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he pale of Jewish settlement was a territory within Russia to which Jews were

restricted during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and where they
were frequently subjected to ferocious outbursts of anti-Semitic violence. Cross-
ing from the pale to the teeming streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side was a
frontier crossing of major proportions. Yet two million European Jews who came
to the United States between 1880 and 1924 made it across, among them the re-
markable young women who are the subjects of Annelise Orleck’s lively and in-
formative essay.

Like so many of their fellow immigrants, Rose Schneiderman, Fannia Cohn,
Clara Lemlich, and Pauline Newman gravitated to one of the earliest industries to
employ women—the garment industry. Based in New York City, the industry had
long provided countless married women with piecework to take back to dimly lit
tenements, where they often enlisted the help of grandmothers and children. By
the turn of the century, much of the work had been transferred to sweatshops and
factories that were notorious for their low wages and squalid working conditions.
Because so many of the female employees were young single women who pre-
sumably regarded their work as a temporary necessity until rescued by marriage,
labor leaders usually assumed that the women were virtually unorganizable. Yet
between 1909 and 1915, women garment workers in New York as well as in other
cities exploded in labor militancy. By 1919, half of all women garment workers
belonged to trade unions and many had joined the suffrage struggle as well. The
role these four young women played in this process is the focus of Orleck’s essay.

What experiences shaped their political consciousness and propelled their
activism? As young girls forced to work and forego school and college, how did
they educate themselves and for what purpose? Who were their allies and why
were these alliances so necessary, yet so unstable? How was the balancing act re-
quired of the four with respect to male trade unionists and elite female reformers
similar to that required of Charlotte Hawkins Brown, albeit in a different context
(see Glenda Gilmore’s essay, pp. 300-310)? What attracted these young working
women to suffrage? What is meant by the term “industrial feminists”? You will
find Pauline Newman’s reminiscence of garment work in the documents that ac-
company this cluster of essays.

During the summer of 1907, when New York overlooking the Hudson River. While rising
City was gripped by a severe economic depres- rents and unemployment spread panic among
sion, a group of young women workers who the poor immigrants of Manhattan’s Lower
had been laid off and were facing eviction took  East Side, these teenagers lived in a makeshift
tents and sleeping rolls to the verdant Palisades summer camp, getting work where they could

E'xcerpted from the prologue, and chs. 1 and 2 of Common Sense and a Little Fire: Women and Working-Class Poli-
tics in the United States, 1900—1965, by Annelise Orleck (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995).
Used by permission of the author and publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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find it, sharing whatever food and drink they
could afford, reading, hiking, and gathering
around a campfire at night to sing Russian and
Yiddish songs. “Thus we avoided paying rent
or, worse still, being evicted,” Pauline Newman
later recalled. “Besides which, we liked living
in the open—plenty of fresh air, sunshine and
the lovely Hudson for which there was no
charge.”!

Away from the clatter of the shops and the
filth of Lower East Side streets, the young
women talked into the night, refreshed by
what Newman called “the cool of the evening,
glorious sunsets, the moon and stars.” They
shared personal concerns as well as shop-floor
gripes—worries about love, about the future,
and about the pressing problems of housing
and food.

Their cliffside village meant more to
Newman and her friends than a summer
escape. They had created a vibrant alternative
to the tenement life they found so oppressive,
and their experience of it had set them to won-
dering. Perhaps the same sense of joy and com-
radeship could help workers transcend the
drudgery of the garment shops and form the
basis for effective organizing.?

Atseason’s end, they emerged with strength-
ened bonds and renewed resolve to organize
their communities around issues that the
recent depression had brought into sharp relief:
the need for stabilized rent and food prices, im-
proved working conditions, and housing for
the poor.?

The spirit of intimacy and solidarity that
pervaded the summer of 1907 would inspire
much of Pauline Newman’s later organizing.
Indeed, it became a model for the vision of
change that Newman shared with her fellow
Jewish immigrant radicals Fannia Cohn, Rose
Schneiderman and Clara Lemlich. The four
women moved to political struggle not simply
by the need for better wages, hours and work-
ing conditions but also, in Newman’s words,
by a need to ensure that “poverty did not de-
prive us from finding joy and satisfaction in
things of the spirit.” This essay examines the
early careers of these four remarkable organ-
izers and the role they played in building a
militant working women’s movement during
the first decades of the twentieth century.

For even as girls, these marginally edu-
cated immigrants wanted to be more than. ..
shop-floor drudges. They wanted lives filled
with beauty—with friendships, books, art,

music, dance, fresh air, and clean water. “A
working girl is a human being,” Newman would
later tell a legislative committee investigating
factory conditions, “with a heart, with desires,
with aspirations, with ideas and ideals.” That
image nourished Newman, Schneiderman,
Lemlich, and Cohn throughout their long ca-
reers. And it focused them on a single goal: to
reshape U.S. society so that “working girls”
like themselves could fulfill some of their
dreams.’

The four women moved through strik-
ingly different cultural milieus over the course
of long careers that would carry them in differ-
ent directions. Still, they each bore the imprint
of the shared culture in which they were
raised, first in Eastern Europe and then in New
York City. That common experience gave them
a particular understanding of gender, class,
and ethnicity that shaped their later activism
and political thought.

All four were born in the Russian-domi-
nated pale of Jewish settlement during the last
two decades of the nineteenth century. Rose
Schneiderman was born in the Polish village
of Saven in 1882; Fannia Cohn was born in
Kletsk, Poland, in 1885; Clara Lemlich was
born in the Ukrainian village of Gorodok in
1886; and Pauline Newman was born in Kovno,
Lithuania, around 1890.°

They were ushered into a world swept by
a firestorm of new ideas, where the contrasting
but equally messianic visions of orthodox Ju-
daism and revolutionary Socialism competed
for young minds. The excitement of living in a
revolutionary era imbued these young women
with a faith in progress and a belief that politi-
cal commitment gave life meaning. It also
taught them, at an early age, that gender, class,
and ethnicity were fundamental social catego-
ries and essential building blocks for political
change. Being born into turbulence does not in
itself make a child into a political activist. But
the changes sweeping the Russian Empire
toward the end of the nineteenth century
shaped the consciousness of a generation of
Eastern European Jews who contributed, in
wildly disproportionate numbers, to revolu-
tionary movements in Russia and to the labor
and radical movements in the United States.”

The four were exposed to Marxist ideas at
a tender age. As Eastern Europe shifted uneas-
ily from feudalism to capitalism in the latter
part of the nineteenth century, class analysis
became part of the common parlance of young
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people in Jewish towns and villages. “Behind
every other volume of Talmud in those years,
there was a volume of Marx,” one union or-
ganizer recalled of his small Polish town. Clara
Lemlich grew up on revolutionary tracts and
songs; Fannia Cohn considered herself a com-
mitted Socialist by the age of sixteen.?

Their awareness of ethnicity was even
more keen. As Jews in Eastern Europe, the four
learned young that ethnic identity was a dou-
ble-edged sword. It was a source of strength
and solace in their bitterly poor communities,
but it also enabled Tsarist authorities to single
Jews out and sow seeds of suspicion among
their peasant neighbors. Jews living under
Russian rule were made painfully aware of
their status as permanent “others” in the land
where they had lived for centuries. Clara
Lemlich’s family lived not far from Kishinev,
where in 1903 the Tsar’s government openly
and unabashedly directed an orgy of anti-
Jewish violence that shocked the world. In cos-
mopolitan Minsk, where she had gone to study,
Fannia Cohn watched with dismay as the revo-
lutionary populist organization she had joined
began mouthing the same anti-Semitic con-
spiracy theories spewed by the government
they despised. Frustration turned to fear when
her brother was almost killed in yet another
pogrom.’

