




By the turn of the twentieth century, 
millions of American women held jobs 
outside their homes. An important re
sponse to this phenomenon was the 
Women's 1rade Union League of New 
York, a progressive organization found
ed in 1903 by a coalition of women work
ers and wealthy women dedicated to 
improving female workers' conditions 
and their status in the labor movement. 
This book, a significant case study in the 
history of American labor and women's 
movement, is the story of the WTUL's 
efforts to reach and unionize working 
women, to create an egalitarian cross
class alliance, and to synthesize union
ism and feminism, from the league's 
founding through the 1930s. Although 
the early efforts of the WTUL helped 
unionize thousands ofNewYork women, 
the league's problems as delineated in 
this clearly argued analysis proved to 
foreshadow difficulties that still beset 
women in the American labor move
ment, where unions have always been 
dominated by men. The league re
sponded to disillusionment and frustra
tion with the labor movement by stress
ing woman suffrage and protective labor 
legislation rather than organization as a 
means to ameliorate women's working 
conditions. While the effort to unite 
working and middle-class women in the 
organization never succeeded perfectly, 
the author concludes that the WTUL 
made a remarkably strong effort to over
come the middle-class orientation that 
has always characterized American 
feminism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

No Place, No Power, No Voice 

Late in 1903 a small group of social reformers and settlement 
house residents, working in the belief that "the non-industrial 
person could be of service to her industrial sister in helping her 
find her way through the chaos of industry'' 1 founded the 
Women's Trade Union League of New York. From the first 
months of 1904, when the league began active work, through 
1955, when it closed its doors, the organization's membership 
dedicated itself to improving the conditions of New York's 
women wage earners and elevating their status in the labor 
movement. Several hundred women joined the New York 
WfUL during the first two decades of the twentieth century
the period in which the league, like other progressive reform 
organizations, accomplished its best and most productive 
work. Together these women forged a unique coalition of 
women workers and wealthy women disenchanted with con
ventional philanthropic and reform activities. The women 
wage earners and reformers who made up the WfUL defined 
themselves as both feminists and trade unionists. As unionists, 
they worked to integrate women into the mainstream of the 
early twentieth-century labor movement. As feminists, they 
sought to create an egalitarian alliance of working-class and 
upper-class women and to make the early twentieth-century 
woman movement relevant to working women's concerns. 

This book is the story of the New York Women's Trade Union 
League's efforts to reach New York City's working women and 
interest them in unionization, to create an alliance of upper
class and working-class women, and to synthesize unionism 
and feminism into a viable program for improving the lives of 
New York Citys women wage earners. It is an attempt to 
delineate the cultural, ideological, and tactical difficulties the 
WfUL encountered in its efforts to organize the city's working 
women and its ultimate disillusionment with the strategy of 
integrating women into male-dominated unions. Finally, this 
work is concerned with the league's transformation from a 
self-defined labor organization that downplayed women's spe
cial concerns in the work force into a women's reform organiza
tion that emphasized specifically female demands, namely, 
woman suffrage and protective labor legislation. 

When they began their work, New York WfUL members 

1 
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believed that women of all classes, working together, could 
organize women into trade unions and persuade the labor 
movement to integrate women into its ranks. They devoted the 
better part of ten years-from early 1904 through 1913-to a 
grass-roots campaign among New York City's women workers. 
In this work, the New York league could point to substantial 
accomplishments. The league established several dozen unions 
of women garment workers, hat trimmers, milliners, but
tonhole makers, overalls workers, textile operatives, paper-box 
makers, retail clerks, waitresses, and laundresses. The New York 
WTUL introduced thousands of such women to the labor move
ment, despite the fact that labor organizers often deemed such 
unskilled, poorly paid, and temporary workers incapable of 
unionization. The WTUL did particularly important work in the 
women's garment trades-the largest ofNewYork City's indus
tries. In late 1909, nearly 30,000 New York City shirtwaist 
makers, more than 85 percent of them women, launched the 
largest women's strike in the history of the American labor 
movement. In the following four years, tens of thousands of 
women in other branches of the city's women's clothing industry 
also struck for standardized contracts and better working condi
tions. The New York league played a central role in the 1909 
shirtwaist strike and in organizing several International Ladies' 
Garment Workers' Union locals, as well as in helping to put the 
ILGWU itself on a stable footing. By 1913, thanks in good part to 
league efforts, the number off emale unionists in New York City 
had increased almost ninefold since 1900. More than 71,000 
women belonged to unions in 1913, as opposed to fewer than 
8,000 at the turn of the century.2 The league also served as an 
important training ground for working women. At a time when 
trade unions gave women virtually no opportunities for 
leadership, the WTUL enabled women to gain experience as 
organizers and business agents. A number of women prominent 
in the twentieth-century labor movement-Rose Schneiderman 
and Pauline Newman, for example-began their careers in the 
New York Women's Trade Union League. Dozens of other mem
bers went from the league to important positions in labor unions 
and public administration. 

WTUL members, however, were disappointed in their or
ganizing efforts. Although many more women belonged to 
New York City unions in 1913 than did when the league began 
organizing in 1904, union growth was confined to a few indus
tries, most notably the women's garment trades. Furthermore, 
league members became increasingly critical of New York 
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unionists' sexist attitudes and discriminatory practices. League 
efforts to persuade union men to regard women as "their 
equals and their sisters"3 seemed doomed to failure. As one 
WTUL leader declared in 1912, women had "no place and no 
power and mostly no voice" in union affairs.4 

The New York WfULs difficulties in changing women's status 
as unionists and its disillusionment with organized labor are 
central themes in its history. Accordingly, much of this study 
examines the problems the league faced in unionizing New 
York City's working women. 

The league began its work just as the American Federation of 
Labor was consolidating its control of the American labor 
movement. Understandably, the WTUL's founders decided to 
adhere to the policies and organizing methods of the AFL. 
Members worked hard to win the cooperation and support of 
both the national AFL leaders and local union officials. The 
organizations devotion to the federation, however, prevented 
its members from realizing how inappropriate craft unionism 
was for unskilled, poorly paid, and irregularly employed 
female industrial workers. Although the league gradually be
came aware of the limitations of AFL-style unionism, most 
members could envision no viable alternatives. 

In addition, the New York league dealt primarily with young 
Jewish and Italian immigrants, and the problems involved in 
making contact with young immigrant women and interesting 
them in trade unionism often proved insurmountable. Inability 
to deal with the cultural, social, and language barriers between 
league members and the women they tried to organize helps 
explain these difficulties. Despite good intentions, upper-class 
members were often naive about class and ethnic differences. 
Finally, WTUL members were unable to formulate an analysis 
of working women's situation that took both their status as 
women and their status as workers into account. In keeping 
with the league's goal of integrating women into the labor 
movement, official policy throughout the early years was to 
consider women as workers, without regard to sex. This policy 
sometimes blinded league members to the ways women's expe
riences as workers were different from men's and weakened the 
organization's effectiveness. 

By mid-1913, after the series of major strikes in New York's 
women's garment industry, members were disillusioned with 
the labor movement and frustrated with women workers. Al
though the New York league never abandoned organization, it 
increasingly put its faith in woman suffrage and in protective 
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labor legislation as ways to ameliorate womens working condi
tions. From 1913 through the 1950s, WfUL members em
phasized their role as feminist social reformers rather than 
their identity as trade unionists. This crucial shift from direct 
organization to an emphasis on political and legislative activity 
heralded a change in the way WfUL members regarded work
ing women. Rather than continue to stress the commonality of 
male and female experience in New York City industry, they 
began to emphasize women's special needs and problems.5 

League members were unable to resolve the question of how 
working women's oppression as unskilled immigrants related 
to their oppression as females in a male-dominated society. 
Their solutions were fragmentary and never embraced the 
totality of working women's situation. In short, the WfUL was 
never able to synthesize feminism with unionism, or its com
mitment to sorority with its commitment to class solidarity. 
Nor was the WfUL able to confront the labor movement on its 
own ground. The leagues difficulties were not unique. 
Feminists have yet to formulate an analysis that comes to terms 
with working women's dual status, and feminism has yet to 
make a significant impact on the American labor movement. In 
the 1970s, only about 12 percent of the female work force was 
unionized and very few women played significant roles in 
union affairs. 6 Organized labor has rarely addressed itself to 
problems such as child care that confront female members. 
Women, then, are still largely without power, position, or voice. 

The league also ran into difficulties in its attempt to form an 
egalitarian alliance of working women and upper-class 
women. Like other early twentieth-century feminists, the 
league's founders believed in the ability of women to relate to 
one another across class lines. More than any other women's 
organization, the WfUL tried to put the ideal of sisterhood into 
practice. Creating such an alliance, however, proved more 
difficult than anticipated. Despite careful provisions to guard 
against upper-class domination, the fact remained that in the 
years before World War I, wealthy, well-educated women de
termined the league's cultural atmosphere and often exerted a 
disproportionate influence in establishing the organization's 
policies. Then, too, social and cultural conflict between upper
class and working-class women was not uncommon. The two 
groups came to the league with different cultural backgrounds, 
different attitudes toward work, and different definitions of 
social class. Here, too, the league's difficulties were not unusual. 
Although American feminists in the 1970s continued to stress 
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the importance of developing a movement that would reach 
women of every social class, American feminism has always 
had a clear middle-class orientation. The Women's 1rade Union 
League went further than any women's organization in grap
pling with the problems a cross-class alliance posed. 

The Women's Trade Union League of New York was one 
branch of a larger organization, the National Women's 1rade 
Union League of America. Founded during the American Fed
eration of Labor convention in 1903 and headquartered in 
Chicago, the national WTUL launched organizing campaigns 
among women throughout the country, attempted to persuade 
AFL officials to make unionizing women a federation priority, 
and worked to educate middle-class Americans to the necessity 
of trade unions for all American workers, male and female. The 
national league also played an important role in the suffrage 
movement by representing the needs of wage-earning women 
to middle-class suffragists, and it lobbied extensively for pro
tective labor legislation. 

Within a few months after the establishment of the national 
league in November 1903, social reformers and women work
ers formed local leagues in New York, Chicago, and Boston. In 
January 1904, Hull House residents Jane Addams, Mary 
McDowell, and Anna Nicholes and Ellen Henrotin, former 
president of the General Federation ofWomen's Clubs, founded 
the Chicago WTUL; in April 1904, Mary Kenney O'Sullivan, 
formerly an AFL organizer, Mary Morton Kehew, _president of 
the Boston Women's Educational and Industrial Union, and 
Emily Balch, a Wellesley professor and settlement resident, 
established the Boston league. Over the following fifteen years, 
women started smaller leagues in at least a dozen cities. Han
nah Hennessey, a garment worker, formed a vigorous WTUL 
branch in St. Louis late in 1907. Louisa Mittelstadt, a Kansas 
City brewery worker, established a small local in that city in 
1910. Smaller, more ephemeral leagues were established in 
Baltimore; Philadelphia; Cleveland; Los Angeles; Denver; Mil
waukee; Springfield, Illinois; and Madison, Wisconsin. 

In many respects, the histories of the national WTUL and its 
other local branches run parallel to that of the New York league. 
Like the New York WTUL, the original goals of both the na
tional and local leagues were to organize women wage earners 
into unions and to win acceptance of women from established 
male labor organizations. Under the leadership of Margaret 
Dreier Robins, the indominable individual who served as the 
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national league's president from 1907 through 1922, the WTUL 
vigorously pursued these objectives. The national WfUL dis
patched organizers and provided funds and favorable publicity 
to women on strike throughout the country. Shirtwaist makers 
in New York and Philadelphia; cloakmakers in Cleveland; men's 
clothing workers in Chicago; corsetmakers in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan, and Aurora, Illinois; textile operatives in Fall River, 
Massachusetts; collar starchers in Troy, New York; pearl-button 
makers in Muscatine, Iowa; and overalls workers in Sedalia, 
Missouri, were among the thousands of women workers who 
were aided by the national WfUL. In the 1920s, the national 
league ventured south, opening a regional office in Richmond, 
Virginia, to launch an organizing drive among southern textile 
operatives. 7 

The national organization also provided experience for a 
generation of women labor leaders. Mary Anderson, of the Boot 
and Shoe Workers' Union, Agnes Nestor and Elisabeth Christ
man of the International Glove Workers' Union, and Bessie 
Abramowitz of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers were 
among the women labor leaders who came of age in the WTUL. 
The national league fulfilled a more formal training function as 
well. In 1914, it established a training school for women orga
nizers. 

Local organizing efforts also flourished during the years 
before World War I. Chicago WTUL members conducted or
ganizing drives among the city's women garment workers, 
stockyard workers, and waitresses and played a leading role 
both in conducting the massive Hart, Schaffner, and Marx 
strike in 1910and in negotiating the settlement. In St. Louis, the 
league initiated organizing campaigns among women brew
ery, shoe, and garment workers. Boston league members, un
able to raise funds or attract working-class members, were less 
successful than the other major local leagues in their early 
organizing efforts, but they did assist striking textile operatives, 
garment workers, and telephone operators.8 

Like the New York league, however, other leagues ran into 
difficulties with the male-dominated labor movement. As one 
Boston WfUL leader stated, "In years past, prejudice against 
the League has been so strong and so bitter as to seriously 
handicap our work."9 The national WfUL worked hard to win 
the support of American Federation of Labor officials and to 
convince them that women were a permanent factor in the 
labor force who needed to be unionized. Despite the whole
hearted support the league gave the federation, however, the 
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national league's relations with the AFL were always conflic
tual, and efforts to make the federation leaders responsive to 
the needs of women workers never succeeded. Samuel Gom
pers, the hardheaded and practical president of the AFL in the 
early twentieth century, never committed himself to unioniz
ing women despite his protestations to the contrary. Gompers 
was also perpetually suspicious of the WTUL, in part because of 
the upper-class backgrounds of many league leaders, in part 
because of the organizations association with the feminist 
movement. Thus, despite league efforts, the AFL remained a 
conservative bastion of male craftsmen, unwilling to respond 
to the needs of women workers. 

The national WTUL, like its New York branch, eventually 
became disillusioned with the labor movement and turned to 
protective legislation as a way to improve working women's 
conditions. Together with the Consumers' League and the 
American Association for Labor Legislation, the WTUL played 
a central role in the passage of state ten-hour- and eight-hour
day bills for women and of women's minimum wage legisla
tion. The national league began to emphasize legislation as 
early as 1909, when it presented its first legislative program 
calling for an eight-hour day and the elimination of night work 
for all working women, a legal minimum wage in "sweated 
trades;' seats for women in factories and stores, and the ap
pointment of women factory inspectors. Finally, the national 
league's legislative platform called for the prohibition of preg
nant women's employment for two months before and after 
childbirth and a system of maternity pensions. 10 In later years, 
the national WTUL expanded its demand for a minimum wage, 
calling for a state-regulated "living wage" for all women wage 
earners. In addition to drafting a legislative program, the 
WTUL also formulated a rationale for applying such laws to 
only one sex, arguing that women needed the protection of the 
state because they suffered both social and biological hand
icaps in the labor force. 

This book concentrates only upon the New York Womens 
Trade Union League rather than on the national organization 
or other local branches. There are a number of reasons for this 
local emphasis. The most significant and interesting work the 
WTUL undertook was trade union organizing. The New York 
league was considerably more active in this work than any 
other local or the national. In the years before World War I, the 
New York WTUL was the only league to maintain a continual 
organizing drive. With the exception of the Chicago league, 
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which also launched vigorous organizing campaigns during 
these years, other local leagues' accomplishments in this area 
were more limited. The Boston league, for instance, was unable 
to attract a sizable contingent of working-class members, and 
its upper-class allies could not make much headway in their 
organizing efforts. Although the national league encouraged 
women's unionism by spearheading organizing drives and by 
providing organizers and funds to help women on strike, it did 
not maintain the same continual involvement with union or
ganizing that the New York league did. Then, too, the New York 
WfUL was the only local league whose records have survived. It 
is only with the New York league, then, that one can follow the 
day-to-day process of organization-the recruiting efforts, the 
slow process of building unions, and the organizing tactics. 
Reconstructing the history of the New York league provides a 
case study of the experiences and difficulties involved in 
unionizing women early in the twentieth century. 

My second reason for concentrating upon the New York 
WfUL is the fact that over the years its membership was more 
evenly balanced between upper-class and working-class mem
bers than were the memberships of other league branches or of 
the national. The New York league worked harder and had 
considerably more success than any other league save perhaps 
Chicago in establishing an alliance across class lines. The Bos
ton league was heavily dominated by allies. The St. Louis 
league's membership was predominantly working class. Very 
little can be learned about the composition of the other small 
leagues or the relationships their members established. By 
looking at the relationships New York league women formed 
with one another and at their efforts to reach women workers, 
it is possible to gain some insight into both the possibilities and 
difficulties involved in women's relationships across class lines 
and the process by which female support networks are formed. 

To understand this unique feminist labor organization, we 
must know something of the social context in which it origi
nated. By the turn of the twentieth century, the United States 
was in the midst of its massive transformation from a rural, 
agrarian society to an urban-, industrial nation. The industrial 
revolution dramatically altered the status and roles of Ameri
can women. As a direct result ofindustrialization, more than 5 
million women became wage earners. By 1900, women made 
up nearly one-fifth of the labor force. What was more, .a fifth of 
the adult female population was gainfully employed.11 One 
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visible symbol of the drama tic changes in American society was 
the sight of factory girls trudging to work early each morning 
and swarming out of factories and shops at closing time. For 
millions of American women, the industrial revolution meant 
arduous toil for long hours and Ii ttle pay. 

For the wives and daughters of manufacturers, businessmen, 
and the new middle class of salaried professionals, however, 
industrialization had very different effects. The industrial revo
lution spawned a value system that fostered female idleness 
and delicacy. Women, as Thorstein Veblen concluded in his 
economic analysis of American society, were important 
primarily as consumers. Their clothes, their furnishings, their 
households, and their leisure itself were tangible evidence of 
their husbands' ability to make money. Women, in short, were 
ornamental anomalies in a society that glorified productive 
work. 12 

Trapped by a social definition of femininity that defined 
them by their leisure, many middle- and upper-class women 
felt frustrated in the safe but stifling world of the household. 
They ·complained of feeling childish, parasitical, restless. As 
journalist and WTUL member Rheta Childe Dorr described her 
life as an idle upper-class matron, "I made something like fifty 
calls a month on women who differed from one another no 
more than peas in a pod .... The men who came to our house 
... treated me like a nice child. They themselves and their 
womenkind were children .... We all lived in dolls' houses and 
I for one wanted to get out into the world of real things." 13 

The woman movement arose in good part out of this rest
lessness and desire to feel socially useful. The most publicized 
demand of the movement was, of course, the vote. But political 
equality was only one issue that concerned women. What 
women demanded above all was the right to meaningful work. 
Sentenced to what they viewed as a life of parasitical and 
oppressive leisure, affluent women often looked with fascina
tion, even envy, at women who worked for a living. As radical 
feminist and -WTUL member Henrietta Rodman declared, 
"Our sisters of the poorer class have the most fundamental 
right for which we are struggling- the right for economic 
independence, the right to continue their chosen work after 
marriage." 14 However much Rodman distorted the nature of 
working women's situation, the fact remains that many women 
viewed work, in and of itself, as liberating. 

Significantly, when upper-class women began to leave their 
homes to find meaningful work in their communities, many 
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turned their attention to working women. Women who joined 
the womens clubs in the 1880s and 1890s made investigations 
of social and economic conditions. Club women inspected local 
factories. Were there seats provided? Was there clean air? Clean 
water? How many hours a day did women labor? How much 
money could they earn? Popular magazines such as McClures, 
Everybodys, and Cosmopolitan frequently carried narratives of 
factory life. Some affluent women assumed working women's 
identities and investigated their lives firsthand. Marie and 
Bessie Van Vorst, for instance, took positions as factory girls in 
canneries, shoe factories, garment shops, and southern textile 
mills. 15 Fascination with working women's lives permeated 
such endeavors. How did working women live? \Vb.at were their 
aspirations? Then, too, such work was prompted by middle
class reformers' realization that for millions of women work 
had become a permanent and necessary part oflife, despite the 
popular ideology that defined the ideal woman as leisured and 
secluded within the private world of the household. 

By the mid-1880s, a definite movement to ameliorate work
ing women's conditions was underway. In New York City, three 
organizations, the Working Girls' Clubs, the Working Women's 
Society, and the New York City Consumers' League, dedicated 
themselves to improving women's situation. 

The Working Girls' Clubs were part of a movement that 
developed from a small group for "study and socializing" that 
philanthropist Grace Dodge established for New York City silk 
mill operatives in 1884. By the early 1890s, the clubs constituted 
a national network. Working Girls' Clubs did not encourage 
their members to unionize. Instead, the wealthy women who 
led discussion groups and financed the club boardinghouses 
were concerned primarily with imbuing young working 
women with good work habits and genteel notions of feminin
ity. The clubs' names-"Endeavor;' "Enterprise;' "Stead
fast" -offer a clue to their orientation, as does a collection of 
essays entitled Thoughts ofBusy Girls, Who Have Little Time for 
Study Yet Find Much Time for Thinking. Young essayists dis.
coursed on such topics as"Wha tConsti tut es an Ideal Womanhood 
and How to Attain It" and "Purity and Modesty: 1\vo Words of 
Value." The essays emphasized self-sacrifice and gentleness. 
Very few essays dealt with work, though their authors spent the 
better part of their waking hours in factories and department 
stores. Wealthy club leaders saw themselves as bearers of cul
ture, bringing some beauty into the drab lives of their 
charges. 16 
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The Working Women's Society was formed in 1886 by a retail 
clerk, Alice Woodbridge. Unlike the Working Girls' Clubs, its 
specific purpose was to improve working conditions, particu
larly in department stores. Convinced that retail clerks could 
not better their conditions alone, Woodbridge appealed to 
Josephine Shaw Lowell, a reformer well known for her sympa
thy to labor causes, for help. Together, they appealed to women 
consumers to refuse to patronize stores that treated their em
ployees unfairly. The society also convinced the New York State 
legislature to make the first systematic investigation of working 
women's conditions and lobbied successfully for legislation 
providing for female factory inspectors.17 

The New York City Consumers' League grew directly out of 
the Working Women's Society. Consumers' League members 
stressed that women would naturally sympathize with their 
sisters in factories and stores once they knew about the deplor
able conditions under which goods were manufactured and 
sold. The Consumers' League White List was an effort to inform 
women about the industrial world around them. Consumers' 
League leaders believed that once women were informed, their 
natural altruism would lead them to insist upon better working 
conditions.18 

The women who joined these organizations, like the women 
reformers who later joined the WTUL, grew up in a culture that 
put great stress on the emotional differences between men and 
women. Men, according to nineteenth-century popular ideol
ogy, were naturally aggressive, businesslike, strong. Women 
were naturally sensitive, altruistic, maternal. For the most part, 
the woman movement did not challenge these stereotypes. 
Turn-of-the-century feminists believed that women possessed 
specifically feminine sensibilities. "Men are such strange crea
tures," a leading WTUL member reflected, "they seem to enjoy 
such questionable things-it seems so queer to me and one 
more convincing argument that women must enter public 
life."19 Many women reformers believed that because women 
were instinctively nurturant, they had special responsibility for 
social welfare. As the president of the National Women's Trade 
Union League, Margaret Dreier Robins, expressed this senti
ment, 

The nature of the attack of modern industrial despotism 
upon the integrity and promise of our individual and national 
life is such as makes a special call upon the women of our 
country, and it seems to have been reserved for this generation 
to work out a new basis for our industrial civilization. Free-
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dom, maternity, education, and morality-all the blessed and 
abiding interests of childhood and the home-are at issue in 
this supreme struggle. All women who honor their sex and love 
their country should unite with us and our working sisters in 
the struggle for industrial freedom. 20 

Because women were brought up to believe that they were 
naturally more sensitive than men, they could often relate most 
comfortably to other women. Throughout the nineteenth cen
tury, women were socialized to form many of their most 
significant personal relationships with other women. They 
bonded together in female networks that provided mutual 
support, advice, assistance, and companionship. Women's re
form organizations such as the Consumers' League and the 
Women's Trade Union League were in good part outgrowths of 
these female networks.21 These support networks, the belief 
that women shared distinct feminine qualities, the conviction 
that the feminine values embodied in the home clashed with 
the values of emerging industrial capitalism, and fascination 
with their working-class sisters provided much of the impetus 
behind women's social reform activity at the turn of the cen
tury. 

The Women's Trade Union League differed significantly from 
its predecessors. Its commitment to trade unionism was 
unique among both feminist and progressive social reform 
organizations. What was more, the WTUL was unique in its 
insistence on an egalitarian cross-class alliance in which work
ing women rather than affluent philanthropists were to play 
leading roles. Nevertheless, in its concern for working women's 
situation and in its belief in women's ability to transcend class 
lines and understand one another on the basis of their common 
femininity, the WTUL was very much a part of the turn-of-the
century woman movement. 



CHAPTER 1 

Working Women's Situation 

Every year the American Federation of Labor passed resolu
tions at its convention expressing solidarity with women work
ers. Since 1892, the AFL had called for women organizers, for 
women's participation in the labor movement, and for woman 
suffrage. The November 1903 convention was no exception: the 
delegates passed the customary four or five resolutions urging 
the executive council to appoint women organizers and to 
make unionization of the ever-increasing numbers of working 
women a federation priority. And, as usual, the convention 
endorsed woman suffrage.1 

The resolutions were meaningless. The AFL had not hired a 
woman organizer since the early 1890s; its executive council 
was not to hire another until 1908. And woman suffrage was a 
simple matter to endorse, for it required neither effort nor 
money on the federation's part. The small number of women at 
the convention provided additional evidence of the resolutions' 
emptiness. Only 5 women mingled among the 496 AFL dele
gates, and one of these, a fraternal delegate from the Church 
Association for the Advancement of the Interests of Labor, 
could not vote. The 4 women unionists were all but invisible in 
the assembly. 

That the American Federation of Labor would pay scant 
attention to the nation's 5 million working women was not 
surprising, given the organization's philosophy and tactics. By 
the turn of the century, AFL leaders had painstakingly forged a 
labor movement that could demand and defend good working 
conditions, decent wages, and job security for a small fraction 
of the country's working population-6.8 percent of the men 
and less than 1 percent of the women.2 Members of AFL unions 
were the elite of the American working class: native-born 
craftsmen with a vested interest in protecting their skills and 
their status in an economy increasingly characterized by mass 
production and an unskilled immigrant work force. The AFL 
rejected women on three counts: they were unskilled, they were 
immigrants, and they were female. As unskilled workers, ac
cording to AFL reasoning, women threatened the job security 
and wage standards of traditional craftsmen. As immigrants, 
they disrupted the essential homogeneity of the skilled work 
force in which laborers had developed common values and 
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production standards. And as females, according to crafts
mens values, they belonged at home, not in factories or union 
halls. "Do not they [unions] tend to defeminize and unsex 
them?'' a leading AFL official wrote Agnes Nest or, president of 
the International Glove Workers' Union.3 

Nevertheless, the small number of women at a convention 
purporting to represent the entire American labor force, in 
which one out of every five workers was female, did not fail to 
impress a weal thy young social reformer, William English 
Walling. Barely twenty-six, Walling was a resident at University 
Settlement on New York's lower East Side. He had come to New 
York from the Midwest where, after graduating from the Uni
versity of Chicago, he had worked for a year as an Illinois state 
factory inspector. 4 Through his experiences as an inspector and 
his association with Hull House residents and the unionists who 
held their meetings at the settlement, Walling became commit
ted to the labor movement and aware of the special problems of 
working women. In 1902, Walling moved to New York's Univer
sity Settlement, where he quickly established ties with the local 
labor movement. The city's Central Federated Union and many 
smallJewish labor organizations held their meetings at Univer
sity Settlement, and Walling was soon well-acquainted with 
East Side trade union officials. Before his trip to Boston, Walling 
had been trying to formulate some way to improve women's 
situation in the work force. In 1903 he traveled to England to 
observe the work of the Women's Trade Union League of Great 
Britain, established in 1874. One characteristic of that organi
zation that he found particularly impressive was the cross-class 
nature ofits membership: both upper-class and working-class 
women strove to organize women and to integrate them into 
established male unions. Late in 1903, Walling decided to 
attend the AFL convention to determine whether a similar 
organization could be formed in the United States. 

Mary Kenney O'Sullivan was the first person Walling con
tacted in Boston. Ten years earlier, O'Sullivan had worked as an 
AFL organizer. A bookbinder, she began her labor career as a 
teenager by organizing the women in the Chicago bindery 
where she worked. Her local became part of the Chicago 
Ladies' Federal Union, an organization of women bookbinders, 
seamstresses, candy workers, and laundresses that met regu
larly at Hull House. There, Kenney became friends with Jane 
Addams and Mary McDowell. Her work with the federal union 
brought Kenney to the attention of AFL leaders, and, in 1892, 
the AFL executive council appointed her as part-time orga-



Working Women's1 Situation 15 

nizer. In her brief tenure as the federation's women's organizer, 
Kenney traveled up and down the East coast, working with 
New England textile operatives, Troy, New York, laundry work
ers, and New York City garment workers. She had little time to 
prove her worth, however. Barely five months after they hired 
her, federation officials decided that tqere was no need for a 
woman organizer and terminated her appointment. Shortly 
thereafter, in 1894, Mary Kenney married John O'Sullivan, a 
Boston streetcar workers' organizer. Marriage ended her active 
work in the union movement, but she maintained contacts 
with Boston labor organizations and settlement houses.5 

Greeting Walling's proposal enthusiastically, O'Sullivan sug
gested an open meeting to discuss plans while the AFL was in 
session. The two arranged for a meeting room in Fanueil Hall 
and invited AFL executive council members and convention 
delegates whose trades included women to attend. Both O'Sul
livan and Walling knew that male trade unionists would not be 
interested in creating and maintaining such an organization by 
themselves, so they also invited women settlement residents 
and reformers. They envisioned an organization in which 
"women of social influence who were interested in economics 
join hands with the progressive women in the trades and work 
to organize various branches ofindustry."6 In short, they pro
posed a fusion of the labor movement and the woman move
ment. 

The idea that women of all classes could cooperate to 
ameliorate women's working conditions was not without prec
edent. Mary Kenney O'Sullivan had had the help of Jane Ad
dams, Mary McDowell, and other Hull House residents in her 
work with the Chicago Ladies' Federal Union. In Boston, O'Sul
livan was active in the Women's Educational and Industrial 
Union, a cross-class organization similar to New York's Work
ingWomen's Society that was devoted to investigating and pub
licizing the conditions under which women worked. She and 
her husband lived at Dennison House, a settlement known for 
its sympathy to organized labor and its residents' concern for 
working women. Walling knew that in New York residents of 
University Settlement and the Henry Street Nurses' Settlement 
had assisted women workers occasionally in forming small 
unions. They were also familiar with the working girls' club 
movement, the consumers' leagues, and the New York Work
ing Women's Society, all organizations that based their work on 
a sense of sisterhood, on the conviction that women could relate 
to one another across class lines. 
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A few AFL delegates, most from the Retail Clerks' Protective 
Association and the United Garment Workers, attended the 
three meetings on 14, 17, and 19 November 1903 that launched 
the Women's 1rade Union League of America. With the excep
tion of a delegate from a Boston federated women's union, the 
labor delegates were men. By contrast, nearly all the partici
pants from Boston settlements and reform societies were 
women. After three afternoons of discussion, the organization 
that had existed only in the minds ofWalling and O'Sullivan had 
a name, the Women's 1rade Union League of America; a clear 
purpose, "to assist in the organization of women wage earners 
into 1rade Unions"; and a constitution that embodied the ideas 
of the labor representatives, social reformers, and settlement 
residents who had attended the first meetings. The league's 
charter members established the WTULs two basic principles: 
commitment to an egalitarian, cross-class alliance and al
legiance to the American Federation of Labor. 

The league's constitution stipulated that the organization's 
membership should include both women workers and allies -
individuals outside the working class interested in unionizing 
women. To ensure the participation of working women and to 
prevent upper-class domination, the constitution specified that 
the majority of executive board members were to be female 
trade unionists. The others were to be "earnest sympathizers 
and workers for the cause of 1rade Unionism."7 From the 
beginning, then, WTUL members explicitly tried to avoid pa
tronizing women workers. Ideally, theirs was to be an organi
zation in which policymaking was largely in the hands of 
working women. 

Participants in the Boston meetings were also unanimous 
that the WTUL should cooperate fully with the American Fed
eration of Labor and adopt the philosophy and organizing 
tactics of AFL leaders. In an effort to avoid animosity between 
unions and a group that had no official connection with the 
labor movement, the first members insisted that the league 
always gain permission from the appropriate union before 
organizing women in a trade. Highly self-conscious about their 
status as "outsiders;' they shied away from asking for the 
convention's endorsement, despite the fact that the federation 
annually endorsed the work of the Church Association for the 
Advancement of the Interests of Labor and the Women's Label 
League. As one reformer expressed WTUL members' 
sentiments, it was best to wait until they had "accomplished 
something" before asking for the federation's recognition and 
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approval. For its part, the American Federation of Labor paid 
little attention to the new organization. An AFL executive coun
cil member prof erred a few polite words of welcome, em
phasizing that the federation stood firmly for the solidarity of 
all workers regardless of sex, but refrained from committing 
the AFL to any involvement. 

Before the Boston meetings adjourned, the league elected 
officers. To lend prestige to the organization, Walling suggested 
that nationally known reformers serve as leaders. Members 
agreed that Mary Morton Kehew, a wealthy Bostonian long 
known in social reform circles and the president of the Boston 
Educational and Industrial Union, should serve as president 
and that Mary Kenney O'Sullivan should serve as secretary. 
Walling recommended Jane Addams for the vice-presidency, a 
post she immediately accepted. An AFL delegate from the 
Amalgamated Cutters and Butcher Workmen nominated Mary 
McDowell for the executive board in recognition ofher organiz
ing efforts among women in the Chicago packinghouses. The 
United Garment Workers' president recommended Lillian 
Wald in appreciation ofher work with New York City's garment 
finishers and buttonhole makers. After the Boston meetings, 
the WTULs charter members returned home to organize local 
branches: Mary Morton Kehew and Mary Kenney O'Sullivan in 
Boston, Jane Addams and Mary McDowell in Chicago, and 
William English Walling in New York. 

Walling returned to New York late in 1903 to begin the work 
of organizing that city's Women's Trade Union League. He and 
the "small band of enthusiasts" who joined the new organiza
tion over the following months faced a formidable task. When 
the New York league began its work, more than 350,000 women 
were employed in the city. The majority of these women, like 
the majority of the nation's female wage earners, worked in 
service occupations. Nearly 150,000 were personal servants and 
domestic workers. More than 56,000 labored as retail clerks, 
waitresses, and laundresses. Increasing numbers of women 
were entering New York's industrial work force. In 1900, 
132,535 women worked in the city's manufacturing establish
ments .8 As a center for the manufacture of nondurable goods 
and as the capital of the men's and women's clothing trades, 
New York employed more women industrial workers at the 
turn of the century than any other American city.9 It was to 
these semiskilled and unskilled female industrial laborers that 
the New York Women's Trade Union League devoted most ofits 
organizing efforts. 
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The typical female industrial worker in early twentieth
century New York City was a young, single, Jewish or Italian 
woman who lived with her family. Women usually began work 
in their midteens and remained in the labor force until they 
married in their early twenties.10 According to a federal inves
tigation of woman and child wage earners, 87 percent of New 
York City's female industrial workers lived with their parents. 
Of these, 88.1 percent gave their unopened pay envelopes to the 
head of their household. 11 

Women factory workers in New York City labored in a large 
number of industries and performed a wide variety of work 
processes. They stripped, rolled, and packed cigars, assembled 
paper boxes, dipped and wrapped candies, trimmed hats, 
bound books, and made artificial flowers and feathers. The 
heaviest concentration-about 40 percent of women industrial 
workers-was in the needle trades. In 1905, approximately fifty 
thousand women were engaged in the manufacture of cloth
ing; more than twelve thousand were employed in the men's 
garment industry, and over thirty-six thousand in the women's 
ready-made clothing trades. 12 

Because the majority of the women the league organized in 
the first years ofits history were garment workers and because 
the needle trades dominated the citys economy, it is necessary 
to look at the industry in some detail. By the turn of the 
twentieth century, the term garment industry and the title 
garment worker covered a complicated variety of work places 
and work processes. The industry itself was a heterogeneous 
combination of several dozen trades, including not only the 
men's and women's ready-made clothing industries but also the 
millinery, men's hat and cap, neckwear, children's garments, 
and corset industries. The appellation garment worker de
scribed highly skilled craftsmen such as cutters, semiskilled 
sewing machine operators, and unskilled manual workers such 
as button seamstresses. 

The industry's complexity resulted not only from rapid 
expansion as the nation's demand for ready-made clothing 
increased, but also from its decentralized system of manufac
ture. Few items of ready-to-wear clothing were made under 
one roof. Rather, three types of workplaces were found: the 
inside shop, or factory, the contracting shop, and the home. A 
manufacturer owned the inside shop; the making of a garment 
began and ended there. The manufacturer bought cloth and 
hired skilled cutters to cut it into patterns. Cutting was the 
inside shop's primary operation, although by the early twen-
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tieth century an increasing number employed sewing machine 
operators as well. The manufacturer sent bundles of cut cloth 
to contractors who agreed to perform additional operations on 
the garments to complete them. The contractor then hired his 
own workers to perform these tasks. 

