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Presentation Notes
Women’s labor history weaves together the history of women wage earners, the history of their families, and American ideas about gender and ethnicity.  The history of Gilded-Age and Progressive-Era immigrant working women is best understood by viewing their work lives within the context of their roles as wives and mothers.It is no surprise that women were at the center of two of the Progressive Era’ best-known labor struggles:  the Shirtwaist Makers’ Strike of 1909, (in NYC, Philadelphia, and Chicago), and the Bread and Roses Strike of 1912 in Lawrence, MA. Woman and girls formed the backbone of the textile and clothing industry. They had been its mainstay from the beginning.Image to right: Solidarity: Garment workers in Cincinnati sold newspapers to support the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union during its New York City shirtwaist strike of 1909 to 1910. The Jewish Daily Forward, http://www.forward.com/articles/112912/ (Accessed October 11, 2010).Image to left: Portrait of Clara Lemlich, leader of the Shirtwaist Strike of 1909-1910 Kheel Center Labor Photos, Cornell University ILR School. http://www.laborphotos.cornell.edu/product_info_search.php?products_id=1626&keywords=1909&listing=&sort=1a&page=1&dfrom=&dto= (Accessed October 11, 2010).



In 1906, a New York Times editorial stated, 
“A nice girl . . . is not thinking about spending her life in 

commercial employment.”
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“Yet the fact was that millions of ‘nice girls’ spent their lives in industries. Whether it was in textile mills, cigar factories, laundries, or other industries, “nice girls” endured poverty and the hardship of long hours and dangerous conditions at their workplaces. Many of these women also chose to risk what little income they had in the struggle to establish women’s rights in the workplace.” Nancy J. Barrett. The Struggles of Women Industrial Workers to Improve Work Conditions in the Progressive Era. http://www.oah.org/pubs/magazine/progressive/barrett.html (Accessed October 22, 2010).In short, wage-earning women thoroughly challenged the domestic normImage: Charles Dana Gibson, “The Debutante” at Gibson Girls. http://www.gibson-girls.com/ (Accessed October 17, 2010).Citation for handout, “The Two Paths, What Will the Girl Become?”:  Illus. in: Social purity / J[ohn] W. Gibson. New York, Toronto : J. L. Nichols & co., [1903], opposite p. 59; and �American women : a Library of Congress guide for the study of women's history and culture in the United States / edited by Sheridan Harvey ... [et al.]. Washington : Library of Congress, 2001, p. 25.



“Heaven 
Will Protect 
the Working 

Girl”

(A Burlesque Ballad)
Lyrics by Edgar Smith

Library of Congress, 
Sheet Music, 1909

A Village maid was leaving home, with tears her eyes was wet,
Her mother dear was standing near the spot;
She says to her: Neuralgia dear, I hope you won't forget
That I'm the only mother you have got.
The city is a wicked place as anyone can see,
And cruel dangers 'round your path may hurl;
So ev'ry week you'd better send your wages back to me,
For Heaven will protect a working girl.”

You are going far away,
But remember what I say,
When you are in the city's giddy whirl,
From temptations, crimes and follies,
Villains, taxicabs and trolleys,
Oh! Heaven will protect the working girl.

Her dear old Mother's words proved true, for soon the poor girl met
A man who on her ruin was intent;
He treated her respectful as those villains always do,
And she supposed he was a perfect gent.
But she found diff'rent when one night she went with him to dine
Into a table d'hote so blithe and gay.
And he says to her: After this we'll have a demitasse!
Then to him these brave words the girl did say:

Stand back, villain, go your way!
Here I will no longer stay.
Although you were a Marquis or an Earl;
You may tempt the upper classes
With your villainous demitasses,
But Heaven will protect the working girl.
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“’Heaven Will Protect the Working Girl’ was the title of a hit song performed by Broadway star Marie Dressler in the 1909 musical comedy, Tillie's Nightmare. Satirizing the romantic ballads of the 1890s, the song told a familiar story about the hazards facing young women in the city, but it also celebrated its attractions. Although tame by today's standards, ‘Heaven's popularity was based in part on the raciness of its lyrics.”  American Social History Project, Heaven Video.“ Progressives had inherited an ideal of domesticity that associated women with the home and assigned nurturing, intimacy, care, and morality to the female sex. Men were to be breadwinners, and women to be breadgivers. Women were to be protected because, as “mothers of the race,” they differed in physical and intellectual ways from men. However, the “New Woman” of the early twentieth century and a growing suffrage movement challenged these dichotomies, but the concept of women as different and better than men persisted. Moreover, the impact of this prevailing gender system depended on class and race or ethnicity. For white middle- and upper-class women, responsibility for home and children justified participation in public affairs. The resulting ideology of maternalism, as numerous scholars have argued, claimed that their position as nurturers and caregivers prepared such women to lead reform campaigns for the benefit of poor women and children. Women reformers relied on their position as mothers or potential mothers to engage in municipal housekeeping and fight for pure milk, maternal and infant health care, better housing, and mothers’ pensions—services that laterbecame public programs.” Eileen Boris and Rita Koman, “The Hardest Struggle”: Women and Sweated Industrial Labor, pages 5-6.