Sex was just as distinct a dividing line as
class and ethnicity. Eastern European Jews
had observed a strict sexual division of labor
for more than a thousand years. But by the late
nineteenth century, as political and economic
upheaval jolted long-accepted ways of think-
ing, sex roles too were being questioned. And
so the four girls’ understandings of gender
were informed both by traditional Jewish con-
ceptions of womanhood and by the challenges
issued by new political movements.

In traditional Jewish society, mothers were
also entrepreneurs. Clara Lemlich, Pauline
Newman, and Rose Schneiderman were all
raised by mothers who were skilled business-
women. Jewish mothers’ success in this role
grew out of and reinforced a belief that women
were innately suited to competition in the eco-
nomic sphere. In contrast to the image of the
sheltered middle-class housewife then domi-
nant in the United States, Eastern European
Jewish religious tradition glorified strong, eco-
nomically sophisticated wives and mothers.

But as much as women'’s entrepreneurship
was respected, a far higher premium was placed

on study and prayer. And that, religious tradi-
tion dictated, could be performed only by
men. A woman was expected to be pious, to
read the vernacular Yiddish—rather than an-
cient Hebrew—translation of the Bible, and
perhaps to attend women'’s services at the syn-
agogue. But her primary religious role was as
keeper of the home. Formal religious educa-
tion was offered only to males."” Because East-
ern European Jewish women had to fight for
every scrap of education they received, many
began to see education as the key to independ-
ence from all masters. This view would strongly
influence their political organizing once in the
United States.

The four emigrated as part of the mass
movement that brought two million Jews from
Eastern Europe to the United States between
1881 and 1924. Schneiderman came in 1890,
Newman in 1901, Lemlich in 1903, and Cohn in
1904. Like most of their compatriots, they
arrived in New York Harbor and settled on
Manhattan’s Lower East Side, the largest set-
tlement of Eastern European Jews in the United
States.!! The newcomers were tantalized by the
exciting diversions that New York life prom-
ised: libraries, theater, music, department
stores, and amusement parks. But they had
neither time nor money to indulge in such
pleasures, for all of them soon found them-
selves laboring long hours to support their
families.

At an age when most girls in the United
States were still in grade school, immigrant
working girls like Newman spent twelve- to
fourteen-hour days in the harshest of atmos-
pheres. Their bodies and minds reeled from
the shock of the shops: the deafening noise, the
brutal pace, and the rebukes of foremen. Some
children were able to slough off the hardship
with jokes and games. Others, realizing that
they were destined to spend their youth in
dank factories rather than in classrooms or
schoolyards, grew sullen and withdrawn.

Clara Lemlich, like so many others, was
quickly disillusioned by her first job in a New
York garment shop: “I went to work two weeks
after landing in this country. We worked from
sunrise to set seven days a week. ... Those
who worked on machines had to carry the ma-
chines on their back both to and from work. . . .
The shop we worked in had no central heating,
no electric power.... The hissing of the
machines, the yelling of the foreman, made life
unbearable.”"?
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Newly arrived European women underg

ca. 1900.

oing medical examinations at Ellis Island,

“The day of the emigrant’s arrival in New York was the nearest earthly likeness to the final day of Judge-
ment, when we have to prove our fitness to enter Heaven.” The words are those of a sympathetic jour-
nalist who shared the anxiety-ridden experience awaiting the immigrants at the port of entry. Failing
the medical test could mean deportation. (Courtesy of Brown Brothers, Sterling, Pennsylvania.)

Anger drove young women workers like
Lemlich and Newman to band together. Un-
trained and largely unschooled, these young
women were drawn to Socialism and trade un-
ionism not because they felt an ideological af-
finity but because they had a desperate need to
improve their working conditions. “I knew
very little about Socialism,” Lemlich recalled.
“[But] the girls, whether Socialist or not, had
many stoppages and strikes.” Newman too
found that for most young women workers,
political understanding followed action rather
than precipitating it: “We of the 1909 vintage
knew nothing about the economics of . . . in-
dustry or for that matter about economics in
general. All we knew was the bitter fact that,
after working seventy and eighty hours in a
seven day week, we did not earn enough to
keep body and soul together.” These asser-
tions reveal much about the political develop-
ment of the tens of thousands of women

garment workers who would soon amaze New
York and the nation with their militancy.®®
Shop-floor culture fed the young women's
emerging sense of political identity. Working
alongside older men and women who dis.
cussed Socialism daily, they began to feel a
sense of belonging to a distinct class of people
in the world: workers. This allegiance would
soon become as important to them as their Ju-
daism. The shops also provided an opportu-
nity for bonding with other women. Slowly,
out of their workplace experiences, they began
to develop a complex political identity in
which class, gender and ethnicity overlapped.
Young women workers were moved by the
idea of sisterhood. It captured their own expe-
riences in the sex-segregated shops where they
worked. The majority of New York’s garment
workers were little more than girls, and the re-
lationships they forged with factory friends
were similar to those of schoolgirls—intense,
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melodramatic, and deeply loyal. They were
teenage confidantes as well as fellow workers,
and they relied on shop-floor rapport to soften
the harshness of factory life* For young
immigrant women trying to build lives in a
new land, such bonds were powerful and last-
ing. From these shop-floor friendships would
soon evolve the ties of union sisterhood.!s

Pauline Newman and her co-workers at
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory literally grew
up together. Only twelve when she first came
to Triangle, Newman was assigned to a corner
known as “the kindergarten,” where workers
as young as eight, nine, or ten years old
trimmed threads from finished garments.
They labored, Newman later recalled, “from
7:30 AM. to 6:30 at night when it wasn’t busy.
When the season was on we worked till 9
o'clock. No overtime pay.” Their only taste of a
normal childhood came through the songs
and games they invented to help pass the time,
the stories they told and the secrets they
shared.!

By the early twentieth century, New York
State had passed laws prohibiting night work
for children. But little attempt was made to en-
force them. On the rare occasions when an in-
spector showed up at her factory, Newman
remembered, “the employers were always
tipped off.... ‘Quick, they’d say, ‘Into the
boxes!” And we children would climb into the
big box the finished shirts were stored in. Then
some shirts were piled on top of us and when
the inspector came—No children.” In a way it
was fun, Newman remembered. They thought
they were playing a game like hide and seek.”

But it wasn't really a game. Children who
had to help support their parents grew up
quickly. Rose Schneiderman was thirteen
when her mother begged United Hebrew
Charities, an organization run by middle-class
German Jews, to find her daughter a “respect-
able job” at a department store. Retail jobs
were deemed more respectable than factory
work because the environment was more
pleasant and sexual harassment was thought
to be less common. Deborah Schneiderman
worried that factory work would sully Rose’s
reputation and make her less marriageable. A
job as a fashionable salesgirl, she hoped, would
usher Rose into the middle class. The single
mother who had fed her children on charity
food baskets and had been forced to place
them in orphanages was grimly determined to
help them escape poverty.

But then as now, pink-collar jobs paid sig-
nificantly less than industrial work. Anxious to
free her mother from the rigors of maintaining
their tenement building, Schneiderman left her
job in Ridley’s department store for the harsher
and more morally suspect conditions of an in-
dustrial shop. Making linings for caps and hats,
she immediately raised her weekly income
from $2.75 to $6. As the sole supporter of her
family, the sixteen-year-old hoped to work her
way up quickly to a skilled job in the cap trade.!s

Clara Lemlich’s family also relied on her
wages, particularly because her father was un-
employed. She aspired to the skilled position
of draper, one of the highest-paid positions a
woman could attain in the dressmaking trade.
Despite terrible working conditions, many am-
bitious young women chose garment work
over other jobs because it seemed to offer their
greatest chance to acquire skills and command
high wages. When these hopes were dashed,
some young workers grew angry. That anger
was fanned and channeled by older women in
the shops who were itching to challenge the
authority of the bosses.