The contracting business was easy to enter: all a man needed 
was a workplace and a labor supply. In the years around the 
turn of the century, particularly before the passage of effective 
tenement-house legislation, both were easily attainable. The 
contractor's tenement flat could be converted readily into a 
sweatshop, and workers were recruited easily from the throngs 
of recent immigrants who crowded into the Khazar Mark 13 

each day. Capital requirements were minimal: workers had to 
pay for their electricity and supplies and sometimes had to 
provide their own sewing machines as well. Rose Schneider
man, later a leading New York WfUL member, recalled that as 
a cap seamstress, "I had to furnish my own sewing machine . 
. . . I also had to furnish the thread I used. And not just one color 
either. You had to have several colors handy to match the colors 
of the lining. The cost ran up to at least fifty cents a month." 14 

For workers, the contracting system was invidious. Because 
entry was easy, the business was highly competitive. Manufac
turers awarded their business to the contractors who agreed to 
the lowest prices. As a result of competitive underbidding, 
contractors hired as few workers as possible, required them to 
labor unlimited hours, and set miserably low piece rates. 

Other work processes involved in making clothing, particu
larly unskilled, unmechanized operations, were performed by 
women at home. No one in the early twentieth century knew 
exactly how widespread the homework system was. Although 
dwellings in which homework was performed were required to 
be licensed by the state factory inspector, there was no reliable 
way of estimating the number of men, women, and children 
who toiled in them. In 1901, the New York State Department of 
Labor put the number of homeworkers at thirty thousand, of 
whom the great majority were Italian women. 15 

Within the industry, there was a clear pattern of occupa
tional segregation by sex. Men were the skilled workers, women 
the semiskilled and unskilled. Tailoring was a male occupation. 

Jewish tailors brought their skills with them from eastern 
European cities and, in turn, trained other men in New York.16 

Since women had few opportunities to learn tailoring skills, 
men dominated the men's clothing industry, which manufac
tured suits,jackets, trousers, and coats, and also held the skilled 
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tailoring positions in the womens trades that manufactured 
cloaks, suits, and skirts. In addition to tailoring, men 
monopolized cutting, the industry's central craft. Cutting cloth 
into patterns was not only a skilled occupation that required a 
lengthy apprenticeship; it also constituted a bottleneck in the 
industry: without cutters' labor in the inside shops, manufac
turing came to a halt. 

Excluded from the skilled and relatively stable occupations 
of tailoring and cutting, women filled ancillary positions, per
forming unskilled tasks such as finishing, tucking, felling, bast
ing, and turning. Such work was simple and took only a few 
hours to learn. Also, the majority of the semiskilled sewing 
machine operators in the women's garment industry were 
women. The waist, children's dress, wrapper and kimono, and 
white goods industries were known as the "women's trades." 
From 85 to 95 percent of the work force in these branches was 
female. 17 Several weeks were needed to learn to operate a 
sewing machine and to pick up speed, but operators usually 
learned to make only one part of a garment or to perform only 
one work process. While a skilled male cloakmaker or cutter 
could exercise a certain amount of control over the conditions 
of his work, manufacturers and contractors could easily re
placeJewish and Italian unskilled and semiskilled women dur
ing a strike. 

The garment trades provided seasonal employment. Because 
demand for ready-made clothing fluctuated throughout the 
year, most workers suffered periods of forced idleness that 
often lasted several months. The seasonal character of the 
industry created a mobile labor force particularly among 
women. A manufacturer would often keep a good cutter or 
tailor but lay offhis female operatives, knowing that they could 
be easily replaced. A woman who worked on waists in the fall 
and early winter, for example, might turn to white goods or 
dresses when the waist season ended. Or she might leave the 
industry for another trade or to marry. The work force in 
individual shops often turned over completely from one season 
to the next. 18 

Wage rates, shop conditions, and work processes varied from 
shop to shop. In an industry as complex and fragmented as the 
garment trades, contractors' sweatshops that employed five or 
six workers and factories that employed several hundred 
existed side by side on lower Broadway, the lower East Side, and 
the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. A woman who worked at 
home making buttonholes or embroidering cuffs had little in 
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common with one who toiled for a weekly wage as a factory 
sewing machine operator. In turn, the inside shop worker 
perceived few similarities between herself and a worker in a 
contractor's shop. A woman neckwear worker explained that it 
was "impossible for the workers of the warehouses [inside 
shops] and the workers of the contractors to belong to the same 
local, the prices, conditions, and hours are absolutely different 
as if they were entirely different trades." 19 

On the average, a woman sewing machine operator could 
expect to make about $6.00 for a sixty-hour week, working by 
the piece.20 This figure, however, tells us little about the wages 
most women actually earned. A homeworker probably worked 
longer than sixty hours and received considerably less than 
$6.00 for her efforts. According to a state investigation early in 
the century, women home finishers earned approximately 
$175.00 a year-little more than $3.00 a week.21 A learner 
apprenticed to an experienced operator usually earned nothing 
during the weeks or months of"learning." Unskilled trimmers 
and finishers in the women's trades could be found earning as 
little as $2.00 and $3.00 a week.22 Nor does the $6.00 a week 
average figure reflect the fact that often a woman was unem
ployed or earned substantially less than this amount for several 
months of the year. The New York Women's Trade Union 
League discovered that 50 percent of New York City's working 
women lost from one to three months of employment during 
slack seasons and 12 percent lost as much as four to six 
months.23 If a young woman earning $6.00 a week maintained 
year-round employment, her annual earnings would have been 
$312.00. A woman's real earnings were approximately 20 per
cent less than the full employment figure, however.24 Thus, a 
woman's annual earnings were probably about $250.00. 

The great majority of New York City's women wage earners 
used this income to help support their families. Working-class 
families required from $650 to $800 a year as a minimum 
income. Contemporary studies of the incomes ofNewYork City 
working-class families concluded that their average income 
was in that range.25 Thus, a young woman's contribution to her 
family's support was substantial. 

A minority of New York City female laborers were self
supporting, or, as early twentieth-century social investigators 
called them, "adrift." By careful scrimping, a woman could 
subsist on $5.00 or $6.00 a week. On the average, she spent 
$3.30 a week on food, shelter, heat, light, and laundry. Clothes, 
transportation, medical expenses, emergency expenditures, 
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and amusements had to come out of the balance.26 "What is so 
discouraging;' one self-supporting woman told a state inves
tigator, "is ... to know no matter how long or how hard I 
work, at no time do I make enough to wholly support myself or 
tide me over for a rainy day ."27 

Just as the average $6.00 a week figure tells us little about 
women's wages, the average sixty-hour workweek tells us little 
about working conditions. In contractors' sweatshops, a work
er's hours during the "rush season" often stretched to eighty a 
week. In the inside shops, where foremen could regulate hours 
by turning the machinery on and off, working longer than sixty 
hours a week during the busy season was common. By contrast, 
the slack season brought Ii ttle or no work. 

Psychological pressure also varied from shop to shop. Op
pressive as the contractors' sweatshops were, workers some
times had a personal relationship with the "boss" based on 
family, geographical, and cultural ties. Customs such as the 
observance of the Sabbath and holy days were sometimes con
tinued. Wages, hours, and conditions in the contractors' shops, 
however, were totally unstandardized, while factories were 
characterized by impersonality, ethnic discord, and strict work 
discipline. "In the shops we don't have names, we have num
bers;' one young woman told the league. "We work so steadily 
that in most cases we do not know the girl who works next to 
us."28 

Harassment-fines for lateness, for talking, for singing, and 
verbal abuse for mistakes-was also a common experience in 
the shops. After a few years of work, the New York Women's 
Trade Union League cited the "tyranny of the foreman" as an 
omnipresent reality in working women's lives.29 Harassment 
was a common experience for both men and women, but 
sexual exploitation was a factor that distinguished women's 
experience in the workplace from that of men. Pauline New
man, an International Ladies' Garment Workers organizer and 
a WfUL leader for many years, described the situation in a 
letter to Rose Schneiderman: 

You know as well as I that there is not a factory today where the 
same immoral conditions does [sic] not exist! You remember 
your factories where you have worked and so do I, and both of 
us know that the cloak factories and all other shops in the city 
of New York or Chicago, every one of the men will talk to the 
girls, take advantage of them if the girls will let them, the 
forman [sic] and superintendents will flirt with the gi:tls, and it 
is nothing new for those who know that this exists today 
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everywhere .... You find the same old story, that the forman 
[sic] asked a girl to come into his office and hold hands, etc.30 

Speed was also an omnipresent and harsh reality. In the early 
twentieth century tasks that had once been performed by hand, 
such as buttonhole making, were being mechanized. As more . 
tasks were mechanized, work processes became subdivided 
and the manufacturing process was sped up enormously. From 
1900 to 1905, for instance, the speed of sewing machines re
quired for simple seam stitching doubled. Machines carried as 
many as ten needles and turned out several thousand .stitches a 
minute. Physical fatigue and nervous strain were common 
complaints of women operators. 

Working conditions were much the same for women in 
industries outside the garment trades. They could rarely earn 
more than five or six dollars a week or advance beyond repeti
tive, unskilled and mechanized work processes. Most impor
tant, every industry in New York City was characterized by clear 
occupational segregation patterns in which men held the cen
tral, skilled positions and women the poorly paid unskilled 
jobs. Even in the traditional crafts such as printing and book
binding, which employed considerable numbers of women, the 
same situation prevailed. In the printing trades, a small 
number of women worked as typesetters and compositors. 
Unlike male printers, however, who underwent a four-year 
apprenticeship, women acquired their training on the job or in 
a few weeks' course on typesetting. The same situation held in 
the binding trades. Skilled bookbinders were highly trained 
males. Although women made up nearly half of the trade's 
work force, they received, at most, a few weeks' instruction in 
one or two simple processes such as sewing or folding. Thus, 
although both men and women were listed as bookbinders by 
occupation, in reality their work was very different.31 

As a group, then, New York City's women industrial workers 
shared several characteristics. They were young, unmarried, 
usually lived with their families, and were temporary workers. 
Their wages were low and their chances for economic mobility 
through their own efforts severely restricted. The great majority 
of the city's female industrial work force were immigrants or 
daughters of immigrants, primarily from south Italy and east
ern Europe. Finally, nearly all of the city's female workers were 
unorganized. 

In 1904, the Women's Trade Union League estimated that 
with the exception of domestic servants, whom members con-
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sidered unorganizable, the great majority of the city's female 
workers came under the jurisdiction of AFL unions. Of garment 
workers, almost 27,000 came under the jurisdiction of the 
International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union and 10,000 
under that of the United Garment Workers. Of other industrial 
workers, nearly 9,000 women came under the jurisdiction of 
either the International Cigar Makers' Union or the Interna
tional Tobacco Workers; some 6,400 came under the jurisdic
tion of the Neckwear Makers, and almost 5,400 under the 
jurisdiction of the United Textile Workers. The Boot and Shoe 
Makers could claim some 1,600; the United Cloth Hat and Cap 
Makers' Union, 1,400; the International Brotherhood of Book
binders, over 3,000; and the International 1ypographical 
Union, almost 4,000.32 In addition, women in the marginal 
trades of conf ectionary and paper-box manufacture had unions 
to which they could turn. According to the leagues sanguine 
initial estimates, large numbers of nonindustrial women work
ers also came under the jurisdictions of AFL unions. The WTUL 
estimated that 27,500 women could be organized by the Retail 
Clerks' Protective Association and more than 18,000 by the 
Shirt, Waist and Laundry Workers' International Union. Only a 
minority of the city's "organizable" work force, according to the 
league, worked in trades without unions. These included hand 
garment workers, artificial-flower and feather makers, and fur 
and leather workers. 

In reality, the situation was quite different. Trade union 
membership figures paint a dismal picture of womens partici
pation in the New York City labor movement in the first years of 
the century. Industrial prosperity during the years 1900 
through 1903 spurred dramatic union growth in the city, but 
women did not take part in this general increase. As the 
number of women workers increased steadily and as the 
number of male unionists increased, the percentage of women 
unionists fell each year from 1900 through 1908. In late 1903, 
right before the New York Women's Trade Union League was 
founded, women made up only 3.7 percent of New York's 
unionists.33 

When the league began its work, fewer than 10,000 of the 
city's 350,000 female workers were organized. The WTUL 
found significant numbers of women in the garment, cigar, 
bookbinding, and printing unions. Several thousand women in 
the tobacco industry belonged to Cigar Makers' locals. About 
600 women printers belonged to the International 1ypographi
cal Union. About 3,000 women bookbinders were organized. 
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Approximately 1,000 women belonged to small, unstable or
ganizations in the women's garment trades. Of these organiza
tions, only one, Bookbinders' Local No. 43, a female local of the 
International Brotherhood of Bookbinders, was a stable and 
powerful organization. Early in the century, it organized the 
principal New York binderies, restricted entry into the trade, 
raised weekly wages, and managed to enforce an eight-hour 
day.34 

Outside these industries, however, only a handful of women 
was organized. A few factory laundresses, electrical workers, 
and paper-box makers belonged to small unions. The situation 
among paper-box makers was typical. In 1904, the Paper Box 
Makers' Union president reported to the New York league that 
the women in the trade were poorly organized and that any 
efforts to organize them usually had disastrous results. During 
a recent strike, for example, 800 of the 3,000 women in the 
trade briefly joined the union. But the strike failed and the 
employers compelled the women t~ sign "iron-dad oaths." As a 
result, only 80 women members remained. "The bosses forced 
them to resign from the union;' the president stated, "with the 
instruction never to set their foot up there if they wanted to 
continue to work in the shops."35 

New York City's hotel and restaurant workers, retail clerks, 
and candy and conf ectionary workers were totally unorga
nized. International unions existed in these trades and orga
nized women successfully in upstate towns, but they did not 
organize in New York City.36 Unions seemed to be "an entirely 
new thing" to retail clerks, a University Settlement worker 
reported to an investigating commission from the state assem
bly. "You ask them if they belong to any kind of a girls' club and 
they seem very much surprised if you mention any trade union 
or club for the raising of wages." Working women's organiza
tions, she went on, "seem to be largely social; they belong to 
little societies; they tell me they belong to a 'Heart and Hand 
Club; a social club; nothing for the study of their own wage 
conditions at all."37 

No single factor explains why so few women were unionized 
in early twentieth-century New York City. Instead, the difficul
ties involved in integrating women into the city's labor move
ment resulted from several interrelated factors involving 
ethnicity, skill levels, and sex roles. 

In part, women's poor showing in the city unions' member
ship rolls reflected their immigrant status. Immigrant men also 
experienced great difficulty entering the city's labor movement. 
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The strong unions in New York City,as elsewhere, were those of 
highly skilled craftsmen in the building, printing, cigar, brew
ery, and machine trades. These crafts were not only exclusively 
male or nearly so; they were also made up almost entirely of 
native-born workers oflrish or German descent. These stable, 
affluent AFL craft unions commanded considerable bargaining 
power and were strong enough to win closed shop contracts. 
Jewish and Italian men, however, were excluded from the elite 
trades and their unions and worked in immigrant industries 
and occupations. \Vb.en they organized, as Jews did in the 
garment industry, they did so without the AFL craft unions' 
interest or help.38 In the first decade of the century Jewish 
unions were generally weak and unstable. 

Trade union membership figures also reflect the fact that the 
overwhelming majority of women workers were unskilled or 
semiskilled and therefore rarely eligible for membership in AFL 
unions. Women who belonged to the Cigar Makers' Interna
tional Union or the International 'fypographical Union, for 
example, were among the small minority of female workers 
who were skilled and who earned sufficiently high wages to 
qualify for membership in AFL craft unions. Thus, women 
cigar makers, although less skilled than their male counter
parts, could sometimes qualify for membership in the AFL 
union. Other women who worked as unskilled cigar packers, 
tobacco strippers, and bookers could not.39 The same situation 
prevailed in the immigrant unions: skilled male cutters and 
tailors organized early in the century; women were not in
cluded. 

But to say that most women were not organized because they 
were unskilled immigrants is to overlook .the importance of 
traditional notions about women's roles in influencing the 
course of womens unionization in the early twentieth century. 
Employers' attitudes toward their female laborers, women's 
perceptions of themselves as workers, and male trade union
ists' conceptions of a woman's proper place help explain the 
difficulties involved in organizing women. 

Many women were indifferent to the appeals of union orga
nizers. One woman's efforts in the 1890s to organize shirtmak
ers illustrate some of the difficulties involved in reaching New 
York City immigrant women and interesting them in 
organization-difficulties the Women's Trade Union League 
would face throughout its organizing campaign. In 1897, 
Leonora O'Reilly, later a leading WTUL member, recorded that 
a United Garment Workers organizer boasted that he could 
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organize twenty-five men's shops in a day "while the women 
laugh at him or refuse point blank to attend [meetings]." She 
visited sixteen of the shops in an effort to interest women in 
joining the United Garment Workers' Union Local No. 16, a 
women's union of shirtmakers. "All of them were given the 
cards asking them to attend Wednesday night meetings. Some 
of them responded; others looked as if they feared even to touch 
the foreign thing: the ticket." The following Wednesday evening 
O'Reilly and several residents from the Nurses' Settlement 
reached the meeting hall at eight o'clock. "Then we sat and 
waited. Neither of the two women who had promised me 
faithfully that they would come to help organize put in an 
appearance .... By 9:30 we had seven women in the hall. We 
resolved to talk to these women and do what we could. It was of 
no use, only as a figurehead ... not more than two out of the 
seven understood English."40 

In part, women's apathy may have had to do with their 
attitudes toward work. Young women frequently viewed their 
years in the labor force as a short interval between girlhood and 
marriage. Understandably, many saw matrimony as liberation 
from the harsh, exhausting conditions of the workplace. Mar
riage did terminate New York working women's labor outside 
the home. Despite the fact that Jewish women in the Russian 
pale and eastern Europe frequently played central economic 
roles in their households, married women did so less frequently 
in America. Once ajewish woman married, she devoted herself 
to her home and family. In 1905, only 1 percent of]ewish wives 
worked outside the home. "No matter how great the poverty;' 
one investigation concluded,-"the Hebrew men seldom allow 
the women of the family to do the [clothing] work at home, 
even though they may have been shop-workers before mar
riage."41 Italian women were somewhat more likely to con
tinue as wage earners after marriage, in part because of the 
prevalence ofthe custom oftakingin industrial homework and 
in part because the economic need of Italians was probably 
greater. Nearly 5 percent of Italian wives worked outside the 
home in 1905-a figure that does not include married women 
who took in homework.42 

Women's day-to-day experiences at work no doubt reinforced 
their disinterest in unionizing and their anticipation oflibera
tion through marriage. Patterns of occupational segregation 
locked women into low-paying, low-status, unskilled female 
jobs in which they could exercise virtually no control over 
wages, hours, or work discipline. In the power hierarchy of the 
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workroom, visible authority figures-foremen, supervisors, 
factory owners-were male. "The workroom;' historian Leslie 
Woodcock Tentler writes, "represented a social world where 
one's sex mattered more than one's intelligence, personal re
sourcefulness, or physical attractiveness .... In sum, women 
rarely possessed power in the work situation, and they saw at 
work virtually no avenues for achieving power, individually or 
collectively. But women, unlike men, were permitted by the 
culture an acceptable personal and occupational identity en
tirely independent of paid employment."43 

Then, too, women's reluctance to organize may have re
flected very real fears of reprisal. Manufacturers often hired 
women because they regarded them as more tractable than 
men.44 They were also cheaper and, in the competitive eco
nomic life of New York City, employers depended upon 
women's cheap labor. For these reasons, they often strenuously 
resisted women's efforts to organize and frequently intim
idated their female employees. As one union leader told the 
WTUL, "We have done everything possible to make the women 
interested, but the bosses have compelled them not to go to the 
union."45 

Other factors also made organization difficult. The question 
of a meeting place, for example, was a serious problem for 
would-be women unionists. Many male unionists liked to hold 
evening meetings in saloons. Respectable young women, how
ever, could not attend meetings in beer halls or walk the streets 
alone at night. 

But women's resistance to unionization, although one factor 
that helps explain why so few women were organized, was not 
as important as the fact that male unionists usually manifested 
little interest in recruiting women. Although a number of the 
weak organizations among the city's marginal industries, such 
as the paper-box makers, worked hard to organize the women 
who made up the majority of the trades' work force, they were 
exceptional. Especially important to a discussion of New York 
City women was the fact that garment workers' unions at the 
turn of the century often did not consider women fit subjects for 
organization. "The East SideJewish tailor refuses to regard the 
industrial activities of the Jewish girls as worthy of serious 
attention;' one contemporary study concluded, "and thinks it is 
hopeless to expect the women employees to be unionists."46 

Despite the fact that unions in the needle trades organized 
semiskilled male workers such as pressers, they did not extend 
their attention to women. 
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Women often described shops in which men were unionized 
while they themselves were not. As a result, women worked 
longer hours and took wage reductions every time the men won 
improved conditions and wages. In her autobiographical novel, 
Out of the Shadow, Rose Cohen recalled such a situation in an 
1890s cloakshop: 

I had no idea what a union meant or what all this trouble 
was about. But I learned a little the next day. When I came in a 
little after six in the morning, I found only the three girls who 
wer~ at my table. Not a man except the boss was in the shop. 
The men came in about five minutes to seven and then stood or 
sat at the presser's table talking and joking quietly. The boss 
stood at his table brushing coats furiously. Every minute or so 
he glanced at the clock and his face looked black with anger. 

At the first stroke of seven the presser blew a whistle and 
every man went to his place. At a minute of twelve the presser 
again blew the whistle and the men went out to their noon 
meal. Those who remained in the shop ate without hurry and 
read their newspapers. The boss kept his eye on us girls. We 
began last, ate hurriedly, and sat down to work at once. Betsy 
looked at the men reading their newspapers and grumbled in a 
whisper, "This is what it means to belong to a union. You get a 
time to straighten out your bones .... " 

The men returned a little before one and sat waiting for the 
stroke of the clock and the presser's whistle. At seven in the 
evening when the presser blew his whistle the men rose almost 
with one movement, put away their work and turned out the 
lights over their tables and machines. We girls watched them 
go enviously and the boss turned his back toward the door.47 

Trade unionists' attitudes toward female workers were 
rooted both in the traditional animosity of skilled craftsmen 
toward unskilled laborers and in men's conceptions of feminin
ity and sex roles. Women workers were daughters, sisters, and 
future wives, not fellow workers. As the United Garment Work
ers' newspaper editorialized, "They are good citizens now, 
good workers, and we sincerely hope that they may all be good 
wives and mothers before very long, for better wives and 
mothers could not possibly be found."48 Male unionists often 
viewed women as flighty nuisances who lowered hard-won 
wage gains and conditions. "It is the men who suffer through 
the women who are employed in the manufacture of clothing;' 
one member of the United Garment Workers complained. 
"While the men through long years of struggle have succeeded 
in eliminating the contracting evil and the rotten system of 
piece work the girls . . . are now trying to deprive the older 
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members of the Garment Workers of the benefits because [they] 
... can afford to work for small wages and care nothing about 
the conditions of the trade."49 

The frequent refusals of unionists to acknowledge women as 
workers in their own right is well illustrated by the contention 
that women could afford to work for small wages. Throughout 
the early twentieth century, trade unionists as well as em
ployers argued that women worked for "pin money'' rather 
than from economic necessity. Because the overwhelming 
majority of New York City's working women were unmarried 
and lived with their parents, this argument went, they had no 
financial responsibilities and were free to spend their wages on 
clothes and entertainment. Despite the critical importance of 
womens earnings to the support of others, the pin-money 
argument persisted with remarkable tenacity. The use of it by 
trade unionists indicated their refusal to take women seriously. 

The difficulties that New York City women faced with orga
nized labor can be illustrated by looking at their experiences 
with the United Garment Workers of America, an AFL affiliate 
that organized workers in the men's clothing trades. Unskilled 
and semiskilled women constituted a substantial portion of the 
union's national membership: by 1902, 8,000 of the UGW's 
25,000 members were women. In the same year, 96 of the 
unions 179 locals either included women or were segregated 
womens unions. The picture, however, is misleading. The 
UGW was a conservative labor body that rarely sanctioned 
strikes. Instead, it used the union label as an organizing tactic. 
An employer could use the label if he agreed to employ only 
union workers, maintain minimal sanitary standards, comply 
with labor legislation, and "regulate hours and wages in accor
dance with union standards maintained in the locality."50 Be
cause many manufacturers found it to their advantage to use 
the label, they "unionized" their employees. In reality, then, 
many of the locals were company unions. In other instances, 
corrupt UGW officials made a lucrative business of selling the 
label to manufacturers. 

The national statistics are particularly misleading when 
compared to the UGWs record in New York City. In 1902, only 
two New York locals had women members. One was a German 
union ofBrooklyn tailor shops; the other was a women's local of 
overalls makers with about 90 members.51 Union officials in
terpreted women's poor showing in the city as a sign that 
immigrant women were incapable of organizing. One study 
noted that women UGW members were "practically all girls 
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born in America, frequently of Irish or German parentage; the 
majority, perhaps, of American parents." There was no more 
than a "slight sprinkling ofJewish and Polish women, probably 
not more than one percent of the total."52 In part, the UGWs 
lack of interest reflected that union's prejudice against immi
grants from southern and eastern Europe. But it also resulted 
from an unwillingness to organize women. This indifference 
was particularly noticeable in label policy. In theory, any man
ufacturer who used the UGW label had to maintain a union 
shop. In New York City, however, employers frequently hired 
nonunion women. Although the union occasionally threatened 
to withdraw the label from New York, this was never done. 
Instead, the UGW continued to negotiate contracts with em
ployers who hired unorganized women. 53 

The history of Leonora O'Reilly's unsuccessful shirtmakers' 
local, UGW Local 16, illuminates the indifference of UGW 
leadership to women's efforts to organize. Injune 1897, O'Reilly 
noted that the local had met, although the "meeting was not as 
large as it ought to be. The men sent word that, as yet, they are 
too busy with contractors to spare a minute to strengthen the 
organization of either men or women, but this week will end 
the strike and then the regular business of organization will 
begin."54 Somehow Local 16 never seemed to be included in the 
regular business of organization. When O'Reilly spoke to the 
UGW organizer, he agreed that it was important to organize 
women but never offered tangible assistance. O'Reilly could 
organize women if she pleased, but without financial or orga
nizational help from New York's UGW leadership. In the late 
1890s, Local 16 filed a formal protest at the UGW convention, 
stating that "the female garment workers have not been given 
the necessary cooperation by the other tailor unions" and ask
ing that the UGW organize the women in union shops, but the 
resolution had no effect.55 Without assistance, Local 16 failed. 
Al though the WTUL revived it for a short time, this women's 
union could not maintain itself without cooperation from the 
national body. 

The International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union proved 
more responsive than the UGW to women workers. The ILGWU 
originated in 1900 as a union of male cutters and pressers. 
From the beginning, the organization marked a departure 
from the "pure and simple" unionism represented by the 
American Federation of Labor. A union ofjewish immigrants, 
it was not characterized by the anti-immigrant prejudices that 
marked the United Garment Workers and the AFL as a whole. 
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Most ofthejewish men who founded the ILGWU were commit
ted socialists; counter to AFL policy, the new union encouraged 
workers to engage in political activity and s_aw no reason to 
separate political involvement from union organizing. Thus, 
the ILGWU early established for itself a reputation for political 
radicalism. Although ILGWU leaders were skilled craftsmen, 
the union pioneered a modified form of industrial unionism. 
Cutters maintained their own powerful locals in most branches 
of the women's clothing industry, but all other workers in a 
given branch organized together. 

Because women made up a much larger percentage of the 
work force in the women's garment industry than in the men's 
clothing trades, any strong union would have had to include 
women.By 1902, President Herman Grossman was attempting 
to affiliate with organizations of waistmakers, wrapper 
makers, and other trades that fell under ILGWU jurisidiction.56 

These organizations were small unions that appeared and 
disappeared sporadically as the result of spontaneous strikes in 
the women's trades. Next to nothing is known about them. Only 
two left any records. One, Local 12, was a waistmakers' union 
that affiliated with the ILGWU in 1901. Reefer makers also 
organized and amassed a large if temporary membership as 
the result of several general strikes early in the century. Because 
the memberships of these unions were transient and their 
treasuries were small, they could not weather slack seasons and 
usually failed within a season or two.57 The ILGWU, unlike the 
UGW, made some effort to give these small unions some finan
cial assistance and encouraged their organizing efforts. 
Nevertheless, the ILGWU did not undertake any significant 
organizing efforts itself. Provided that the shirtwaistmakers, 
the white goods workers, or other workers in the women's 
trades could organize themselves, the ILGWU would accept 
them as members. It is this theme that dominates the discus
sion of unionizing women in New York City at the turn of the 
century. Once organized, women would be incorporated into a 
union, but established unions would spend little time, effort, or 
money organizing them. If women were to be organized, they 
would have to do the job themselves. 

The Women's Trade Union League began its work in a dif
ficult time and place. It would have to devise ways to reach and 
organize young women who were unskilled, poorly paid, and 
temporary. Its members would have to learn to communicate 
with immigrants who spoke no English and who knew little 
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about American industrial society. Finally, its members would 
have to find ways to adapt union structures created for skilled 
men to unskilled women and to convince indifferent or hostile 
trade unionists to organize and accept women as their sisters 
and their equals. 



CHAPTER 2 

The League Begins Its Work 

The New York Women's Trade Union League was slow to 
begin unionizing women. Meeting first at University Settlement 
and, by the spring of 1904, in its own tenement headquarters on 
the corner of East First Street and Second Avenue, the individu
als who formed the WfUL devoted nearly two years to recruit
ing allies, trade unionists, and women workers and establish
ing a viable cross-class coalition. Realizing that the success of 
the New York league would depend upon its ability to appeal to 
both workers and allies, William English Walling recruited its 
first members carefully. He envisioned an organization in 
which "women of college education were to give ideas, women 
of social position to use their influence to create a social sensi
tiveness and the women in the trades to supply the practical 
information." 1 

'Two working women, Margaret Daly and Leonora O'Reilly, 
were Walling's first recruits. Daly, an overalls worker, an officer 
of the United Garment Workers' Overalls Makers' Local No. 92, 
and a national organizer for the UGW, served as the leagues 
president in 1904. One of the few women at the turn of the 
century to build a successful career as a union organizer and 
business agent, Daly traveled throughout the United States 
negotiating union label agreements with men's clothing man
ufacturers. From the outset, however, Daly was ambivalent 
about the goals and membership policies of the WfUL and, 
despite her office, rarely took an active role in the fledgling 
organization. Despite WfUL attempts to keep her by supple
menting her UGW salary, she decided to stay with her union. 
Daly resigned the presidency in 1905 and played virtually no 
role in league activities thereafter.2 

Leonora O'Reilly, however, became one of the New York 
leagues most influential members. When Walling contacted 
her about the WfUL she was thirty-three years old, a resident of 
Asacog House, a Brooklyn settlement, and worked as a sewing 
instructor at the Manhattan Trade School. An outspoken indi
vidual with a keen sense of humor and quick temper, O'Reilly 
grew up in a desperately impoverished Irish working-class 
family. She began work in a New York City shirt factory when 
she was eleven. O'Reilly's introduction to trade unionism came 
through the Knights of Labor. Her mother, a seamstress "pas-

34 
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sionately devoted to labor ;'3 was active in the Knights and took 
her daughter to their meetings. In 1887, when Leonora was 
sixteen, she, too, was initiated into the order. 

After the Knights' decline in the early 1890s, O'Reilly, still a 
factory operative, was active in a variety of women's and reform 
organizations. Throughout the decade she worked sporadically 
with a struggling union of women shirtmakers, United Gar
ment Workers Local No. 16. Although she came away from this 
initial organizing experience frustrated by male unionists' at
titudes toward women, she wholeheartedly supported the 
league policy of cooperating with the labor movement. "Keep at 
it until we get the best 1rade Unionists believing in us;' she 
penned on the back of Wallings letter inviting her to join the 
league.4 O'Reilly was also active briefly in the Working Girls 
Clubs, which she hoped would take the lead in unionizing 
female wage earners. Only organizations such as the clubs, she 
maintained, could break down the "false pride, the shrinking 
into their narrow customary sphere, and the fear of foolish 
strikes which keeps working women from any kind of large 
industrial union."5 

O'Reilly came to the WTUL already familiar with the ideal of 
sisterhood: cooperation between working-class and upper
class women was a reality for her. "Are we not all sisters of one 
another;' she asked in an early speech, "and should not a 
woman's heart thrill at being called upon for help?"6 In her 
attempts to organize shirtmakers, O'Reilly had had the support 
of Lillian Wald and Lavinia Dock of the Henry Street Nurses' 
Settlement. Through her involvement with the Working 
Womens Society, which she helped found in 1886, O'Reilly 
became a friend and admirer of]osephine Shaw Lowell. Most 
important in shaping O'Reilly's views was a close and long
lasting friendship with Louise Perkins, a wealthy Boston 
teacher interested in labor and reform causes, whom O'Reilly 
came to know through the Working Women's Society. Through
out the last decade of the nineteenth century and the first years 
of the twentieth, Perkins, whom O'Reilly addressed as "Big 
Sister;' served as her mentor and benefactress, helping direct 
O'Reilly's personal goals and social concerns. In 1897, Perkins 
provided O'Reilly with a personal income that enabled her to 
leave her job as a shirt factory forewoman, take up residence at 
the Henry Street Settlement, and embark on an industrial edu
cation course at the Pratt Institute. Once she had finished the 
Pratt program, O'Reilly directed her interests to vocational 
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education, opening a model sewing shop at the nurses' settle
ment and helping to establish the Manhattan Trade School.7 

In 1901, when O'Reilly was head resident at Asacog House, 
she became friends with Margaret and Mary Dreier, who served 
on the settlement's board of directors. Among her first sugges
tions to Walling was that the Dreier sisters be invited to join the 
league. From early 1904, they offered their time and generous 
financial backing to the organization. 

Margaret and Mary Dreier grew up in Brooklyn Heights, 
daughters of a German-American businessman who had made 
a substantial fortune in the English iron industry. His wealth, 
which the five Dreier children inherited upon his death in 1897, 
enabled them to live independently, pursuing their individual 
interests in the arts and social reform. The Dreiers' German 
Evangelical household was an affectionate and happy one, in 
which the children were imbued with a strong sense of disci
pline and individual moral responsibility. 

Margaret Dreier, the eldest <laughter, was thirty-six when she 
joined the New York WTUL. Until her late twenties, "Gretch
en's" life fit the conventional pattern of a young woman of 
leisure-traveling abroad to visit relatives in Germany, study
ing history and philosophy with tutors, and "seeing friends, 
going to luncheons, receptions, dinners, and a round of parties, 
concerts, and opera."8 Her first ventures in social service as a 
volunteer for Brooklyn Hospitals Women's Auxiliary and as a 
member of the State Charities Aid Association's visiting com
mittee for state insane asylums fit the pattern of genteel philan
thropy. Seeing the effects of poverty firsthand in the Brooklyn 
Hospitals wards prompted Margaret Dreier to question the 
value of conventional charity. It was all very well to see that the 
poor were comfortable and cared for in hospitals, but such 
work did not touch the causes of poverty. 

In 1903, Margaret joined the Women's Municipal League and, 
with social investigator Frances Kellar, conducted an exhaus
tive investigation of employment agencies. After months of 
painstaking research, the two women systematically docu
mented the connection between organized prostitution and the 
agencies that placed young immigrant and southern black 
women into domestic service. As chairwoman of the Women's 
Municipal League's legislative committee, Margaret Dreier 
traveled frequently to Albany to testify about her findings and 
to lobby for new legislation that would regulate employment 
agencies' practices. The investigation proved to be a turning 
point in her life. It helped channel her heretofore unfocused 
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interests into a specific concern for women workers. Equally 
important, Dreier learned through her successful investigative 
and lobbying work that she possessed gifts for organizing, for 
persuading, and for communicating her knowledge and her 
concern to others-in short, she learned that she could accom
plish significant work. 

Leonora O'Reilly persuaded Margaret Dreier to join the 
WfUL in the spring of 1904. Early in 1905, Dreier became the 
New York leagues president. A dynamic, vital individual, Mar
garet undoubtedly would have been the driving force behind 
the New York branch. Early in the spring of 1905, however, she 
met and fell in love with Raymond Robins, a Chicago-based 
political reformer, settlement house worker, and Social Gospel 
preacher. A few months later, they were married. The couple 
returned to Chicago, where they set up housekeeping in a 
cold-water flat on the west side and immersed themselves in 
the exciting reform activities of the city. While her husband 
devoted himself to municipal reform, Margaret joined the 
Chicago WfUL. In 1907, she was elected president ofboth the 
Chicago and the national branches of the Women's Trade Union 
League. As president of the national league, an office she held 
until 1922, and through her close, affectionate relationship 
with her younger sister Mary, Margaret Dreier continued to 
influence the policies of the New York WfUL.9 

Mary Dreier was twenty-nine when she joined the league in 
1904. She and Margaret were a study in contrasts: Margaret 
was assertive and confident; Mary self-effacing and quiet. A 
beautiful, gracious woman with striking blue eyes, Mary Dreier 
had occupied herself with family affairs and social life and had 
dabbled in a variety of philanthropic activities before she joined 
the WfUL. In 1904, she was a student at the New York School of 
Philanthropy. After Margaret married, Mary Dreier became the 
New York leagues president. Assuming leadership was very 
difficult at the beginning. Public speaking, in particular, was 
terrifying. "I am going to make my maiden speech tonight on 
'The Value of the Union Label from the Point of View of the 
Consumer' and I am scared stiff;' she confided to Margaret 
Robins. "[I] worked 4 or 5 hours over this foolish little address 
which lasts 6 or 7 minutes and still I am scared."10 Quickly, 
however, Dreier gained confidence and learned to be a capable 
speaker and organizer. "How Mary has developed and 'come 
out' without losing any of the gentler more lovable qualities;' 
one observer noted, "she is the dearest of people, as well as 
being so much besides." 11 
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Both Margaret and Mary Dreier were strangers to the labor 
movement in 1904. Neither had had any direct contact with 
working women. Nevertheless, both immediately embraced 
the cause of trade unionism with almost religious fervor. For 
both women, the labor movement came to hold immense 
personal and social as well as economic significance. Unions 
were agencies for personal development and self-expression, 
for education in democratic ideals, and for a "sense of fellow
ship." As Margaret Dreier Robins explained, "The chief social 
gain of the Union Shop is not its generally better wages and 
shorter hours, but rather the incentive it offers for initiative and 
social leadership . . . and the sense of fellowship, indepen
dence, and group strength it develops." 12 Once committed to 
organized labor, the Dreier sisters never hesitated to lend their 
support to labor causes in the early twentieth century. In 1906, 
both women publicly demonstrated against the forced extradi
tion of leaders of the Western Federation of Miners in the 
murder trial of the governor of Idaho. Both took a vigorous 
stand against the use of judicial injunctions to break strikes and 
boycotts. Unlike many progressive reformers, they never wa
vered in their support of the closed shop. 