So Who Were 
America’s Women 

Wage Earners?

They were . . .



Unskilled
Working-Class 

Immigration
1840-1920

© U.S. Bureau of the Census



Segregated by Occupation
Employed Men and Women, 1880–1920
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At the beginning of the Progressive Era, one in every five females over the age of ten was employed, and over a million of these females worked in factories. By 1920, the number of working women increased to one in every four, with a significant number joining the ranks of industrial workers. Over 40 percent of women industrial workers toiled in textile mills and the garment trade. However, women toiled in many industries, the breadth of their bread-winning opportunities determined by their location and the availability of resources. The changing lengths of the bar segments of each part of this graph represent trendsin male and female employment. Over the forty years covered by this graph, the agriculture, fishing, and mining segment for men and the domestic service segment for women declined the most, whereas notable increases occurred in manufacturing for men and professional services especially store clerks and teachers for women. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of the United States, 1880, 1890, 1900, 1910,  1920 [Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office].



Young & Unmarried

Factory women were:

1. Young & single (75%) 
2. Widows, divorcees, 

&/or abandoned
3. Foreign born or 1st 

generation (75%)

Lunch Break, Lewis Hines Photograph

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Women workers comprised 18.3 percent of the labor force in 1900 and 21.4 percent of the labor force in 1920.Most women workers were young and single; only among African Americans did wives hold paid positions in significant numbers.



A Married Minority



Multi-Ethnic & Multi-Lingual
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The ethnic backgrounds of women industrial workers quite varied.. In Lawrence, Massachusetts, for example, over forty languages were spoken in the mills. In the New York City garment industry, Russian Jewish women helped organize thousands of workers and spearheaded many strikes for better working conditions. Cuban women dominated the Tampa cigar-making industry, while African-American women toiled in all seven laundries of Little Rock, Arkansas. Their distinctive experiences reflected their ethnic heritages and the particular nature of their factory jobs.Excerpted statistics from the MA Bureau of the Statistics of Labor Bulletin, 43rd Annual Report.



Seeking Self-
Sufficiency & 

Wellbeing

A Wife & Mother & Her Reasons for Working
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With immigrant women’s jobs varying as widely as their national origins, the only constant was their meager wages and poor working conditions. In response to these hardships many industrial women acted collectively to challenge the conditions of their working lives.Image:  Immigrant Family, Lower East Side, New York City, c.1910by: Jacob August Riis



Their Politics:
Industrial Feminism

What the woman who labors 
wants is the right to live, not 
simply exist . . . the worker 

must have bread, but she must 
have roses, too.

~ Rose Schneiderman ~

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZWxm4zYZGY&feature=related



What Garment Workers Fought:
Sweating—An Experience & System of Work
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“Sweating” characterized the entire ready-made clothing industry. Redefine sweating, per Ed O’DonnellAt the turn of the century, the U.S. Department of Labor defined sweating as “a condition under which a maximum amount of work in a given time is performed for a minimum wage, and in which the ordinary rules of health and comfort are disregarded.” The catalysts for sweating were (1) an oversupply of untrained labor, and (2) the ability of small shops to produce cheaper than larger ones. We must also remember that tenement workshops and homework, which were characteristics of sweating, built upon two other factors:  (1) the preference among some Jewish immigrants to work at home and (2)  social and cultural restraints on the labor of married women with children, especially among Italians.One of the emblems of sweating was the shirtwaist. 



What They Made: the Shirtwaist

The Uniform 
& Bane of 
American 

Womanhood 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The shirtwaist grew in popularity at the turn of the century.The Gimbel Brothers Illustrated 1915 Catalog declared that "the women of other lands occasionally wear a shirtwaist--the American woman occasionally wears something else. Her daily apparel is a smart tailored skirt and neat blouse.”This clothing item became something of a national uniform for American women, thereby “blur[ring of] economic and social distinctions” among women.Though the garment itself may have eliminated some outward markers of economic or social difference, the manufacturing of this garment reinforced deeply entrenched economic divisions.Photo of woman in shirtwaist at Pacific Grove Museum of Natural History. http://www.pgmuseum.org/Tuttle/pe8fe7~1.htm (Accessed October 20, 2010.