That is what happened to Rose Schneider-
man, who, like many skilled women garment
workers, was blocked from advancement by
the unofficial gender hierarchy at her fac-
tory. Finding that all the highest-paid jobs in
her capmaking shop were reserved for men,
Schneiderman asked around about ways to
break through those barriers. When she ap-
proached fellow worker Bessie Braut with her
concerns, Schneiderman was initiated simul-
taneously into trade unionism, Socialism, and
feminism. Schneiderman recalled, “Bessie was
an unusual person. Her beautiful eyes shone
out of a badly pockmarked face and the effect
was startling. An outspoken anarchist, she
made a strong impression on us. She wasted no
time in giving us the facts of life—that the men
in our trade belonged to a union and were,
therefore, able to better their conditions. She
added pointedly that it would be a good thing
for the lining-makers to join a union along with
the trimmers, who were all women.”2

Schneiderman, Braut, and several other
workers called on the secretary-treasurer of
the United Cloth Hat and Cap Makers to re-
quest union recognition for their fledgling
local of trimmers and lining makers. Within a
few days they had enough signatures to win a
charter for their local, and Schneiderman was
elected secretary.”
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Surprising even herself, the once-shy red-
head soon found she could be an eloquent and
fierce advocate for her fellow workers. In recog-
nition of her growing reputation, the capmak-
ers elected her to the Central Labor Union of
New York. Deborah Schneiderman was dis-
turbed by the turn Roses life was taking. She
warned Rose that if she pursued a public life
she would never find a husband. No man wants
a woman with a big mouth, her mother said.??

In the flush of excitement at the praise and
warmth suddenly coming her way, young
Rose did not stop to worry. In organizing, she
had found both a calling and a world of friends,
She had no intention of turning back. “It was
such an exciting time,” she wrote later. “A new
life opened up for me. All of a sudden I was not
lonely anymore. . . . It was the beginning of a
period that molded all my subsequent life.”23

Fannia Cohn, too, chose garment work as
her path to a career. And like Schneiderman,
Lemlich, and Newman, she found a commu-
nity there. Unlike the others, however, she did
not enter a garment factory looking for work
that paid well. She was a comfortable middle-
class woman in search of a trade ripe for
unionizing.

Cohn arrived in New York in 1904 and
moved in with her affluent cousins, There was
little about her early days in the United States
that was comparable to the hard-pressed
scrambling for a living that the Schneider-
mans, Lemlichs, and Newmans experienced.
“My family suggested that I complete my stud-
ies and then join the labor movement but [ re-
jected this as I did not want to come into it
from ‘without’ but from ‘within T realized
then that if I wanted to really understand the
mind, the aspirations of the workers, [ should
experience the life of the worker in a shop.”? In
1905, Fannia Cohn became a sleevemaker. For
a year she moved from shop to shop until, in
the “white goods” trade, she found the organ-
izing challenge she was looking for.

Shops that manufactured white goods—
underwear, kimonos, and robes—were consid-
ered particularly hard to organize. Production
took place in tiny sweatshops, not large facto-
ries, and the manufacty ring process had been
broken down into small tasks that required
little skill. The majority of white goods work-
ers were immigrant girls under the age of fif-
teen. And because they came from a wide
range of backgrounds—Jewish, Italian, Syrian,
Turkish, and Greek—it was difficult for them

to communicate with each other, let alone or-
ganize. As a result, these workers were among
the lowest paid in the garment trades.

At twenty, Cohn was an elder in the trade,
With her high school education and fluency in
three languages, she was seen as a mother
figure by many of the adolescents in the shops.
She and a handful of older women workers
began to operate as mentors, meeting with the
girls in each shop and identifying potentia]
leaders. Cohn taught her co-workers to read,
write, and speak in public, hoping they would
channel those skills into the union struggle.
Cohn had already created the role that she
would play throughout her career: an educator
of younger workers.2

Education was a primary driving force in
the metamorphosis of all four young women
from shop workers to union organizers. From
the isolated towns and restive cities of Eastern
Europe, where gender, class, and ethnicity sty-
mied Jewish girls’ hopes for education, the lure
of free public schooling in the United States
beckoned powerfully. Having to drop out of
school to work was more than a disappoint-
ment for many Jewish immigrant girls; it was
their first great disillusionment with the dream
of America. And they did not give that dream
up easily.

“When I went to work,” Rose Schneider-
man remembered, “I was determined to con-
tinue my studies.” Her only option was to
attend one of the many night schools then
open to immigrant workers in New York.
Having carried with her from Poland the ideal
of education as an exalted, liberating process,
she was disgusted by the mediocre instruction
she encountered and felt betrayed by teachers
who seemed to be patronizing her. “I enrolled
and went faithfully every evening for about
four weeks. But I found that . .. the instructor
seemed more interested in getting one-hun-
dred-percent attendance than in giving one-
hundred-percent instruction, He would joke
and tell silly stories. . . . T soon realized 1 was
wasting my time.” Schneiderman left the even-
ing school but did not stop studying. She asked
older co-workers if she could borrow books
that she had discussed with them in the shop.
In the evenings, she read with her mother at
home. Serializations of Emile Zola’s J'Accuse
and other contemporary writings in the Yid-
dish evening paper Abendblatt gave Rose a
taste for literature. “I devoured everything 1
could get my hands on.”26
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Clara Lemlich was an equally avid reader.
At the end of each twelve-hour day stitching
shirtwaists, she would walk from her factory
to the East Broadway branch of the New York
Public Library. There she read the library’s
entire collection of Russian classics. “I was so
eager to learn things,” she later recalled. When
she tired of solitary study, Lemlich joined a
free night school on Grand Street. She returned
home late each night, ate the dinner her mother
had kept warm for her, then slept for just a few
hours before rising again for work.”

Not surprisingly, young women like Sch-
neiderman, Newman, and Lemlich turned to
radical politics to fulfill their desire for a life
of the mind. If no other school was available,
then what Pauline Newman called “the
school of solidarity” would have to do. Mem-
bership in the Socialist Party and in unions,
tenant organizations, and benevolent socie-
ties provided immigrant women with an op-
portunity to learn and study that most would
never have gotten otherwise. And as Newman
put it, “Because they were hitherto deprived
of any tutorship, they at once became ardent
students.”?

Pauline Newman was just fifteen when
she first knocked on the doors of the Socialist
Literary Society. Although women were not
yetallowed to join, she was permitted to attend
classes. The Literary Society was a revelation
to the young worker. There she was introduced
to the writings of Shakespeare, George Eliot,
and Thomas Hardy and personally met writ-
ers like Jack London and Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, who came to speak there. Gratitude,
however, didn't stop her from joining a suc-
cessful petition drive to admit women to the
society.

For Newman—as for Clara Lemlich, who
attended Marxist theory classes at the Socialist
Party’s Rand School—studying was more than
a distraction from work. The “desire to get out
of the shop,” Newman wrote later, “to learn, to
understand, became the dominant force in my
life” But unlike many immigrants, who saw
schooling as a ladder out of the working class,
both she and Lemlich were committed to help-
ing others rise with them. So Newman and
Lemlich formed study groups that met during
lunch hours and after work to share what they
were learning with their friends.?