Throughout 1904, the Dreier sisters, Walling, O'Reilly, and a 
handful of additional members publicized their work among 
social reform organizations, settlement houses, socialist wom
en's groups, and suffrage societies. They formed a speakers' 
bureau with lectures on such topics as "Trade Unions and 
Public Opinion," "Organize or Perish;' "Club Women and 
Working Women;' and "The Settlement and the Working 
Woman." This recruitment campaign met with enthusiastic 
responses among upper-class women. As one early league 
member concluded, "I look about me here in New York and see 
hundreds of energetic enthusiastic earnest young women of 
independent means who are positively zealous to do some real 
practical commonsense work for humanity. In the League we 
furnish ... a field for work and for study without that condes
cension which is the curse of most altruistic work."13 Early 
league meetings were especially popular with settlement resi
dents. Women and men from the College, Henry Street, Green
wich, University, and Normal College Alumnae settlements 
attended early league gatherings. Well-known settlement resi
dents Lillian Wald, Lavinia Dock, Mary Simkhovitch, Elizabeth 
Williams, and Jane Robbins and reformers Walter Weyl and 
Robert Hunter were enthusiastic participants. Contacts with 
socialist women's organizations led to a working relationship 
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with the Women's Committee of the New York Socialist party. 
Speeches to women's clubs, charity groups, reform associa
tions, and suffrage organizations attracted such women as 
Mary Beard; Henrietta Rodman, a radical feminist; journalist 
Rheta Childe Dorr; suffragist Harriot Stanton Blatch; and social 
investigators Mary Van Kleeck, Kate Claghorn, and Frances 
Kellar. 

Gertrude Barnum and Helen Marat were among the indi
viduals who attended early meetings and stayed to play impor
tant roles in the league. Barnum was the national WfULs first 
organizer, and Marat worked for nearly ten years as the New 
York league's permanent staff secretary. 

Gertrude Barnum had come to New York from Chicago, 
where she had been active in the settlement movement and had 
helped establish the Chicago WfUL. Like most early members, 
she was in her midthirties and independently wealthy. In the 
early 1890s, Barnum, the daughter of a prominent Chicago 
attorney and federal judge, spent a year at the University of 
Wisconsin. She found student life in Madison unappealing, 
however, and returned home, where she rebelled against her 
parents by refusing a debutante ball. Chicago society, she de
cided, like university life, was unfulfilling and divorced from 
reality. At Hull House she found meaningful work and the 
company of other young women who rejected traditional roles. 
Barnum devoted herself to the settlement movement at Hull 
House and at Henry Booth House through 1903. Gradually, 
however, she became impatient with settlement work, decid
ing that only through a career in the labor movement could she 
attack poor working conditions in a direct and effective fash
ion. Early in 1904, she helped establish both the Chicago and 
the New York leagues.14 

Helen Marat was living in Greenwich Village and working as 
a child-labor investigator for the New York Child Labor Com
mittee when she learned about the WfUL. A forceful, serious 
woman, she was thirty-five when she joined the league. Marat, 
the daughter of a well-to-do publisher, grew up in a Phil
adelphia Quaker family. When she was in her late twenties, she 
and her lifelong companion, Caroline Pratt, opened a reading 
room that stocked socialist and labor literature. The small 
library soon became a popular gathering place for Philadelphia 
reformers and socialists. Pratt, also an active WfUL ally and a 
progressive educator who later founded the New York City and 
Country School, recalled that "people of all shades of 
radicalism came there-Single Taxers, Socialists, philosophical 
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anarchists-attracted by the unusual books and periodicals, 
and no less by the opportunity for discussion."15 In 1899, 

Marat's interest in labor and social reform took a more active 
turn. She and Pratt carried out an investigation of Philadelphia 
tailors' working conditions for the United States' Industrial 
Commission. The investigation marked a watershed in her 
career. As one biographer stated, it "transformed her from a 
studious librarian of pacifist tendency into a belligerent activ
ist."16 Marat became a socialist, moved into a Philadelphia 
settlement, and took on a new assignment investigating child 
labor for the Association of Neighborhood Workers. Her work 
with the Child Labor Association brought her to New York, 
where she soon gained a reputation as an efficient and 
thorough social investigator. After she became the league's 
secretary in 1906, Marat promptly spearheaded a drive to orga
nize the city's office workers. She was one of the founding 
members of a union for bookkeepers, stenographers, and 
accountants. 17 

As a group, WTUL allies shared a number of characteris
tics .18 Without exception, they were wealthy.Just how wealthy 
they were cannot be determined, however, for their family 
backgrounds are often impossible to trace. Several, like Mar
garet and Mary Dreier, were affluent, indeed. But, with the 
exception oflrene and Alice Lewisohn, daughters ofthe copper 
magnate, and Carola Woerishoffer, daughter ofan exceedingly 
wealthy investment banker, allies did not come from the 
families of major nineteenth-century industrialists. Many allies 
were exceptionally well educated. Of twenty-seven allies active 
in the organization before World War I, twelve were college 
graduates and at least two others had attended. Several held 
law degrees. Almost all were single. Finally, by early 1905, 
virtually all allies were women. Although nothing in the 
WTULs constitution or policies specified a female member
ship, male reformers did not stay to assume permanent roles. 
Even William English Walling lost interest in the league. In 
1905, fascinated with the Russian revolutionary movement, he 
left for two years of observing the revolution firsthand. After he 
returned to the United States, a new commitment to socialism 
led to active involvement with the Socialist party, and a new 
interest in race relations led him to help found the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 1908. 

Both concerns eclipsed his involvement with the WTUL.19 

Virtually every ally came to the WTUL with experience in 
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social reform or philanthropic activities. Most of the older 
members had been active in charity societies as friendly 
visitors. Some had belonged to the New York City Consumers' 
League or the Women's Municipal League. Others had coordi
nated activities of working girls' clubs, employment bureaus, 
and trade schools. Others, such as Mary Van Kleeck and Louise 
Odencrantz, both of the Russell Sage Foundation, had already 
established reputations as social investigators. A few, such as 
Harriot Stanton Blatch, already noted for her suffrage work 
when she joined the league in 1904, came directly from feminist 
organizations. 

The involvement of the allies in philanthropic and reform 
activities followed a common progression. Genteel charity 
work such as friendly visiting usually provided their initial 
experience in social service. Friendly visiting supposedly pro
vided moral uplift among the poor by encouraging habits 
conducive to hard work and clean living. Despite charity 
societies' condescension and their limited understanding of the 
causes of poverty, friendly visiting was a valuable experience for 
many allies. It exposed intelligent, sheltered, upper-class 
women to living and working conditions they would never have 
seen otherwise, and it fostered the beginnings of their discon
tent with American society. Charity work also enabled allies to 
realize the inadequacies of traditional nineteenth-century ex
planations of poverty as the result of individual moral failure 
and led them to question American social and economic in
stitutions. As Elsie Cole, a young Vassar graduate who joined 
the WTUL in its first years, stated, her work as a placement 
secretary for the Association of Working Girls' Societies was "a 
great opportunity for an interested observer of the actual work
ings of this blessed old capitalistic system of ours."20 

Once a woman became disenchanted with traditional wel
fare work, she often turned to a settlement house. Because 
settlements frequently sponsored industrial investigations, al
lies were often knowledgeable about working conditions. But 
settlements offered no solutions to the problems that con
fronted the urban poor. Gertrude Barnum explained in 1905, 

I myself have graduated from the Settlement into the trade 
union. As I became more familiar with the conditions around 
me, I began to feel that while the Settlement was undoubtedly 
doing a great deal to make the lives of working people less grim 
and hard, the work was not fundamental. It introduced into 
their lives books and flowers and music, and it gave them a 



42 As Equals and As Sisters 

place to meet and see their friends or leave their babies when 
they went out to work, but it did not raise their wages or 
shorten their hours.21 

Personal considerations also influenced upper-class women 
to join the WfUL. Restless and discontented, they, like many 
middle- and upper-class women, were searching for meaning
ful work in a society that offered them few opportunities for 
vocational expression. A conviction that their lives were essen
tially childlike was a theme that dominated allies' comments 
about themselves and their backgrounds. Part of their motiva
tion for joining the WfUL was an intense desire to experience 
"real life" by vicarious, empathic identification with working 
women. Mary Dreier, for instance, wrote her sister Margaret 
about how important it was to her to complete her thesis at the 
New York School of Philanthropy. "I shall feel real satisfaction 
in doing that, which may seem very childish to you two who 
have done so many real things but to me who have so seldom 
gone through with things begun it will mean a lot ."22 Mary 
Dreier also reflected upon the differences between her life with 
the league and the lives of her older sisters Dorothea and 
Katharine. They "should just once get into a strike and forget 
themselves;' she decided. "If they could only once be made to 
endure hardship and discomfort for a cause of someone else 
they would understand."23 

The backgrounds of three New York allies, Maud Younger, 
Elizabeth Dutcher, and Carola Woerishoffer, illustrate allies' 
personal motivations for joining the WTUL and their pro
gression from charity work to trade union organizing. 

Maud Younger was an early executive board member and the 
chairwoman of the league's waitresses committee. She grew up 
in San Francisco and, until she was thirty, lived with her 
parents, occupying herself with music, travel, social gather
ings, and charity work. In 1903, while passing through New 
York on her way to Europe, Younger visited College Settlement. 
The visit apparently tapped a wellspring of discontent with her 
life as an aging debutante. Within a few days she cancelled her 
European trip and moved into the settlement. Once a settle
ment resident, Younger began to take an interest in women 
workers on the lower East Side, which led her to undertake an 
independent investigation of waitresses' working conditions. 
By taking a series of positions as a waitress and keeping a 
detailed journal of her experiences, she constructed a valuable, 
albeit romanticized, documentary.24 During her investigation, 
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Younger met women interested in forming a union of restau
rant workers. Although she was dubious at first about trade 
unionism, the conditions she encountered in New York City 
restaurants and hotels persuaded her of the necessity for orga
nization. In 1905, she joined the WTUL and helped organize a 
small, independent waitresses' union.25 

Elizabeth Dutcher also served on the league's executive board 
and was active in WTUL efforts to organize retail clerks. 
Dutcher grew up in Brooklyn, graduated from Vassar in 1901, 
and spent the years immediately after graduation engaging in a 
variety of philanthropic activities. She conducted sewing and 
cooking classes for immigrant children, worked for the Charity 
Organization Society, and did friendly visiting for the Brooklyn 
Bureau of Charities. Gradually she became involved in trade 
union activities as an outgrowth of her charity work in factory 
neighborhoods. She joined the league in 1906 and the Socialist 
party a short time later.26 

Carola Woerishoffer, one of the wealthiest New York league 
members, grew up in a progressive family: her grandmother, 
Anna Uhl Otterndorfer, was editor of the New Yorker Staats
Zeitung; her mother took an active role in organizations work
ing for protective labor legislation and a progressive income 
tax. Carola graduated from Bryn Mawr in 1907 with a com
bined major in philosophy and economics. Immediately after 
graduation she moved to Greenwich House and joined the New 
York City Consumers' League. During the summer of 1907 
Woerishoffer conducted an investigation of conditions in New 
York City steam laundries for the Consumers' League. "I under
took when I began working in laundries;' she wrote to Florence 
Kelley, "to find out as nearly as I could how it would feel to have 
the amount of money that I could earn with my strength, 
without skill."27 The laundry investigation prompted her to join 
the WTUL. 

Allies were crucial for the league's daily functioning. Origi
nally, Walling had hoped that the labor movement would help 
defray the league's expenses, but the city's unions never gave 
substantial assistance. The league soon became solvent, how
ever, thanks to the contributions of affluent individuals. Among 
the most generous were Irene and Alice Lewisohn, who played 
little role in day-to-day activities but could be counted on to 
help finance activities. When members decided that they 
needed a full-time secretary, for instance, the Lewisohn sisters 
paid Helen Marat's salary. They underwrote the expenses of a 
"model" unionized laundry in a campaign to organize the city's 
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laundry workers. Margaret and Mary Dreier and Carola Woer
ishoff er also made frequent contributions to the New York 
league. When Woerishoffer joined, she presented a check for 
five thousand dollars instead of the customary two-dollar initi
ation fee. In 1910, she donated ten thousand dollars to establish 
a permanent strike fund. During strikes, allies met bail and 
legal costs. Few financial records survive from the WTUL's early 
years, but those that are extant illustrate the importance of 
wealthy sympathizers. From March 1906 to March 1907, the 
league's expenses totaled $3250.55. Two-thirds of that amount 
came from allies. Most of the rest came from dues, initiation 
fees, and room rentals. Only $61.00 came directly from city 
labor unions. 28 

In addition to their financial contributions, many allies pro
vided useful services. Bertha Rembaugh and Madeline Doty, 
feminist attorneys, provided free legal counsel to women work
ers. Louise Odencrantz and Mary Van Kleeck, carried out de
tailed investigations of industrial conditions. Rheta Childe 
Dorr, had valuable contacts with the local press. Then, too, a 
significant number of allies remained in the organization for 
many years, thus providing continuity and stability. 

Trade unionists were the second group the league worked to 
recruit. Late in 1903, Walling sent letters to every union in 
trades that included women, urging them to send representa
tives. He scheduled the first meetings for late Sunday after
noons, at the hour when the New York City Central Federated 
Union's sessions adjourned, in the hope that CFU delegates, who 
also met at University Settlement, would participate. The first 
meetings attracted a small group of unionists from trades with 
large numbers of women. Men from the International Ladies' 
Garment Workers' Union and its waistmakers' local, the 
paper-box makers' union, the Shirt, Waist, and Laundry Work
ers' International Union, the Cigar Makers, the United Cloth 
Hat and Cap Makers, and the United Garment Workers at
tended. 

Unlike prospective allies, unionists were wary about the 
leagues purpose, methods, and usefulness. The most vocal 
participants in the first meetings, they voiced reservations 
about an organization composed so heavily of outsiders and 
stipulated that the WTUL was not to interfere in the unions' 
internal affairs. Despite the fact that the unionists who at
tended early WTUL meetings represented trades made up al
most entirely of unskilled workers, they were adamant about 
adhering to American Federation of Labor principles. As the 
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president of the paper-box makers' union stated, "If this is a 
pure and simple trade organization, I am willing to support it, 
but I could not take part with anything that is going to be 
detrimental to the organization. We expect to control."29 

The league's first members, allies and unionists alike, were 
united in the opinion that the WTUL should defer to labor 
movement policies and decisions. From the start, the New York 
league assumed a subordinate stance. The league's deference to 
the AFL and its New York City affiliates derived in part from 
allies' sensitivity about their own class backgrounds in a period 
marked by distrust between the labor movement and the pub
lic. But the WTUL's initial identification with the AFL indicated 
more than a desire to please labor leaders and to establish a 
good working relationship. Despite the members' belief in 
sisterhood, official league ideology stressed that the problems 
women faced in the work force were to be attributed more to 
their economic role as workers than to their social role as 
women. Thus, the best way to improve women's position as 
workers was to integrate them into the established labor 
movement. 

League members discovered that establishing relations with 
trade union men was easier than recruiting the women workers 
who surrounded the WTUL in East Side factories and shops. 
Few women wage earners took a sustained interest in the 
league during its first years. From late 1903 through 1906, when 
the league rarely had more than fifty members, uppper-class 
women dominated numerically. With the exception of Mar
garet Daly, who never assumed an active role, all of the first 
officers and a small majority of the original executive board 
members were allies. Sometimes places on the executive board 
and committees were left vacant because no working woman 
could be found to fill them. As Mary Dreier summarized the 
situation as late as 1907, "The allies ... control because the 
unionists are not as regular and not as active in the work."30 

The league's first members established vague guidelines for 
recruiting women workers. They stressed that their work 
should be "personal," from "girl to girl in the shops."31 They 
were determined to shed any vestige of what Leonora O'Reilly 
described as "the attitude of the Lady with something to give to 
her sisters."32 But such advice provided little concrete guidance. 

Allies, however, anticipated no difficulties in recruiting 
working women or in relating to them once they were mem
bers. Women could, they believed, surmount social and ethnic 
differences and unite on the basis of their femininity. In this 
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respect, the Womens Trade Union League embodied the prin
ciples of early twentieth-century feminism. A conviction that 
women could relate to one another across class lines in the 
spirit of sisterhood and an emphasis on the special qualities 
that women shared linked the league to the larger woman 
movement. One of the major ideological themes of early 
twentieth-century feminism was the notion that women were 
different, emotionally and culturally, from men. As Rheta 
Childe Dorr expresssed this ideology, 

"Women now form a new social group, separate and to a 
degree homogeneous . Already they have evolved a group opin
ion and a group ideal. . .. Society will soon be compelled to 
make a serious survey of the opinions and ideals of women. As 
far as these have found collective expression, it is evident that 
they differ very radically from accepted opinions and ideals of 
men .... It is inevitable that this should be so. Back of the 
differences lie centuries of different habits, different duties, 
different ambitions, different rewards.33 

League members used the term sisterhood to convey the idea 
that clas~_ was less important than gender for understanding 
women's status. The primary social dichotomy was a sex dis
tinction rooted in differences between men and women. 
Women, league members believed, shared distinct emotional 
qualities: they were more gentle and moral than men, more 
sensitive and responsive to human needs. They were, in short, 
instinctively maternal. "Some ofus who are not really mothers 
in the narrow sense express the mother instinct in the sense of 
social motherhood;' Leonora O'Reilly stated.34 

This ideal of sisterhood was not very helpful in the early 
efforts to recruit women workers. Members' first attempts 
reflected their inexperience. They began by holding Sunday 
teas. These "sociables" were designed to "stir up enthusiasm 
among the girls" by "drinking tea and discussing unionism." 
Entertainment was a feature of each tea, and guests were 
treated to music, dancing, and refreshments. Women from a 
variety of trades were invited to each party to give them a 
chance to discuss common problems and experiences. The 
gracious league socials must have been awkward affairs. The 
few young women workers who attended were stiff and shy in 
the presence of solicitous league ladies. 

Discomfort cut both ways. Despite the allies' belief in sister
hood, they often found it difficult to relate to working women. 
"Some of the girls were simply splendid," Mary Dreier wrote 
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Margaret Robins about a league picnic. "There were four how
ever who seemed to me the limit-giggly girls whose sole 
interest in life was boys and how to attract them, and they did 
not hesitate to address any young fellow that passed them .... I 
don't know how to manage that sort of a girl, I don't understand 
the type-I can get on very well with the tomboy ones,-of 
which there were a few also-the other kind seem sort of 
oversexed and unwholesome, and I don't like them."35 

Teas, picnics, dances, and parties were always part of the 
league's program. But members soon realized that teas were 
not a very effective recruiting method. Late in 1905, the WTUL 
began to supplement its sociables with more aggressive tactics. 
Helen Marat and Leonora O'Reilly introduced daily street meet
ings. Every day at noon and in the early evening, league 
speakers set up a platform, unfurled their banner, and 
"preached the gospel of trade unionism at and near the factory 
door." New York league members were proud of their street 
rallies. In part, their pride stemmed from the fact that they had 
discovered an effective and forceful way to reach working 
women. But allies were also pleased with themselves for shed
ding the conventions of proper femininity. At the time that the 
league decided to hold street meetings, Mary Dreier recalled 
proudly, not even suffragists dared use such a tactic.36 

Gradually, the WTUL attracted several dozen working 
women. Several were skilled craftswomen and members of 
AFL unions in their own trades. Women from the bookbinders' 
female local and the goldleaf layers' union were always in 
attendance. Seven representatives from these two women's 
bookbinders' unions served on the league's executive board 
from 1905 through 1909. A representative from the Commer
cial Telegraphers' Union, Hilda Svenson,joined the WTUL dur
ing an unsuccessful strike in 1907 and remained an executive 
board member and an organizer for the league until 1920, 
when she married. A representative from the Boot and Shoe 
Makers' Union attended regularly. Other than the bookbinders, 
however, the New York league had little success attracting 
female craft unionists to the organization. The cigar makers 
did not send a woman representative to the league until 1911, 
and women in the International 'Iypographical Union were 
reported as disinterested in the league's work.37 Rarely did the 
New York local, ITU No. 6, send representatives. In addition, 
the craft union representatives who did attend league meetings 
always remained aloof from the day-to-day work. "They are 
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queer for they ... never take us into their confidences or ask 
our advice;' Mary Dreier said of the women bookbinders in the 
league. "It is very disappointing .... They are not exactly in the 
square with us, never regarded us as friends really."38 

Most of the women workers on the league's executive board 
and on committees came from the men's and women's garment 
trades. YoungJewish women from the ILGWU shirtwaist mak
ers' local as well as the male officers of that union maintained a 
close working relationship. Women from United Garment 
Workers' locals of overalls makers, buttonhole finishers, and 
vestmakers made up another large contingent. Capmakers, 
milliners, hat trimmers, white-goods workers, and neckwear 
makers served on the executive board from time to time. Unlike 
the representatives from the craft unions, these women gar
ment workers were, in the main,Jewish immigrants. Although 
most of the working women attracted to the league were 
industrial laborers, a few service workers joined from time to 
time. Over the first few years, a waitress, a laundry worker, and 
several retail clerks and clerical workers sat on the executive 
board. 

Very little personal data can be found on these WTUL mem
bers.39 Most apparently did not stay longer than a year or two. 
Although many sat on the executive board, few took active, 
vocal roles. Many apparently lost interest and drifted away; 
others appear to have left the labor movement altogether when 
they married. It is clear, however, that the working-class league 
members were hardly a monolithic group.Jewish and Gentile, 
skilled and unskilled, socialist and conservative working 
women found their way to the WTUL in its early years. These 
divisions were typified by two working women who joined the 
league in its first years and remained to play major roles, Rose 
Schneiderman and Melinda Scott. 

Rose Schneiderman, a capmaker, joined the league early in 
1905. She was a WTUL leader until the organization disbanded 
fifty years later. In many respects, the background Schneider
man brought to the WTUL as a twenty-three-year-old Jewish 
immigrant typified the experiences of young East Side women 
in the early twentieth century. Schneiderman was born in a 
small Polish village to OrthodoxJewish parents, both of whom 
worked in the needle trades. Her father was a tailor, her mother 
a custom seamstress. When Rose was eight, the family emi
grated to New York and settled on Ludlow Street, a crowded 
tenement neighborhood on the lower East Side. Two years 
later, Rose's father died, leaving the family destitute. For several 
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years the children were shuttled between orphanages and rela
tives while the family depended upon charity and the meager 
sums Rose's mother could earn by taking in boarders and home 
sewing. A shy, serious girl forced early into an adult role, Rose 
left school to go to work when she was thirteen. Her earnings of 
two dollars for a sixty-four-hour week as a department store 
cash girl were essential to her family's subsistence. In 1898, 
discouraged by retail clerks' low wages, Schneiderman took a 
job as a cap-lining maker, although her mother objected that 
factory work was not "genteel." Like most young immigrant 
women, Rose knew nothing of trade unionism during her first 
years at work. In 1902, however, Roses mother moved the 
family to Montreal. There, Rose befriended a family named 
Kellert who introduced her to trade unionism and socialism. 
When Rose returned to New York the next year, she began to 
notice disparities between her working conditions and those of 
the unionized men in her shop. "The men had organized 
already;' she recalled, "and had gained some advantages, but 
the bosses had lost nothing, as they took it out on us."40 In the 
winter of 1903, Schneiderman and two other young women 
capmakers organized the twelve women in their factory and 
asked the United Cloth Hat and Cap Makers' Union for a 
charter. The all-male union, a successfulJewish socialist orga
nization, had never attempted to organize the women in the 
trade, but union officials told Schneiderman that if she could 
recruit twenty-five women they would charter a female local. 
Within a few days, she returned with twenty-five signed mem
bership cards, the union was chartered, and she was elected 
secretary. The women's local was successful. By 1905, it had 
several hundred members and was strong enough to win a 
Saturday half-holiday. 

These first years of trade union activity were exhilarating for 
Schneiderman, who quickly became a skilled organizer and 
speaker. They were years of personal transformation as well. 
Once a lonely, unhappy young woman, she became an eager 
participant in the exciting intellectual and political activities of 
East Side radical circles. "It was such an exciting time for me;' 
she remembered later. "A new life opened up. All ofa sudden I 
was not lonely anymore. It was the beginning of a period that 
molded all my subsequent development." Despite her mother's 
warning that she would not find a husband if she continued her 
new activities, Rose joined the Socialist party and the Manhat
tan Liberal Club and played an increasingly active role in her 
union. The capmakers elected her to their general executive 
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board and as a delegate to the Central Federated Union. Its 
organizers also began to ask her to speak to women capmakers 
throughout New York and New Jersey, and her diminutive 
figure and flaming red hair became a familiar sight on union 
soapboxes. Once, early in 1904, Schneiderman attended a 
WfUL meeting, but she came away skeptical about the organi
zation's goals and membership. "I could understand why work
ing women ... joined, but I could not believe that men and 
women who were not wage-earners themselves understood the 
problems that workers faced;' she recalled.41 

Schneiderman revised her unfavorable impression during an 
industry-wide capmakers' strike in the winter of 1905. Al
though it eventually ended with a union victory, the protest 
against employers' attempts to establish an open shop was a 
bitter struggle that dragged on for more than three months. 
During the strike, Margaret Dreier called on Schneiderman and 
offered the league's assistance. Impressed with Dreier's 
sympathetic interest and with the WfULs ability to get favor
able newspaper publicity for the strike, Schneiderman joined 
the league immediately after the strike was settled. 

Schneiderman was the first worker and labor organizer to 
devote herself fully to league work. She brought invaluable 
skills and knowledge to the WfUL-a fact that league leaders 
appreciated. A few months after she joined, the New York 
league elected her vice-president. In 1907, Irene Lewisohn pro
vided her with a stipend of forty-one dollars a month, which 
enabled her to quit factory work and devote herself to organiz
ing for the WfUL during the day and attending the Rand School 
in the evenings. 

Schneiderman came to the league from the turbulent world 
of early twentieth-century Jewish radicalism. Melinda Scott, on 
the other hand, who joined the league early in 1907, came from 
a conservative craft-union tradition. Scott was an English
woman who grew up in Manchester and emigrated to the 
United States when she was sixteen. She was a hat trimmer by 
trade. In the predominantly female millinery industry, hat 
trimming was an elite trade. Trimmers were skilled crafts
women who commanded far higher wages than other milli
nery workers or women industrial workers generally. Around 
the turn of the century, Scott organized the Newark, New 
Jersey, trimmers into a separate women's union. Scott's organi-
zation admitted only skilled women trimmers and maintained 
a self-sustaining treasury-a remarkable achievement for a 
women's union at that time. Although affiliated with the 
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long-standing relationship with a mentor, Louise Perkins, who 
had guided her own quest for education, she found Elliot's 
activities pernicious. She harangued Elliot about her conde
scending attempts to uplift working women by filling them 
with useless and pretentious notions of "culture." Elliot was 
hurt and confused by O'Reilly's anger but insisted that she had a 
contribution to make to the league: 

You cannot push me out and you cannot make me afraid ofmy 
working girl sisters or render me self-conscious before them, I 
refuse to be afraid to take them to the Metropolitan Museum 
and teach them and help them .... I have no fear in putting my 
side of the proposition up to any working girl. I'm not afraid to 
tell her that I have something to bring her and I'm never afraid 
that she will misunderstand or resent what I way. She needs 
my present help just as the whole race needs her uprising.48 

Gertrude Barnum was another ally who was shocked by the 
class conflict within the league. "I feel like warning you;' she 
wrote Leonora O'Reilly shortly after O'Reilly had resigned tem
porarily from the WfUL, "that whether you stay out of the 
League or come in, I am with you-you can't get rid of me 
outside or in. Fortunately everyone does not abandon us 'allies' 
as soon as they disagree with us and we may be useful yet."49 

Barnum was hurt when members criticized her organizing 
abilities. In 1906, the WfUL abolished the position that Bar
num had held as national organizer, and she left the league to 
work as a publicity agent for the International Ladies' Garment 
Workers' Union. 

Allies, the executive board admitted in 1906, could be "try
ing."50 Upper-class women sometimes made decisions that 
exasperated working-class members. Allies wanted to reprint 
portions of Dorothy Richardson's documentary-style novel, The 
Long Day, a sensationalist narrative of a working woman's 
experiences in New York City, despite Leonora O'Reilly's objec
tions that the book exploited and misrepresented working 
women. On another occasion, allies scheduled a citywide con
ference of working women on Yorn Kippur, despite Jewish 
members' protests. Only one league ally, Rheta Childe Dorr, 
studied Yiddish. Some allies held stereotypical conceptions of 
immigrant women. Jewish women were often described as 
"dark-eyed;' "studious;' and "revolutionary'' in league litera
ture. Italians were "docile;' "fun-loving;' "submissive;' and 
"superstitious."51 

Part of the difficulty underlying clashes between allies and 
workers can be attributed to the fact that the two groups came 
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Schneiderman, for example, recalled her amazement when she 
attended her first meeting and watched members dance the 
Virginia reel. The leagues gentility sometimes undermined 
workers' self-confidence and made them feel awkward. Ideo
logically, the workers sometimes condemned the organiza
tion's Ruskinian character. "Contact with the Lady does harm 
in the long run;' Leonora O'Reilly decided. "It gives the wrong 
standard."46 

Ideally, allies were to learn about labor organizing from 
workers. In practice, however, allies often took the lead in 
day-to-day affairs, despite the constitutional safeguards de
signed to prevent such dominance. Allies were articulate, 
well-educated, financially independent women. Then, too, 
most allies were older ,than most working-class members, and 
their age may have given them additional authority in league 
activities. The allies' wealth also may have influenced relation
ships within the organization. The WfUL introduced women 
such as Rose Schneiderman to a world of affluence and material 
comfort they had never known existed. Allies frequently 
financed classes, vacations, and medical treatment for work
ing-class members. When workers were elected as national 
WfUL convention delegates, allies would make up for their lost 
wages and meet their travel expenses. Such practices must have 
rankled, at least at times. As one New York working-class 
member reported to Rose Schneiderman about what she had 
seen of Margaret Dreier Robins and the Chicago league, "Now 
you know that I think an awful lot of Mrs. Robins-but the only 
fault I find with her is that she has made all the girls of the 
League think her way, and as a consequence they do not use 
their own mind and they do not act the way they feel but the 
way Mrs. R wants them to .... For instance she sends several 
girls to learn folk dancing, she pays for it. And many more 
things of that kind I don't particularly like."47 

The allies' attitudes did not go uncriticized. Leonora O'Reilly 
was particularly vocal in expressing her dislike of college grad
uates who came to the labor movement with lofty ideals of 
feminism and sisterhood but who knew nothing about the 
realities of working for a living. She was determined that 
workers not be intimidated by allies' financial and academic 
advantages. O'Reilly carried on a running campaign against 
Laura Elliot, an ally who joined the league in 1910. Elliot 
offered courses in singing, elocution, and art history; she orga
nized a chorus and took groups of women workers to museums 
and concerts. Despite the fact that O'Reilly herselfhad enjoyed a 
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ignations or threatened to resign. They wrote angry notes de
nouncing one another or def ending themselves against each 
others' attacks. "Ifwe have failed in what might be our greatest 
usefulness to the workers;' Leonora O'Reilly concluded wearily 
in 1914, "it is just in proportion as we have exhausted the energy 
of our friends and ourselves ... in periodical tiffs and sker
mishes [sic]. " 44 

Class and ethnic conflicts explain much of the leagues fac
tionalism, policy disputes, and difficult personal relation
ships.45 Allies and workers came to the organization with 
different conceptions of social class, different attitudes toward 
work, and, of course, radically different social, educational, 
and cultural backgrounds. The ideal of sisterhood not
withstanding, difficulties and misunderstandings between 
women of different social backgrounds were inevitable. Yet 
class and ethnic conflict in and of itself is not an adequate 
explanation for the controversies that regularly shook the orga
nization. Indeed, social relationships among league members 
sometimes tended to mitigate serious class conflict. More im
portant, there were no simple class alignments on league is
sues. Clearly, other factors were involved. 

The women who made up the WTUL were never able to 
reconcile their dedication to women as an oppressed minority 
within the work force with their commitment to the labor 
movement as a whole. Belief in sisterhood, league members 
were to discover again and again, was not always compatible 
with a belief in class solidarity. In other words, the league was 
unable to develop a satisfactory solution to the problem of 
women's dual exploitation: were women workers oppressed 
because they were workers or because they were female? In 
effect, many controversies were a reflection of the league's 
struggle to synthesize feminism and unionism-a struggle that 
had personal as well as ideological ramifications for WfUL 
members. 

Although differences in members' social backgrounds did 
not fully account for members' disagreements, they were an 
important contributing factor. Most allies were seemingly un
conscious of the genteel atmosphere that permeated their or
ganization, despite its unpretentious headquarters in a series of 
lower East Side flats. They saw nothing incongruous about 
juxtaposing "interpretive dance recitals" with shop meetings or 
inviting women to stop by for an afternoon of "drinking tea 
and talking unionism." For working women, however, the 
league had an uncomfortably aristocratic air about it. Rose 
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United Hatters, an AFL international, the local insisted upon 
autonomy. It made its own policies concerning dues, grievance 
procedures, and strikes. As president of the Hat Trimmers' 
Union of Newark and as the only woman delegate to the Essex 
Trade Council, Scott played an increasingly important role as a 
women's organizer in northern New Jersey. In June 1907, Scott 
asked the New York WTUL for help in a strike of skilled Irish 
and German women cop winders at the Clark Thread Mills. 
Impressed with the league's willingness to help, Scott joined the 
league.42 

Scott's approach to trade unionism was very different from 
Schneiderman's. In the tradition of AFL craft unionism, she 
wanted to concentrate the league's efforts on the small minority 
of skilled, English-speaking, native-born women who worked 
in New York's shops and factories. Her own experience as an 
organizer had been limited to this group. She was outspoken in 
her views on the desirability ofimmigration restriction and on 
the impossibility of organizing immigrant women successfully. 

By 1907, the Women's Trade Union League of New York was 
well on its way to establishing a coalition composed of allie~, 
trade unionists, and women workers. By that year, three of the 
league's five officers were working women, as was a majority of 
the executive board. The WTUL's general membership con
sisted of over two hundred women, about evenly divided be
tween workers and allies.43 But the league's success depended 
not only upon recruiting a numerically balanced membership, 
but also upon maintaining harmony and a sense of purpose. In 

· these respects, WTUL members discovered that it was con
siderably easier to make verbal assertions of sisterhood than to 
put the ideal into practice. In contrast to the leagues public 
affirmation of sorority, the organization's internal affairs were 
anything but harmonious. Beyond commitments to unionizing 
women workers and to the American Federation of Labor, 
there was little upon which league women agreed. From the 
beginning, members were constantly at odds with one another 
over league objectives and policies: could only working women 
serve as organizers, or was any willing individual qualified? 
What groups of women should the league attempt to unionize? 
How much money and energy should the league commit to 
organization, to educational activities, or, later, to the suffrage 
campaign? Should the league support protective legislation for 
women, and, if so, what measures? An extraordinary amount 
of personal animosity and rancor accompanied debates on 
league priorities. Leading members frequently submitted res-
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to the organization with different conceptions of class. Allies 
were not as acutely aware of class antagonism within the 
league as workers were and downplayed the importance of 
social background. Many allies were confused by the emphasis 
that workers put on class differences. As Laura Elliot wrote 
Leonora O'Reilly, "Before I was unconscious about this class 
and that class and this stupid difference and that stupid differ
ence. Girls were just girls to me and now you people are putting 
all sorts of ideas in my head and making me timid and self
conscious ."52 

The differences between workers' and allies' definitions of 
class are illustrated by their attitudes toward socialism. A 
significant number of the league's early members belonged to 
the Socialist party, and others defined themselves as socialists. 
But although all league socialists stressed the importance of a 
classless society, allies frequently interpreted this to mean a 
lack of concern for class, rather than a rigorous class analysis of 
social relations. As Vida Scudder, a Boston WTUL officer, 
stated, "Class will never become to our minds a permanent 
factor in social life."53 Many allies believed that an individual 
could transcend her social background by becoming self
sufficient and relating to working women without self-con
sciousness. As Helen Marat wrote of Carola Woerishoffer, "The 
entire naturalness of her attitude towards her fellow workers, 
her apparent unconsciousness of any differences between her 
and them, made it possible for her to fall at once into friendly 
relations. She was one of them."54 Some allies even defined 
themselves as workers: they thought of themselves as self
supporting and resisted being categorized in their fathers' 
class. Violet Pike, who joined the league after she graduated 
from Vassar in 1907, was included among the workers on the 
executive board because she performed some clerical duties 
and joined the Bookkeepers, Stenographers, and Accountants' 
Union. Maud Younger was listed on the league's masthead as a 
representative of the New York Waitresses' Union. 