Shirt Waist Makers’ Willingness to Act

New York State. Bulletin of Labor (March 1910), 26.
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The numbers speak for themselves.Subject to more strikes than most other industries, the clothing trade underwent walkouts, lockouts, and other confrontations from the mid-1880s into the 1910s.Unions were unstable and took numerous forms prior to the formation of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers of America (ILGWU) in 1900 and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) in 1914. (These merged to form UNITE, the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees in 1995.)\Though the precise ethnic and sexual composition of the labor force varied across cities, Jewish and Italian men—generally holders of the best jobs in the trade—dominated the unions.



Uprising of the 20,000
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Clip from the New York Times, “Girl Strikers Go to the City Hall” (December 4, 1909), 20.



Ladies, Always
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What might have been their reasons for presenting themselves in this fashion?



The Inevitable 
Result of 
Sweating:

1911 Triangle 
Shirtwaist Fire

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The bodies of Triangle Shirtwaist factory workers lie on the sidewalk after they jumped from the burning building.



Struggles in 
Lawrence, 

MA

1912 Bread & 
Roses Strike

Pay Cuts, Speed 
Ups, & Stretch Outs
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By the end of 1911, rumors spread of intended wage reductions at the Lawrence mills. The reductions, coupled with shorter working hours for women and children legislated by the State of Massachusetts, created fear among the already impoverished and exploited workers. As the new year began, the wage reductions became a reality, and women marched noisily from mill to mill shouting, “All Out. Short Pay.” This “Bread and Roses” strike, as it was called, was unique because of the twenty-four nationalities and over forty languages and dialects spoken by the strikers. To prevent worker organization, employers initially tried to capitalize on the cultural and language differences of their employees, mostly recent immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. In the end, the divisive tactics failed.Labeled as foreign extremists and members of the radical left, strikers counteracted this image by linking their struggle in the mills with basic American ideals of justice and patriotism. Children draped in red, white, and blue marched alongside mothers carrying huge American flags. The workers’ struggle now assumed a respectable appearance of law-abiding American citizens fighting for their rights.The impressive sight of red, white, and blue colors trooping down streets and alleys was joined with a poignant image, the children’s exodus. Winter gripped the city, and there was little food. Anguished mothers chose to send their children by train to well-to-do sympathizers outside of town. These working mothers refused to allow the hunger of their children to determine the future of the strike.



Death Found MA Textile Workers Just 
as it Found NY Shirt Waist Makers

“Dr. Elizabeth Shapleigh, a Lawrence physician, 
wrote: ‘A considerable number of the boys and 
girls die within the first two or three years after 
beginning work . . . thirty-six out of every 100 of 
all the men and women who work in the mill die 
before or by the time they are twenty-five years 

of age.’ Because of malnutrition, work strain, and 
occupational diseases, the average mill worker's 

life in Lawrence was over twenty-two years 
shorter than that of the manufacturer, stated Dr. 

Shapleigh.”
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Quote from Joyce Kornbluh, “The Bread and Roses Strike” The Lucy Parsons Project. http://www.lucyparsonsproject.org/iww/kornbluh_bread_roses.html (Accessed October 24, 2010).“Death found women industrial workers in ways less dramatic than at Triangle. Women at the mills in Lawrence, Massachusetts, suffered a variety of occupational illnesses, including tuberculosis and pneumonia. By 1911, one-third of Lawrence’s spinners died before they had worked ten years. One-half of these never reached the age of twenty-five (4). Dampness and poor ventilation contributed to their deaths, but the constant strain of production demands, together with sheer fatigue, also caused accidents and illnesses. The fact that the Lawrence mills produced more cloth per employee than any other textile town in the nation attests to the level of stress from meeting production quotas.”Nancy J. Barrett. The Struggles of Women Industrial Workers to Improve Work Conditions in the Progressive Era. http://www.oah.org/pubs/magazine/progressive/barrett.html (Accessed October 22, 2010). 



Women:  Heart of the Strike



Cross-Class Solidarity:
Women’s Trade Union League



The Historical Significance of 
Immigrant Women Workers

“Though certainly not the only exploited workers, nor the 
only ones who picked up the strike banner, women 

garment and mill workers are significant because of their 
ability to organize and create networks within their female 
communities. They accomplished this despite their lack of 
common language, union experience, female role models, 

or education. Frequently, wealthy, educated women 
provided financial assistance and backing, but it was the 
workers themselves who jeopardized jobs and incomes 

when they took to the streets.”
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