“We tried to educate ourselves,” Newman
remembered of her co-workers at the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory. “I would invite the girls to

my room and we took turns reading poetry in
English to improve our understanding of the
language.” Because they had to steal the time
to study, the young women approached every-
thing they read with a heightened sensitivity.
And when something they were reading
struck a chord of recognition, seemed to reflect
on their own lives, the catharsis was not only
emotional; it was political.*

The evolution of Lemlich’s study group il-
lustrates how study often led to union activity.
Older workers, who were teaching Lemlich the
craft of draping, invited her to join their lunch-
time discussion groups to learn more about
trade unionism. Soon Lemlich and a group of
young women waistmakers formed their own
study group. Discussion quickly escalated to
action, and they decided to form a union.*

Skilled male workers in the shirtwaist
trade had been trying to establish a union
since 1900. But after five years the union had
managed to attract only ten members. The
problem, Lemlich told her male colleagues,
was that women workers had to be approached
by an organizer who understood their particu-
lar needs as women. They bristled at the sug-
gestion that this young girl might know more
about their business than they did. But years
later, one conceded that the failure of the first
waistmakers’ union was due at least in part to
their ham-fisted tactics: “We would issue a cir-
cular reading somewhat as follows: ‘Murder
the exploiters, the blood-suckers, the manufac-
turers. . .. Pay your dues. ... Down with the
Capitalists!”” Few women or men showed up at
their meetings.*

During the spring of 1905 the union dis-
banded and reorganized as Local 25 of the
1LGwu, with Clara Lemlich and a group of six
young women from her waistmaking shop on
the executive board. Taking their cue from
Lemlich, the new union used women organiz-
ers to attract women workers. Lemlich ad-
dressed street-corner meetings in English and
Yiddish and found Italian women to address
the Italian workers. Soon, like Schneiderman,
Newman, and Cohn, she realized that she had
found a calling.®

In the progressive atmosphere of early-
twentieth-century New York City, influential
people quickly noticed the militant young
working women. Older Socialists, trade union-
ists, and middle-class reformers offered their
assistance. These benefactors helped the young
organizers sharpen their arguments, provided
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Rose Schneiderman addresses a street rally in New York City, probably 1910s. (Courtesy of Brown

Brothers, Sterling, Pennsylvania.)

financial assistance, and introduced them to
politicians and public officials. The protégés
recognized the importance of this informal
mentoring and would later work to recreate
such networks in the unions, schools, and
training programs they built for young women
workers. Schneiderman, Newman, Lemlich,
and Cohn were keenly aware that young
working women needed help from more expe-
rienced and more powerful allies. But they
also worried that the voices of women workers
might be outshouted in the clamorous pro-
cess of building alliances. From these early
days, they battled to preserve the integrity of
their vision.

Pauline Newman found her first mentors
in the Socialist Party, which she joined in 1906
at the age of fifteen. Older women, including
former garment worker Theresa Serber
Malkiel, took her on as a protégé. Newman
quickly blossomed under their tutelage. Before
long she was running street-corner meetings.
Armed with a sonorous voice and the certitude
of youth, she would take “an American flag
and a soapbox and go from corner to corner,”
exhorting the gospel of Socialism in Yiddish

and English. “I, like many of my friends and
comrades, thought that socialism and social-
ism alone could and would someday fill the
gap between rich and poor,” Newman re-
called. In a neighborhood crowded with side-
walk proselytizers, this child evangelist
became one of the party’s most popular street-
corner attractions.

In 1908, nine years before New York State
gave women the vote, seventeen-year-old
Newman was nominated by the Socialist Party
to run for New York’s Secretary of State.
Newman used her campaign as a platform for
suffrage. Her speeches were heckled by some
Socialist men, and her candidacy provoked
amused commentaries in New York City news-
papers; some writers snickered at the prospect
of a “skirted Secretary of State.” It was a largely
symbolic crusade, but Newman felt that she
got people talking about the idea of women in
government. The highlight of the campaign
was her whistlestop tour with presidential
candidate and Socialist leader Eugene V. Debs
on his “Red Special” train.

The Socialist Party opened up a new
world to Newman, who, after all, had never
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graduated from elementary school. Along
with Debs, she met future Congressmen Meyer
Berger and Morris Hillquit and leading Social-
istintellectuals. Newman later wrote about the
excitement of discussions that carried over
from meetings and went into the night as she
and her friends walked through Central Park,
arguing till the sun came up. Those nights
made her feel part of a historic moment.*

While Newman was being nurtured by
the Socialist Party, Rose Schneiderman found
her mentors in the United Cloth Hat and Cap
Makers. At the union’s 1904 convention she
was elected to the General Executive Board;
she was the first woman to win such a high-
level post in the American labor movement.
During the winter of 1904-5, Schneiderman’s
leadership skills were tested when owners
tried to open up union shops to nonunion
workers. The largely immigrant capmaker’s
union called for a general strike. The 1905
strike was a watershed event in Schneider-
man’s emerging career. Her role as the only
woman leader in the union won attention from
the press and lasting respect from male cap-
makers, including the future president of the
union, Max Zaritsky, who became a lifelong
friend and admirer.>

It also brought her to the attention of the
newly formed Women’s Trade Union League
(WTuL), an organization of progressive middle-
and upper-class women reformers founded in
1903 to help working women organize. Schnei-
derman had misgivings about the group be-
cause she “could not believe that men and
women who were not wage earners themselves
understood the problems that workers faced.”
But she trusted the League’s best-known work-
ing-class member, Irish shirtmaker Leonora
O'Reilly. And she could not ignore the favora-
ble publicity that the wTuL won for the strikers.
By March 1905, Schneiderman had been elected
to the executive board of the New York wtuL.
In 1906, the group elected her vice president.”

Schneiderman’s entrance into the New
York wTUL was an important turning point for
both her and the organization. Three years
after its founding, the wruL remained domi-
nated by affluent reformers who had dubbed
themselves “allies” of the working class. De-
spite their genuine commitment to trade un-
ionism, League leaders had credibility
problems among women workers. Schneider-
man had joined the League recognizing that
working women lacked the education, the

money, and the political clout to organize ef-
fectively without powerful allies. Still, she re-
mained ambivalent for a variety of reasons.®

The progressive reformers who domi-
nated the League tried to steer workers away
from radical influences, particularly the Social-
ist Party. Yet Schneiderman and O’Reilly, the
League’s leading working-class organizers,
were Socialist Party members and saw union-
ism as a potentially revolutionary tool. As a
result, the pair often felt torn by competing loy-
alties. Socialists distrusted their work with
upper-crust women reformers. Union men
were either indifferent or openly hostile to
working women’s attempts to become leaders
in the labor movement. And the League women
often seemed to Schneiderman and O'Reilly to
act out of a patronizing benevolence that had
little to do with real coalition building. The two
grew angry at what they saw as attempts by
wealthy allies to manipulate them. In January
1906, Leonora O'Reilly announced the first of
her many resignations from the League, claim-
ing “an overdose of allies.”*

There were a few deep friendships between
affluent wruL leaders and working women like
Schneiderman, O'Reilly, and Pauline Newman,
who joined the League in 1909. Such bonds
created hope that intimacy was possible be-
tween women of different classes; but cross-
class friendships were the exception rather
than the rule. Working women like Newman
never lost sight of the ways their class back-
ground separated them from wealthy reform-
ers. Sisterhood was exhilarating, but outside
the wruL, their lives and political agendas di-
verged sharply.

Consequently, these women’s relations
with most wealthy League supporters were
marked by deep ambivalence inasmuch as
WTUL backers wanted to distance the League
from radical working-class activism and to
stake out a decidedly middle ground in the
struggle for women's rights that was then gath-
ering steam.