Allies and workers also came to the league with different 
conceptions of work. For workers, there was no intrinsic appeal 
in crowded factory workrooms, in sixty-to-seventy-hour 
workweeks, or in monotonous and fatiguing toil. Work was 
drudgery to be left behind as soon as possible with amusements 
at the end of the workday and, eventually, with marriage. 
Upper-class members, however, like many early twentieth
century feminists, often regarded a paying job as automatic 
liberation from the confines of genteel and idle femininity. 
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Thus idealized, work automatically conferred meaning and 
value to a womans life and put to rest the feelings of pur
poselessness that bothered many allies. Ida Rauh, a radical 
feminist and active WfUL ally, wrote a series of fictional 
sketches that deal with a young woman who lives in an apart
ment overlooking a factory. From her window, the leisured 
young woman can watch an operative at work. "I admired her 
efficiency, the skill with which she avoided the waste of a 
second of time. Then I turned from the window and became 
absorbed in a book."55 Because allies often romanticized work 
and equated it with economic and emotional self-sufficiency, 
many never came to terms with the fact that most women were 
not independent laborers but part of a family economic unit in 
which work did not confer independent status. "Thank God 
working girls have a chance to be themselves because they earn 
their own wage and nobody owns them;' a typical league 
article began. "I am pretty sure you are somebody, because you 
are self-supporting."56 

That the New York league was always characterized by such 
class conflict there can be no doubt. But the organization was 
not sharply divided along class lines. It is possible to document 
experiences that mitigated serious, sustained conflict between 
upper-class and working-class women. There were cohesive as 
well as divisive factors that operated within the league and 
enabled it to function. 

For example, the league members' personal relationships 
undercut class conflict. In their friendships and living ar
rangements, many WfUL women lived their ideal of sorority by 
establishing their closest emotional ties with other women. 
Mary Dreier, for instance, maintained very warm and affec
tionate relationships with Rose Schneiderman and Leonora 
O'Reilly. Her friendship with O'Reilly was particularly close and 
survived numerous political and personal differences. "You say 
you wonder whether I would always trust you;' Dreier wrote 
O'Reilly after some disagreement over league policy. "There 
doesn't even seem to be such a word as trust necessary between 
thee and me .... I might not always understand, as you might 
not always understand my activities-but as to doubting your 
integrity of soul, or the assurance on which trust is built seems 
as impossible to me as walking on a sunbeam into the heart of 
the sun for any of us humans-a strange and beautiful mixture 
of personal and impersonal is my relationship to you and I love 
you."57 In 1907, Dreier provided O'Reilly with a house and a life 
income. 



The League Begins its Work 57 

Such relationships were common among league women. A 
number maintained permanent households with one another. 
Mary Dreier lived for many years with Frances Kellar; Helen 
Marat lived all her adult life with Caroline Pratt. Then, too, 
allies and workers vacationed together, concerned themselves 
with one another's families and finances, and generally shared 
day-to-day life experiences. Although many had suitors and 
offers of marriage, most chose to reject marriage in favor of 
woman-centered friendships and living arrangements. 

That WTUL members should form such a friendship net
work is not surprising in light of the social conventions that 
governed women's social relationships in the pre-Freudian cul
ture of the early twentieth century. Allies almost certainly came 
to the league familiar with such friendship patterns from col
lege and settlement houses. Emotional attachments and in
tense relationships involving open expressions of tenderness 
and affection were accepted as natural. 58 

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of this 
supportive friendship network in league members' lives. For 
many, the WTUL was a full-time commitment, a way oflife. As 
Mary Dreier said, league women, in a spiritual sense, were born 
in 1903, the year the league was founded.59 Their network 
provided invaluable emotional support for members' public 
work. Women encouraged one another in their speaking and 
organizing work at a time when they could find little encour
agement from male trade unionists. Only an extremely 
mechanistic definition of social class could fail to take into 
account the fact that these women, regardless of class 
background, shared many important life experiences. 

Finally, class conflict is not an adequate explanation for the 
disagreements within the organization for t!-Q simple reason 
that a member's social background did not dictate her stand on 
league policies. As the league began its work and developed its 
policies over the first decade of its existence, alignments were 
unclear. There is no evidence to support the view that working 
women saw the league as a labor union and allies saw it as a 
social reform organization. Rather, it is clear that other factors 
played a role in creating the controversies in which league 
members found themselves embroiled. 

League members, regardless of class or ethnic background, 
viewed the WTUL both as a women's organization and as a 
labor organization. Therein lay an additional source of discord. 
Over the years, members had difficulty reconciling their com
mitment to organized labor with their commitment to the 
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woman movement. If a woman dedicated herself to worki:qg 
for protective legislation or if she advocated separate unions for 
women workers, she opened herself to the charge of dividing 
the working class. If, on the other hand, she stayed away from 
women's issues altogether, she was guilty of ignoring women's 
special problems in the work force. This dilemma was real, and 
neither the league nor individual members were able to resolve 
it. 

Some members felt strongly that dedication to the labor 
movement should override the league's feminism. In their 
analysis, the problems of working women were bound inex
tricably with the problems of working men. True, they said, 
women suffered discrimination in the labor movement, but 
such opposition was not insurmountable. Labor questions 
were primarily questions of class, not gender. Other women 
came to the WTIJL with their orientation in the woman move
ment. Or, as happened frequently over the first decade of the 
organization's work, women first tried to cooperate with orga
nized labor but eventually despaired of being able to change 
male unionists' attitudes. They then turned to other means 
such as woman suffrage or protective labor legislation to 
ameliorate women workers' conditions. These two viewpoints 
coexisted uneasily throughout the league's history. 

Helen Marat epitomized the "woman as worker" position. 
Although an ally, she never wavered from her conviction that 
the WfUL should be committed to the working class and not to 
women as a special group. Women workers, she emphasized, 
should be regarded as inseparable from male workers: to think 
otherwise was to impede class solidaity and to denigrate 
womens capabilities. In her reports to the executive board and 
in one of her books, American Labor Unions, she argued that 
the exploitation women experienced in their jobs and the dis
crimination they met in the labor movement were facets of the 
larger issue of unskilled workers versus skilled craftsmen. Once 
unions recognized the importance of organizing the unskilled, 
they would include women as a matter of course. She was 
vehement in her opposition to womens minimum wage legisla
tion, arguing that if women needed state protection, then 
unorganized men did, too. 

Marat stood at one end of the continuum ofleague members' 
thinking about the relationship between women and the labor 
movement. Harriot Stanton Blatch and Rheta Childe Dorr stood 
at the other. Blatch and Dorr joined the league in 1905 and 
served on the executive board. Neither woman remained long. 
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Blatch left in 1907 to form her own organization, the Equality 
League for Self-Supporting Women. Dorr remained in the 
WTUL through 1909, but her involvement steadiiy waned. 
Neither Blatch nor Dorr was as important in the league as 
Marat, but their ideas were representative of another theme in 
league ideology. Their interest in women workers developed 
from their involvement in the woman movement rather than 
from a concern with industrial problems. Unions for women 
constituted only one aspect of a multifaceted campaign for 
women's rights. 

For Blatch, any class-related issue was secondary to the vote. 
In part, her participation in the league was motivated by expe
diency: she realized that working women's support was vital for 
the success of the suffrage movement and that the WTUL 
offered an avenue by which to reach these women. But Blatch 
was also convinced that political equality was a prerequisite for 
any improvement in women's status. Only when women could 
vote would they command the respect of male trade unionists. 
And only with suffrage would women develop the confidence to 
fight for industrial equality. "Those young women need stirring 
up, need independence, and some fight instilled into them;' 
Blatch wrote Samuel Gompers. "I am understanding of all that 
the vote would mean to them-[it] would help in the trade 
union work as nothing else could."60 

Rheta Childe Dorr also placed more importance on feminism 
than on labor activities. In the late 1890s, Dorr divorced her 
husband and moved to New York to pursue a career as a 
reporter. Personally Dorr identified her own struggle to achieve 
independence and professional recognition with the efforts of 
women to win autonomy in the workplace. In her writings she 
argued that women constituted a caste, distinguished not only 
by biological characteristics but by emotional traits as well. In 
newspaper articles and in her books, What Eight Million 
Women Want and A Woman of Fifty, she made impassioned 
pleas for female solidarity. Trade unions were important for 
women's emancipation, but they were secondary to the struggle 
for personal liberation. 

Marat, Blatch, and Dorr were sure of their objectives and 
ideological orientations, but the problem of women's dual 
status was not so clearcut for most league members or for the 
league as a whole. The ideal of sisterhood always coexisted 
uneasily with the ideal of class solidarity. For workers, the 
problems posed by the WTUL's dual commitment were particu
larly vexing. For them, the matter was not purely a theoretical 
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issue, but frequently a personal dilemma as well. Leonora 
O'Reilly's commitment to the league, for instance, was always 
ambivalent, for she was faced with a conflict between her class 
background and her work in a women's organization. Her 
conflict was aggravated by her conviction that any serious 
attempt to organize working women had to be a feminist as 
well as a labor effort. She had long recognized the need for an 
organization to devote special attention to women and to goad 
the labor movement into action. She also recognized that as 
long as the labor movement refused to commit itself to such 
work, money had to come from sources outside the working 
class. 

For all that, O'Reilly never came to terms with her ambiva
lence. She vacillated between urging the league to refrain from 
interfering in union affairs and stressing that the league should 
implement an autonomous policy. She stressed the importance 
of sisterhood. "Personally;' she wrote, "I suffer torture dividing 
the woman's movement into the Industrial Group and all the 
other groups. Women real women anywhere and everywhere 
are what we must nourish and cherish."61 Yet at other times 
O'Reilly denounced the league as an elitist organization that 
had no real concern for working people. Late in 1905, she 
resigned temporarily from the WfUL, complaining of "an 
overdose of allies" and emphasizing that working women 
would have to organize themselves.62 By 1907, she was back in 
the league, but her feeling of alienation never left entirely. 

The conflict between sisterhood and class solidarity and the 
problems involved in reconciling a commitment to feminism 
with dedication to trade unionism would always be difficult 
issues for WTUL members, allies and workers alike. In its first 
few years, however, the league, sustained by the ideal of sister
hood and by the supportive network its members created, was 
able to build a small but balanced membership and to turn its 
sights to its primary work of union organizing. 



CHAPTER 3 

Forming Unions, 1904-1909 

Why do YOU work 10 hours a day when the organized 
bookbinders, overall-workers, and other organized women 
work only 8 hours? 

The GIRLS of today are the MOTHERS of the future; if they 
are overworked the children pay the penalty. 

The speakers will welcome you at the Women's 1rade Union 
League. 

Such was the message the WfUL carried to working women 
as its members ventured through the congested tenement dis
tricts of the lower East Side, through the alleys and narrow 
streets of Greenwich Village, and "uptown" through the blocks 
north of Fourteenth Street. In its organizing work from late 
1904 until the shirtwaist strike late in 1909, the WfUL played a 
unique role in the unionization of the city's women workers. It 
attempted to serve as a link between women wage earners and 
the labor movement and as a center for unorganized women 
interested in unionism. It sought to channel women into stable 
unions and to integrate them into the established labor move
ment. To these ends, the WfUL agitated among unorganized 
Jewish, Italian, and native-born women in an effort to educate 
them in the combined principles off eminism and unionism. 
The executive board aided local unions' strikes and made con
certed efforts to change male unionists' negative attitudes 
toward women. Finally, as a self-styled "central body of 
women" the league established womens unions of dressmak
ers, white-goods workers, buttonhole makers, finishers, mil
liners, hat trimmers, corset workers, neckwear workers, and 
waistmakers. In addition to efforts in the needle trades, the 
league worked occasionally with tobacco workers, textile 
operatives, paper-box makers, candy and confectionary work
ers, retail clerks, waitresses, telegraphers, and laundresses. 

Organizing during these early years was extremely difficult. 
Only rarely did the WfUL establish organizations that lasted 
longer than a season or two or included women from more 
than one or two shops. Many strikes the league led failed, and 
most of the others were fought to maintain existing conditions 
and wages. 

The league's difficulties were not surprising. The organiza
tion dealt with workers who were among the most difficult to 
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unionize. The great majority were unskilled or semiskilled 
laborers in seasonal, unrationalized industries and service oc
cupations. Male and female workers in these categories 
changed jobs frequently, earned too little to pay substantial 
dues, had little identification with their work, and had virtually 
no leverage in negotiations with their employers. New York 
City's economy in the twentieth century's first decade intensified 
these problems. Unlike many small industrial towns and cities, 
New York was characterized by decentralized, unrationalized 
industries in which the typical workplace employed fewer than 
twenty workers. 1 The league also began its organizing work 
during a particularly difficult time: the city's economy slumped 
early in 1904 and did not recover until 1909. The business 
depression, combined with a concerted open-shop drive on the 
part of many of the city's manufacturers, resulted in a general 
decline of union membership. 

The ethnic heterogeneity of the city's work force further 
complicated the league's work. Because the WTUL devoted 
most of its organizing efforts to women in the needle trades, the 
majority of women with whom members had contact were 
young Jewish immigrants or daughters of recent immigrants 
from the Russian pale. Italian women composed the second 
largest group. Growing numbers of Italian women worked as 
sewing machine operators and finishers in the men's and 
womens clothing trades and made up the majority of workers 
in the paper-box, confectionary, and artificial flower and 
feather industries.2 Language barriers, ethnic conflict, and the 
lack of common cultural traditions hindered the league's work 
with immigrant women. 

Then, too, as male trade unionists steadfastly maintained 
and as the WTUL reluctantly concluded, women were difficult 
to organize not only because they were unskilled but also 
because they were female. Far from exhibiting revolutionary 
fervor, league members complained, most women workers 
were too timid to organize, and even militant women were 
often apathetic when it came to maintaining a union. It was 
impossible, the WTUL discovered, to divorce a woman's social 
roles as daughter, sister, and future wife and mother from her 
economic role as worker. 

Finally, league organizing efforts were made difficult by New 
York City's trade unionists, who rarely cooperated with organiz
ing efforts among women and who occasionally tried to block 
the league's efforts. Because the Women's Trade Union League 
was strongly comn:iitted to cooperation with the American 
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Federation of Labor and tried to follow the federation's style of 
craft unionism in its organizing efforts with women, the labor 
movement's lack of support was particularly troublesome. 

Despite the league's lack of success in forming many perma
nent organizations from 1904 through 1909, its attempts to 
form small unions are useful for delineating the problems 
involved in organizing women workers in the first years of the 
twentieth century and for illuminating the WfULs attempt to 
create a cross-class alliance. 

Initial organizing efforts late in 1904 and throughout 1905 
were especially difficult because most \VfUL members were 
ignorant of how such work was accomplished. Organizing 
required a viable theory of unionization and skills that mem
bers had to teach themselves. League women approached their 
work with only one certainty: they should follow the guidelines 
set down by the American Federation of Labor. Organization 
should be conducted on a shop-by-shop basis, strict jurisdic
tional boundaries should be observed, and "bread-and-butter" 
issues should be the basis of union demands. What was more, 
league members were united in the opinion that the WfUL 
should defer to AFL policies and decisions. From the start, the 
New York league assumed a subordinate stance and stressed 
that its role was to assist trade union officials in organizing 
women. Its policy, Walling stressed, was "to go entirely under 
the jurisdiction of and orders of the trade union."3 But reliance 
on AFL policies provided little help in answering the myriad of 
questions that barraged the league: which women would re
spond to organization? how did an organizer channel sporadic 
discontent into a stable union? why did women in some trades 
seem more interested in unionization than women in others? 
why were eastern European Jewish immigrant women more 
responsive to organization than Italian or native-born women? 

Identifiying groups of women likely to respond to WfUL 
agitation was the first task. Without criteria by which to gauge 
women's readiness for organization, the first efforts were 
haphazard, dictated by individuals' interests. Maud Younger 
wanted to organize waitresses. Harriot Stanton Blatch and 
Mary Van Kleeck took a special interest in millinery workers. 
Mary Simkhovitch urged the league to organize Italian women 
in the candy and artificial-flower factories near Greenwich 
House. Unionists were interested in their own industries. Mary 
Dreier urged that the league seek out women in the "most 
exploited trades."4 

Dreier's approach was adopted. The league spent 1905 and 
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the early months of 1906 making sporadic attempts to organize 
paper-box makers, laundry workers, retail clerks, and waitres
ses, whom members identified as the most exploited female 
wage earners. These first efforts were disastrous. An attempt to 
organize paper-box makers foundered in a strike late in 1904. 
League leaders, who referred to this incident as "the children's 
strike;' had little conception of the difficulties such an industry 
presented to the union organizer. The 120 strikers in a large 
Broadway box factory were young (many no older than four
teen), unskilled, and inexperienced in striking or maintaining a 
union. It took a strikebreaker only a few hours to learn to fold, 
collar~ and paste paper boxes. Despite the WTUL's financial 
support (for the workers had no strike fund) and public ap
peals, the strikers gained none of their demands: the manufac
turers refused to recognize their union, and the 10 percent 
piece-rate reduction that had precipitated the walkout re
mained in effect. Throughout 1905 the league maintained a 
boxmakers' committee that tried to restore the union, but it 
met with no success. 5 

League women were also interested in organizing laundres
ses because they, too, were among the most oppressed workers. 
In New York City, most laundry workers toiled in sweltering 
steam laundries at unskilled manual tasks. Standing for as long 
as seventeen hours at a stretch, they sorted, tagged, bunched, 
shook, and ironed garments and operated mangles.6 The in
volvement of WfUL members in a protracted strike of collar 
starchers in 'Troy, New York, also encouraged the league to try to 
organize New York City's laundry workers. Early in 1905, 
several hundred female employees of a large 'Troy collar and 
cuff factory walked out to protest the introduction of a starch
ing machine that did nothing to lighten their work but gave the 
manufacturers a chance to reduce piece rates. Gertrude Bar
num and Rheta Childe Dorr traveled to 'Troy to assist the 
strikers. Other members collected donations and publicized 
the strike, which, though it ultimately failed, inspired the New 
York league to agitate among the city's laundry workers. New 
York leaders were especially impressed that 'Troy's laundry 
workers had been unionized since the 1870s.7 

In the months after the 'Troy strike, WTUL members, accom
panied by a male organizer from a successful San Francisco 
laundry workers' union, visited more than one hundred 
establishments but elicited "little or no response;' despite the 
appalling conditions. League members soon agreed with the 
San Francisco organizer that the situation in New York was 
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"hopeless."8 They began to realize that there were crucial dif
ferences between the situation in Troy and that of the thou
sands of women who worked in New York's hand and steam 
laundries. Troy's laundries were factories, essential parts of that 
city's major industry. Troys women workers had grown up 
together, lived in close proximity to one another, and shared a 
common cultural background. In New York City, although the 
majority of laundry workers were of Irish and German 
backgrounds, significant numbers ofJewish and Italian women 
had found work in the city's small laundries. They did not share 
common cultural traditions and did not work in a centralized 
industry. The laundry committee disbanded early in 1906, 
concluding that its effort had been "untimely''-laundresses 
were "under too high pressure and too timid to accept action."9 

Early members met with much the same response in their 
first efforts with waitresses and retail clerks. Allies were espe
cially shocked that the few retail clerks they managed to inter
est wanted to meet secretly. The saleswomen explained that if 
they participated openly in unionizing efforts they would face 
certain discharge and blacklisting; but naive allies, who had 
expected the women to be militant, were disappointed and 
bewildered by such meekness. "It seems so strange to me that 
they hesitate to come into the union;' Mary Dreier wrote her 
sister Margaret about a meeting of Macy's clerks and wait
resses, "when they are working under such bad conditions."10 

By early 1906, after more than a year of discouraging work 
with paper-box makers and laundresses and shortlived at
tempts to unionize waitresses and retail clerks, the executive 
board decided that oppression was not a sufficient basis for 
unionization. Henceforth, organizing should follow the path of 
least resistance. "Actual appeals for organization should be 
met;' the board stated, "rather than attempts on the League's 
initiative to organize trades representing the worst condi
tions."11 Accordingly, league organizers walked through fac
tory neighborhoods looking for shop strikes. When they found 
women pickets, members circulated leaflets about their work 
and invited the strikers to WfUL headquarters. 

The league's new organizing policy led its members to the 
lower East Side, where unrest amongJewish garment workers 
was easy to find. WfUL records document continuous protest 
in the rapidly expanding waist, neckwear, and white-goods 
industries during the first decade of the twentieth century. 

Several factors help explain Jewish women's militancy. Un
like other immigrants, many Jewish women were familiar with 
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urban, industrial work patterns before they emigrated to the 
United States. Of the nearly 600,000 Jewish immigrants who 
arrived in the United States between 1899 and 1910 with previ
ous work experience, one-third had worked in the needle 
trades. 12 Rose Schneiderman's background was representative. 
She spent her earliest years in a traditional eastern European 
village, or shtetl. When she was six, her family moved to Khelm, 
an industrial city in Russian Poland, where both her parents 
labored as garment workers.Jewish women were also likely to 
be familiar with some form of trade unionism, both in eastern 
Europe and in New York. In the towns and cities of the Russian 
pale, men formed chevrahs, occupational benefit associations. 
A small but significant number of women joined the Bund, a 
revolutionary labor organization that attracted thousands of 
Jewish workers in the years around the turn of the century. 
After the abortive 1905 Russiarr revolution, many Bundists 
emigrated to the United States, where they assumed important 
roles in Jewish unions. By the early 1890s,Jewish immigrants 
had established numerous labor organizations in New York 
City. The United Hebrew Trades, which acted as a federation of 
Jewish unions on the lower East Side, the United Cloth Hat and 
Cap Makers' Union, and numerous organizations of cutters, 
cloakmakers, tailors, and other garment workers attested to 
the vigor oftheJewish labor movement.Jewish women in New 
York City were likely to have male relatives in the labor move
ment and were bound to come into contact with trade union 
propaganda. They came from a cultural background in which 
labor organization was well known and widespread. Finally, in 
traditionaljewish culture, the qualities of assertiveness, tough
ness, and practicality were valued in a woman. Although for
mally assigned a subordinate social status, in actuality, women 
were accustomed not only to having a central economic role, 
but also to making decisions. 13 

It was not surprising, then, that many Jewish women did not 
hesitate to express their anger at poor working conditions. 
Their protests were usually spontaneous. Grievances concern
ing wages and piece-rate reductions sparked many walkouts. 
"The women in the shop have been paid for a new grade of 
work;' one typical league report read, "and no one in the shop 
has been able to make more than $4.00 for the week. In the 
same shop, girls previously made $12 to $16. Even the Italians 
threw the money back at the foreman, refusing to accept the 
rates ... the girls will strike the next day."14 

Oppressive working conditions also led to strikes. Contrac-
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tors' practices of requiring workers to pay for needles, thread, 
and electricity were common grievances. In the inside shops, 
many walkouts were protests against strict work discipline. 
Jewish women in several waist and white-goods shops, for 
example, struck because their foremen prohibited talking. 
When manufacturers instituted fines for such "offenses;, as 
lateness, laughing, singing, combing hair, eating, or washing 
hands, women often walked out. Harassment was another 
complaint. "We got man forman [who] speaks bad words and 
calls the girls bad names;' one young woman wrote to the New 
York league. On one occasion, more than four hundred wrap
per makers struck because of"grievances against the foreman." 
In 1906, the league recorded that a strike of several hundred 
women neckwear workers was precipitated by a subcontractor 
who slapped a girl because "she had not stitched her work 
properly." White-goods workers struck in 1907 to protest the 
"insults of a male employee whom the company refused to 
discharge." In another instance, women called an "orphan 
strike" in response to their employer's insistence that his atten
tions were merely manifestations of"fatherly affection." If his 
attentions were fatherly, the women told the league, then they 
demanded to be treated as orphans.15 

The WTUL's support of spontaneous strikes was an impor
tant independent stand. Because the city's unions were con
cerned with consolidating and stabilizing their memberships 
and treasuries, most refused to assist such strikes. The United 
Garment Workers, for example, labeled such activities "wanton 
strikes" and "looked somewhat askance upon recruits who 
appear under such circumstances."16 The ILGWU was more 
tolerant but was often unable or unwilling to give women 
strikers aid. The years 1904 through 1908 marked an extremely 
difficult time for the young union. Neither the locals in the 
women's trades nor the international office had the funds to 
finance strikes. In fact, during these years the internationals 
treasury was usually empty. Then, too, a powerful conservative 
faction within the ILGWU leadership inveighed against the 
frequency of spontaneous strikes and recommended that the 
union refuse assistance. The ILG WU was pleased to turn the 
work of agitating among women over to the Women's Trade 
Union League. In 1906,John Dyche, the ILGWU's general secre
tary and a WTUL member, asked the league to make a special 
effort to organize waistmakers. He suggested that the WTUL 
recruit a woman organizer and, because the ILGWU had no 
money, that the league also pay her salary. Negotiations broke 
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down because the league could not find a Yiddish-speaking 
woman organizer. 17 

Because labor unions were often indifferent or unable to 
help, women on strike turned to the league for help. By mid-
1906, groups of women strikers appeared frequently before the 
executive board to ask the league's assistance. The WfUL 
placed only one condition on its aid: the women had to declare 
their loyalty to the American Federation of Labor. 

Such requests set the leagues organizing process in motion. 
Winning the strike was the first task, and every element of the 
WfUL coalition played a role. By 1906, the league had de
veloped a core of capable organizers and strike leaders that 
included both workers and allies. Leonora O'Reilly, Rose 
Schneiderman, and Melinda Scott, and Josephine Casey, a 
militant and peripatetic ILGWU organizer who worked occa
sionally for the league, were the leading organizers. Hilda 
Svenson, the WfULs representative from the Commercial Teleg
raphers' Union, also frequently coordinated strike efforts. 
Among the allies, Helen Marat, Gertrude Barnum, Bertha Poole 
Weyl, and Mary Dreier learned to be effective organizers, 
speakers, and negotiators. 

Active allies walked the picket lines, paid calls on strike
breakers, and occasionally took positions as strikebreakers 
themselves to agitate inside the shop. Others organized con
sumer boycotts, street meetings, publicity campaigns, and 
fund-raising benefits. The league appealed to its wealthy 
sympathizers to give their working-class sisters financial help 
and to inform their church groups and womens clubs about the 
strikers' working conditions and grievances. Wealthy allies 
posted bail for arrested strikers, and league attorneys provided 
counsel. 

The WfUL also helped organize walkouts. Under league 
supervision, the strikers elected officers and picket captains and 
formulated a clear set of demands. If a . union existed in the 
trade, the league usually suggested that women demand 
union-scale prices and hours. In addition, league representa
tives, acting in the capacity of union business agents, accom
panied the strike leaders to their negotiations. 

After the settlement, league organizers stayed with the union 
to help establish a permanent organization. Using the shop as 
the basic unit, WTUL members attempted to fashion a stable 
union along craft lines. If the strikers were garment finishers, 
for example, the union's membership would consist entirely of 
finishers. WfUL organizers taught leaders how to hold meet-
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ings, drilled them in the intricacies of parliamentary proce
dure, and helped them establish dues, membership, grievance, 
and election policies. 

League women attempted to build the union's membership 
by recruiting women in neighboring shops. Street meetings 
were one way to recruit new members. "Imagine two Italian 
speakers, two Yiddish, and two English;' Mary Dreier wrote 
Margaret Robins about a Rivington Street rally. "We got 58 
names of girls who seem willing to join."18 Josephine Casey 
described her membership campaign for a textile union of 
silk-ribbon-machine operators. She reported that she was 
"Working with the women individually by meeting them out
side the factory at noon, securing addresses, and going to their 
homes talking to them and securing the addresses of other 
women."19 This shop-by-shop approach made for slow or
ganizing. In a month's time, Casey succeeded in recruiting only 
fifteen members for the silk-ribbon makers. 

Once the league established an organization, it instructed 
the women in trade union principles. Because the WTUL saw 
union principles as being synonymous with those of the AFL, 
league members impressed upon female workers that militant 
unionism and strikes should be eschewed in favor of practical, 
orderly methods. Members warned women of the dangers of 
the IWW. They emphasized the importance of the AFL union 
label and stressed the greater strength that the women would 
have under the wing of a male organization. Gertrude Bar
num's stories for women workers illustrate the WTULs early 
trade union philosophy. Barnum's stories include a number of 
stock characters. The "pale RussianJewish girl" who is usually 
"explaining a Marxian socialist tract" is one common charac
ter. The silly young woman who reads "dream books" and 
sentimental novels is another. Heroines are practical Amer
ican-born workers who understand the futility of both novels 
and Marxist tracts. When a problem arises in the shop, the 
native-born woman answers the Jewish radical and the 
sentimental novel reader with good business acumen. "What 
can we do? ... Well, you ask the cutters. They didn't get their 
ten hours and scale of prices by writing literature .... They got 
it by being skilled cutters that were needed ... and then laying 
down the hours and the prices they would stand for. It's up to us 
to put up the kind of sewing they can't find from every immi
grant that lands at Governor's Island and then get the cutters to 
stand by us. We can get a contract, that's what." In another 
story, the didactic Anglo-Saxon heroine admonishes her sister 
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workers to "Stop being helpless .... Cut out appealing with 
your soft blue eyes and talk United States with your tongue fair 
and square .... Business men are alright but you gotta talk 
business to 'em."20 

The WTUL stressed that in order to be successful unionists, 
women needed training in self-assertion. To counter traditional 
feminine passivity, league members insisted that women elect 
officers, chair meetings, and make decisions without assistance 
from male co-workers or relatives. Helen Marat described the 
successful operation of this process in a union of garment 
finishers. The women, she said, "handled their own meetings 
and the strike themselves-only getting advice and cooperation 
from others. This is in marked comparison to the advice of the 
men who had come to help them. They had started the idea 
among the girls that they must have a [male] leader. It was 
interesting to see how the girls took up the idea of being their 
own leader ."21 

Once the league deemed a shop organization stable, its 
leaders suggested that the organization affiliate with an AFL 
union. The league acted as a go-between in the affiliation 
process, communicating with the AFL union and urging its 
officers to grant the women's organization a charter and assis
tance. WTUL leaders suggested that AFL unions incorporate 
women in parallel fashion, so as not to violate the autonomy of 
crafts. A local of female buttonhole workers, for example, 
could exist side by side with a male local of cutters; a local of 
cigar strippers with a local of cigar makers. Although the 
WTUL professed a preference for unions with both femal~ and 
male members, this insistence on craft autonomy meant that in 
practice virtually all the unions the league helped establish 
were segregated by sex. 

After a shop organization affiliated with a national union, 
the WTULs work was officially completed. The New York 
league did not consider its efforts successful, however, unless 
the new local received sufficient assistance from the interna
tional. The league expected the union to help finance an or
ganizing campaign, to lend its authority in settling shop dis
putes, and to give women equal benefits. The league also 
expected new members to assert themselves in union affairs. In 
short, its work ended with the full integration of women into 
the established labor movement. 

1\vo individuals, Rose Schneiderman and Melinda Scott, 
eventually emerged as the WTUL's most effective strike leaders 
and negotiators. In the years before the 1909 shirtwaist strike, 
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both women enjoyed reputations as successful organizers
Schneiderman with Jewis unions on the East Side, Scott with 
native-born hat trimmers and dressmakers. 

After joining the league in 1905, Schneiderman devoted most 
of her time to Jewish women in East Side clothing factories. In 
1908 she was appointed the WfULs East Side, or Jewish, orga
nizer. Fluent in Yiddish, increasingly confident in her abilities 
as an organizer and speaker, Schneiderman soon became well 
known on the East Side. 

Schneiderman organized the WfULs white-goods union, one 
of the few organizations that survived the progression from 
spontaneous strike to established organization. White-goods 
workers made women's underwear and lingerie. Although the 
white-goods workers came under the ILGWU's jurisdiction, the 
union showed little inclination to organize the trades ten 
thousand women. The processes involved in making women's 
underwear were simple, mechanized tucking and seam stitch
ing. Because the work could be learned quickly, white-goods 
shops were often the first places an inexperienced worker 
looked for a job. Young women-their average age, according 
to a league survey, was nineteen- made up nearly 95 percent of 
the trades work force. 22 Unwilling to risk the money and effort, 
the ILGWU left organizing white-goods workers to the Womens 
'Trade Union League. 

In April 1907, women in one white-goods shop struck to 
protest a work speedup and appealed to the league for assis
tance. With Schneidermans help, the strikers won a piece-rate 
increase. Although the manufacturer refused to recognize the 
WfUL-sponsored union, it grew rapidly, claiming three 
hundred members by the end of the year. 23 The league was 
pleased with the new union. Marat reported that the Jewish 
women who made up the membership were "carrying on 
business by themselves. Up until recently, they have had a 
member of the Hebrew 'Trades presiding; now they have one of 
their own girls elected as president and presiding."24 

The 1908 depression nearly destroyed the union. At one point 
only the officers remained. A series of shop strikes in the 
summer of 1908 enabled Schneiderman to rebuild the union, 
and early in 1909 the union affiliated with the ILGWU. Al
though the international would not promise an organizer or 
financial help until the women could show "their power to 
organize themselves ;'25 the league was pleased and, to cele
brate, sponsored a large ball for the new ILGWU Local No. 62. 

During the same years that Schneiderman was working with 
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women on the lower East Side, Melinda Scott was gaining a 
reputation as a superb organizer among native-born, English
speaking women in the "uptown" branches of the clothing 
trades. Through a process similar to that Schneiderman fol
lowed with the white-goods workers, Scott organized a local of 
dressmakers that affiliated with the ILGWU in 1909. Her 
proudest achievement was the organization of New York's hat 
trimmers, who were unorganized until 1909. Scott successfully 
unionized the women during a protracted strike of New York 
hatters and trimmers that lasted nearly nine months. In June 
1909, she negotiated a settlement, and the trimmers affiliated 
with the United Hatters. "The hatters are winning and we are 
radiant;' Mary Dreier wrote to her sister. Melinda Scott, she 
went on, "is a wonder ."26 In celebration, the WI'UL sponsored a 
formal ball for two thousand hat trimmers and allies. Under 
Scott's presidency, the union flourished. By the end of 1909, 
more than 80 percent of the city's hat trimmers worked in union 
shops. Scott also proved to be an especially shrewd and adept 
business agent, "good at keeping off reductions and gaining 
piece rate increases."27 

Schneiderman's efforts with the white-goods workers and 
Scott's with the dressmakers and hat trimmers were unusually 
successful. Before the shirtwaist strike late in 1909, the New 
York league could paint to few tangible organizing achieve
ments. Obstacles faced the WI'UL at every stage ofits organiz
ing war~ 

The first problem league organizers reported was the diffi
culty of interesting women in organization. WI'UL members 
learned that although unrest and protest were widespread on 
the East Side, even militant Jewish women were frequently 
indifferent to unionization. They were willing to strike, but 
their enthusiasm waned when faced with the work of main
taining an organization. Even more discouraging, most women 
with whom the WI'UL came into contact were fearful about 
joining unions. "Timid;' "passive;' "afraid," and "intimidated" 
were adjectives league organizers used again and again to 
describe women's response to their appeals. "The men have 
formed an organization and have a charter;' a typical report 
read. "The women started out all right, but after some interfer
ence from the forelady stopped coming to meetings .... They 
seem to be afraid."28 

Members soon gained insight into women's resistance. Most 
workers, they emphasized, were young girls who had been 
denied the joys of childhood and forced prematurely into an 
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adult role-they were bound to be "frivolous and light
minded."29 Women's status as temporary and transient workers 
also made them difficult to organize. According to a league 
survey, most female industrial workers held two to five differ
ent positions during a year.30 Young women also regarded 
themselves as temporary workers because they left the labor 
force when they married. Despite the fact that the average 
female wage earner spent six or seven years at work, she saw 
this period as an interlude between childhood and her adult 
status as wife and mother. Finally, the league maintained that 
unorganized women were often submissive and timid in the 
workplace and apathetic in their unions because they had 
internalized traditional female roles. Women had not over
come what Gertrude Barnum described as the "ever-lasting 
superstition that women are only the sisters,, daughters, and 
sweethearts of men."31 A woman who learned to be a dutiful 
and submissive daughter at home, league members em
phasized, could hardly be a militant unionist at work. 

To counter women's reluctance, the league developed a pro
gram of preparatory work designed to make contact with 
unorganized women. English-language classes were one aspect 
of this program. The league's text, New World Lessons for Old 
World People, was a series of essays dealing with the problems 
young women workers faced in America. Subjects included 
working conditions, factory laws, homework, fire safety, and 
ethnic conflict. Each essay stressed the advantages of unions. In 
an early lesson, the story's heroine works in an unorganized 
shop: 

I go to work at eight o'clock. 
I work until six o'clock. 
I have only one half hour for lunch. 
I work overtime in the busy season. 
I do not get extra pay for overtime work. 
I earn eight dollars a week i:n the busy season. 
I earn three or four dollars a week in the slow season. 
I have no work at all for three months. 
I pay for my needles and thread. 
I pay for my electric power. 
My trade is a bad trade. 

In the next lesson, entitled "A Trade with a Union;' the condi
tions are much better: 

I met a friend yesterday. 
She works at a good trade. 
She goes home at five o'clock. 
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She goes home at twelve o'clock on Saturday. 
She has one hour for lunch every day. 
Sometimes she works overtime in the busy season. 
She gets extra pay for overtime. 
She belongs to the Union in her trade. 

Other lessons deal with employers' practice of hiring non
English-speaking women for lower wages. In "The Story of 
Yetta;' for example, the heroine goes to a factory and agrees to 
work for five dollars a week, although the American-born 
women in the shop are earning nine dollars. 

