women had few civil rights. 

 
 
 

17 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nellie-Bly


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 
 

18 