Schneiderman tried to counterbalance
such influences by encouraging male union
leaders to play a more active role in the League,
but she had little success. She told them that
the wruL could help the labor movement by
successfully organizing women workers,
whose low wages might otherwise exert a
downward pressure on unionized male
wages. A women’s trade union league was
needed, she insisted, because women workers
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responded to different arguments than did
men workers. The League could focus on the
particular concerns of women, such as the
double shift—having to perform household
chores after coming home from long days in
the factory. Her suggestions were greeted with
indifference.

Addressing the First Convention of
American Women Trade Unionists, held in
New York on July 14, 1907, Schneiderman re-
ported that she “was very much surprised and
not a little disappointed that the attention of
men unionists was so small.” The truth is, she
told her audience, working women needed
more than unions. They needed political
power. “The time has come,” she said firmly,
“when working women of the State of New
York must be enfranchised and so secure po-
litical power to shape their own labor condi-
tions.” The convention passed a suffrage resol-
ution, one of the first prosuffrage statements
by any organization representing American
working-class women.*!

Schneiderman confronted middle- and
upper-class allies with equal frankness. She
told the NywTuL executive board that they were
having little success organizing women work-
ers because they approached their task like
scholars, not trade unionists. They surveyed
conditions in the women’s trades, noting
which had the lowest salaries, the longest
hours, and the worst hygienic conditions. Then
they established committees to study the pos-
sibilities for unionizing each trade. Finally
they went into the shops to explain their find-
ings to the working women. Schneiderman
suggested a simpler alternative: take their lead
from women workers and respond to requests
for aid from women workers who were already
trying to organize. It was something they had
never thought to do.*?

Before long, requests for help were pour-
ing in, mostly from immigrant Jewish women.
In the dress trade, where Clara Lemlich was
working, and in the white goods trade, where
Fannia Cohn was organizing, women workers
had launched a series of wildcat strikes. “It
was not unusual for unorganized workers to
walk out without having any direct union af-
filiation,” Schneiderman later recalled.®

By 1907, long-simmering anger over
speedups, wage cuts, and the requirement that
employees pay for their own thread reached a
boiling point. Foreshadowing its role in the
decades to come, the Women'’s Trade Union

League decided to champion women workers
ignored by the male unions. The strike fever
soon engulfed Brooklyn, where for two years
Fannia Cohn had been struggling against male
union leaders’ indifference to organize white
goods workers. So when three hundred work-
ers in one shop decided to strike in 1908, they
bypassed the uGw and called for help from
Schneiderman and the wrutL.

Since the ethnic makeup of the Brooklyn
white goods trade was far more diverse than
any other in the garment industry, this strike
raised a new challenge for Schneiderman: how
to forge a sense of solidarity between working-
class women of many religions and nationali-
ties. Schneiderman decided that the best way
to reach immigrant workers was through or-
ganizers who literally spoke their language.*

She decided to focus first on Italian work-
ers because, after Jews, they comprised the
single largest ethnic group in the garment
trades. Recognizing the cultural as well as lin-
guistic differences that separated her from
Italian immigrant women, Schneiderman tried
a strategy she would employ many times over
the years to come: to identify and cultivate a
leader from within the ranks of the workers.
She began working with a Brooklyn priest on
ways to approach young Italian women. She
also got the League to hire an Italian-speaking
organizer who assembled a committee of pro-
gressive New York Italians—including promi-
nent women professionals and the editor of
a popular evening paper Bolatino de la Sera—
to popularize trade unionism among Italian
women workers.*

The strategy proved successful. By 1909
enough workers had enlisted that the r.ewu
finally recognized the Brooklyn white goods
workers” union. The vast majority of its mem-
bers were teenage girls; these young women
elected their mentor, Fannia Cohn, then
twenty-four, to the union’s first executive
board. Cohn, who stepped off the shop floor to
a policy-making position, would remain a paid
union official for the rest of her life.*

In 1909, Clara Lemlich—then in her twen-
ties and on the executive board of 1LGwu
Local 25—enlisted Schneiderman’s aid in her
drive to organize shirt-waist makers. For the
past three years, Lemlich had been zigzag-
ging between small shops, stirring up trou-
ble. Her first full-scale strike was at Weisen
and Goldstein’s Manhattan factory. Like the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, where Newman
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worked, Weisen and Goldstein’s was consid-
ered a model shop. The workrooms were
modern and airy—a pleasant contrast to the
dark basement rooms where most white goods
workers labored. However, the advantages of
working in a clean, new factory were offset by
the strains of mechanization. In 1907 the work-
ers at Weisen and Goldstein’s went on strike to
protest speedups.

Older male strikers proved critical to
Lemlich’s political education. Confused by an
argument between workers at a strike meet-
ing, Lemlich asked one to explain the differ-
ence between Socialist unionism and the “pure
and simple trade unionism” of the American
Federation of Labor (AFL). When the meeting
ended, the man took Lemlich for a long walk.
He explained Socialism in terms she could use
with her fellow workers. “He started with a
bottle of milk—how it was made, who made
the money from it through every stage of its
production. Not only did the boss take the
profits, he said, but not a drop of that milk did
you drink unless he allowed you to. It was
funny, you know, because I'd been saying
things like that to the girls before. But now I
understood it better and I began to use it more
often—only with shirtwaists.”*

Lemlich returned to the picket line with a
more sophisticated view of organizing. She
became a regular at Socialist Party meetings
and began attending classes at the Rand
School. Through the Socialist Party she became
friends with Rose Schneiderman, Pauline
Newman, and other young women organizers.
Both individually and in tandem, this group of
radical young women organized strikes across
the Lower East Side.

In 1909, after being fired from two more
shops for leading strikes, Lemlich began work-
ing at the Leiserson shop. Brazenly, she
marched uninvited into a strike meeting that
had been called by the shop’s older male elite—
the skilled cutters and drapers. Warning them
that they would lose if they attempted to strike
without organizing the shop’s unskilled
women, Lemlich demanded their help in or-
ganizing women workers. They bridled at her
nerve, but ultimately they helped her unionize
the women. 8

Lemlich’s reputation as a leader grew rap-
idly during the fall of 1909 as stories of her
bravery spread. During the Leiserson strike,
which began that September, she was arrested
seventeen times and had six ribs broken by

club-wielding police and company guards.
Without complaint, she tended to her bruises
and returned to the line. By November 1909,
when she stepped onto the stage in Cooper
Union’s Great Hall of the People to deliver the
speech that would spark the largest women’s
strike the nation had yet seen, Lemlich was not
the anonymous “wisp of a girl” that news ac-
counts described. She was a battle-scarred vet-
eran of the labor movement, well known
among her fellow workers.*’

Still, it is worth remembering that in this
period, the four women activists were just
barely adults. Newman, Schneiderman, and
Lemlich still lived with their parents. During
the Leiserson strike, Lemlich was so fearful
that her parents would try to keep her home if
they knew about her injuries that she hid her
escapades and bruises from them. Later she
explained the events to her grandson: “Like
rain the blows fell on me. The gangsters hit
me. . .. The boys and girls invented themselves
how to give back what they got from the scabs,
with stones and whatnot, with sticks....
Sometimes when I came home I wouldn't tell
because if I would tell they wouldn’t want me
to go anymore. Yes, my boy, it's not easy.
Unions aren’t built easy.”*

On November 23, 1909, New York City
awoke to a general strike of shirtwaist makers,
the largest strike by women workers the
United States had ever seen. Overnight, be-
tween 20,000 and 40,000 workers—most of
them teenage girls—silenced their sewing ma-
chines to protest the low wages, long hours,
and dangerous working conditions. Though
the magnitude of the strike amazed nearly
everyone, including Schneiderman, Newman,
Cohn, and Lemlich, the four knew that this
was no spontaneous uprising: they had been
organizing feverishly for almost three years
and had noted a transformation in the work-
ing women they talked to, a growing sense of
collective identity matched by an increasing
militancy. They had laid the groundwork
through a series of smaller strikes and had
trained fellow workers to expect and respond
to the violent and divisive tactics used by
bosses to break the strike.