Yetta thought $5.00 was a lot of money .... A year went by. 
There were no more Americans in the shop. They would not 
work for $5.00 a week. Yetta began to learn English. She 
learned many other things. It costs a lot of money to live in 
America. Food costs more money. Clothes cost more 
money .... One day the boss brought a strange girl to work. 
She did not speak Yetta's language .... She got only $4.00 a 
week. Yetta felt afraid. 32 

The league also sponsored lectures and classes on "Women in 
Industry" and "Women in Society." Relying on the gynecocen
tric theories of contemporary sociologists Lester Frank Ward 
and W. I. Thomas and feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who 
occasionally spoke to WTUL audiences herself, league lecturers 
stressed that women had always been important workers, that 
in "primitive cultures" womans social and economic impor
tance was far greater than that of man. While man wandered in 
search of food, woman was the "inventor, the discoverer, the 
teacher, the leader."33 In preindustrial Europe and America, 
league lecturers explained, women were often skilled crafts
men. The lectures ended with an analysis of womans role in 
industrial society. Far from being an aberration, women's work 
outside the home was an organic continuation of their produc
tive role throughout human history. 

League speakers also dealt with marriage, stressing that if 
women were to gain a sense of themselves as workers, their 
conceptions of marriage would have to change. The WTUL 
emphasized that women's experience as workers would have 
great impact on their future well-being as wives and mothers. 
Good ventilation, seats at work, reasonable hours, regular 
breaks-all conditions that only a union could enforce-were 
essential to women's health. Fatigue and the physical and ner
vous strain that resulted from poor working conditions would 
result in difficult childbearing and general poor health later in 
life. To reinforce these points, the WTUL formed a Good Health 
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League. For ten cents a month, the organization provided the 
services ofa woman physician and sponsored frequent lectures 
on women's health. These "popular health talks" included lec
tures on personal hygiene, sex hygiene, and the relationship 
between industrial conditions and women's health. The WTUL 
was akin to other reform organizations, most notably the Con
sumers' League and the American Association for Labor Legis
lation, in this emphasis on the special health hazards that 
industry presented to women and on the impact of industrial 
conditions on maternity. Their arguments were similar to those 
made in the Brandeis brief and in the Supreme Court's 1908 
ruling in Muller v. Oregon. Unlike other reformers, however, 
the WTUL insisted during its early years that unionization 
rather than legislation was the solution to these problems. 

The time a woman spent as a trade unionist would help her 
in other ways as well. She could teach her children trade union 
ideals and understand her husband's activities. "The world is 
beginning to change its opinion of marriage and 'the home; to 
demand character there;' Harriot Stanton Blatch declared at a 
street meeting. "It is in the labor union that the working 
woman can get the training that will make her ... a decent, 
self-respecting wife and mother ."34 To emphasize the fact that 
the labor movement could be an important part of a working
class woman's life after she married, the league formed an 
auxiliary committee of trade unionists' wives. League members 
also told working women that traditional expectations of mar
riage were romantic and unrealistic. Marriage did not liberate 
women from drudgery; it merely substituted one form of 
exploitation for another. "If you think you will be a grand lady 
after you leave the factory and are married to the work
ingman;' Rose Schneiderman told working women at street 
rallies, "you are sadly mistaken, for you will have to work 
yourself to death."35 

The league's preparatory work represented members' at
tempts to come to terms with the totality of working women's 
situation, at home as well as at work. Their lectures, classes, 
leaflets, and speeches indicate that members recognized that a 
young woman's role at work was closely related to her role at 
home. But league members-allies and workers alike
underestimated the tenacity of the patriarchal cultural tradi
tions that surrounded woman's role. In a very real sense, life for 
an Italian or Jewish girl did not begin until marriage, and a 
girl's childhood and adolescence were merely preparation for 
her roles as wife and mother. 36 
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Leaflets and speeches urging women to change their at
titudes toward marriage could not have had much impact. An 
Italian woman, for instance, learned very early that she lived in 
a patriarchal society and that she belonged to her father and 
her brothers, just as later she would belong to her husband. 
"Mia moglia e mia proprieta," a southern Italian saying ran.37 

The Italian woman learned that males were more important 
and powerful than she and that familial decisions and au
thority fell to them. A good part of a girl's socialization con
sisted of internalizing traditional standards of submission and 

· obedience.38 Joining a union presupposed an independence 
from the influence ofher family and Italian mores that very few 
women could be expected to possess. It meant relinquishing the 
protection of family males. Finally, joining a union required 
that a woman think of herself as an independent wage earner, 
and few Italian women thought of themselves in that light. 
Despite the stress that league members put onJewish womens 
mili tance and despite the general impression that radical so
cialist thinking permeated East Side life and culture in the early 
twentieth century, the fact remains that the backgrounds of 
young Jewish women were nearly as conservative as those of 
Italian women. An OrthodoxJewish girl, whether she grew up 
in a shtetl, an eastern European city, or New York, also learned 1 

that her place was at home and that her most important roles 
were as wife and mother. Like Italian women,Jewish women in 
the United States did not work outside the home after they 
married. Although probably given more personal autonomy 
than Italians, young Jewish women also led home-centered 
lives. It was a rare young woman who joined the Bund or other 
radical political movement in the countries of the late 
nineteenth-century Russian pale.39 

Most WTUL members were ill equipped to deal with the 
special problems immigrant women posed for labor orga
nizers. In their efforts to unionize women, members were 
sometimes impatient with women's docility. Sometimes they 
betrayed a thinly veiled irritation with women's submissive
ness. Mary Dreier said of Italian women, for example, "They 
have no collective vision. They follow willingly and devotedly a 
leader whom they trust."40 Helen Marat spoke of Jewish 
women's "childlike dependence" and of their habit of relying 
upon men to make their decisions for them.41 WTUL members 
prided themselves on their independence and strength. What 
they interpreted as submission and docility disappointed them. 

Then, too, almost all league members-workers and allies 
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alike-rejected marriage for themselves. They might well have 
been unable to understand the importance marriage assumed 
in other women's lives, both at home and at work. The expecta
tion of marriage was an important facet of young women's 
work culture. Talk of romance, beaux, and their future role as 
wives helped young working women to weather the monotony 
of their working hours. Quite possibly, women's expectations of 
marriage, coupled with their strong perception of work as 
temporary, help explain the seeming paradox that bewildered 
WfUL organizers commented upon time and again-that 
women could be angry and yet be apathetic when it came to 
organizing or striking. Perhaps for these women work was 
simply too transitory, and thus they saw no need to make the 
kind of personal investment that joining a union required.42 

Language barriers exacerbated the league's difficulties . 
Speakers and organizers were often forced to rely on translators 
for even the most basic communication. During one strike of 
jute-mill workers, for instance, there were "times when we 
needed two interpreters to get information from the work
ers- the Lithuanians, who could speak Polish and therefore 
had to be interpreted and then the Polish back to English."43 

Very few league members knew Yiddish. Before 1909, only Rose 
Schneiderman spoke it fluently. Italian presented almost as 
great a problem. Some allies spoke the language, but they did 
not know the southern Italian dialects. 

When the league did manage to interest women in organiz
ing, it faced new difficulties. WfUL organizers discovered how 
powerless women were when they attempted to negotiate 
strike settlements. The organization's records suggest that it 
was unusual for the league to win a written contract. Oral 
agreements concerning wages, hours, and working conditions 
were more common. In addition, victories were frequently 
holding actions rather than improvements. If women struck to 
protest a wage cut, for example, usually the best the league 
could do was to compel the manufacturer to reinstate previous 
wage or piece rates. Manufacturers often agreed to improve 
sanitary conditions-to provide separate toilets for women and 
men, clean drinking water, and so on-but even in this area the 
best the league could win was minimum compliance with state 
laws. Union recognition was another demand that the WfUL 
could win only infrequently. In strikes of unskilled women, the 
league came to regard such a demand as "premature."44 It was 
rare for a manufacturer to recognize the league-sponsored 
union as a permanent bargaining agent. 
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Few records ofwrUL bargaining conferences are extant, but 
one report illustrates the weak settlements the league was able 
to make. In the first bargaining session, a manufacturer agreed 
to reinstate the strikers, abolish the fining system, and give the 
women time to wash before they left in the evening. In the 
second conference he flatly refused to reinstate the previous 
piece rates. "We discussed the whole situation," the strike 
committee reported, "and felt that it was the best we could do 
for an unorganized group in an unskilled trade ... we put the 
whole matter before the strikers which was a 15% reduction 
instead of 35% which they accepted."45 

The WfULs organizing work was complicated further by the 
seasonal nature of much of the city's industry. The needle 
trades' busy season began in late September and peaked in 
April. Summer was the slack season. In some trades more than 
60 percent of the work force was laid off. Worker unrest was 
correlated with seasonal fluctuations: most strikes took place in 
the late fall and early spring when jobs were plentiful, piece 
rates for new styles were set, and speedups and long hours 
were common. The league coordinated its organizing cam
paigns with the busy seasons. But the league organized on a 
shop-by-shop basis-a method unsuited to seasonal fluctu
ations and to the small size of most of New York's industrial 
establishments. The WfUL would painstakingly build a union 
during the busy season only to see it decline or collapse during 
the summer. Women lost interest , found work in other shops, 
or became discouraged when the union could not maintain 
good conditions or wages.46 

The last stage of the league's organizing process, affiliation 
with an AFL union, also posed difficulties. When the league 
called upon unions for concrete assistance, the unions seldom 
complied. Jurisdictional disputes, rank-and-file hostility 
toward women, and the AFL's craft structure undermined the 
league's efforts. The indifference with which New York City's 
unions met league efforts was especially significant because the 
WfUL was so dependent on official labor movement policies in 
its early years. The league did not offer alternatives to tradi
tional AFL-style unionism, but rather worked to integrate 
women into the existing structure. Early league members 
wanted to convince male unionists that they were not feminists 
intent upon elevating the interests of women above the solidar
ity of the working class. "We don't want people to think that ... 
we think women can at all stand alone in organization or that 
they should be organized separate [sic] from the men where 
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they work;' one working-class member told the press.47 Had 
the federation or its affiliates repaid the league with a commen
surate amount of support, or had AFL unions manifested new 
concern for organizing women, the league's reliance on their 
policies would have been profitable. As it was, however, the 
WfUL's dependence on the federation and its identification 
with its goals, principles, and policies hampered its organizing 
work, stifled its creativity, and weakened its feminist commit
ment. 

In its first years, the WfUL was optimistic about receiving 
local labor support and accepted unionists' suspicions as 
understandable. 48 Al though a WTUL member often considered 
herself independent of her father's or husbands class, she un
derstood that unionists were not likely to do so. "In the early 
days;' one ally recalled, "many unionists ... feared that it [the 
WfUL] would undertake to control or dominate the women's 
unions." 49 

The WTUL interpreted unionists' presence on its executive 
board as evidence of official encouragement and support. By 
the spring of 1904, every New York City union with women 
members was represented on the board: the International 
Ladies' Garment Workers' Union; the United Garment Workers; 
the Cigar Makers' International Union; the International 'fypo
graphical Union; the Brotherhood of Bookbinders; the Interna
tional Brotherhood of Electrical Workers; the Shirt, Waist, and 
Laundry Workers' International Union; and the United Hebrew 
'frades. Yet, as late as 1909, despite persistent proselytizing, 
only fourteen labor organizations-twelve unions and two 
wives' auxiliaries-had affiliated with the league. Most affil
iates were weak organizations, such as the paper-box makers' 
union, whose trades included a majority of women and who 
commanded little influence in the labor movement. Only the 
International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union, itself an unsta
ble organization in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
took a consistent interest in the league. Occasionally, small 
female locals of craft unions affiliated with the league. 
Women's locals of the cigar makers and the 'fypographical 
Union were represented on the executive board. Generally, 
however, the powerful craft unions remained aloof. 

Because it considered itself a central body of women, one of 
the league's goals was to gain representation in the Central 
Federated Union of New York City and the Bronx and in the 
Brooklyn Central Labor Union. Although local leagues in 
Chicago, Kansas City, and St. Louis quickly won representation 
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in their cities' central bodies, those groups in New York proved 
reluctant to offer the WI'UL representation. Year after year, the 
CFU turned the league down on the grounds that it was an 
outside organization. "We tried to explain to them that we were 
not an outside body but belonged on the inside- [it] didn't 
seem to have much effect;' Mary Dreier complained to her 
sister Margaret.5° Finally, after extended appeals, the central 
bodies and the State Workingmen's Federation admitted two 
league delegates with voice and vote. The league also sent a 
fraternal delegate to the United Hebrew Trades. Enormously 
pleased, Mary Dreier reported that the CFU meetings were 
''very nice" and that she liked the president-"ajolly bartender 
with a lovely sense ofhumor" -very much.51 But the New York 
league does not seem to have established any influence within 
the CFU or to have been consulted regularly about its activities. 
Instead, central bodies' acceptance of the league was always 
tenuous. In 1916, for instance, the CFU temporarily disfran
chised the WI'UL representatives.52 

The leagues dependence on AFL policies was most obvious in 
its insistence on craft organization. Despite their recognition 
that unskilled women had little bargaining power, WI'UL 
members tried to form miniature "craft" unions. Craft organi
zation was unsuited to the realities of most women's work and 
was an ineffective way to organize them. Unskilled workers in 
small craft unions were isolated and powerless. Even when the 
small unions affiliated with AFL internationals, this problem 
was still acute, for affiliation did not guarantee the support of 
skilled male workers' locals. It made little difference whether 
or not a union of buttonhole workers could claim affiliation 
with the ILGWU or the UGW if the skilled tailors and cutters 
who worked alongside the buttonhole workers did not include 
them in their contracts. 

The league's work with the United Garment Workers illus
trates these difficulties. In 1905, the WI'UL formed a womens 
union ofbuttonhole workers and finishers that affiliated with 
the UGW. Local 102 began with about twenty-five members 
and never had a membership much over seventy-five. The 
WI'UL was pleased with Local 102 and its possibilities for 
success. "In the fall I wondered ifit would ever be possible to 
make that Local of young girls, untrained women, speaking 
different languages comprehend and carry out the purposes of 
their meetings," Helen Marat reported. "At this meeting the 
shop chairman made her report and the difficulties which 
arose were thoroughly thrashed out and settled impartially. It 
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seemed to me thinking over the difficulties of starting a union of 
such workers that it would be nothing short of criminal to let it 
lapse."53 

Yet it did lapse, for the United Garment Workers had no 
interest in sustaining or encouraging its growth. The union's 
label policy was one factor that seriously hindered the women's 
organization. The UGW issued the label to New York tailoring 
and vestmaking establishments without requiring that the 
women who worked in these shops be organized. The WTUL 
repeatedly requested that the union withdraw the label from 
factories that employed unorganized buttonhole workers and 
finishers, but the union, despite promises to the contrary, re
fused. 

Rank-and-file hostility compounded the small union's dif
ficulties. Throughout 1906 and 1907, representatives from 
male tailors' and vestmakers' locals promised the league that 
they would work to organize the women and incorporate them 
into their unions once the women's local was "strong." No such 
action was taken. Instead, men called strikes without consult
ing the local and without including its members in their 
settlements. 54 

What assistance the local received came from the league. 
When the UGWrefused to withdraw its label from open shops, 
the league threatened to expose the union's dishonest label 
policy to the AFL and the public. When the UGW refused to hire 
an organizer, the league hired Clara Silver, a buttonhole maker, 
to organize for Local 102. Silver eventually found the difficulties 
overwhelming and resigned, and the UGW refused to hire a 
replacement. When, ultimately, another young woman was 
authorized to act as an organizer, the league paid her salary 
and assisted her in the day-to-day work.55 

The summer of 1907 marked Local 102's last efforts. Mem
bers joined male vestmakers and tailors in two strikes. The 
vestmakers included the buttonhole makers in their settlement, 
but neither they nor the tailors helped build the locals mem
bership. Thus, women in many shops had no knowledge of the 
union. The UGW leaders "showed little inclination to do any
thing;' Helen Marat told the league, ''but acknowledged the 
hopefulness of the situation. They offered plans ofaction which 
did not involve them and which were obviously worthless to the 
Local:' In August, Marat confronted men from the Brotherhood 
of Tailors and the United Garment Workers' vestmakers' local 
about their refusal to organize the women. In a stormy meet
ing, the men admitted they thought that "the organization of 
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the women would hurt the men" and denounced the women's 
local.56 

Similarly, women's locals in the ILG WU had to work harder 
and longer to gain the union's assistance than did the men's 
locals. The white-goods workers, for example, had to survive on 
their own resources from 1909, when Local 62 was chartered, 
until 1912, before the international deemed the organization 
sufficiently stable to warrant hiring a male organizer, appoint
ing a male president, and granting the union financial assis
tance. 

Sometimes a union would refuse to broaden its jurisdiction 
to include unorganized women. This was a problem in the 
league's attempts to organize steam-laundry workers. A union 
called the Shirt, Waist, and Laundry Workers' International 
Union existed, and its president served on the WTUL's executive 
board. However, the union refused to organize women in 
steam laundries because it limited its jurisdiction to workers in 
factory laundries.57 

Some AFL unions refused to admit women altogether. Early 
in the summer of 1909, for example, a cigar packers' strike 
provided an opportunity to organize the citys several hundred 
women packers. Mary Dreier and Helen Marat met with the 
two cigar packers' locals to urge them to include women. The 
men were firm in their opposition. The women, they main
tained, "could only do poor sort of work ... because women 
had no colour discrimination."58 Marat concluded that they 
found "the same attitudes we find so often in New York 
locals-an attitude ofresentment to women entering the trade 
and a want of confidence in their ability to organize." After 
several hours of argument, one of the two locals agreed to 
"form a committee" to consider the question of admitting 
women. There the matter ended. "Have heard nothing from 
them;' the secretary reported several months later.59 

The AFL position on union dues also posed difficulties. 
League unions had low dues, usually ten cents a week. How
ever, many of the AFL unions charged dues and initiation fees 
that were impossibly expensive for a woman who earned a 
weekly wage of six or seven dollars. Even the ILGWU, which 
had low dues by federation standards, pressured locals in the 
women's trades to raise their dues and initiation fees. When the 
WTULs white-goods workers' union affiliated with the ILGWU, 
for instance, the international insisted that it raise its weekly 
dues from ten to fifteen cents. League members supported the 
AFL policy of setting high dues and apparently expected 
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women to pay whatever an AFL union required. They were 
justifiably critical of unions that charged women lower dues 
than men, for such a policy was coupled with fewer benefits for 
the women and resulted in innate inequality for female mem
bers. It was common practice, for instance, for women's strike 
benefits to be about 50 percent of men's. But high dues were one 
aspect of trade unionism that may have alienated women.60 

Other aspects of male trade unions made integrating women 
into the AFL difficult. Such a seemingly simple matter as a 
meeting place was often a stumbling block. Male unions tradi
tionally met in such exclusively masculine establishments as 
saloons, where they could combine union business with so
cializing. Women, however, were understandably reluctant to 
enter saloons or to meet late at night. Female workers some
times expressed a preference for segregated organizations for 
these reasons. One spokeswoman for a UGW local recalled that 
her union had included men originally but that members were 
happier with a separate organization. "The reason why the 
women had to draw out from the men was because the men 
wanted to come late to the meetings and stay late while the 
women wanted to go early and come home early." This woman 
was expressing the notion that sex-segregated unions could 
follow the contours of a working woman's day and could take 
into account the probability that she had domestic respon
sibilities as well as outside work. On other occasions, women 
complained to the league that men monopolized their meet
ings or that they were afraid to express themselves in meetings 
with men.61 

Despite these difficulties and discouragements, however, 
league members were intensely idealistic about the labor 
movement in their first years of work. They were elated 
whenever one of their shop unions affiliated with an AFL union. 
When the dressmakers affiliated with the ILGWU, for instance, 
Mary Dreier reported that they were "so proud ... so happy to 
belong to a great organization-it gives them a sense of dignity 
not had before."62 Overt discrimination and indifference did 
not immediately shake the league's faith in the labor movement 
or weaken its conviction that its rightful place was as a subor
dinate of the AFL. Nor did organized labors disinterest encour
age the league to take independent action. Instead, rebuffs 
seemed to strengthen the WTULs resolve to win AFL approval. 
Members believed that constant effort, sincerity, and agitation 
would ultimately win women a place in the labor movement. 

When league leaders were in doubt about a decision, they 
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consulted federation leaders to make sure their policies were 
acceptable. In 1907, for example, the league found itselfin the 
middle of a jurisdictional dispute between the Progressive 
Rolled Cigarette Makers, an independent union with a pre
dominantly female membership, and the Tobacco Work
ers, an AFL international. When the cigarette makers applied 
for WTUL affiliation, league leaders questioned them about 
their status as an independent union. The cigarette makers 
explained that they had wanted to affiliate with the cigar 
makers, but the cigar makers' union had rejected them because 
their piece-rate scale was too low. They did not want to affiliate 
with the tobacco workers because the ITW refused to grant 
their union a charter and would accept members only as indi
viduals. High dues and initiation fees made this alternative 
untenable. The executive board told the union that it could not 
affiliate until the league had determined "whether or not they 
were antagonistic to the American Federation of Labor ."63 

Samuel Gompers told the WTUL that the AFL considered the 
organization a dual union, an unofficial competitive organiza
tion not recognized by the federation. As a result of Gompers's 
ruling, the small union apparently was denied permission to 
affiliate with the league.64 

This incident illustrates both the league's subservience to 
the AFL in its first years and the difficulties small women's 
unions faced at the turn of the century. By insisting that inde
pendent unions affiliate with the AFL, the league was some
times asking women to act against their own interests. The 
cigarette makers had good reasons to avoid affiliating with the 
tobacco workers, reasons many small unions could have given. 
High dues and initiation fees and curtailment of local au
tonomy limited the advantages of affiliation. Internationals' 
discrimination against women provided an additional reason 
for womens organizations to avoid affiliation. 

Why, if AFL unionism was so unsatisfactory, did the WTUL 
persist in its loyalty to AFL principles and policies? First, WTUL 
leaders seemed trapped by a desire to appear as respectable 
trade unionists in the eyes of federation leaders. Their acute 
awareness of their status as outsiders and their fear of being 
considered dual unionists or feminists who lacked working
class consciousness possibly prevented them from taking 
action. Only by its integrity and hard work, Helen Marat em
phasized, had the league "secured the confidence of the official 
movement." Because the league was composed "of two groups 
of people, unionists and sympathizers [it] is in danger of creat-
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ing a feeling that the latter look for strength to forces other than 
labor ."65 To have advocated separate women's unions or to have 
criticized the labor movement would have confirmed labor 
leaders' suspicions that the WfUL was merely a group of 
wealthy and meddlesome philanthropists. 

WfUL members' idealism about labor unions may have been 
a factor also. "I wonder ifit is true that I am the first of my class 
to be a fully accredited delegate in a federation oflabor in this 
country;' Margaret Dreier Robins wrote her sister Mary." It is 
my closest touch with the great human story and I am so happy 
about it that I could sit down and cry for the joy ofit."66 Like 
Margaret Dreier Robins, most league leaders came to the orga
nization without previous work in or knowledge of the labor 
movement. Quite possibly, they did not have enough experience 
to find fault with the AFL or to envision alternatives to it. 

Equally important in explaining the league's insistence on 
following AFL policies was the fact that there were no satisfac
tory alternatives the WfUL could have implemented. Theoreti
cal alternatives to AFL craft unionism included independent 
women's unions, federal unions, and a separate female labor 
federation. In the early twentieth century, however, none was 
realistic. 

The most obvious alternative to an integrationist policy 
would have been the formation of independent women's 
unions. Separate organizations might have offered women 
more possibilities for leadership roles and might have facili
tated the WfUL ideal of feminist unionism in ways AFL unions 
did not. Certainly the league knew of and worked with success
ful women's unions. Organized women in the bookbinding and 
hat-trimming trades, for instance, belonged to sex-segregated 
locals. But the league rejected this alternative on ideological 
and economic grounds. To have pursued such a course would 
have been tantamount to dual unionism, and league leaders 
realized that there was no better way to alienate organized 
labor. Then, too, in its first years the league's dominant ideology 
was that class was more important than gender in determining 
womens treatment at work. Women such as Harriot Stanton 
Blatch who emphasized feminism over class consciousness 
were in a definite minority. A consideration of working 
women's economic situation was probably more important in 
explaining why the WfUL had no choice but to reject separate 
independent unions for women. Women bookbinders and hat 
trimmers were considerably more skilled and better paid than 
the average female industrial worker. Because women were 
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unable to pay substantial dues, most women's unions were 
usually too poor to survive more than a season or two, let alone 
offer their members benefits or finance a strike. Because 
women were usually temporary, transient workers, turnover 
was rapid, making it difficult to build a stable membership. 
Because women were unskilled, such unions could not expect to 
meet with success in bargaining. 

One possible solution to the problems ofindependent wom
ens unions might have been a federation of female workers. 
Occasionally, league members talked about creating such a 
federation. The executive board discussed and rejected this 
'alternative as early as 1906, and the idea came up frequently in 
league correspondence and meetings.67 Rose Schneiderman 
advocated such a federation at the national WfUL convention 
in 1909. She explained that a federation could be open to all 
female workers who could not recruit a sufficient number of 
individuals in their own trades to form a viable organization. A 
federation could avoid the difficulties common to women's 
unions: its membership and treasury could be large enough to 
ensure stability. Schneiderman also suggested that a federation 
could offer benefits of particular interest to women. Because 
customary union benefits were rarely attractive to women who 
were not permanent workers, she proposed offering a mar
riage benefit in place of the standard union death benefit.68 

Schneiderman borrowed her ideas from the successful Na
tional Federation of Women Workers, which the British Wom
en's Trade Union League had organized in 1906. The English 
federation was self-sustaining and open to any female 
worker.69 The federation concept was also reminiscent of the 
Knights of Labor, which organized across occupational lines. 

The New York league did not act to implement Schneider
man's proposal. Nor did the WfUL organize federal unions-a 
form of organization that women who organized indepen
dently sometimes adopted. A federal union included women 
from several unrelated trades. The AFL approved such a struc
ture if none of the trades involved was covered by an affiliates 
jurisdiction. 

Instead, the league tried to mediate between women's needs 
and AFL policies in less radical ways. They stressed the impor
tance of special benefits and attractions for women and urged 
unions to initiate such policies as marriage benefits. More 
important, they were aware of women's discomfort in the male 
atmosphere of trade-union meetings. One of the leagues major 
goals was to buy a large house in a working-class district to 
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serve as a center for women unionists from all trades. As Mary 

Dreier explained, "If we could get a building where all women 

unionists had quarters and meetings, [it would] give them a 

sense of solidarity they lack now. The girls have to meet in all 

sorts of horrid, really disgustingly dirty halls sometimes, and it 
would be a splendid thing if they had a decent meeting 

place-new unions would immediately get a sense of becom
ing part of a great movement."70 In the spring of 1909, the 

league bought a large townhouse on East 1\venty-Second 
Street, in the heart of the "uptown" clothing district. The 
league's new headquarters did serve as a kind of center for the 

city's women unionists and also, some years later, as the home 

of several of the city's woman suffrage organizations. 
In its first years, however, the league did not explore al

ternatives for women's unions. In the early twentieth century, 
the AFL represented the only model for successful unionism, 

despite its severe limitations for female industrial workers. For 
the league, it was the labor movement, and the WfUL saw no 

alternative but to carry on its organizing campaigns within the 
AFL's framework. 

Despite discouragements throughout these first years, the 

league continued to believe in its ability to organize large 
numbers of working women, integrate them into the labor 

movement, and teach them to be outspoken, militant union
ists. As Helen Marat wrote Leonora O'Reilly in 1907, "We are 

looking forward to a revolution in New York among working 
women."71 1\vo years later, the league would think that its 
hopes for such a revolution had been realized. 



CHAPTER 4 

Revolution in the Garment 'Irades, 
1909-1913 

"I have listened to all the speeches;' a young girl cried in 
Yiddish to thousands of shirtwaist makers assembled in Cooper 
Union. "I am one who thinks and feels from the things they 
describe. I, too, have worked and suffered. I am tired of talking. 
I move that we go on general strike!" The waistmakers broke 
into applause as they carried Clara Lemlich's motion. By after
noon of the next day, 24 November 1909, more than twenty 
thousand waistmakers had walked out of five hundred Man
hattan and Brooklyn shops.1 

The shirtwaist strike heralded a revolution in the womens 
clothing industry and in the history of women's unionism. From 
late 1909 through 1913, nearly one hundred thousand New 
York City garment workers participated in a series of general 
strikes. Cloakmakers, white-goods workers, children's dress
makers, and wrapper and kimono workers struck for stan
dardized conditions, higher wages, and union recognition. The 
strikes laid the foundation for widespread unionization ofNew 
York's garment workers. Women's 'Irade Union League mem
bers were elated by the shirtwaist strike, for it was spectacular 
proof that five years of work on the East Side had produced 
results: women could strike and could be committed unionists. 

The waistmakers' strike was the climax to a year of unrest in 
the waist trade. Throughout 1909, walkouts in the large waist 
factories around Washington Square were common. It is not 
surprising that waistmakers were discontented, for in some 
ways that industry combined the worst of the sweatshop and 
the modern factory. The trade was mechanized and dominated 
by large inside shops. Workers were subjected to strict work 
discipline: fines for lateness and sewing errors were common. 
At the same time, large manufacturers relied upon a subcon
tracting system2 that was reminiscent of the sweatshop, and 
workers had to purchase their own needles and thread. Such 
practices were particularly onerous in light of declining wages, 
for piece rates had fallen steadily since the 1907-1908 depres
sion, despite the fact that the industry was prosperous by 1909. 
An experienced sewing machine operator could earn twelve or 
thirteen dollars a week early in 1908; late in 1909 she was lucky 
to make nine or ten.3 

88 



Revolution in the Garment Trades 89 

During the summer of 1909 women came to the WTUL for 
help in disputes with three of the largest waist companies. In 
July, sewing machine operators, cutters, finishers, and pressers 
struck the Rosen Company, demanding a 20 percent pay in
crease and union recognition. Within a month, the manage
ment capitulated and granted the workers' demands. News of 
the successful strike spread throughout the trade, and workers 
began to flock to ILGWU Local No. 25, the waistmakers' union. 
In early September, workers in the Leiserson shop walked out. 
A few weeks later, the Triangle Shirtwaist Company, in an 
attempt to break the union, locked out its workers and fired 
those who belonged to Local 25. The remaining workers struck 
in protest. These strikes were unusual, since garment workers 
rarely struck during the summer slack season, when unem
ployment was high and work scarce. Then, too, the strike cut 
across occupational lines. In an extraordinary display of unity, 
cutters, pressers, operators, and finishers walked out together. 
Even some subcontractors took part. 

As the Leiserson and Triangle strikes dragged on into late 
fall, violence on the picket lines became increasingly com
monplace. Manufacturers hired thugs who insulted and beat 
young women pickets, and police made frequent arrests. As the 
violence intensified, the waistmakers' union turned to the 
WTUL for help. League members joined strikers on the picket 
lines, formed picket observation teams, and tried to prevent 
arrests. The assaults and arrests continued unabated, however. 
Several hundred women, including Mary Dreier and other 
league pickets, were arrested during the fall. 

The publicity given the strikes generated interest in the union. 
Before August 1909, Local 25 had fewer than one hundred 
members. By October its membership surpassed one thousand. 
Encouraged by this upsurge in interest, Local 25's leaders began 
to consider a general strike. The RussianJewish socialists who 
headed the local shared their deliberations with the WTUL, 
since any effort would need the leagues financial backing. The 
two organizations rented Cooper Union for the night of 23 
November to present the proposal to the rank and file. 

As late as the evening of the Cooper Union meeting, neither 
the union nor the WTUL was sure about what action to take. On 
the speakers' platform, Mary Dreier, Meyer London, Samuel 
Gompers, and representatives from Local 25 equivocated and 
urged caution. It remained for Clara Lemlich, a young striker 
from the Leiserson shop, to articulate the sentiments of the 
thousands of waistmakers who jammed the auditorium and 
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overflowed into the streets outside. As the cheering that greeted 
her proposal for an immediate general strike subsided, the 
chairman of the meeting cried, "Do you mean faith? Will you 
take the old Jewish oath?" and the waistmakers intoned, "If I 
turn traitor to the cause I now pledge, may this hand wither 
from the arm I now raise."4 

The next morning, waistmakers in shop after shop walked 
out. One young woman remembered the event as it happened 
in her factory: 

I did not know how many-workers in my shop had taken the 
oath at that meeting. I could not tell how many would go on 
strike in our factory the next day. When we came back the next 
morning to the factory, though, no one went to the dressing
room. We all sat at the machines with our hats and coats 
beside us, ready to leave .... And there was whispering and 
talking softly all around the room among the machines: "Shall 
we wait like this?" "There is a general strike" "Who will get up 
first?" ... Well, so we stayed whispering and no one knowing 
what the other would do, not making up our minds for two 
hours. Then I started to get up. And at just the same minute 
all- we all got up together, in a second. No one after the other, 
no one before. And when I saw it-that time-oh, it excites me 
so yet I can hardly talk about it .... We hardly knew where to 
go-what to do next. But one of the American girls who knew 
how to telephone, called up the Women's Trade Union League 
and they told us to come to a big hall a few blocks away. After 
we were there, we wrote out on paper what terms we wanted: 
not any night work, except as it would be arranged for some 
special need for it in the trade; and shorter hours, and to have 
wages arbitrated by a committee to arbitrate the price for 
everyone fairly; and to have better treatment from the bosses. 5 

The union and the WTUL had underestimated the extent of 
discontent among shirtwaist makers, and they were stunned by 
the turnout. At most they had expected four or five thousand 
Jewish workers to strike. Instead, close to thirty thousand 
waistmakers walked out. Although four-fifths of the strikers 
were Jewish, several thousand Italian and native-born Ameri
can women participated as well.6 

For eleven weeks, waistmakers fought for a fifty-two-hour 
week, piece-rate increases and an equitable, standard means 
for determining wage and piece rates, the abolition of subcon
tracting, and the elimination of charges and fines. The 
waistmakers also demanded union recognition and a union 
shop. Although most small manufacturers and contractors 
settled with the union and granted workers improved condi-
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tions and higher wages, the large manufacturers never settled 
with Local 25. Despite its failure to win a union shop, however, 
the shirtwaist strike was a turning point in the history of 
women's unionism: it was the first major women's strike. The 
uprising was also unique in the history of American labor to the 
extent that it captured the sympathy and support of women 
from every class background. 

The strike's first days were chaotic. Neither the ILGWU nor 
the league was prepared for the administrative difficulties the 
uprising posed. The union negotiated contracts on a shop-by
shop basis: workers in each shop determined wages and piece 
rates, and employers settled individually with the union. By 27 
November, more than one hundred manufacturers had agreed 
to their workers' demands and ten thousand waistmakers were 
back at work. Because many small manufacturers settled 
quickly, the WfUL and Local 25 were optimistic that the strike 
would be short. But the employers who settled in the first few 
days were small contractors who could not afford a protracted 
stoppage in the middle of the trade's busy season. The major 
battle was fought with the owners of the large inside shops. 
These employers formed the Manufacturers' Association, 
which included nearly a third of the city's waist manufacturers. 
By the first week of December, the strike was stalemated. 
Although small-shop owners continued to settle with the union 
and to reinstate their workers with union conditions, the large 
manufacturers hired strikebreakers and resisted a settlement. 

Throughout December, despite the unusually bitter cold, 
strikers continued to picket and to negotiate. By 20 December, 
the strike had spread to Philadelphia. But as time went on and 
neither strikers nor manufacturers weakened, violence esca
lated. Day after day, women were assaulted on the picket lines 
as police stood by. Police arrested more than seven hundred 
strikers for talking to strikebreakers, for loitering, and for 
disorderly conduct. By mid-December, magistrates were 
sentencing convicted women to the Blackwell's Island work
house. 

Police brutality and judicial discrimination horrified WfUL 
members. From the beginning of the strike the league circu
lated copies of a handbill entitled "Rules for Pickets" that 
detailed pickets' legal rights and cautioned them to maintain 
order and decorum. The WfUL also recruited seventy-five vol
unteer pickets and watchers who acted as court witnesses. 
League members assembled a legal staff and posted bail for 
arrested strikers. To protest the harsh treatment that the 



92 As Equals and As Sisters 

women were receiving at the hands of the police, the WfUL 
also organized marches and rallies. Early in December some 
ten thousand strikers, many carrying banners reading "Peace
ful picketing is the right of every woman;' marched to City Hall, 
where they petitioned Mayor George McClellan to have the 
police commissioner keep his men under closer surveillance. 

Throughout December the WfUL used the strike to educate 
the public about working women's conditions and their need 
for unions. Members made special efforts to enlist women's 
support by speaking to club women, college students, and 
suffragists. They described the callousness of police magis
trates who sentenced young women to several weeks of hard 
labor in the workhouse for offenses as minor as yelling scab at 
strikebreakers. Under league auspices, young strikers spoke at 

· clubs and women's colleges about their working conditions. 
League members couched their appeals to upper-class women 
in the language of sisterhood. They stressed that women should 
demonstrate their solidarity with the strikers by joining their 
working-class sisters on picket lines and by boycotting non
union waists. "Now is the time for women in New York, Phil
adelphia, and in fact everywhere American shirtwaists are 
worn, to rise in their might and demonstrate that with them 
bargain-hunting can be subordinated to principle and that they 
have said goodbye to the products of the sweatshop .... 
Friends, let us stop talking about sisterhood, and MAKE SIS
TERHOOD A F ACT!"7 The league's publicity and fund-raising 
efforts elicited unprecedented support from leisure-class 
women. The WfUL received more than twenty thousand dol
lars from club women, and scores ofVassar, Bryn Mawr, Bar
nard, and Wellesley students served as volunteer pickets. 

Anne Morgan, J.P. Morgan's daughter, was one stirred by 
league members' descriptions of East Side working and living 
conditions. Mary Dreier persuaded her to appear on a 
waistmakers' picket line and to underwrite the WfUL's public
ity work. Immediately, she was elected to the executive board. 
Alva Belmont, widow of financier Oliver Belmont and president 
of a militant city suffrage organization, the Political Equality 
League, also took part in the strike and was named to the 
WfUL's executive board. As a suffragist, Belmont regarded the 
strike as a women's struggle rather than as a labor uprising and 
worked to link the suffrage cause with the strike. At a highly 
publicized appearance at the Jefferson Market Courthouse, she 
stressed womens need for the ballot. "During those six hours I 
spent in that police court I saw enough to convince me and all 
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who were with me beyond the smallest doubt of the absolute 
necessity of woman suffrage ... and the direct influence of 
women over judges, jury, and policemen."8 Belmont arranged 
weekly suffragist motorcades through East Side neighborhoods 
and sponsored a mass "women's rally" at the Hippodrome 
Theatre with leading suffragists and trade unionists as 
speakers. 

The participation of prominent suffragists and society 
women divided the WfULs membership. For some members, 
inviting Anne Morgan and Alva Belmont to sit on the executive 
board was consistent with the league's commitment to a cross
class alliance, and they argued that the strike was a magnificent 
demonstration of sisterhood. Helen Marat, who usually took a 
hard line on workers' self-determination, commented that if 
upper-class women had been moved to participate in the strike 
from "sensational or personal motives, they were disarmed 
when they came into contact with the strikers." The strike, she 
said, broke down all class barriers.9 Then, too, practical con
siderations played a role. Local 25 had only four dollars in its 
treasury when the strike began, and the waistmakers received 
little financial support from the labor movement. The league 
counted on wealthy women's sense of sisterhood to finance the 
strike. In addition, Morgan's and Belmont's presence on picket 
lines and in the night court made the strike front-page news not 
only in East Side papers but in the New York Times as well. 

Others disagreed. Leonora O'Reilly was one of those dis
tressed by society women's participation in league activities 
during the strike, stating that members no longer felt free to 
voice their own opinions but felt bound to agree with women 
who donated money.10 Socialist members were especiallyvocal 
in criticizing the league's alliance with wealthy suffragists as 
"dangerous and futile." They also complained that their daily 
picketing, fund-raising, and organizing efforts were ignored 
while Belmonts and Morgan's token efforts were highly touted. 
"There has perhaps never been a more humiliating position in 
the history of the labor movement than that occupied by So
cialist women in the shirtwaist makers strike;' Theresa Malkiel 
declared. "So long as they did the work of the black man 'Friday' 
they were tolerated and permitted to go on; but no sooner did 
they attempt to do anything that would count officially than 
they were put in the background."11 

The "magnificent demonstration of sisterhood" lasted 
through most of December. But events in the strike soon caused 
outsiders' interest to wane. In mid-December, after most 
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nonassociation shops had settled with Local 25, the Manufac
turers' Association agreed to negotiate. In a contract presented 
to the strikers, the association agreed to a fifty-two-hour week, 
piece-rate increases, the abolition of fines, and the improve
ment of sanitary conditions. The association, however, refused 
to recognize the union. 

The strikers rejected this open-shop settlement. Their deci
sion to continue the strike alienated many supporters. The 
Consumers' League, many suffragists and settlement workers, 
and upper-class women who had based their support of the 
strike on a romantic conception of sisterhood abruptly lost 
interest. Anne Morgan, for example, resigned from the league 
as quickly as she had joined, denouncing it as "a socialist 
organization." 12 

Throughoutjanuary and February the strike was deadlocked 
on the issue of union recognition. Although some Manufactur
ing Association members settled independently, the most pow
erful companies refused to grant the union's demands. In mid
February, Local 25 declared the strike ended. More than 150 
large firms had not settled. 

Despite the strike's less than satisfactory end, it was the New 
York league's finest hour. It was spectacular proof that women 
were capable of expressing discontent forcefully and collec
tively. What was more, women could organize as well as strike. 
The waistmakers' union was the largest ILGWU local, with 
nearly twenty thousand members, 80 percent of whom were 
women.13 The leagues strike activities also h_elped attract more 
working women to the organization. The composition of 
league committees reflected the increase of workers. In the 
years before 1909, trade committees were headed by allies; by 
1910, all were chaired by working women. Although allies still 
outnumbered working-class members, more than two hun
dred workers belonged to the WTIJL. Finally, the shirtwaist 
strike seemed to herald the New York league's acceptance by the 
labor movement. Local 25 solicited the WfULs assistance and 
advice in formulating strategy and settlements. As a guarantee 
of future cooperation, the union elected Rose Schneiderman to 
its executive board. When Leonora O'Reilly attended the New 
York State Federation of Labor convention in the summer of 
1910, she noted that the delegates greeted her warmly and were 
very interested in the league's work. 

This new acceptance and a $10,000 gift from Carola Woer
ishoffer to establish a permanent league strike council gave the 
league confidence. The executive board set definite guidelines 
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for WfUL policy during future strikes. Any union that wanted 
the league's assistance was to permit two WfUL representatives 
on its strike-committee. The new guidelines marked a depar
ture from the league's customary policy of unquestioningly 
acceding to unions' requests for help. The executive board 
made it clear that the WfUL intended to take a more active role 
in labor affairs and demand a more vocal role in policies that 
affected women. As Helen Marat stated, the New York league 
would no longer be "the kind sister" in the trade union world. 14 

The future seemed bright early in 1910. Within months, 
however, WfUL members were disillusioned with the labor 
movement and disappointed with the progress of unionization 
among the city's women workers. The organization's relation
ship with the ILGWU, in particular, rapidly deteriorated. 
When the shirtwaist strike ended, the ILGWU and the league 
could point to definite gains. Women who had worked sixty or 
more hours a week now had a guaranteed workweek offifty
two hours. Piece rates had increased by 20 percent. Workers no 
longer had to pay for power or materials. Some manufacturers 
had agreed to abolish subcontracting. But the waistmakers' 
contracts were weak. Because manufacturers made individual 
settlements and because each shop determined its own piece
rate scales, conditions and grievance procedures were not stan
dardized. Women were soon coming to the league to report 
violations, and shop strikes again became common. 

The waistmakers' difficulties contrasted sharply with the 
success of the cloakmakers' st~ike in the summer of 1910. 
Unlike Local 25s leaders, the cloak.makers' officers planned 
their strike carefully, had adequate funds, and enjoyed the 
international's full support. After a ten-week walkout, the 
cloakmakers and the Cloak Manufacturers' Association 
negotiated a comprehensive settlement, the Protocol of Peace. 
The protocol, which was to become a model for garment-union 
settlements, was a uniform agreement for the entire cloak 
industry. It provided for improved conditions, standardized 
wage and piece rates, and a "preferential shop" clause that 
required manufacturers to hire union members in preference 
to unorganized workers. The protocol also established an 
industry-wide grievance procedure and a permanent enforce
ment committee, the Joint Board of Sanitary Control. The 
settlement had important implications for unskilled women, 
for the agreement covered wages and conditions for every 
worker in the trade, from skilled tailors to finishers. 15 

The league played a peripheral role in the cloak.makers' 
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strike, in part because women made up only a small percentage 
of workers in that trade, but also because the union, con
siderably stronger than the waistmakers union, had less need 
for the leagues assistance. Members, however, were excited 
about the settlement. 

The comparison between the cloakmakers and the waist
makers was especially acute in the last months of 1910, when 
the waistmakers began to negotiate new shop agreements. Too 
weak to renew its contracts alone, Local 25 asked representa
tives from the WfUL, the Jewi,sh Daily Forward, the Central 
Federated Union, and the United Hebrew Trades to help. The 
waistmakers had lost ground in the year following the strike. 
Almost half of the manufacturers who had settled with the 
union in 1909 had gone out ofbusiness or moved out of the city. 
Of the 200 shops that remained, the union could only renew 
agreements with 164. Most Manufacturers' Association shops 
remained unorganized. Union membership had dropped from 
nearly 20,000 to about 7,000.16 

One of the largest nonunion firms was the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Company, located in an overcrowded loft building 
near Washington Square. On a late March afternoon in 1911, a 
few months after Local 25 renegotiated its contracts, a cigarette 
dropped into a remnant drawer ignited one of the large work
rooms. Piles of shirtwaists and floors strewn with remnants fed 
the flames as the fire spread rapidly to the wooden staircase and 
to workrooms on other floors. Some workers on the top floor 
managed to hoist themselves through the skylight and climb 
across the roof to an adjoining building. Others reached the 
elevator or the narrow stairs before fire consumed the hallways. 
Many workers on the top floors had no choice but to jump to the 
Washington Place pavement. Girl after girl flung herself from 
the high workroom windows to the sidewalk eight or nine 
stories below, despite the uselessness of the fire departments 
nets and the crowd's shouts not to jump. What the horrified 
spectators did not know was that there was no other escape 
from some of the workrooms: the doors were locked from the 
outside. By early evening, 146 Triangle workers were dead. 17 

The Triangle fire demoralized the New York league, for the 
tragedy dramatized how little progress had been made in 
improving working women's conditions. Rose Schneidermans 
impassioned speech at the Metropolitan Opera House a few 
days after the fire best expressed the outrage of the league and 
the city's workers. "This is not the first time girls have been 
burned alive in the city;' she told the audience of mourners. 
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"Every week I must learn of the untimely death of one of my 
sister workers. Every year thousands ofus are maimed. The life 
of men and women is so cheap and property is so sacred."18 

Events in the months after the fire only deepened the league's 
frustration. A few days after the fire the 'Iriangle Shirtwaist 
Company was open for business as usual, having quickly trans
ferred its operations to another location. Several months later, a 
jury acquitted Max Harris and Isaac Blanck, the manufacturers, 
of manslaughter charges, despite testimony from more than 
one hundred witnesses about the crowded conditions and 
locked workroom doors. 19 

In the spring of 1911, after the fire and the disappointing 
contracts, the waistmakers' union began to agitate for a second 
general strike to recoup its losses and win a p:r:-otocol agree
ment. The WTUL strongly opposed this plan for in the time 
since the 1909 uprising league leaders had become disil
lusioned with the tactic. While conceding that a strike was 
effective in mobilizing large numbers of women, members had 
doubts that any real gains followed. Then, too, league members 
thought that Local 25's leaders were incompetent. "It is becom
ing clear to the League;' Helen Marat wrote in 1911, "that it is a 
betrayal of the faith and fine spirit of the girls to encourage 
them to organize in to trade unions if their union is to be 
dominated by men without business sense or executive ability 
and by men competient [sic] to talk but not to act."20 Part ofthe 
league's disillusionment with the union's leaders stemmed from 
the men's refusal to abide by the orderly, businesslike methods 
of the AFL. The leaders of the waistmakers' union wer~ radical 
socialists, far more idealistic than AFL functionaries and con
stantly at odds with a more conservative "bread-and-butter" 
faction within the ILGWU. The league aligned itself with the 
conservatives, led by John Dyche, because that group was 
committed to AFL-style organization. Local 25's problems, 
Marat stressed, were due to its leaders' "inability to grasp the 
fact that their employers who are business men must be fought 
not with fine phrases or idealistic sentiments but with business 
methods ."21 What was more, the Russianjewish socialists who 
managed Local 25 and the other ILGWU locals in the women's 
trades thought little of women's ability to participate in union 
activities-a fact that angered WTUL women. "These men get 
me so mad;' Mary Dreier wrote, "they treat us like two cents."22 

Over 80 percent of the waistmakers' rank and file was female, 
but men were the unchallenged leaders. No women held posi
tions of power within the union hierarchy. This "want of confi-
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dence in the women;' according to Marat, also contributed to 
the unions weakness.23 The general strike tactic reinforced and 
perpetuated women's inferiority, for although women were in 
the forefront, they had no opportunities to learn about organiz
ing or managing a union. In light of this situation, the league 
began to reexamine its policies. Members argued that it meant 
little to organize large numbers of women if they had no more 
power in their unions than they did in their shops. 

Throughout the spring and summer of 1911, as agitation for 
a second general strike increased, members disagreed over how 
to deal with Local 25. One faction, led by Helen Marat and Mary 
Dreier, wanted the league to urge rank-and-file union members 
to vote for the conservative wing of the union's leadership in the 
upcoming elections. Other WfUL leaders were appalled by this 
plan. "They are concerned we are butting in;' Mary Dreier 
wrote Margaret Robins, 

but the union [is ]about to go to pieces .... Leonora, Rose, even 
Linda cry out in holy horror that the League is usurping 
authority and seem to think it is wiser to let the whole thing go 
to smash rather than go one step beyond the prescribed dis
tance .... [lt]seems so terrible when there are 7,000 girls that 
we should hold back in going to the limit to help them even ifit 
would mean that the labor men on the East Side particularly 
would resent our interference. 24 

When the executive board rejected this proposal, Marot took 
matters into her own hands. In a letter to the Jeivish Daily 
Forward she detailed the inadequacies of Local 25's radical 
socialist leaders, warned members against a second general 
strike, and urged them to vote for the conservative faction in the 
coming election. A "misgoverned, badly managed union;' she 
concluded, "is worse than no union."25 The executive board of 
the WfUL censured Marat, stating that public criticism of a 
union was not in keeping with the league's role. But the damage 
was done, and when the radical officers were elected, the rift 
between the waistmakers' union and the league widened. 

Although many members did not like Marat's tactics, they 
agreed with her about ·the inadvisability of a general strike. 
When Local 25 called a second strike in October 1911, the 
league refused its endorsement. The organization provided 
legal assistance, and members served as volunteer pickets; but 
members did not provide substantial aid, even though they 
realized that their refusal to support a union was a drastic 
departure from customary policies. "Up to the present time;' 
Marat wrote, "the League has always cooperated with the 
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unions to the full in accordance with the plans the union has 
. mapped out." She recommended, however, that the WfUL 
break relations with East Side unions. "It is the stand which we 
must continue in regard to the methods followed by the East 
Side unions .... As the Jewish working women are greater 
numerically than any other nationality it will be necessary for 
us if we are to make them understand our refusal to accept 
their methods to show them what our methods are ... [and] 
show absolute results in organization."26 Following Marots 
advice, the WfUL launched a concerted shop-by-shop organiz
ing campaign among American-born workers in the uptown 
waist. shops. 

During the same months the league was trying to avert a 
second waistmakers' strike, small unions in other women's 
trades began to agitate for general strikes as a way to organize 
many workers and win standardized agreements. Wrapper 
and kimono workers (ILGWU Local No. 41), children's dress
makers (ILGWU Local No. 50), and white-goods workers 
(ILGWU Local No. 62) made repeated requests to the interna
tional for permission to call general strikes. The international, 
unwilling to risk large sums of money on trades composed 
predominantly of unskilled women, and preoccupied with the 
struggle to maintain the cloakmakers' protocol, refused to 
endorse general strikes or to pay for organizers. 27 

The white-goods union turned to the WTIJL for support after 
the international rejected its requests. As the league's East Side 
organizer, Rose Schneiderman spent much of her time with the 
local. Throughout 1911 and 1912, she petitioned the league to 
fund an organizer and support a general strike. The union, she 
pointed out, had about two hundred members and had won 
improved conditions. But these gains were precarious: the iso
lated union shops could not even win written contracts. In such 
an industry, Schneiderman argued, only a general strike could 
help the union obtain the members and the treasury it needed 
to enforce union-scale wages and conditions. She also stressed 
that the women themselves, impressed by the general strikes in 
the waist and cloak trades and frightened by the 1riangle fire, 
were agitating for a general strike.28 

The league paid Schneiderman to devote herself exclusively 
to organizing white-goods workers but refused to endorse a 
general strike. Rather, she was told to conduct a shop-by-shop 
drive. That way, women could be instructed in trade-union 
principles and have the opportunity to participate in union 
affairs. As Helen Marat declared, "the business of the League 
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[is] to bring women into places of responsibility in the 
organization of the trade." In a general strike, men dominated 
and women had "no place and power and . . . mostly no 
voice."29 

Late in 1912, the international authorized a general strike in 
the white-goods industry and appointed male officers and a 
male organizer for Local 62. The league supported this strike 
call grudgingly. "The New York League has held off this strike 
for over a year;' one executive board member wrote to the 
national WfUL headquarters, "but now feel that it is inevita
ble."30 On 6January 1913, about seven thousand white-goods 
workers-approximately half the work force-answered the 
strike call. In the five weeks the walkout lasted, Local 62 and the 
WfUL succeeded in enrolling nearly five thousand women into 
the union. But the white-goods uprising did not touch the 
public conscience in the same way that the shirtwaist strike had 
done. The league concluded that it could not summon much 
enthusiasm from its general membership. It donated only one 
thousand dollars to the strike fund and raised only six thousand 
in contributions-far below the response that greeted the 
waistmakers' cause.31 Throughout the strike, WfUL members 
complained that the union constantly interfered with their 
work. The league held its elf aloof from Local 62's leaders. In the 
waistmakers' strike, WfUL members had been proud to serve 
as secretaries to union officers. By 1913, they had become more 
independent. 

When the strike ended in February 1913, the white-goods 
workers had won their own protocol. The contract specified a 
fifty-hour workweek, the abolition of payment for power and 
thread, a 10 percent piece-rate increase, and an industry-wide 
minimum wage of five dollars a week. More important, the 
white-goods workers won a preferential shop. 

The general strike era ended with the 1913 uprising of the 
white-goods workers. When the Women's 'Trade Union League 
looked back over the period from late 1909 to early 1913, its 
members could see that trade unionism had made definite and 
impressive gains. Workers in the waist industry-BO percent of 
whom were women-won a modified protocol agreement in 
1913, as did wrapper and kimono makers and children's 
dressmakers. When compared to the situation of women in the 
clothing trades before the general strikes, these improvements 
in the women's trades were dramatic. The increase in female 
union membership was also extraordinary. In September 1909, 
about 3,000 women belonged to garment unions. A year later, 
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16,716 women were members. By September 1913, New York 
State trade union returns listed 63,872 women as members of 
New York City needle trades' unions.32 

But the league could not ignore the fact that improvements 
and dramatic membership gains were limited to the garment 
industry. In September 1913, nearly 72,000 women belonged to 
the city's labor unions. More than 63,000 belonged to unions in 
garments and textiles. Of the 9,000 others, more than 2,000 
belonged to tobacco unions-a figure that had remained stable 
since the turn of the century. Nearly 3,000 were members of 
printing and bookbinding unions, also a stable figure. Three 
thousand women belonged to musicians' and theatrical 
unions. The remaining women were scattered in small, iso
lated organizations in marginal industries such as paper-box 
making and in service occupations.33 Thus, the state of organi
zation in the city's marginal industries remained much the 
same as it had been ten years earlier. The experiences ofWTIJL 
women with unskilled artificial-flower-and-feather workers, 
boxmakers, human-hair workers, leather-goods workers, 
candy makers, and laundresses during these years deepened 
their growing disenchantment with unionization as the best 
way to ameliorate women's working conditions. Women's 
strikes in these industries failed between 1910 and 1913, and 
working conditions remained unchanged. 

The 1912 laundry workers' strike was an especially discour
aging experience for the WTUL. On 2 January 1912, three 
organizations of workers in steam and hand laundries called a 
general strike. Six hundred workers, 450 of whom were wom
en, walked out of eighteen establishments. Although nearly 
4,000 people worked in these laundries and although addi
tional hundreds of establishments were unaffected by the 
strike, the walkout was spectacular in comparison to previous 
activity among laundry workers. The strikers, influenced by the 
success of the general strikes in the garment trades, demanded 
a fifty-four-hour week, a wage scale that guaranteed all work
ers at least six dollars a week, safety guards on machinery, and 
union recognition.34 

The WTUL enthusiastically supported this strike. Members 
collected enough money from sympathizers and unions to pay 
a few dollars a week in strike benefits and gave the strike wide 
publicity. In addition, the State Board of Mediation and Arbi
tration held four days of open hearings on the reasons for the 
walkout. The board concluded that intolerable conditions and 
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low wages had brought about the strike and ended its report by 
recommending that employers grant workers' demands and 
recognize the union. Despite these efforts, the strike failed. 
When it ended on 31 January 1912, only six establishments 
recognized the union and agreed to pay higher wages. The 
other laundries simply replaced the unskilled women.35 

During the same years that WTUL relations with the ILGWU 
were deteriorating, other developments prompted members to 
reevaluate their organization's relationship with the American 
Federation of Labor. Gradually, league leaders' idealism and 
naivete about the AFL gave way to the realization that their 
organization's identification with the federation saddled them 
with methods and an ideology that were inappropriate for 
unskilled immigrant women. 

In part, the disenchantment of league members resulted 
from their failure to win the approval and support of male 
union leaders. Despite the league's efforts to please the AFL, 
individuals important in the federation and its affiliates often 
attacked the league for being a socialist organization or a group 
of philanthropic dilettantes. Samuel Gompers, for example, 
stated that because so many league leaders were upper-class 
outsiders, they were more susceptible to socialist ideas.36 When 
Melinda Scott went to Philadelphia to help start a local league 
there, the president of that city's central labor union stated that 
the league was "a suffrage organization, a socialist organiza
tion, and that in some instances ... had organized unions who 
were seceded to the bani-fide [sic] trade unions.37 Occasionally 
federation organizers warned women to stay away from the 
league, calling it a "political organization."38 

The most sustained attack on the New York league occurred 
early in 1910 and was led by Eva McDonald Valesh, an Ameri
can Federationi.st editor and a friend of Gompers. Valesh came 
to New York to assist the WfUL during the 1909 shirtwaist 
strike. League leaders, knowing that Valesh was respected in 
federation circles, immediately granted her membership. 
When the waistmakers voted against the open-shop settlement 
late in December 1909, Valesh criticized the league for support
ing the strikers' decision and claimed that the WTUL was "full 
of socialism, masked by its perfunctory interest in the strik
ers."39 Gompers wrote Mary Dreier that he "deplored" Valesh's 
attack, but he made no public move to contradict her. 

Such attacks, combined with the AFLs continuing indiffer
ence to the needs of working women, help explain league 
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members' change in attitude toward the AFL. Among them
selves, league members lamented the insensitivity of AFL 
leaders. "It is just as well I have no illusions regarding the men;' 
Margaret Robins confided to her sister Mary.40 Melinda Scott 
expressed herself more bluntly. The federation, she told Leo
nora O'Reilly, "is a bag ofwind."41 By the end of the period of 
general strikes from 1909 through 1913, members were criti
cizing the labor movement openly. Melinda Scott, for instance, 
rebutted labor leaders' criticism of the league. She acknowl
edged that many WfUL women were suffragists but declared 
that it was male unionists' attitudes that "made suffragists out 
of thinking women .... One of the things that made some ofus 
attached to the Women's Trade Union League was because of 
the fact that we had to fight every inch of the ground we had 
gone for recognition."42 

'Iwo monumental labor struggles-the 1910 strike of men's 
clothing workers in Chicago and the 1912 uprising of textile 
operatives in Lawrence, Massachusetts-were particularly im
portant for opening league members' eyes to AFL limitations. 
Although the New York branch was not directly involved in 
either struggle, the way in which the strikes were conducted 
and the controversies they generated in the Chicago, Boston, 
and national leagues affected the New York WTUL as well. 

The Chicago garment workers' strike began late in Septem
ber 1910 when several thousand young women walked off their 
jobs to protest inhumane treatment and wage cuts. By early 
October, more than forty thousand workers-the great major
ity of them Jewish, Italian, and Slavic immigrants-had joined 
the strikers. Although the United Garment Workers, which 
assumed leadership of the strike in late September, called the 
walkout against all nonunion shops, the uprising was princi
pally directed against the firm of Hart, Schaffner, and Marx. 
That firm, with forty-eight factories and nearly ten thousand 
employees, had established a near monopoly of the Chicago 
trade. By mid-January, thanks in good measure to the interces
sion of city government officials and social reform organiza
tions and the work of Margaret Dreier Robins and the Chicago 
league, the firm of Hart, Schaffner, and Marx was ready to 
negotiate. The company entered into an agreement with its 
workers that recognized their right to unionize and that 
established a grievance procedure and an arbitration board. 
Other nonunion employers, however, refused to follow the 
Hart, Schaffner, and Marx example, and the strike dragged on 
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through the month ofJanuary. By February, the United Gar
ment Workers' Union, unwilling to commit itself further to a 
strike of unskilled immigrant workers, suddenly announced 
that the strike was at an end. Tens of thousands of strikers were 
forced to go back to open shops; many lost their jobs. 

The Chicago Women's Trade Union League had played a 
central role in conducting the strike and was pleased by the 
Hart, Schaffner, and Marx agreement. The league was strongly 
critical of the UGWs handling of the struggle, however. The 
UGW officers were trying to break the strike, Margaret Dreier 
Robins complained to Mary Dreier in the early days of the 
uprising. The callous and unilateral fashion in which the UGW 
ended the strike, without consulting the Chicago WfUL, the 
Chicago Federation of Labor, or the strikers themselves, ap
palled WTUL members, who publicly criticized the unions 
decision.43 

Even before the Chicago strike, the New York league had 
become thoroughly exasperated with the UGW. The union's 
hostility toward the buttonhole makers and finishers, its re
peated refusals to organize women, and its dishonest label 
policy still rankled. "The Garment Workers you know are 
against us;' Mary Dreier wrote to her sister Margaret, "and have 
been every time we organized a union and turned it over to 
them, they have let it slump and go to pieces, this has been their 
regular policy ."44 After the league criticized the UGWs han
dling of the Chicago strike, relations between the two organiza
tions deteriorated further. In New York, local UGW leaders 
refused to deal with the WTUL. One woman finisher reported 
to the executive board that the union had offered her a position 
as an organizer only on the condition that she not work with the 
league.45 

In the winter of 1912-1913, relations were strained even 
further. During a large strike of New York tailors, UGW leaders 
behaved in a way very similar to the way they had behaved 
during the Chicago uprising three years earlier. When the strik
ers rejected a proposed settlement, UGW president Benjamin 
Larger unilaterally accepted an arbitration proposal and called 
the strike to a halt. Although the WTUL, occupied with the 
general strikes in the women's garment trades, played no role in 
the tailors' strike, league leaders sympathized with the position 
of the immigrant workers. Long aware ofUGW corruption and 
of the union's hostility to urban immigrant workers, the WTUL 
threw its support behind the group of unionists who had bro
ken away from the UGW to form the Amalgamated Clothing 
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Workers of America, despite the AFLs ruling that the Amalga
mated was a dual union. 

The 1912 textile strike in Lawrence, MassachusettS,, was 
equally important for forcing league members to confront AFL 
limitations. Because the Industrial Workers of the World as
sumed leadership early in the strike, the president of AFLs 
United Textile Workers, John Golden, counseled the Boston 
league to stay out of Lawrence. The WTUL complied. Within 
two weeks after the strike began, however, Boston league 
members realized that it was a "magnificent uprising of op
pressed, unskilled foreign workers. Our strike committee had 
many members who did not endorse IWW principles but were 
enthusiastic [about the] strikers."46 In response to the Boston 
leagues petitions, Golden permitted the league to open a relief 
center. Members collected funds and distributed food and 
clothing while the United Textile Workers tried to bring about a 
quick settlement. Once Golden had negotiated a settlement 
that was accepted by a smaH minority of skilled men newly 
organized into UTW craft unions, he declared the strike over 
and ordered the league to refuse relief to anyone who remained 
out. Although most members did not agree with Golden's 
tactics, the league officially withdrew. 

The WTIJLs acquiescence in the hearyhanded manner by 
which the UTW leadership tried to coerce Lawrence strikers 
into accepting an unsatisfactory settlement created a major 
controversy within the organization .. The Boston league's presi
dent, Sue Ainslie Clark, summarized the conflict: 

Certain members of the Boston Leag:ue believe that its 
course was the only one open to-it since it was affiliated with 
AFL and aimed to propagate the principles of craft unionism 
endorsed by that organization. Certain others b,elieve that we 
might have cooperated with the Strike Committee fFom the 
first, as individuals, though they realize the res train ts imposed 
by the AFL affiliation. Still otheFs think that our part has fueen a 
disgraceful one in this great struggle. Others regard the suc
cess of the Lawrence strike, through IWW methods, as an 
object lesson by which the League-and the AFL--must profit 
in order to play a vital part in the rapidly moving evolution of 
the labor movement today.47 

Clark went on to state her own opinion. "To me, many of those 
in powe:r in the American labor movement today seem to be 
selfish, reactionary, and remote from the struggle for bread and 
liberty of the unskilled workers. Are we, the Women's Trade 
Union League, to ally ourselves with the 'stand-patters' of the 
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Labor Movement or are we to hold ourselves ready to aid the 
insurgents-those who are freely fighting the fight of the ex
ploited, the oppressed, and the weak among the workers?"48 

New York members were outraged by the U1W's actions, 
declaring that Golden and the U1W were "scabbing on the 
workers."49 Many members perceived the contradictions in
herent in the Lawrence situation and were able to make the 
transition between the Lawrence strike and the organization of 
women workers generally. Their hostility to the IWW ebbed, 
and they talked increasingly of the possibilities industrial 
unionism held for women. 

Helen Marat was one who saw the futility ofsupportingAFL 
methods while trying to organize large numbers of women 
who did not fit into craft designations. Even before the Law
rence strike, she recognized the crucial importance of develop
ing new ways to reach unskilled workers and the superiority of 
industrial organization for that purpose. She was enormously 
enthusiastic about the 1910 cloakmakers' settlement, for she 
recognized the powerful implications of agreeing upon a blan
ket contract for all workers in a trade. By 1912, Marat was 
articulating a theory of unionization that emphasized organiz
ing the unskilled along industrial lines. A visit to Lawrence 
during the strike dispelled her fears ofindustrial organization, 
and she urged the league to concentrate its energies on finding 
new ways to reach unskilled workers, stating, "The organiza
tion of the unskilled worker has become an all-important ques
tion in the labor movement."50 

In the wake of growing disillusionment with organized labor 
throughout the general strike period, leading league members 
modified their policy of requiring independent unions to 
affiliate with AFL organizations. In contrast to the way in 
which the WfUL had handled the Progressive Rolled Cigarette 
Makers' Union seven years before, when the league refused to 
support an organization Gompers considered a dual union, a 
serious controversy developed over the question of a depart
ment store workers' union's affiliation with an AFL interna
tional. Elizabeth Dutcher and Laura Elliot, both allies, had 
worked with the union since 1911. They told the women in 1913 
that the time had come to affiliate with the Retail Clerks' 
Protective Association, warning that no more funds would be 
coming from the league unless they did so. The union's presi
dent emphatically rejected the WfULs ultimatum, insisting 
that his organization did not want organizers from the AFL or 
from the retail clerks' union. When the majority of the depart-
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ment store workers voted to remain independent, Dutcher and 
Elliot severed the league's connections with the small union. A 
month later, after several acrimonious executive board meet
ings, Rose Schneiderman and Melinda Scott told the women 
that the league did not want the organization to affiliate with 
the international if its members declined to do so. Under
standably, however, the affair left a residue ofbitterness. One 
of the women union officers told the league that she had 
learned one thing from her experience with the WfUL: leisure
class women could not organize working women. She hoped 
that the outcome of the matter "would be the realization on the 
part of workingwomen that they must organize each other."51 

Despite their increasing disillusionment with the possibility 
of changing the labor movement's a tti tu des and policies toward 
women, WfUL members still did not formulate alternatives to 
the existing AFL structure. They did not seriously entertain 
ideas about breaking away from the AFL and creating new 
types of unions for women. WfUL leaders continued to reject 
the alternative of independent women's unions for the same 
realistic reasons they had earlier: such segregated organiza
tions could not maintain an adequate economic base. Occa
sionally members revived the idea of forming a federation of 
women workers. In 1917, the national WfUL appointed a 
committee to study the feasibility of such a plan. The commit
tee, whose members included Rose Schneiderman, Melinda 
Scott, and Margaret Dreier Robins, decided that a federation 
would duplicate the work of the WfUL. Rather than establish a 
separate federation, the committee recommended that local 
leagues work harder to make membership easy for all working 
women and that they serve as centers for "educational, legisla
tive, and social activities for trade union women." Finally, the 
committee suggested that when women wanted to organize 
"where there is no organization in the trade and not a sufficient 
number of members to form a strong union or where the youth 
of the girl workers makes a strong union difficult in the begin
ning or where the existing organization is a men's organization 
that excludes women," then the women should be organized as 
individual WfUL members; they also suggested "that through 
such membership trade committees be organized until their 
strength permits of the organization of a trade union."52 The 
national WfUL convention accepted this proposal, although it 
introduced no new strategies. 

Nor did the WfUL organize federal unions, although a plan 
for WfUL-chartered independent federal unions surfaced later 
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in the league's history. In 1921, the national Women's Trade 
Union League petitioned the AFL to charter federal unions for 
women who were excluded from federation affiliates. The 
league called for a plan "whereby unorganized, unskilled, and 
scattered groups of women may be federated or otherwise 
united for mutual support under the American Federation of 
Labor and ... if no such plan is possible under the American 
Federation ofLabor ... that the AFL agree that charters in such 
cases be issued by the National Women's 1rade Union 
League."53 This plan was a dramatic departure for the WTUL. 
It was unusual for the league to suggest that the AFL modify its 
policies or structure. Even more striking was the suggestion 
that independent unions be chartered by the league. 

This plan resulted from the New York league's efforts to 
organize New York City copyholders, or proofreaders' assis
tants. The league formed a copyholders' union late in 1919 and 
urged the one hundred members to apply to the International 
Typographical Union for a charter. Despite the fact that 
copyholders worked side by side with union printers and proof
readers in union label shops, the ITU refused to grant a charter 
because the women were unskilled. The women, still under the 
leagues guidance, then applied directly to the AFL for a federal 
union charter. The federation replied that "nothing could be 
done until the ITU relinquished its jurisdiction." Within a year 
the union dissolved.54 

The federation refused to endorse the WTUL plan for federal 
unions, and the WTUL, still caught in the trap of supporting the 
AFL, acquiesced in the decision. Despite their disappointment 
with the labor movement, the league could never disentangle 
itself sufficiently from the AFL to strike out on its own. In 
matters of union structure and organizing, federation policies 
remained paramount. As Raymond Robins summarized the 
league's position to Mary Dreier, "The American Federation of 
Labor with all its shortcomings-and few people know these 
better than our.selves-is none the less the true representative 
body of organized labor in this country .... As a matter of 
expediency you must cooperate with the policy of the American 
Federation of Labor ."55 

Instead of pursuing an independent path, the Women's 1rade 
Union League continued in its efforts to persuade male trade 
illilionists to organize women and to integrate women into 
existing craft unions. Helen Marat, for instance, recommended 
that the league petition the national craft unions for money to 
help WfUL organizing drives. "The organization of the un-
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skilled is imperative;' she stated, "and the financing of the 
organization of the unskilled must be borne in part by the 
organization of the skilled."56 Others hoped that individual 
AFL leaders other than Gompers could be persuaded to take a 
major interest in organizing women. WTUL members iden
tifiedjohn Mitchell, president of the United Mine Workers, as 
sensitive to the problems of unskilled workers and committed 
to industrial organization. In addition, league leaders found 
Mitchell sympathetic to working women. According to Mar
garet Dreier Robins, Mitchell was "the one man who under
stands the industrial struggle of our day and understands and 
sympathizes with the unskilled worker. He, therefore, has the 
vision of what our woman's movement needs and the hand
icaps we are under."57 

Thus, despite the league's earnest and continual efforts to 
integrate women into the labor movement, both women and 
the WTUL remained outsiders. Throughout the years 1910 
through 1913, incre~sing numbers of league women in New 
York and elsewhere realized that the integrationist policy was 
unsuccessful and that strict adherence to AFL principles and 
methods made their work impossibly difficult. As one Boston 
league leader expressed this realization, "I don't see how a 
League linked strictly to a disintegrating AFL can become 
real."58 Nevertheless, WTUL women were unable to divorce 
themselves from the AFL and to formulate organizational al
ternatives. Instead, their dealings with the labor movement in 
New York City and on the national level gradually caused many 
members to lose faith in the efficacy of labor organization 
al together. 



CHAPTER 5 

Sisterhood and Class Conflict 

Just as WTIJL members became disillusioned with the labor 
movement during the general strike era, so, too, did they be
come discouraged with their own organizing efforts. When 
they began their work in 1904, league members were convinced 
that they could reach large numbers of the city's working 
women and help them unionize. A decade later, the WfULs 
organizing campaign had fallen into disarray. Many members 
had come to believe that most women, particularly Italian and 
Jewish immigrants, could never unionize successfully. Mem
bers' growing conviction of the futility of their organizing 
efforts and their inability to overcome ethnic and class barriers 
both within the WfUL and with the city's workers also help 
explain the leagues ultimate disillusionment with unionization 
and its concurrent shift to suffrage and protective legislation. 

The league's organizing difficulties began during the 1909 
shirtwaist strike. Until that event, WfUL organizers treated 
women of all ethnic backgrounds in basically the same ways. 
But the 1909 uprising was an overwhelmingly Jewish strike. 
Fewer than three thousand of the strikers were Italian and 
native-born American women, and many of them went back to 
work before settlements were reached. 1 The poor showing 
among these women convinced league leaders that organizing 
efforts had to be directed specifically to these groups and that 
new ways of reaching them had to be devised. 