Despite their effectiveness, the strike was
threatened by the escalation of police violence
against the young women picketers. Two
weeks after the strike call, Schneiderman and
Dreier led ten thousand young waistmakers
on a march to city hall to demand that Mayor
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George McClellan rein in the police. He prom-
ised an investigation but did little. One month
into the strike, there had been 771 arrests,
many made with undue force.”

WTUL leaders decided to try a different
tack. They called a mass meeting of all the
young women who had been attacked by
police. The press and wealthy supporters were
invited. One after another, adolescent girls
rose to the stage to tell their stories. Mollie We-
ingast told a cheering crowd that when an of-
ficer tried to arrest her, she informed him that
she had a constitutional right to picket. Minnie
Margolis demanded that a policeman protect
her from physical attack by her boss. When he
refused, she took down his badge and precinct
numbers. It was, she told the audience, an
officer’s job to protect her right to protest
peacefully. Celie Newman, sixteen, said that
police had manhandled her and dragged her
into court, where her boss told a judge that she
was an anarchist and should be deported. At
another meeting earlier that week, seventeen-
year-old Etta Ruth said that police had taunted
her with lewd suggestions.

Implying that picketers were little better
than streetwalkers, employers often resorted
to sexual innuendos to discredit the strikers.
The workers clearly resented the manner in
which middle-class standards of acceptable
feminine behavior were used to manipulate
them even though they enjoyed none of the ad-
vantages of middle-class birth. Then as now,
society offered a limited range of cultural
images of working-class women. They were
either “good” girls who listened docilely to fa-
thers, employers, and policemen, or “bad”
women whose aggressive behavior made them
akin to prostitutes. By walking on picket lines
and going public with their demands, they'd
forfeited their claims to femininity and re-
spectability—and thus to protection.®

Such women were shown little deference
by police and company thugs, who attacked
them with iron bars, sticks, and billy clubs.
And they received little sympathy in court
when they attempted to press charges. One
young woman appeared in court with a broken
nose, a bruised face, and a head swathed in
bandages. Yet the judge dropped her assault
charge against police. “You are on strike
against God and nature,” one magistrate told a
worker. Only the League’s decision to invite
college students and wealthy women onto the
picket lines ended the violence. Alva Belmont

and Anne Morgan led a contingent of New
York’s wealthiest women in what newspapers
dubbed “mink brigades,” which patrolled the
dirty sidewalks of the Lower East Side. Fearful
of clubbing someone on the Social Register,
police grew more restrained.>

The socialites” presence generated both
money and press for the strikers. The move
proved politically wise for the suffrage cause
as well, because the constant proselytizing of
suffrage zealot Alva Belmont, who often bailed
strikers out of jail, got young workers talking
about the vote. But rubbing elbows with the
mink brigade did not blind workers to the
class-determined limits of sisterhood. How far
they were from the protected status of more af-
fluent women was made abundantly clear by
the violence they encountered at the hands of
police and company guards and by the fact
that the mink brigades were able to end police
brutality simply by joining the picket lines.

Encounters in court and with feminist
allies speeded the growth of group conscious-
ness. Telling their stories in court, to reporters,
and to sympathetic audiences of college and so-
ciety women, the strikers grew more confident
of their speaking abilities and of their capacity
to interpret their world. They became more
aware of the distribution of power in the United
States. And finally, the violence directed against
them intensified their bonds with one another.

For Schneiderman, Newman, and Lemlich,
the 1909 shirtwaist uprising sped their matura-
tion as organizers and political leaders. The
strike breathed new life into a struggling immi-
grant labor movement and transformed the tiny
ILGWU into a union of national significance. Still,
it ended with mixed success for workers. Many
won pay increases and union recognition; others
did not. And the contracts hammered out by
ILGWU negotiators left a devastating legacy, for
without consulting the strikers, male union ne-
gotiators decided that safety conditions were
less important than other issues. Their conces-
sions would come back to haunt the entire labor
movement two years later, when the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory burned.®

Flames from the volcanic 1909 uprising
licked industrial cities from New York to
Michigan. Within a matter of weeks, 15,000
women waistmakers in Philadelphia walked
off their jobs. The spirit of militancy soon
touched the Midwest. In 1910, Chicago women
led a strike of 41,000 men’s clothing makers.
The following year, women workers and the

-
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wives of male workers played key roles in a
bitter cloakmakers’ strike in Cleveland. Mean-
while, in Muscatine, Iowa, young women
button makers waged and won a long battle
for union recognition. In 1912, corset makers in
Kalamazoo, Michigan, launched a campaign
for better working conditions that polarized
their city and won national press attention. In
1913, a strike of underwear and kimono makers
swept up 35,000 young Brooklyn girls and
women. Finally, in 1915, Chicago dressmakers
capped this period of women’s labor militancy
by winning recognition of their local union
after years of struggle. They elected their or-
ganizer, Fannia Cohn, as the first woman vice
president of a major American labor union.*

Cohn, Rose Schneiderman, Pauline New-
man, and Clara Lemlich were at the center of a
storm that by 1919 had brought half of all
women garment workers into trade unions. In-
dividually and in tandem, the four women
participated in all of the major women's strikes
between 1909 and 1915, arguably the most in-
tense period of women’s labor militancy in
U.S. history. This wave of “uprisings” seemed
to herald the birth of a working women’s
movement on a scale never before seen. And it
catapulted the four young women into posi-
tions of leadership, forcing them, in conjunc-
tion with colleagues, to articulate a clearly
defined set of goals for the new movement.” In
the passion and excitement of the years that
followed, Schneiderman, Newman, Lemlich,
and Cohn would begin to mature as political
leaders and to forge a vision of political change
that originated in their years on the shop floor.
Pauline Newman would later describe this
new brand of activism as politics of the 1909
vintage, fermented during a brief era of young
women’s mass protest. That description ex-
presses the importance of the 1909 strike as
both symbol and catalyst for a new working
women'’s politics.

“Industrial feminism,” the phrase coined
in 1915 by scholar Mildred Moore to describe
working women'’s militancy over the previous
six years, evokes the same spirit but focuses
more broadly. It simultaneously captures the in-
teraction between women workers and feminist
activists and recognizes the profound influence
that the shop floor had on shaping working
women’s political consciousness. Industrial
feminism accurately depicts the contours of an
emerging political movement that by decade’s
end would propel the problems and concerns of

industrial working women to the center of U.S.
political discourse and make them players in
the Socialist Party, the suffrage movement, and
the politics of progressive reform.®

Industrial feminism was not a carefully
delineated code of political thought. It was a
vision of change forged in an atmosphere of
crisis and awakening, as women workers in
one city after another “laid down their scis-
sors, shook the threads off their clothes and
calmly left the place that stood between them
and starvation.” These were the words of
former cloakmaker, journalist, and Socialist
Party activist Theresa Malkiel, a partisan
chronicler of women'’s labor militancy. Once
an organizer, later a mentor for Newman,
Lemlich, and Schneiderman, Malkiel told
readers of the New York Call that they should
not be surprised by the seemingly sudden ex-
plosion of young women workers’ discontent.
As hard as they might find it to take seriously
the notion of a “girl’s strike,” she warned them,
this was no outburst of female hysteria. “It was
not . ..a woman'’s fancy that drove them to it,”
she wrote, “but an eruption of a long smolder-
ing volcano, an overflow of suffering, abuse
and exhaustion.””

Common sense, Pauline Newman would
later say, dictated the most immediate goals of
industrial feminists in the era of women’s
strikes. Given the dire realities of garment
workers’ lives, the first order of business had to
be to improve their wages, hours, and working
conditions. Toward that end the “girl strikers”
of 1909-15 followed the most basic tenets of
unionism. They organized, struck, and negoti-
ated through their labor unions. But the “long-
smoldering volcano” that Malkiel cautioned
her readers to heed had been stirred to life by
more than dissatisfaction over low wages and
poor conditions.

The nascent political philosophy that began
to take shape after the 1909 strike was more
complex than the bread-and-butter unionism of
AFL president Samuel Gompers. Why, young
working women reasoned, should unions only
negotiate hours and wages? They wanted to
build unions that would also offer workers edu-
cational and cultural activities, health care, and
maybe even a chance to leave the city and enjoy
the open countryside.

Such ambitious goals derived largely
from the personal experiences of industrial
feminist leaders like Cohn, Schneiderman,
Lemlich, and Newman. Political activism had
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enriched the four young women’s lives, ex-
posing them to more interesting people than
they would have met had they stayed on the
shop floor: writers, artists, professors, people
with ideas. Through politics they had found
their voices and a forum in which to raise
them. The personal excitement and satisfac-
tion they found in activism in turn shaped the
evolution of their political vision: they wanted
to create institutions that would provide some
of the same satisfactions to any working woman
who joined.

But alone, working women had none of
the political or economic clout needed to open
up such doors of opportunity. To build a suc-
cessful movement, the four knew that they
would have to win the support of more power-
ful allies. So they learned to build coalitions.
From the time they left the shop floor until the
end of their careers, they operated within a
tense nexus of union men, progressive middle-
and upper-class women, and the working
women they sought to organize. These alli-
ances shifted continuously, requiring the four
women to perform a draining and politically
hazardous balancing act. But each core group
contributed an important dimension to the po-
litical education of the four organizers.

With their male counterparts and older
women in the labor movement, they shared a
class solidarity that would always remain at
the heart of their politics. Traveling around the
country, they met coal miners, loggers, and
railroad workers who shared both their expe-
riences of exploitation as laborers and their ex-
hilaration in the economic and political
strength that trade unions gave them.

From the middle- and upper-class women
who joined them on the picket lines and lent
them both financial and strategic support, they
learned that trade union activism was not the
only way to fight for improved work condi-
tions. These allies would expose Newman,
Cohn, Schneiderman, and Lemlich to a world
of power and political influence, encouraging
them to believe that through suffrage and lob-
bying, government could be put to work for
their benefit.

Finally, as they began to think in terms of
forging a national movement, they were forced
to develop new techniques to reach women
workers of different races, religions, and eth-
nicities. They learned from the women they
sought to organize that just as women workers
were best reached by women organizers, so
Italian, Polish, and Hispanic immigrants and

native-born black and white Protestant women
were better reached by one of their own than
by Jewish women steeped in the political cyl-
ture of Eastern Europe and the Lower East
Side. Though each of the four women had
some success in bridging racial and ethnic di-
visions, they were forced to acknowledge their
limitations. They could not do it all themselves;
they had to nurture women shop-floor leaders
from different backgrounds.

The work required to remain politically
effective in this nexus of often-conflicting rela-
tionships yielded some real rewards, both stra-
tegically and personally. But sometimes the
constant struggling wore on them. Conflicts
and tensions were brought into sharp relief
as the four exhausted themselves making
speeches and giving pep talks to weary work-
ers, when they themeselves needed reassurance:
although they had achieved recognition by the
end of the 1909 strike, Schneiderman, Cohn,
Newman, and Lemlich were still poor, unedu-
cated, and young. Newman was only eighteen
years old when the strike began, and Lemlich
twenty-three. Even the elders in the circle,
Cohn and Schneiderman, were only twenty-
five and twenty-eight, respectively.

Letters between Newman and Schneider-
man from that era reveal their vulnerability to
slights and criticisms by male union leaders
and female reformers. Life on “the battlefield,”
as Newman referred to it, was lonely. At an age
when other women were contemplating mar-
riage and family, they spent their nights in
smoky union halls or the cheap, dingy hotel
rooms that unions rented for their organizers.
They sometimes questioned their life choices,
for the reality of union work was far less glam-
orous than it had seemed in their shop-floor
days. Indeed, Newman would quit several
times before decade’s end. Ultimately, though,
their disillusionment did not drive the four
women from the union movement. Instead, it
fueled their desire to broaden the vision of U.S.
trade unionism. When Schneiderman said
“The working woman needs bread, but she
needs roses, too,” she was speaking from per-
sonal experience.®”

NoOTES

1. Pauline Newman, “Letters to Hugh and
Michael” (1951-69), Box 1, Folder 3, Pauline M.
Newman Papers, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe
College, Cambridge, Mass. (hereafter cited as
Newman Papers).

2. Ibid.




FROM THE RUSSIAN PALE TO LABOR ORGANIZING IN NEW YORK CITY 375

3. Ibid.; New York Times, November 2, 25, Decem-
ber 3, 26, 1907.

4. Newman, “Letters to Hugh and Michael.”

5. ”The Testimony of Miss Pauline M. Newman,”
in Hearings of the New York State Factory Investigating
Commission (Albany: J. B. Lyons Printers, 1915),
2868-71.

6. My estimate of Newman'’s age is based on evi-
dence suggesting that she was around eighteen years
old at the time of the 1909 shirtwaist strike. Newman,
like many Jews of her generation, never knew for
sure how old she was. Her birthdate was recorded
only on the flyleaf of the family Bible. After the Bible
was lost in transit, she could only guess at her age.

7. For analyses of the position of Jews in Russian
society at the turn of the century, see S. Ettinger,
“The Jews at the Outbreak of the Revolution,” in The
Jews in Soviet Russia since 1917, ed. Lionel Kochan, 3d
ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), 15-30;
see also Salo Baron, The Russian Jew under Tsars and
Soviets (New York: Macmillan, 1976).

8. Sidney Jonas, interview by author, Brooklyn,
N.Y., August 10, 1980; Paula Scheier, “Clara Lemlich
Shavelson: Fifty Years in Labor’s Front Line,” Jewish
Life, November 1954; Ricki Carole Myers Cohen,

“Fannia Cohn and the International Ladies” Gar- -

ment Workers” Union” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Southern California, 1976), 5.

9. Newman, “Letters to Hugh and Michael”;
Cohen, “Fannia Cohn,” chap. 1; Scheier, “Clara Lemlich
Shavelson”; Fannia M. Cohn to “Dear Emma,” May
15, 1953, Fannia M. Cohn Papers, Astor, Lenox, and
Tilden Foundations, Rare Books and Manuscripts
Division, New York Public Library (hereafter cited
as Cohn Papers).

In March 1903, gangs organized by Russian
police rampaged through the Ukrainian town of
Kishiney, killing 51 Jewish men, women, and chil-
dren, and wounding at least 495 others. Edward H.
Judge, Eastern Kishinev: Anatomy of a Pogrom (New
York: New York University Press, 1992).

10. See Charlotte Baum, Paula Hyman, and
Sonya Michel, The Jewish Woman in America (New
York: NAL/Dutton, 1977), 55-91; Mark Zborowski
and Elizabeth Herzog, Life Is with People (New York:
Schocken, 1962); Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan
Bayarin, From a Ruined Garden: The Memorial Books
of Polish Jewry (New York: Schocken Books, 1985).