The league identified Italian women as most resistant to 
organization. Members were convinced that employers hired 
Italian women to lower wage rates, weaken existing unions, 
and foment what they called "race antagonism" between Ita
lians andJews. WfUL efforts to form small shop unions some
times foundered because organizers could not induce Italians 
to join. "They can do nothing until they get the Italian workers 
in;' a typical league report read. "The Italians do the work for 
less money, not knowing that they get less money, for they take 
work home at night when the other girls have refused;' aJewish 
human-hair worker reported in 1908. "They now have an Ital
ian man in the union who gets a number of girls to promise to 
come to the meetings and they mean it when they promise, but 
when the meeting night comes some old superstition or some 
old tradition that girls ought to be at home at night keeps the 
Italian girls away."2 

110 
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In their efforts to organize Italian women, league members 
faced serious obstacles. Few knew the language or had ties with 
the Italian community. No Italian women belonged to the 
organizatioh. Realizing these problems, the WfUL began its 
organizing campaign by assisting the Russell Sage Foundation 
to conduct an investigation of the working conditions and 
family roles of Italian women. The project was headed by 
Louise Odencrantz, a league member and a social investigator 
for the Russell Sage Foundation. Investigators interviewed 
1,095 Italian women wage earners who lived and worked in 
lower Manhattan and recorded the living conditions of 544 
Italian families. 3 

The league learned that like most women workers, Italians 
were generally young unmarried daughters who lived in their 
parents' home and turned their wages over to the head of the 
household. Eighty-six percent of the women interviewed 
turned their earnings over to their fathers or brothers. A small 
minority-eighty-three women-turned over part of their 
wages and kept the remainder for necessities such as lunches, 
clothes, and carfare. Only thirteen kept the entire sum, and 
only one was allowed to spend the money as she pleased. Italian 
women's wages were essential to their families' survival. Sixty
two percent of all persons in the families investigated contrib
uted to family income. In three-fourths of the families, at least 
two women worked.4 

In several ways, Italian women's work patterns and family 
roles in New York City were similar to those in southern Italy. 
Women did not regard themselves as autonomous wage earn
ers but rather as part of a family economic unit. Then, too, 
Italian families continued to regard women, particularly 
daughters, as property. As the New York State Factory Inves
tigating Commission noted, "The family very frequently looks 
upon the daughter as a piece of productive property which 
should be invested to the best advantage until the time comes 
when it must be lost through marriage."5 

Although the Italian family survived in its traditional pa
triarchal form in the New World, the conditions of industrial 
work made a definite impact upon the young Italian women 
who went to work in New York City factories. Odencrantz 
found, for instance, that the name of her industry and her job 
were usually the first English words an Italian woman learned. 
"A woman will shrug her shoulders helplessly when you ask her 
where she lives or how long she has been in this country;' 
Odencrantz reported. "Her attempt to answer you with 
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'feenisher', 'press', 'west', 'dress', or 'cloding' suggests that her 
work forms her strongest link with the New World."6 

Italian women frequently voiced the same sorts of grievances 
expressed by Jewish and native-born American women. North
ern Italian women who came to the United States with indus
trial experience as lace seamstresses, embroidery workers, or 
dressmakers compared New York factory work unfavorably 
with their previous jobs. The subdivision of work processes and 
work speedups were especially obnoxious. The women com
plained, "You have to do only one part of the waist, sleeves, 
closing-in, or hemming, and you have to work fast at that one 
thing." Speed stripped work of any intrinsic satisfaction. "They 
only do cheap work in this country;' one woman lamented. 
"Everything must be done in a hurry. In Italy it would take six 
months to do a pillow and here it must be done in three or four 
hours. Cheap work!"7 

Such complaints encouraged WTUL organizers, for they 
suggested that Italian women were discontented in their work. 
But the New York league also found Italian women discourag
ingly submissive and tractable. Italian women, Mary Dreier 
concluded, "are the oppressed of the race, absolutely under the 
dominance of the men of their family, and heavily shackled by 
old customs and traditions. They are very much afraid of trade 
unions."8 The WTULs program centered on changing womens 
role in Italian culture, both by working with the women them
selves and by trying to educate Italian men about the role of 
women in the United States. In trying to educate Italian men to 
accept a new, modern view of women's role and in trying to 
raise Italian women's consciousness, however, league members 
severely underestimated the tenacity ofltalian cultural mores. 

To interest Italians in organizing, the executive board hired 
Arturo Caroti, a northern Italian socialist. Caroti was a free
lance writer and lecturer, an organizer for the United Textile 
Workers, and the manager of the Silk Workers' Union's coopera
tive store in Paterson, New Jersey. He told the league that if it 
were to be successful in organizing Italian women, members 
would have to learn the psychology of Italian men. The only 
way women would join unions, he maintained, was by convinc
ing their fathers and brothers of the wisdom of the idea. Under 
league auspices, Caroti spoke to local Italian unions and social 
clubs, organized briefly for the waistmakers, and wrote for the 
Italian daily the Bolletino della Sera. 

To interest Italian women, the league formed Italian benefit 
clubs. The WTUL modeled these clubs after men's benefit 
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societies, reasoning that if women had opportunities to so
cialize with one another as men did, trade union organization 
would follow. Club meetings combined socializing with read
ings of socialist poetry and with lectures on industrial condi
tions, hygiene, and trade unionism. Women who joined were 
entitled to a marriage benefit, which they could collect when 
they left work to marry, sick-leave payments, and free health 
care. The WTUL formed several clubs in Greenwich Village and 
in Italian neighborhoods on the upper East Side. They attracted 
about two hundred members. 

The clubs were controversial. WTUL members disagreed 
over whether they should offer marriage or strike benefits. 
Those in favor of the former argued that strike benefits would 
alienate Italian women. Others, however, criticized marriage 
benefits as inappropriate for a labor organization and con
tended that the clubs themselves were a more suitable project 
for a settlement house than for the league. The trade union 
position eventually triumphed. In 1912, the executive board 
instructed the Italian committee to make more direct efforts to 
interest Italian women in unionism. The committee reported 
some time later that it was doing all it could "to make the girls 
take a serious interest in their trades-they had put it to them 
pretty stiffly and the result was unquestioningly a falling off of 
interest."9 

In keeping with the emphasis on actual unionization, the 
WTUL formed a second organization, the Italian Girls' Indus
trial League. This group was composed of about thirty-five 
Italian women who were already union members and whom 
the league identified as good candidates for leadership roles. 
The industrial league, however, was discontinued in less than a 
year. 

By early 1913, the New York league concluded that its efforts 
to reach Italian women had failed. The chairwoman of the 
Italian committee reported, "While the subject of trade union
ism in the abstract had been discussed the members of the club 
were genial but they had not responded when it came time to 
join various unions."10 After the 1913 white-goods workers' 
strike, again marked by poor Italian participation, the WTUL 
abruptly terminated its special organizing efforts and con
cluded that Italian women were incapable of organization. 11 

The league also became disenchanted with Jewish women 
during the same time period and concluded that they, too, had 
little sustained interest in unionization. This position was very 
different from league leaders' earlier opinions. Throughout 



114 As Equals and As Sisters 

their first years of work, WfUL members regarded Jewish 
women as the most organizable of the city's female work force. 
They praised Jewish women's militancy and their interest in 
economic conditions. One league ally concluded, "The Jewish 
girl . . . often displays an eager zest for discussion of labor 
problems .... she will probably plunge at once into a discus
sion of her trade-its advantages and disadvantages, wages, 
hours of work, and instances of shabby treatment in the shops 
or of unsanitary conditions in the workrooms."12 The shirt
waist strike was proof of Jewish women's readiness for unioni
zation. However, as the waistmakers' union steadily lost its 
membership in the years after the strike, as few women 
emerged to challenge the male leadership of that union, and as 
Rose Schneiderman encountered severe difficulties in recruiting 

Jewish women for other organizations, league members began 
to revise their original assessment ofJewish women's capabil
ities as unionists. They noted that mostJewish women seemed 
to take little interest in their unions once they were established. 
Like other young working women, they regarded their time in 
the work force as a temporary hiatus between childhood and 
marriage. 

The league's relationships with the Jewish community and 
labor movement, however, were very different from its rela
tionship with New York's Italian immigrants. The league had 
always had ties with the ILGWU and the United Hebrew 
'Irades. Then, too, several dozenJewish working women from 
ILGWU Locals No. 25 and 62 joined the WfUL during the 
general strike period. Finally, the league had two fine East Side 
organizers, Rose Schneiderman and Pauline Newman. 

Newman, a waistmaker,joined the New York league during 
the 1909 shirtwaist strike. Although only eighteen at the time, 
she came to the WfUL with years of experience in the garment 
industry. Just months after her arrival in New York from 
Lithuania in 1901, she went to work as a thread trimmer in the 
mangle Shirtwaist factory. Newman came into her own as a 
capable speaker and organizer during the shirtwaist strike. 
Afterward, she divided her time among the league, the ILG WU, 
and the Socialist party. For the league she worked as an orga
nizer and speaker in East Side neighborhoods and, in 1915, 
helped establish a WfUL branch in Philadelphia. For the union, 
she worked as a sanitary inspector and as an organizer 
throughout the northeast and midwest. A fiery soapbox orator, 
she worked as a Socialist party speaker as well. 

Both Schneiderman and Newman were exceptionally skillful 
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organizers. Unlike other league organizers, they knew Yiddish 
and could understand and empathize with the conflicting pres
sures on youngJewish women unionists. They understood, as 
WfUL allies did not, the pressure for marriage and the cultural 
mores that dictated that proper Jewish girls stayed at home. 
Thus, they could make appeals to Jewish women based on 
shared identity, language, and culture. Both women agreed 
with the executive boards assessment thatjewish women were 
hard to organize. "Now you and I know that the East Side 
element is the hardest to work with;' Newman wrote Schneid
erman, "that is, hardest to keep ... within the organization."13 

In the years from 1910 through 1912, Schneiderman, the 
official East Side organizer, concentrated on consolidating the 
gains won in the general strikes and on building new unions of 
human-hair workers, corsetmakers, and umbrella makers. But 
her progress was slow, and the executive board became impa
tient. The league's increasingly strained relations with the 
ILGWU also made Schneiderman's work difficult. 

In light of these problems, league leaders became unwilling 
to devote major efforts to East Side women. While Schneider
man struggled to establish stable unions, others began to advo
cate organizing native-born American women. Before the 1909 
shirtwaist strike, the WfUL had little enthusiasm for organiz
ing native-born women, for they seemed nearly as reluctant to 
unionize as Italians. After the strike, however, league orga
nizers decided that native-born women were alienated from 
trade unions because union leaders and most of the rank and 
file were Jewish immigrants. Women who joined ILGWU locals, 
for instance, brought complaints to the league about union 
meetings conducted entirely in Yiddish. "The girls;' Mary 
Dreier reported, "are bitter toward the union and also to the 
Jews, whom they say have not treated them fairly. Yet the girls 
are good stuff-we are all pining to get ah old of the American 
girls."14 As a solution to ethnic discord, the WfUL proposed 
organizing native-born women into English-speaking locals 
and appointed Melinda Scott as the "American" organizer. 

Scott's ideas about the labor movement and union organizing 
differed radically from those of Newman and Schneiderman. 
Politically conservative, a supporter ofimmigration restriction, 
and a defender of pure and simple unionism, Scott possessed 
little sympathy for lower East Side women or Jewish socialist 
unions. Her attitudes created long-lasting enmity between her 
and the league's Jewish members. The antipathy of other work
ers bewildered and distressed Scott. "I have felt lately ... that 
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there was something under the surface, some undercurrent 
that I do not understand;' she confided to Leonora O'Reilly. 15 

Early in 1910, the waistmakers' union, ILGWU Local No. 25, 
gave the league permission to organize an English-speaking 
branch in the uptown waist and dress shops in which most 
native-born women worked. Later that year, the Neckwear 
Makers' Union asked the league's help in organizing Ameri
can-born workers in the uptown branches of that trade. 
Melinda Scott successfully organized the two new locals. She 
proved to be a strong negotiator as well, winning wage in
creases, the abolition of fines, and the end of the contracting 
system in seven uptown neckwear shops. But Scott undercut the 
Jewish labor movement, for she advised the women not to 
affiliate with the Neckwear Makers' Union, aJewish organiza
tion, but with the United Textile Workers instead.16 

Buoyed by these successes, Scott and Helen Marat argued 
that the league should devote itself entirely to organizing 
American-born women. They based their argument on Scott's 
progress in uptown waist, dress, and neckwear shops, on the 
strained relations between the league and the ILGWU, and on 
the difficulties Rose Schneiderman was encountering on the 
East Side. "I think the League is ready to take the position that 
the future success of organization among Italian and Jewish 
women depends upon the organization of American women;' 
Marat told the executive board late in 1911. "In every trade 
where Miss Schneiderman has been organizing she finds that it 
is the bigger shops and the better-paid workers that control the 
situation and that the work in these shops is done almost 
entirely by American girls."17 Marat and Scott won Mary 
Dreier's support for their position. Early in 1912, the executive 
board decided that the WfUL should drop its East Side work 
and concentrate upon unionizing native-born women. The 
league, then, withdrew from sustained contact with Jewish 
working women at the same time that its relations with Jewish 
unions were deteriorating. 

The league's Jewish workers were enraged by this decision. 
Al though both Schneiderman and Newman agreed with Marat 
that Jewish women were hard to organize and although both 
were disenchanted with the Jewish labor movement, they did 
not want the league to abandon its East Side work. Schneider
man resigned as East Side organizer. Pauline Newman con
soled her friend. "I can just understand how you feel about your 
position, Rose! For people do not take into consideration the 
fact that paving the way is harder work and work that must be 
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done whether you get results or not. ... As to Melinda being 
more successful than you are, well, H.M. and M.D. [Helen 
Marat and Mary Dreier] will have to learn the psychology of the 
East Side girl and the up-town girl in order to know who is 
responcible [sic] for the success or failure." 18 

These ethnic and class tensions within the league peaked 
during a bitterly contested presidential contest in 1914. When 
Mary Dreier resigned because of poor health, the two major 
contenders for the WTUL presidency were Rose Schneiderman 
and Melinda Scott. Although both were workers, support for 
the two candidates divided along class and ethnic lines: allies 
backed Scott, while working women, particularly the younger 
Jewish immigrants who had joined the league during the gen
eral strikes, voted for Schneiderman. When Scott won by four 
votes, Pauline Newman concluded that the league was divided 
into two camps, the "social workers" and the "trade unionists." 
She assured Schneiderman, 

your vote, with the exception of three or four was a real trade 
Union vote. On the other hand, the vote for Linda was purely a 
vote of the social workers. People who have not been near the 
League for four or five years, came to vote. Imagine Frances 
Kell or and Mrs. Simcovi tch [sic] and Ida Rau 1$ic] . . . they have 
not been near the League for ever so long, but they could not 
get the girls from the Unions to vote against you .... So you 
see, that nothing was left undone by them to line up a vote for 
Linda on the ground that you were a socialist, aJewes [sic] and 
one interested in suffrage.19 

The conflict over organizing priorities, the abandonment of the 
East Side, and the bitterness that accompanied the 1914 elec
tion provide the clearest illustrations of league members' dif
ficulties in transcending the barriers of ethnicity and class. 

Political differences also divided league women. Many of the 
garment workers who joined the WTUL during the general 
strike period were socialists. By 1913, the socialists composed a 
vocal faction within the organization. Although the league had 
always included a significant number of socialist members 
within its ranks, the new women from ILGWU locals seemed 
more militant and more united as a bloc. Much to the distress 
of more conservative members such as Mary Dreier and 
Melinda Scott, the socialists, voting together, commited the 
league to marching in the 1913 May Day parade. Alarmed by 
the new trend, Dreier turned to Margaret and Raymond Rob
ins for help. They advised her to take a firm stand against 
using the WTUL as a socialist forum and to rally support for 
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Melinda Scott as a responsible trade unionist. Scott, Robins 
argued, "is working all the time to organize working women 
for their industrial freedom. Most of the others are working for 
a socialist millennium."20 

These tensions affected working-class members most, for 
they brought to the surface the women's confusion and ambiva
lence about their role in the league. The numbers amd influ
ence of working women had increased dramatically over the 
years. By 1914, every WTUL officer was a worker: Melinda Scott 
was president, Schneiderman and a young unionist from the 
bookbinders were vice-presidents. Eight out of the eleven 
executive board members were working women. The total 
membership of nearly five hundred women was evenly bal
anced between workers and allies.21 Nevertheless, many work
ers still felt that the league was fundamentally an upper-class 
organization. Leonora O'Reilly, for instance, vacillated be
tween maintaining her commitment to the organization and 
abandoning it al together. The league, she told Mary Dreier after 
the 1914 election, "ought to die, the sooner, the better."22 

For Jewish members, ambivalence and alienation were espe
cially intense. Rose Schneiderman and Pauline Newman were 
torn between working in the WTUL and devoting themselves to 
the Jewish labor movement. On the one hand, they identified 
with the East Side community in which they had grown up and 
with which they still had many ties. On the other, they consid
ered themselves feminists, concerned with womens issues, 
such as suffrage, with which Jewish labor unions were not 
concerned. The league, despite its shortcomings, offered the 
companionship of women who shared many of the same con
cerns and experiences. In the overwhelmingly male world of 
early twentieth-century unions, such a female network was of 
incalculable value for personal support. Then, too, the league 
gave women more opportunities for leadership and responsi
bility and far more experience as organizers and negotiators 
than unions did. 

Both Schneiderman and Newman left the league temporarily 
to work as ILGWU organizers. But to organize for a male
dominated trade union, both women discovered, was an iso
lated, lonely experience. If the league was not sufficiently inter
ested in the unionization of East Side women and did not 
appreciate the efforts and abilities ofits immigrant organizers, 
the Jewish unions discriminated against women and ignored 
the special problems of women al together. 

From 1915 through 1917, Rose Schneiderman organized 
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waistmakers, cloakmakers, and corsetmakers throughout the 
Midwest and New England. She was continually thwarted in 
her efforts by union officers' sexist attitudes. For instance, while 
in Cleveland trying to rekindle women cloakmakers' interest in 
the union, she was shunned by the male ILGWU organizer. In 
Boston, late in 1915, Schneiderman successfully laid the 
groundwork for a general strike of the city's shirtwaist makers. 
The day before the strike was to begin, the international sent 
male organizers to manage the walkout and negotiate a settle
ment. Furious, Schneiderman drafted a letter of resignation, 
stating that the atmosphere of "rudeness and distrust" had 
made her work impossible.23 Although she decided against 
leaving, her action revealed her profound disaffection with the 
male labor movement. Once her appointment as an organizer 
came to an end, she returned permanently to the league. 

Pauline Newman's experiences were similar. In the years 
after she joined the WfUL in 1909, she also worked for the 
ILGWU in New England and the Midwest and led women's 
strikes of Philadelphia waistmakers and Kalamazoo corset
makers. She, like Schneiderman, found that male union offi
cials did not appreciate her organizing or her leadership 
abilities. Several times she quit, angered when she was ex
pected to work for less pay than other organizers received. 24 

Unionists' sexist attitudes were not the only difficulties with 
which a woman organizer had to contend. Early twentieth
century social proprieties made their work difficult as well. 
Traveling alone posed problems, for suitable accommodations 
for single women were hard to come by. Male union officials 
exacerbated this problem by expecting women organizers to 
observe conventional mores. John Mitchell, for instance, al
though one of the most sympathetic AFL leaders when it came 
to womens concerns, distinctly disapproved of women orga
nizers traveling by themselves and boarding in public accom
modations. According to Margaret Robins, he had "some old 
fashioned notions expressing themselves in his dislike of seeing 
a woman 'travel on the road' and so forth ."25 

Time on the road also meant loneliness. Home was often a 
succession of dreary boarding houses. Schneiderman and 
Newman missed the companionship the league provided and 
found that they could not depend upon men for support in the 
same way. Only in Chicago and Philadelphia, both of which 
had WfUL branches, were the two women able to find friend
ship and interest in their work. 

The tension and ambivalence that working-class women 



120 As Equals and As Sisters 

experienced took a heavy toll. Although Schneiderman and 
Newman remained in the WTUL until it closed its doors in 
1955, other talented women left, discouraged and disillu
sioned. Many of the young garment workers, such as Clara 
Lemlich, who had joined the league after the 1909 waistmak
ers' strike lost interest in the organization. Leonora O'Reilly 
resigned in 1915, stating that her usefulness to the WfUL had 
ended and that workers must organize themselves.26 By the 
time she left the WfUL, O'Reilly had become disillusioned with 
the labor movement altogether. "Now don't drop dead, but this 
is my last labor convention;' she wrote Mary Dreier after at
tending the 1915 New York Federation of Labor convention, at 
which delegates had criticized the league. "'Trade unions are 
necessary. They must be worked for in season and out. Women 
must be organized better than men are organized. The powers 
that be in the labor movement in New York State do not and will 
not recognize an outside body's right to help with the work. 
Worse than that, they attribute their own shortcomings to the 
outside body's disinterestedness."27 Although Dreier tried to 
dissuade her, arguing that if all women had let men deter them 
from their goals "there never would have been a chance of our 
ever learning to read and write;'28 O'Reilly was determined to 
resign. In increasingly poor health due to a chronic heart condi
tion, O'Reilly went on to other interests. Like most WfUL 
members, she worked hard for woman suffrage. She also joined 
the women's peace movement in the years before World War I 
and represented the national Womens Trade Union League at 
the 1915 Women's International Peace Conference at The 
Hague. In the last years before she died in 1927, O'Reilly dedi
cated herself to the cause of Irish independence. She never 
resumed active work with the labor movement.29 

Melinda Scott left the WfUL in 1917. Long discouraged by 
the atmosphere of suspicion and distrust that surrounded her 
work in the league, she had begun to talk of resigning as 
president the year before. An appointment to the National War 
Labor Board shortly after the United States entered World War I 
provided the opportunity for leaving. Unlike O'Reilly, Scott 
remained active in the labor movement as an organizer for the 
United Textile Workers. 

Thus, by the end of the general strike era, WTUL members 
had lost their original optimism about organizing the citys 
working women and integrating them into the labor move
ment. They had also learned that creating an egalitarian 
cross-class alliance was far more difficult than they had origi-
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nally anticipated. By 1914, league members were thoroughly 
confused about the direction their organization should take. 
Increasingly, however, they looked to feminist rather than 
unionist solutions for improving womens position in the labor 
force. 



CHAPTER 6 

The Suffrage Campaign 

In the summer of 1916, Mary Dreier wrote a long and painful 
letter to her close friend Leonora O'Reilly. Summarizing the 
changes in her thinking about the Women's Trade Union League 
and working women's position in the labor movement, she 
ended by stating, "The enfranchisement of all women is the 
paramount issue for me ... [and] the only way to obtain it is to 
go after it, irrespective of all else .... The attitude of the labor 
men to the working women has changed me from being an 
ardent supporter of labor to a somewhat rabid supporter of 
women and to feel that the enfranchisement of women and 
especially my working-class sisters is the supreme issue."1 

Dreier's letter expressed many league members' thoughts in the 
years following the general strikes. Originally the New York 
WfUL had subordinated feminism to the interests of labor 
solidarity, its members convinced that enfranchisement was 
irrelevant to women's industrial conditions. But as members 
grew disillusioned with the labor movement, suffrage became 
a major issue. As Melinda Scott summarized the shift in her 
own sentiments, "I am a suffragist, but I had been first a trade 
unionist."2 By 1913, as the general strike era came to an end, 
suffrage was a major priority for many league women. By 1915, 
the year of the first New York suffrage referendum, allies and 
working-class members alike devoted nearly all their energy 
and much of their money to winning the vote. Although the 
WfUL continued to organize, its unionizing efforts steadily lost 
ground to new political and legislative objectives. 

In short, the Women's Trade Union League of New York was a 
different organization in the years after 1913. Its new com
mitments to suffrage and to women's protective labor legisla
tion indicate that two basic changes had taken place. First, as a 
social reform organization, the New York league relied increas
ingly on legislative measures instead of on direct organizing 
work. As issues, protective legislation and woman suffrage 
naturally went hand in hand. In part, the WTULs increasing 
emphasis on the vote resulted from members' first experiences 
as lobbyists for the women's fifty-four-hour bill. As members 
entered the political arena and became familiar with the work
ings of the legislature, Tammany, and special interest groups, 
they realized that enfranchisement was an essential prerequi-

122 
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site for effecting social change. "I did some lobbying work last 
year for the 54-hour bill;' Rose Schneiderman told a suffrage 
rally, 

and I can tell you how courteous our Senators and Assem
blymen are when a disenfranchised citizen tries to convince 
them of the necessity of shorter hours for working women .... 
During the hearing at Albany our learned Senators listened to 
the opposition very carefully; .. . But when the Committee, 
who spoke for the working women came to plead for the bill, 
there was only one Senator left in the room .... Mind you, we 
were pleading for a shorter work week for working women. 
We had evidence to show that physical exhaustion leads to 
moral exhaustion and the physical and moral exhaustion of 
women will lead to the deterioration of the human species. 
What did these men care? We were voteless working 
women-no matter what we felt or thought could not come 
back at them.3 

Second, the league's commitments to suffrage and protective 
legislation suggest that members had begun to cast their lot 
with womens organizations and feminist issues rather than 
with the male-dominated labor movement. In other words, in 
their continual efforts to reconcile the needs of women workers 
as part of the working class with their needs as an oppressed 
minority within the work force and within American society as 
a whole, league members increasingly leaned toward em
phasizing the latter. WfUL women also increasingly viewed 
their difficulties with organized labor as a fundamental conflict 
between men and women rather than as a conflict between 
workers and a predominantly upper-class organization. 

This shift from a labor to a feminist perspective was neither 
abrupt nor unchallenged. On suffrage and on protective legisla
tion, as on every substantive issue, league members found 
themselves in disagreement. One WTUL leader, Helen Marat, 
resigned over the change from a labor to a feminist perspective, 
and others disagreed among themselves about the leagues new 
orientation. By 1914, however, the shift had clearly taken place. 
For the rest of its history, despite a membership increasingly 
working class in character, the New York league remained 
·primarily concerned with women's social legislation and only 
secondarily concerned with union organizing. 

Suffrage was an old issue for league members. Although the 
national WTUL did not officially endorse votes for women until 
1907, the New York officers were attending suffrage meetings 
as early as 1905 and urging others to do likewise.4 Allies seem to 
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have come to the organization already committed to woman 
suffrage, and workers, al though probably less familiar with the 
issue, appear to have adopted a favorable position readily. 
Many league women belonged to suffrage organizations, and at 
least one prominent member, Harriot Stanton Blatch, was 
known nationally for her suffrage work. Leonora O'Reilly and 
Gertrude Barnum addressed conventions of the National Amer
ican Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Rose Schneider
man, representing the capmakers' union, Mary Duffy, of the 
overalls workers' union, and Clara Silver, of the buttonhole 
makers' union-all league organizers-testified occasionally at 
the New York State Assembly hearings on woman suffrage in 
the years before 1910. Mary Dreier, Bertha Weyl, Mary Beard, 
and Ida Rauh, all allies, were also enthusiastic suffragists in the 
early years. 

But these activities were individual and sporadic. For most 
WfUL women, the vote was a peripheral issue with little 
relevance to working women's situation. Throughout its first 
years, league members were aware that to work too enthusias
tically for the ballot might have undermined their credibility 
with male trade unionists. Early in the 1909 waistmakers' 
strike, for instance, despite the highly publicized participation 
of suffragists who identified themselves with the WfUL, some 
members avoided associating the league with the suffrage 
movement. "This is a strike;' ally Violet Pike emphasized to 
reporters, "not a political movement. ... There may be suf
fragettes among the strikers, and I believe there are, but this is a 
trade union movement pure and simple."5 

The WfUL was largely indifferent to woman suffrage in its 
early years because most members did not see a direct link 
between the ballot and the realities confronting working wom
en. The vote would not shorten working hours, raise wages, or 
keep factories safe from fire. "Woman suffrage is beginning at 
the other' end," a friend wrote Leonora O'Reilly. "What the 
women need is economic emancipation .... And they can't get 
it without organization, and so you have begun at the root."6 

League members who participated in the suffrage campaign 
before 1915 emphasized this point. When NAWSA hired Rose 
Schneiderman as a suffrage organizer for the 1912 Ohio refer
endum campaign, she made it clear that she was a socialist and 
a trade unionist whose first allegiance was to the labor move
ment. The ballot, she told NAWSA's president, Anna Howard 
Shaw, "was a tool in the hands of working women with which, 
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through legislation, they could correct the terrible conditions 
existing in industry."7 

The character of the early twentieth-century suffrage move
ment reinforced members' opinion that the vote was largely 
irrelevant for working women, however desirable suffrage may 
have been in the abstract. The wealthy matrons who domi
nated the city's suffrage organizations did not try to appeal to 
working women. Suffragist propaganda frequently included 
anti-immigrant references. In fact, one common suffragist 
argument in the industrial northeast was that native-born 
women were humiliated by being d~nied the franchise when 
ignorant foreign men could vote soon after their arrival.8 

Furthermore, the NAWSA, the major American suffrage orga
nization, refused to endorse the labor movement. Even at the 
high point of women's unionism, the 1909 shirtwaist strike, 
NAWSA remained neutral, declaring that it "neither stands for 
labor organization nor against it."9 

Despite the fact that individual WTUL members belonged to 
various city suffrage organizations, there was little interaction 
between the league as an organization and local suffrage 
societies. When suffragists occasionally attended WfUL social 
functions, they were regarded as outsiders. Even Mary Dreier, 
who was an early suffrage advocate and who had many social 
and personal ties with upper-class suffrage leaders, was critical 
of some "ardent suffragists" who attended an early league tea. 
"I think they think about nothing else;' she observed. "Yester
day evening at the office the suffragist ladies were commented 
upon, and the others present said they were drjed up old things 
who had no interest in anything but that. In fact they did sit 
together and did not seem to converse with anyone else but 
themselves."10 Working-class members were especially uncom
fortable with wealthy suffragists. "I feel as if I have butted in 
where I was not wanted;' a working-class member wrote 
Leonora O'Reilly about her experiences at a New York City 
Woman Suffrage party conference, "not a word oflabor spoken 
at this convention so far ."11 

WTUL members began to reevaluate their attitudes toward 
the suffrage movement around 1910. In part, their deepening 
interest in the vote can be attributed to the changing nature of 
the suffrage campaign, both in New York City and in the nation. 
By 1910, the fight for the ballot commmanded more attention 
than it had for a generation. What had been a stagnating cause 
was emerging as a visible and extraordinarily well-organized 
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movement. Suffrage clubs and societies proliferated rapidly in 
New York City and recruited large memberships. The push to 
put suffrage referenda on state ballots was gaining momen
tum, and the new strategy to fight for a federal constitutional 
amendment lent hope to suffrage leaders. A young and increas
ingly influential faction within the movement introduced new 
tactics such as mass rallies, marches, pageants, and street 
meetings, which, while hardly militant, were considerably 
more dramatic than the parlor lectures that had previously 
been suffragists' primary tactic. Most important, suffrage 
leaders such as NAWSA's president, Anna Howard Shaw, and 
local suffrage leaders such as the president of the Women's 
Political Union, Harriot Stanton Blatch, the president of the 
New York Political Equality League, Alva Belmont, and New 
York City Woman Suffrage party leaders Harriet Burton Laid
law and Mary Garret Hay believed their movement's success 
depended on their ability to convert the city's immigrant work
ers to the cause. The movement, they stressed, needed workers' 
signatures on petitions, working womens arguments against 
antisuffragists, and working men's votes on the state referen
dum. 

The participation oflocal suffragists in the 1909 shirtwaist 
strike reflected their new interest in reaching working women 
and their willingness to cooperate with the WTUL. Although 
suffragists maintained that the vote was more valuable to 
women than trade unionism and analyzed any oppression in 
terms of political disfranchisement, they played a significant 
role in bringing the strike before the public.12 What was more, 
suffrage leaders who spent time on picket lines and in court 
professed to have learned a great deal about the exploitation of 
their working sisters. After Alva Belmont spent a night at the 
Jefferson Market Courthouse, she declared that what she had 
seen that evening was proof of women's need for political 
power. "A hundred-fold it was impressed upon me in the cases 
of the women of the streets who were brought before the judge, 
that every woman who sits complacently amidst the comforts 
ofher home and says, 'I have all the rights I want' should spend 
one night in theJefferson Market Court. She would then know 
that there are other women who have no rights which man or 
law or society recognize~' 13 

The defeat of an Ohio suffrage referendum in 1912 height
ened suffragists' interest in winning the labor vote. The Ohio 
campaign was the suffragists' first major effort in a large 
industrial state and, as such, was a testing ground for the issue's 
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reception in the industrial northeast. Several central labor 
bodies in large urban areas came out against the issue. In the 
aftermath of the election, suffrage leaders concluded that the 
loss of the labor vote was the major reason for the defeat. "We 
have got a chance of winning this state ifwe can get some of 
these-well, damned-wet labor people to quit knifing us;' 
one Ohio suffrage leader wrote to Margaret Dreier Robins, 
appealing for her assistance in a second referendum campaign 
in 1914. "You know how the municipal federations blackballed 
us last time .... Dayton and Cincinnati and I am told Cleveland 
have refused to endorse us this time."14 

The English suffrage movement, particularly the militant 
Pankhurst faction, also influenced the leagues interest in the 
vote. Mary Dreier had close personal ties with the Pankhursts: 
her sisters Katharine and Dorothea spent much time in En
gland, where they knew Emmeline and Cristabel Pankhurst 
well and were active supporters of the Pankhursts' organiza
tion, the Womens Social and Political Union. In addition, Mar
garet Dreier Robins's sister-in-law, Elizabeth Robins, was a 
leading WSPU activist. Thanks to these ties, the WfUL was one 
of Mrs. Pankhurst's hosts during her American tours in 1909 
and 1913, and members met her personally. "I have met Mrs. 
Pankhurst;' Mary Dreier wrote to her sister Katharine. "She is 
such a very remarkable woman .... I am more impressed than 
I can tell you with the sense I have after I have seen her, of the 
reality of a real civil war in England and of her leadership. I 
think it is a wonderful spectacle."15 League members turned 
out en masse to hear Emmeline Pankhurst speak and described 
her as "inspiring." Although the WTIJL, like the American 
suffrage movement generally, never adopted militant tactics, 
its members were clearly influenced and impressed by the 
English movement .16 

During the general strike era, then, suffrage emerged as a 
major goal for the WfUL, although it was still far from pre
dominant. The organization began to work with the suffrage 
movement, and several individual leaders began to devote a 
good deal of time to the campaign. Most notably, Rose 
Schneiderman and Leonora O'Reilly turned from labor organiz
ing to suffrage agitation. In 1912, O'Reilly helped the WTIJL 
form the Wage Earners' Suffrage League. In the same year, 
shortly after her resignation as East Side organizer, Schneider
man took a leave of absence from the league to work for the 
NA WSA in the Ohio referendum campaign. 

Members continued to differ among themselves, however, 
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about the issue's importance. One of the arguments opponents 
marshaled against Schneiderman in the 1914 presidential con
test was that she was too interested in suffrage to be an effective 
WTUL president. O'Reilly noted, "Some of our folk ... think I 
have lost my sense of proportion because ofmy present activity 
for V[otes] for W[omen]."17 

An important change in leadership also reflected some 
members' unhappiness with the WTUL's shift in priorities. 
Helen Marat resigned as the league's secretary in 1913. Her 
action was not surprising: friends had been aware of her frus
tration with the league's new emphasis on suffrage and protec
tive legislation at the expense of organizing. She had always 
been outspoken in her disapproval of most protective legisla
tion, and although she was a suffragist she disagreed with the 
league's increasing stress on the vote. She explained her resigna
tion as secretary by saying that to her thinking the work of the 
league should be done by women wage earners themselves. 18 

Although Marat remained a WTUL member, she never re
sumed an active career in the labor movement. She sum
marized her experiences and her ideas on the importance of 
industrial unionism and the undesirability of protective legisla
tion in her book,American Labor Unions: By a Member, pub
lished in 1915. For several years immediately following her 
resignation, Marat worked as an editor for The Masses. The 
remainder ofher life she spent in retirement on Cape Cod with 
her companion Caroline Pratt. 

Maud O'Farrell Swartz eventually replaced Marat as the 
league's secretary. Swartz had emigrated to the United States 
from Ireland at the turn of the century and worked as a proof
reader in a foreign language printing firm. In 1912, she joined 
the New York City Woman Suffrage party. Significantly, it was 
her involvement in the suffrage movement that led her to the 
league. Because she spoke Italian fluently, she conducted suf
frage meetings in Italian neighborhoods. Rose Schneiderman 
heard her speak to immigrant audiences and invite_d her to join 
the WTUL. Although a worker, Swartz came to the WTUL 
without experience in trade unionism. Only after the WTUL 
accepted her for membership did she join Local 6 of the Inter
national 'Iypographical Union. At the same time, she began to 
take a serious interest in unionism and studied at the national 
WfULs school for organizers in Chicago. It was in 1916, when 
she returned to New York City from Chicago, that she was 
elected secretary. 19 

That the New York league was more concerned with political 
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and legislative issues than with labor organizing was borne out 
by its choice of Swartz as secretary. Under Marat, the secretary's 
office had been the center for the league's organizing efforts. 
Swartz, however, was more concerned with coordinating legis
lative and suffrage work. A politically astute and effective 
lobbyist, she spent much time in Albany working to convince 
reluctant legislators of the importance of women's protective 
legislation. In addition, she brought new concerns to the 
WTUL, among them agitation for the passage and enforcement 
of good compensation laws. To these ends, Swartz established 
and single-handedly ran the successful Women's Compensation 
Bureau under WTUL auspices. Swartz was not primarily a 
union organizer, but her skills and interests were compatible 
with the WTULs new priorities. 