11. The Lower East Side continued to receive
Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe into the
1920s. See Ettinger, “Jews at the Outbreak of the
Revolution,” 19-22; Celia Heller, On the Edge of De-
struction (New York: Schocken, 1980), 45-55; and
Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers (New York: Har-
court Brace & Jovanovich, 1976), xix.

12. Clara Lemlich Shavelson to Morris Schap-
pes, March 15, 1965, published in Jewish Currents 36,
no. 10 (November 1982): 9-11.

13. Clara Lemlich, “Remembering the Waistmak-
ers’ General Strike, 1909, Jewish Currents, November
1982; Newman, “Letters to Hugh and Michael.”

14. Much has been written about the impor-
tance of women’s colleges to the various social
reform movements of the Progressive Era. Stephen
Norwood makes a similar argument for high
schools. Norwood, Labor’s Flaming Youth: Telephone
Workers and Labor Militancy, 1878-1923 (Urbana: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 1990).

15. Newman, “Letters to Hugh and Michael”;
Pauline Newman, interview by Barbara Wertheimer,
New York, N.Y., November 1976; Pauline Newman
résumé, n.d.,, Newman Papers.

16. Pauline Newman, interview by author, New
York, N.Y., February 9, 1984; Newman, interview by
Wertheimer.

17. Joan Morrison and Charlotte Fox Zabusky,
eds., American Mosaic (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1980).

18. See Rose Schneiderman, All for One (New
York: Paul S. Eriksson, 1967), 35-42, and Susan
Porter Benson, “The Customers Ain't God: The
Work Culture of Department Store Saleswomen,
1890-1940,” in Working Class America, ed. Michael
Frisch and Daniel ]J. Walkowitz (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1983), 185-212.

19. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson.” See also
Susan Glenn, Daughters of the Shtetl: Work, Unionism
and the Immigrant Generation (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1990), 122-31.

20. Schneiderman, All for One, 48.

21. Ibid., 48-50.

22. Ibid.

23. Ibid.

24. FMC to Selig Perlman, December 26, 1951,
Box 5, Cohn Papers.

25. Information on the problems of organizing
the white goods trade is located in Minutes of the
Executive Board of the NYWTUL, February 28,
August 22, and November 26, 27, 1907, Reel 1, Papers
of the New York Women’s Trade Union League,
Tamiment Institute Library, New York University
(hereafter cited as NYWTUL Papers); information
on Cohn comes from Cohen, “Fannia Cohn,” 11-21.

26. Schneiderman, All for One, 39-40.

27. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson.”

28. Pauline Newman, “The White Goods Work-
ers’ Strike,” Ladies” Garment Worker 4, no. 3 (March
1913): 1-4.

29. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson”; Pauline
Newman, Fragments 1958-61, Box 1, Newman Papers.

30. Newman, interview by Wertheimer;
Newman, interview in Morrison and Zabusky,
American Mosaic.

31. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson.”

32. Louis Levine [Lewis Lorwin], The Women’s
Garment Workers: A History of the International Ladies’
Garment Workers” Union (New York: B. W. Huebsch,
1924), 148-49.

33. This information is pieced together from
Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson”; Dora Smorodin,
interview by author, Maplewood, N.J., March 12,
1991; and Levine, Women's Garment Workers, 148-49.

34. Newman, interview by Wertheimer;
Newman, “Letters to Hugh and Michael.”

35. Ibid.

36. Schneiderman, All for One, 58-60.

37. Ibid., 73-77; Minutes of the NywTUL Executive
Board, February 24, March 24, 1905. Reel 1, NywTUL
Papers.

38. Nancy Schrom Dye, As Equals and as Sisters:
Feminism, Unionism and the Women's Trade Union
League of New York (Columbia: University of Mis-
souri Press, 1980), 110-22.

39. Ibid.;, Minutes of the NywTuL Executive
Board, January 25, 1906, Reel 1, NywTuL Papers.

40. Newman, interview by Wertheimer; Newman,
interview by author, February 9, 1984, New York.




376 MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880-1920

41. See also Alice Kessler-Harris, “Rose Schnei-
derman,” in American Labor Leaders, ed. Warren Van
Tine and Melvyn Dubofsky (Urbana: University of
[llinois Press, 1987), 160-84.

42. Minutes of the NywTuL Executive Board,
February 24, 1905-February 1, 1909, Reel 1, NYwTUL
Papers.

43. Schneiderman, All for One, 84.

44. Minutes of the NywrtuL Executive Board,
February 28, August 22, November 26, 27, 1907,
Reel 1, NywTuL, Papers; Levine, Women's Garment
Workers, 220.

45. Minutes of the NYwTuL Executive Commit-
tee, November 26, 27, 1907, Reel 1, NYwTUL Papers.

46. Levine, Women's Garment Workers, 220;
Cohen, “Fannia Cohn,” 36-43.

47. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson.”

48. Martha Schaffer, telephone interview by
author, March 11, 1989; Joel Schaffer, Evelyn Velson,
and Julia Velson, interview by author, Oakland,
Calif.,, September 9, 1992.

49. Scheier, “Clara Lemlich Shavelson.”

50. Clara Lemlich Shavelson, interview by
Martha and Joel Schaffer, Los Angeles, Calif.,, February
2,1974.

51. New York Call, November 30, December 4, 5,
6,7, 8,29,1909.

52. New York Call, December 5, 7, 8, 1909.

53. New York Call, December 29, 1909. For com-
plete coverage of day-to-day events on the picket
line, see the New York Times, November 5, 6, and 14,
1909, and almost daily from November 23, 1909,
through January 28, 1910.

54. Minutes of the New York Women’s Trade
Union League Membership Meeting, April 20, June
15, 1910, Reel 1, NywTUL Papers.

55. See Meredith Tax, The Rising of the Women:
Feminist Solidarity and Class Conflict, 1880-1917 (New

York: Monthly Review Press, 1980), pp. 230-240. Tax
discusses the hierarchical union structure and the
ways that union-appointed arbitrators undermined
the women workers’ control of the strike.

56. For information on the many women’s
strikes of the period, read the WTUL publication Life
and Labor, which covered them all in some detail.
The progressive magazine The Survey (1909-1914)
also has good coverage of most of the strikes. See
too, Pauline Newman, “The White Goods Workers’
Strike,” Ladies” Garment Worker 4, number 3 (March
1913): 1-4; on the Chicago strike see Mari Jo Buhle,
Women and American Socialism, 1870-1920 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1981), 194-198. On the
Kalamazoo strike see Karen Mason, “Feeling the
Pinch: The Kalamazoo Corset Makers’ Strike of
1912,” in To Toil the Livelong Day: America’s Women
at Work, ed. Carol Groneman and Mary Beth Norton
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 141-60. On
the 1915 strike see Chicago Day Book cited in Wini-
fred Carsel, A History of the Chicago Ladies’ Garment
Workers” Union (Chicago: Normandie House, 1940).

57. Gladys Boone, The Women's Trade Union
Leagues (New York: Columbia University Press,
1942), 112-14.

58. Mildred Moore, “A History of the Women’s
Trade Union League of Chicago” (M.A. thesis, Uni-
versity of Chicago, 1915), cited in Diane Kirkby, “The
Wage-Earning Woman and the State: The National
Women’s Trade Union League and Protective Labor
Legislation, 1903-1923,” Labor History 28, no. 1 (Winter
1987): 58-74.

59. Theresa Malkiel, “The Uprising of the
40,000,” New York Call, December 29, 1909.

60. Pauline Newman, “From the Battlefield—
Some Phases of the Cloakmakers’ Strike in Cleve-
land,” Life and Labor, October 1911.