By 1915, disagreements over league priorities and the pri
macy of legislation and suffrage seem to have ended. WTUL 
members devoted almost all their time to the state referendum 
campaign. The leagues major organizers-Rose Schneider
man, Pauline Newman, Melinda Scott, and Leonora O'Reilly
turned their attention to full-time suffrage agitation. The 
WTUL hired Margaret Hinchey, a laundry worker who had 
helped conduct the 1912 laundry workers' strike, and Clara 
Lemlich, famous for her role in the waistmakers' strike, as 
special suffrage organizers. Allies were also active in the suf
frage campaign. Mary Dreier, Ida Rauh, and Mary Beard coor
dinated the league's suffrage efforts with those of the New York 
City Woman's Suffrage party (WSP), an NAWSA affiliate, and 
made daily suffrage speeches to both middle-class and 
working-class audiences. After Mary Dreier resigned as WTUL 
president in 1914, she devoted her time to the suffrage cam
paign as chairwoman of the Woman Suffrage party's Industrial 
Section. 

Suffrage was a very visible issue for New Yorkers in the fall of 
1915. For months before the 2 November election, suffragists 
bombarded every neighborhood in the city with propaganda. 
Each of several dozen suffrage societies distributed leaflets and 
handbills and advocated its cause by such means as mime 
shows in store windows ( called "talking windows"), "subway 
ladies" who rode the trains with suffrage posters on their laps, 
"sandwich board ladies" in midtown, and continual street 
meetings and rallies. The WSP scheduled daily meetings in each 
of the city's assembly districts and conducted a house-to-house 
canvass. In the last two weeks of the campaign, the unprec
edented publicity effort intensified. More than one hundred 
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meetings a night were held in the city. The campaign's climax 
was the magnificent parade on 23 October in which twenty-five 
thousand marchers, most dressed in white with yellow suffrage 
sashes and banners, paraded up Fifth Avenue.20 

Throughout the campaign the WfUL acted as the official 
voice of working women. League members saw their organiza
tion as an intermediary between the suffrage movement and 
the city's workers. As such, it was charged with the dual respon
sibility of conveying the significance of the suffrage issue to 
working-class audiences and representing the needs and opin
ions of working women to the overwhelmingly middle-class, 
native-born movement. 

The WfUL coordinated its suffrage work with the New York 
City WSP. The WSP's officers organized its membership along 
regular party lines, electing leaders for each assembly district 
and appointing captains for each ward. It systematically con
ducted a house-to-house canvass, organized citywide publicity, 
and lobbied neighborhood political leaders. The WfUL took 
charge of the party's Industrial Section, formed in 1914. The 
Industrial Section organized street meetings in working-class 
neighborhoods, spoke at union meetings, oversaw the transla
tion of suffrage leaflets into Yiddish, Italian, and German, and 
sponsored a series of pamphlets addressed to working men and 
union members. 

The WSP rank and file, however, included few working 
women, and the WfUL realized that its greatest contribution 
would be to broaden the movement's base by making suffrage a 
meaningful issue to women workers. Because working women 
were not comfortable in the city's suffrage organizations, the 
WfUL established and financed a special suffrage society, the 
Wage Earners' Suffrage League. The Wage Earners' Suffrage 
League began as the East Side Wage Earners' League, formed in 
1908 to educate immigrant women about naturalization pro
cedures. In 1912, the WfUL expanded the East Side society into 
a citywide suffrage organization that restricted its membership 
to working women. Such a policy was necessary, the WfUL 
emphasized, because other suffrage groups were middle class 
in their orientation. As Leonora O'Reilly, president of the group, 
explained to Margaret Dreier Robins, "We are the only people 
whocanmaketheW. W. [workingwoman]understandherown 
relation to the vote and as well make the leisure-class women 
understand the workers' point of view-we must get a wage
earning woman to work it up and theres the rub, for really and 
truly the other women with the best intentions in the world rub 
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the fur the wrong way, they really don't speak our language and 
so they use the W.W. and then throw them over."21 

The league also recognized the importance of having work
ing women serve as suffrage speakers and organizers. As 
Pauline Newman explained, "The 'cultured' ladies may be very 
sincere in their desire for the ballot, I don't doubt their sincerity, 
but because their views are narrow, and their knowledge of 
social conditions limited, they cannot do as well as some ofus 
can. And as I come in contact with these women day after day, 
they are beginning to see the necessity of having a working girl 
tour a State rather than some professor."22 The best WTUL 
suffrage organizer was Margaret Hinchey, a rugged Irish 
woman who had worked in a long succession of New York City 
steam laundries. \Vhile other league organizers had limited 
success in collecting signatures on suffrage petitions and con
vincing men to vote for the referendum, Hinchey usually made 
converts. A tireless campaigner, she spoke to working men in 
every corner of the city-in factories, in subway excavations, 
along each of the fifty North River piers. "Spoke outside of 3 
factories at noon hour;' she reported jubilantly to Leonora 
O'Reilly, 

and when I got through the men took of there ha ts and hurray 
votes for women .... In spite ofit all I left a Pretty good feeling 
by all the fighting and drops of water falling from my forhead 
asking the men to think for themselves and not heed [a] few 
People who is looking for their own Personial Inst .... They 
received me with a kold piece of ice but when I got speaking 
one looked at the other in amaisement and when I was wishing 
them good by at last they got friendly and clapped ... . We hat 
a street meeting last night when we got there were 2 peo
ple .... I got upon a chare and atared in hollin and in 10 
minutes we had 150 people all mothers and men. Mrs. Cam
mons and myselflaughed at the way I collected people she said 
I could be herd 1/2 mile away we got 14 signitures all voters I 
do think it paid.23 

In addition to organizing, the league's task during the ref
erendum campaign was to translate the libertarian abstrac
tions that had made up the traditional nineteenth-century 
suffrage rationale into arguments that would appeal to 
working-class women and men. Like all suffragists, league 
women came to believe that the vote would bring about major 
changes in womens status. But WTUL women did not argue 
that women should have the vote simply as a natural right. Like 
other social feminists in the early twentieth century, they em-
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phasized the differences between women and men and the 
special needs that women could meet only with the ballot. 24 

The theme of social motherhood, so important in reformers' 
and suffragists' arguments for the vote, was also prominent in 
league suffrage ideology. "In our homes, as wives, mothers, 
daughters;' Leonora O'Reilly declared, "we need the ballot to 
do justice to our work as home-keepers. Children need pure 
milk and pure food, good schools and playgrounds, sanitary 
homes and safe streets ."25 The distinguishing feature of the 
WfULs suffrage rationale was its emphasis on the specific ways 
the vote would meet the needs of women workers: suffrage 
would help abolish the sweatshop, raise women's wages, and 
help women unionize. The vote, league suffragists em
phasized, was too important to be left in the hands ofleisure
class women. It is clear that changes in members' thinking 
about the causes of women's exploitation in the work force 
underlay the league's suffrage arguments. By 1915, members 
had reversed their ideas about the causes of women's exploita
tion. Now they argued that women's political powerlessness 
was the crucial variable for explaining the conditions under 
which women worked. 

WfUL suffrage workers made their arguments to working 
women, male trade unionists and workers, workingmen's 
wives, and, in a general way, to the public at large. One major 
league argument was that the vote would make women more 
amenable to unionization by imbuing them with self-respect. 
Once they could vote, women would automatically gain the 
independence and confidence that WfUL organizers thought 
they lacked. League members did not question that self
confidence would be an important benefit of political equality. 
The right to vote would also gain women more respect from 
men. Even unionization, league suffragists stressed, was not 
sufficient to command decent treatment from male authori
ties. "If Mayor McClellan knew that we girls have a vote;' Clara 
Lemlich asked a suffrage rally, "do you suppose he would have 
laughed at us when we marched to City Hall during the 
shirtwaist strike? Oh no. He would have been very courteous to 
us. And the police, they would not have been dragging us to the 
station house without the slightest provocation."26 

WfUL members argued that political disfranchisement re
stricted womens bargaining power. Because women lacked 
political rights, employers could exploit them with impunity. 
Full citizenship in addition to unionization was necessary to 
ensure that men would take women's demands for better work-
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ing conditions and higher wages seriously. League suffragists 
went so far as to argue that women's disfranchisement was the 
cause of their inferior position in the work force. Women were 
underbidders because they were a disfranchised group. "Be
hind suffrage;' Leonora O'Reilly told a meeting of the Interna
tional Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, "is the demand for 
equal pay for equal work."27 Using the same argument, the 
executive board presented a resolution at the 1914 New York 
State Federation of Labor convention stating, "The disfran
chised wo_rker is always the lowest paid." Thus, WTUL suf
fragists tried to impress union men with the argument that 
voteless women would always undercut wages. 

To the general public, league members worked to uncover 
the hypocrisy and absurdity of antisuffrage arguments by 
using working women as examples. In (?Ile well-attended Wage 
Earners' Suffrage League rally at Cooper Union, advertised as a 
mock debate between state senators and working women, each 
of the working women who spoke framed her talk around 
recent antisuffrage statements made by New York senators. 
Antisuffragist legislators, for instance, argued that the vote 
would rob women of their femininity and "destroy their incen
tive to motherhood." League members pointed out the upper
class bias of these arguments and their foolishness when 
applied to working women's experience. Did not working 
twelve hours a day rob a woman of her femininity, "charm;' 
and "delicacy''? Did not constant standing and exhausting phys
ical labor destroy a woman's "incentive to motherhood"? 
League members countered the notion held by the "antis" that 
women were "relieved from the burdens and responsibilities of 
life" by making the obvious point that hundreds of thousands of 
the state's women were already in the work force. They em
phasized that far from having lost their "incentive to mother
hood," working women were looking forward to assuming 
their responsibilities as mothers and wives. They needed the 
vote to protect their health and the health of future genera
tions.28 

Most frequently, league members argued that women 
needed the vote to ensure the passage of protective labor legisla
tion. The WTUL, in the tradition of early twentieth-century 
social feminism, stressed that only women voters could see to it 
that legislators would pass laws protecting working women. 
Politicians, because of either venality or innate masculine in
sensitivity, would refuse to enact such laws without the agita
tion of enfranchised women. "To secure decent factories, we 
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need the ballot;' Leonora O'Reilly declared. "To abolish the 
sweated trades, the ballot is needed. To wipe out child labor the 
ballot is essential .... To secure these we go to City Hall and the 
State House, where votes and only votes count."29 In arguing 
that only women could win protective laws, league members 
were assuming that women would recognize common inter
ests and vote as a unified interest group. In addition, the league 
relied on the notion that women were naturally more compas
sionate than men."! hold that the humanizing of industry is 
woman's business;' Rose Schneiderman told a suffrage rally in 
1913, "she must wield the ballot for this purpose."30 

Clearly, the league's suffrage arguments show the leagues 
shift from an emphasis on women's needs as workers to an 
emphasis on their special needs as women. Women workers 
required protection because they were female, and they needed 
the ballot to safeguard interests and concerns that were exclu
sively feminine. They were also oppressed in a way special to 
women, for only women could not vote. Thus, sex, not class, 
had become the primary distinction for the New York Women's 
Trade Union League. Men could be categorized together: male 
employers could refuse their female workers' demands for 
better working conditions and higher wages, male public offi
cials could ignore their pleas for social justice, male police 
could assault them on picket lines, and male unionists could 
exclude them from the labor movement, all because women 
could not vote. 

It is difficult to assess the league's success in interesting 
working women in suffrage. No membership statistics are 
extant for the Wage Earners' Suffrage League. We know that 
contingents of women workers marched with their unions and 
with the WTUL in the spectacular suffrage parade of 23 Octo
ber, but we do not know how many. We have no evidence to give 
us any sense of how well rallies and meetings held for working 
women were attended. That suffrage never became an impor
tant issue for the great majority of the city's working women, 
however, seems clear. One small but revealing piece of evidence 
indicating this is a letter to Leonora O'Reilly from the president 
of one of the city's working girls' clubs. The president declined 
O'Reilly's offer to speak to the young women about suffrage 
because O'Reilly's fee often dollars was too high "in light of the 
fact that only one-fourth of our workers firmly believe in suf
frage ."31 

Most league efforts in the 1915 campaign, however, were 
directed not to working women but to union men. Members 
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conducted a systematic canvass of the city's unions, wrote 
leaflets addressed to male unionists, met frequently with union 
officers to discuss suffrage, and made numerous speeches to 
rank-and-file audiences at union meetings. 

Ostensibly, suffragists should have had very little difficulty 
winning labor support. By 1915, most state labor organizations 
were already on record in favor of the reform. The New York 
State Federation of Labor and its predecessor, the New York 
Workingmen's Federation, had supported woman suffrage 
since 1884. The International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union 
had supported suffrage since its founding in 1900. Official 
labor support was so widespread that when the New Jersey 
State Federation of Labor refused its support for the 1915 
referendum in that state it was conspicuous for its stand. At 
least one union, the United Hat Trimmers, withdrew temporar
ily in protest.32 

But organized labor's public endorsement masked a strong 
undercurrent of rank-and-file hostility. WTUL suffrage speak
ers frequently found themselves the targets of heckling and 
ridicule when they spoke to labor audiences. When Ida Rauh 
addressed the New York City Central Federated Union in 1911, 
just a few months after that organization had endorsed woman 
suffrage, her speech was a disaster. According to one delegate, 
most of Rauh's presentation was "consumed by interruptions 
by men who apparently lacked all sense of justice or reason." 
Her efforts to persuade the men that suffrage would enable 
women to win better hours and wages so that they "will not be 
cheap labor anymore" fell on deaf ears.33 

Male indifference and hostility seem to have been the reac
tions WTUL members encountered most frequently among 
unionists. In large measure, workingmen's hostility derived 
from the issue's association with temperance-an unpopular 
cause among urban immigrant workers. Also important in 
New York City was workers' conception of suffrage as an 
upper-class issue. Much of the opposition Ida Rauh encoun
tered at the disastrous Central Federated Union meeting, for 
·example, came from men demanding to know how the WTUL 
expected workers to support a movement that involved wealthy 
women such as Alva Belmont, widow of the antiunion mil
lionaire 0. H. P. Belmont. The labor and socialist press and 
newspapers popular with workers, such as theEveningJournal 
and the World, reinforced this view. Although the Call, the 
Jewish Daily Forward, the New York Evening Journal, and the 
World formally endorsed suffrage-unlike the conservative 
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New York Times -they portrayed the movement as upper class 
in character and minimized working peoples interest in it. The 
idea that suffrage was a secondary issue with little relevance to 
working people's lives was tenacious and one that the WTIJL 
was never able to dispel. 

Despite their well-organized, unified, and lavishly financed 
campaign, suffragists failed in 1915. New York voters defeated 
the referendum by almost 200,000 votes. In New York City, 
suffrage lost by 89,000 votes. The defeat was part of a larger 
pattern in the industrial northeast. In New Jersey, where Essex 
County boss Ted Nugent fought the issue, suffrage suffered an 
overwhelming defeat in mid-October. Voters in Pennsylvania 
and Massachusetts also rejected the issue by large margins. 

The election returns give a clearer picture of how the ci tys 
immigrant workers voted on the issue. Only two of the citys 
thirty-one districts went for suffrage-both by very narrow 
margins-but one of these, the sixth, on the lower East Side, 
was primarily Jewish. In the remaining districts, the margin of 
defeat was about the same in every district-two votes against 
suffrage for every vote in favor. It is clear that although immi
grant workers did not strongly favor suffrage, they did not 
reject the measure in greater numbers than voters in native
born, middle-class districts.34 

Neither the WfULs efforts to influence local suffragists nor 
the election returns dissuaded some of the most influential of 
the city's suffrage leaders from blaming immigrant workers for 
the overwhelming defeat. Much to the league's dismay, Harriot 
Stanton Blatch, the president of the militant organization the 
Women's Political Union, was vocal in making this point. "No 
women in the world are so humiliated in asking for the vote as 
the American woman;' Blatch said at a press conference a few 
days after the election. 

The English, the French, the German women all appeal to the 
men of their own nationality. The American woman appeals 
to men of26 nationalities, not including the Indian. I asked for 
one of the most difficult places to [poll] watch for I wanted to 
feel this, and I wanted to feel it hard. I went down on Eldridge 
Street and saw the young men who had been in this country 
only a short time, but who were citizens and whom our own 
men were forcing us to ask for a vote. I am glad that they are 
free ... but I call it tyranny and license for them to have power 
to pass upon me and upon the native-born women of America 
and a disgrace that the men of our country will force us to 
submit to it. Never again will I do it.35 
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Prominent East Side reformers, including WfUL members, 
were quick to deny Blatch's allegations. They pointed to the 
election returns as proof that immigrant workers, while not 
strongly in support of woman suffrage, certainly did not cause 
its defeat. But Blatch's statement indicates how little real im
pact the New York WTUL had on changing local suffrage 
leaders' attitudes. Although local suffragists courted workers' 
votes, the league's efforts to make suffrage leaders more 
sympathetic to workers do not seem to have met with much 
success. Virtually all local suffrage efforts to reach workers
the WSP's Industrial Section,. the Wage Earners' Suffrage 
League, the canvassing of unions, and workers' rallies-were 
initiated and implemented by the WTUL.36 

The WTULs involvement with suffrage did not diminish after 
the 1915 defeat, despite the rejection ofimmigrant workers by 
suffrage leaders. Suffrage remained one of the WTIJLs primary 
concerns throughout 1916 and 1917. During the same period, 
members spent more time in Albany lobbying for protective 
legislation. These new priorities hurt the WTIJL's organizing 
efforts. WfUL members undertook far less organizing work in 
1916-1917, despite an upsurge in the city's labor activity. 
Renewed organizing efforts in the needle trades as well as 
citywide strikes by transit and sanitation workers are scarcely 
mentioned in league records. 

The league persisted in its suffrage efforts despite increasing 
factionalism within suffrage ranks. The impressive degree of 
harmony that had characterized the 1915 campaigp disinte
grated after the defeat. The most militant of the local orga
nizations-Blatchs Women's Political Union-broke its tempo
rary alliance with the Woman Suffrage party and merged with 
the Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage. The moderate 
suffrage societies remained with the NAWSA-affiliated WSP. 
Although both factions emphasized the primary importance of 
a federal amendment after the 1915 setbacks., they differed in 
their tactics. The Congressional Union, modeled after the En
glish militants, stressed the importance ofa small, disciplined 
cadre of workers who would fight for the federal suffrage 
amendment in a variety of forceful and often controversial 
ways: intensive congressional lobbying, picketing at the White 
House, and hunger strikes. In addition, the CU and its offspring 
in the suffrage states, the National Woman's party, adopted a 
partisan policy, also borrowed from the English militants, of 
supporting politicians and parties that endorsed a federal 
amendment and attempting to undermine those who did not. 
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NAWSA and its local affiliates such as the WSP remained non
partisan and stressed the importance of a broad-based move
ment. They pushed for a second state referendum as well as a 
federal amendment. 

Although the WTUL continued to work with the Woman 
Suffrage party and to devote its efforts to winning labor support 
for a second state referendum, supporters of both factions 
could be found in the organization. As was the case with every 
league issue, the alliances of the members on the issue of 
suffrage crossed class lines. Workers as well as allies could be 
found among the WTUL's Congressional Union supporters, de
spite the CU's lack of concern for labor. Melinda Scott, for 
instance, campaigned for the Congressional Union. 

Conflict between the two factions surfaced only once, during 
the 1916 presidential campaign. Despite organized labor's en
dorsement of Wilson, many league members supported 
Hughes because he, unlike Wilson, favored a federal suffrage 
amendment. Mary Dreier was especially vocal in her support of 
Hughes. Privately she conceded that his labor record was poor, 
but she was determined to support him publicly solely on the 
basis of his suffrage position. Rose Schneiderman and Melinda 
Scott, despite her Congressional Union affiliation, were appal
led that Dreier could support a candidate with a poor labor 
record. As Dreier explained to her sister Margaret, "To them, 
Wilson is a great man and suffrage doesn't matter particular
ly."37 

Although the federal suffrage amendment was not ratified 
until 1920, New York women won the vote in a second referen
dum late in 1917. Once again, the WTUL took charge of efforts 
to reach working men. For several months before the election, 
members canvassed unions in the city and upstate and found 
themselves received quite cordially. "It has been very amazing 
to me to find on the whole such a favorable sentiment for 
suffrage;' Mary Dreier wrote to her sister Dorothea.38 The 
change in voter opinion, perhaps due to women's war work, 
most suffrage organizations' support of the war effort, and the 
support of Tammany Hall, resulted in an easy victory for 
woman suffrage in 1917.39 New York women had won the long 
fight for political equality. 

Over the next twenty years of the league's existence the vote 
was to be primarily important as a way to further efforts for 
protective labor laws. Women reformers who could vote could 
command more influence at the state capitol than they had 
been able to muster before enfranchisement. 
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The amount of time and energy the league poured into the 
suffrage campaign from 1913 through 1917 and the nature of 
the WfULs suffrage arguments, however, indicate that WfUL 
members saw the issue as more than merely a tool to work for 
protective laws. The years of the New York suffrage campaign 
marked a major transition for the WfUL, a transition that 
involved not only a change in the organization's priorities but 
also a shift in its ideology. In their continual attempts to recon
cile gender and social class, WfUL members definitely adopted 
a feminist perspective during these years. Ten years of disap
pointments, cutbacks, and frustration in their organizing ef
forts convinced most league members to take their stand as 
feminists who emphasized the special needs of women workers 
as a separate group within the work force rather than to try to 
integrate women into the male-dominated labor movement. 

The question remains, however, of why the WfUL em
phasized suffrage rather than defying the labor movement on 
its own ground. The WfUL was simply not in a position early in 
the twentieth century to lay the groundwork for a feminist 
labor movement that synthesized women's needs as workers 
with their needs as women. The obstacles to such a course were 
too great: the absence ofa strong industrial union tradition, the 
lack of adequate financial resources, the hostility of the AFL, 
and the ethnic and occupational differences among women 
workers made this course impossible. Instead, the WfUL grad
ually abandoned the field oflabor organizing and left the work 
of unionizing women to uninterested men. In that sense, the 
league's choice of suffrage as an answer to working womens 
situation was a retreat, not a feminist victory. 



CHAPTER 7 

The Fight for Protective Legislation 

Protective labor legislation became one of the major goals of 
the New York Women's Trade Union League at the same time 
that suffrage did: members devoted more time and money to 
both causes after the general strike era. WfUL members agi
tated for industrial safety and fire regulations, the prohibition 
of night work for women, an eight-hour day for women 
workers, and a women's minimum wage. Some laws, safety 
regulations, for example, were measures designed to affect all 
workers regardless of sex. The most important and controver
sial of the proposed protective measures, however, would affect 
women alone. 

Like the emphasis on suffrage, the WfUL's emphasis on 
legislation signified important changes in the organization's 
identity. By embracing the solution of compensatory legisla
tion, by formulating its own rationale for protective laws, and 
by opposing the labor movement (for organized labor disap
proved of several important legislative proposals until the 
1'920s), the league shifted its ideological orientation away from 
an emphasis on women as workers to be integrated into the 
labor movement to one on women workers as women, with 
special needs, disadvantages, and weaknesses. Like the league's 
participation in the suffrage campaign, its members' fight for 
legal protection indicated their alignment with feminism1 at 
the expense of their original commitment to the American 
Federation of Labor. 

Just as the WfULs increased concern with suffrage stemmed 
from members' frustration with organized labor, so, too, did 
its new emphasis on legislation. "We have come to the Ameri
can Federation of Labor;' Rose Schneiderman concluded in 
1915, "and said to them, 'Come and help us organize the 
American working girl' ... but nothing was done."2 Sig
nificantly, in its fight for protective laws, the WfUL proved far 
more willing to oppose organized labor than it had been previ
ously. 

The shift to protective legislation also signified new attitudes 
toward working women. The New York league began to waver 
in its insistence that unionization was the only or even the 
primary solution to improving most women's conditions. In
deed, WfUL leaders began to suggest that many women could 
never be organized. As Mary Dreier wrote the leagues new 

140 



Protective Legislation 141 

president, Melinda Scott, in 1914, 

What I feel very keenly is that the Women's Trade Union League 
has a real opportunity to be of service to the hard-pressed, 
unorganized, young or old working women as, for instance, 
the girls in the paper box trades, in the millinery, flower, retail 
clerks, and candy trades, and in the kimona and white goods 
industry .... It seems to me that in arousing public sentiment, 
first among the workers themselves, and second among the 
general public, for the minimum [wage] the League could 
proclaim to those women who know nothing about organiza
tion, who are so hardpressed that there seems little chance of 
organizing them, that the Women's Trade Union League is a 
friend to them in their extremity.3 

Ten years of disappointments, battles with organized labor, 
and the meager results in the trades mentioned by Dreier 
weakened members' commitment to unionization. 

Increased emphasis on legislation reflected league members' 
growing conviction that women were a caste within the work 
force. The premise behind protective laws was that women 
entered the labor force with social and biological disadvan
tages. Women, the reformers argued, were primarily future 
wives and mothers. Most would never work long enough to be 
interested in unionism. Women were physically weaker than 
men: their reproductive systems put them at a serious disad
vantage in the labor force. These inherent disadvantages made 
women more vulnerable than men to exploitation. Thus, 
women could never be "equal" in industry without state assis
tance. 

Finally, the New York league's emphasis on protective laws 
indicated that members' thinking about the role of the state 
was changing. Throughout the second decade of the twentieth 
century, league members developed a positive conception of 
the state's responsibility for effecting social change. Like other 
early twentieth-century reformers, WTUL members gradually 
moved away from a local orientation that emphasized direct 
action and toward a state or national orientation that stressed 
legislative solutions.4 

Many feminists, both early in the twentieth century and in 
the 1970s, have maintained that laws that discriminate on the 
basis of sex have restricted female opportunity and perpetuated 
outmoded and inaccurate conceptions of femininity. In addi
tion, critics have questioned the motivations of those who 
worked for protective legislation, often arguing that the pri
mary impetus for such legislation came from male unionists 
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who believed protective legislation would keep women at a 
disadvantage.5 Such criticism, although often valid from a 
contemporary perspective, sheds little light on why reformers 
worked so diligently for protective laws. Nor is such criticism 
accurate, for in New York, at least, organized labor neither 
initiated nor consistently supported protective measures for 
women. 

To be sure, the rationale for protective legislation rested 
explicitly on Victorian notions of femininity: early twentieth
century reformers believed without question that women were 
weaker and more sensitive than men. There is no question that 
this rationale was more than an expedient argument designed 
to circumvent early twentieth-century judges' fondness for the 
doctrine of freedom of contract. "I can't help feeling that no 
woman should be allowed in the packing houses;' Mary Dreier 
declared in 1912. "Having them stand all day working in the 
hideous smell .... It seems too terrible for words."6 The cam
paign for female factory inspectors, another issue popular with 
league members, also illustrated the WfULs view that women 
-constituted a caste. League members argued that women 
should be inspectors because they "naturally had more insight 
into sanitary conditions" and could intuitively understand the 
strain under which women worked far better than men could. 7 

However, the conditions league members experienced and wit
nessed in early twentieth-century industry and the difficulties 
they encountered with the labor movement were more impor
tant than Victorian mores in influencing the shift to legislation. 
Although the issue was highly controversial both inside and 
outside the league, allies and workers who stayed with the 
organization came to believe that the obstacles to unionization 
were too great, that unions could benefit only a small percen
tage of female workers, and that the conditions under which 
most women worked made any means of improvement ac
ceptable. 

The WfUL always casually endorsed protective legislation, 
much in the way it supported suffrage. In 1904, for example, 
the league, following AFL policy, endorsed a legislated eight
hour day for all workers. Members took part in the campaign 
for a federal investigation of women's and children's working 
conditions-a successful effort that resulted in the 1910 Senate 
investigation. They agitated among trade unionists to help win 
an appeal of a 1907 New York appellate court decision declar
ing the state night-work statute unconstitutional. Although 
they did not play an important role, members were enthusias-
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tic about the Supreme Court's ruling in the 1908 Muller v. 
Oregon case and applauded the Brandeis brief. Nowhere in 
league records is criticism expressed about the rationale de
veloped by the Consumers' League to support maximum hours 
laws for women - that the state's police power could be invoked 
to protect women because females were weaker than males 
and because their health, particularly as it influenced their 
childbearing abilities, was of vital importance to the state. 

But in the organization's first decade, members were not 
convinced that new laws were an effective solution to the 
problems facing the city's working women. They knew from 
day-to-day experience that statutes already on the books were 
rarely enforced. Working-class members remembered their 
own experiences with factory inspection. Pauline Newman, for 
example, recalled that she and other children were hidden 
under piles of shirtwaists when the factory inspector visited the 
Triangle factory. Rose Schneiderman told of the responses she 
received when asking women why inspectors never seemed to 
notice violations. "He always comes around," the women re
ported, "but he is right alongside of the boss and we have to say 
we work eight hours."8 WTUL members also knew that even 
when factory inspectors reported violations, they could not win 
convictions because women refused to testify. League members 
drew a clear lesson from the intimidation of unorganized 
women: only organization into stable unions could regulate 
women's hours and conditions effectively. As Mary Dreier 
summarized the WTULs original legislative philosophy in 1909, 
"Even while we make laws, let us not forget the more impor
tant work of organization, for we know that the greatest power 
to enforce labor laws is trade unions, and a strong trade union 
can demand better conditions and shorter hours than the law 
will allow, and then, too, we get education and power through 
organization, which we do not get through law."9 League 
members did not conceive of the state as a helpful agency. If 
anything, they viewed it as hostile to workers' interests. The 
state was "restrictive;' "hampering;' and in the hands of cor
rupt politicians and manufacturing interests. 10 

An external event was crucial in influencing the league's 
initial decision to agitate for legislation. On 27 November 1910, 
fire gutted a Newark, New Jersey, loft building that housed four 
paper-box and white-goods factories. Twenty-four young 
women were killed and scores of others injured. The Newark 
fire was a reminder that hundreds of thousands of workers 
toiled in crowded deathtraps. More than one hundred women 
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worked in the Newark building, but there was only one fire 
escape. The workers trampled one another on the narrow 
staircase and jumped from windows to escape the flames. 

Less than a week after the Newark fire, the WTUL formed its 
first legislative committee. Spurred by the realization that 
Newark conditions were no different from the ones they saw in 
New York, the committee made fire inspection its first priority 
and distributed a questionnaire on working conditions. Several 
hundred questionnaire responses and the wave of newspaper 
exposes that followed the Newark fire confirmed the fact that 
the labor movement had made little headway in improving 
conditions. Of the city's 11,000 manufacturing establishments, 
only 100 were fireproof. Most had inadequate water supplies; 
nearly all had wooden staircases and inaccessible fire escapes; 
many had no fire escapes at all. Some respondents reported that 
their employers kept windows and doors locked. The question
naire responses bore graphic testimony to the dangers in New 
York factories. Desperation permeated many of the replies. 
"This factory is in Danger of girls ~ic] lives;' one typical re
sponse began. "I have known girls taken out fainting with the 
Dust of the world on their lun~ and also we Drink the water 
from the tank of the toilet and wash with it-you investigate 
yourself." Most responses were unsigned, or signed "Girl Em
ployee." Some women omitted the names and addresses, of the 
factories they described. Others began to sign their names, 
thought better ofit, and crossed out their signatures, explain
ing, "Afraid to sign name-might lose position."11 

When Ida Rauh, who chaired the committee, submitted her 
first report in March 1911, she stressed that fire safety was the 
committees first priority. A few weeks after Rauh circulated the 
committee's findings, however, the Newark fire became only a 
tragic prelude to the disaster of 25 March 1911 in the Triangle 
Shirtwaist factory. That company, members discovered, was a 
model establishment by city standards. It was a modern fac
tory, not a sweatshop. The building in which the company was 
located had passed the citys fire and building inspections. After 
the fire, the league pushed for legislative action rather than for 
new organizing efforts. The organization urged Governor Dix 
to establish a permanent industrial commission. He estab
lished the New York State Factory Investigating Commission 
(FIC), which was empowered not only to investigate but also to 
propose new legislation. 

The WfUL had close ties with the FIC. Mary Dreier was one 
of the twelve commissioners. Allies Elizabeth Watson and Vio-
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let Pike worked as FIC investigators, and Rose Schneiderman, 
Elizabeth Dutcher, Helen Marat, and Melinda Scott frequently 
testified. They persuaded women unionists to testify at hear
ings and sought out women in unorganized shops and stores to 
speak as well. 

Thus, agitation for better safety laws-legislation that would 
affect both men and women- marked the league's first legisla
tive efforts. Members soon began to devote attention to a 
women's maximum-hours law as well. When the national 
Women's Trade Union League called for an eight-hour workday 
for women at its 1909 convention, the resolution did not pre
cipitate any controversy within the New York branch. The issue 
was a familiar one, for the AFL supported both a federal 
eight-hour-day statute for all workers and special hours legisla
tion for women. 

The New York league was not ready to fight for an eight-hour 
day. The organization decided instead to back the state Con
sumers' League in its efforts to win a women's fifty-four-hour 
law. The WTULs 1911 campaign for a fifty-four-hour statute 
established the organization's major legislative tactics. The 
league recruited six working women to testify before the As
sembly Cammi ttee on Indus try and Labor. Testimony by 
women workers was intended not only to move legislators by 
firsthand accounts of deplorable conditions but also to impress 
them that female workers themselves wanted legislative pro
tection. The WTUL also encouraged allies to testify as "women 
interested in the lifting up of womankind."12 

New York league members, like other social reformers, ar
gued that long hours damaged women's health. In this they 
could point to the impressive volume of medical testimony 
taken by the FIC. "A woman's body is unable to withstand 
strain, fatigue, and privations as well as a man's:' Violet Pike 
declared. "The nervous strain resulting from monotonous work 
c:nd speeding up, intensified by the piece work system, when 
coupled with excessive length of working hours, can only result 
in undermining the whole physical structure of the woman .... 
[It] can destroy the health of women and render them unfit to 
perform their functions as mothers."13 League members also 
stressed that a direct relationship existed between long hours 
and low wages: wages were higher in trades in which a union 
enforced short hours. 

The womans lobby was not as effective as were the state 
manufacturers who mounted an extensive campaign against 
the bill. Manufacturing lobbyists maintained that the measure 
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would be disastrous for seasonal industries such as canning. 
The manufacturing interests won: although the Assembly 
passed the bill, the Senate defeated it. 

In 1912, due primarily to the concerted lobbying efforts of 
the New York City Consumers' League and the last minute 
support of Tammany boss Charlie Murphy, the legislature 
passed a fifty-four-hour bill, weakened by substitutions that 
allowed overtime work in seasonal industries. The New York 
WfUL introduced its proposal for a forty-eight-hour week and 
an eight-hour day immediately after the fifty-four-hour law 
was passed. The league's bill, unlike the new law, would affect 
all working women, not just those under twenty-one, and 
would limit the hours a factory could remain open. The FIC 
endorsed the leagues bill, and an FIC commissioner, state 
Senator Robert Wagner, introduced it in the spring of 1913. In 
every legislative.session before World War I it was defeated in 
committee. The hours law was also threatened by a 1916 bill 
that would have permitted upstate cannery owners to institute 
as much as eleven hours of overtime a week during rush sea
sons. Governor Whitman vetoed the bill, but much to the 
league's dismay, the New York State Labor Federation sup
ported it. Throughout the spring of 1916, the league vocifer
ously denounced the state federation for its stand. 

The maximum-hours-law campaign did not take the league 
away from its primary work of organization. From 1911 
through 1913, the WfULs legislative committee emphasized 
that its primary function was to help enforce the existing laws 
rather than to propose new legislation. Members clearly re
garded legislation as a supplement rather than a substitute to 
unionization. By the end of 1913, however, the campaign for 
protective legislation began to take more time and was increas
ingly oriented to laws that applied only to women. The league 
singled out for "urgent" attention the forty-eight-hour week, 
maternity pensions, a women's minimum wage, more female 
factory inspectors, and the prohibition of women's night work 
-all measures that emphasized women's special status in the 
labor force. 

In the years before World War I, the WfUL concentrated 
primarily upon the eight-hour day and a minimum wage. The 
campaign for maximum-hours legislation was uncomplicated: 
arguments were based on the premise that the law was needed 
as a health measure. Alignments were clear: the opponents 
were manufacturers; the defenders, reformers. A minimum 
wage for women, however, was considerably more controver-
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sial. The national WfUL included a plank for a "living wage" in 
its first legislative platform in 1909. A "living wage;' national 
president Margaret Dreier Robins explained, would allow 
workers to earn not only money sufficient for subsistence, but 
enough for entertainment, for relaxation, for a few of life's 
amenities. The New York league did not follow the national 
league's lead immediately: its legislative committee committed 
itself only to investigating the issue, and New York leaders 
argued among themselves about the measure. Despite the AFLs 
opposition, a substantial minority ofWfUL allies and workers 
wanted a women's minimum wage law. Rose Schneiderman 
was the working-class member most vocal in favor of the 
"living wage" idea. "I am one of the 'conservative group;" she 
stated in 1915, "for nowadays when you favor legislation you 
are tagged 'conservative.' \Vhen you want to use both feet 
instead of hopping along on one they say, 'You are not trade 
unionists anymore.' "14 Mary Dreier was one of the first allies 
convinced of the desirability of a woman's minimum wage. Her 
experiences as an FIC commissioner convinced her that New 
York should establish a minimum wage commission empow
ered to investigate and establish wage floors for industries that 
employed large numbers of women and minors. 

Many members disagreed, and again the differences of opin
ion crossed class lines. Rose Schneiderman, Pauline Newman, 
and Maud Swartz-all workers-were strongly in favor of such 
a measure. Melinda Scott, Leonora O'Reilly, and ally Helen 
Marat were vehemently opposed. They voiced AFL arguments 
that such laws would violate workers' rights to demand wage 
increases and that a minimum rate would become a maximum 
wage. In part, the opponents' disagreement was based on the 
AFLs position. But they were also unhappy with the minimum 
wage because the measure identified women as a special 
group. As Helen Marat stated in testimony before the FIC, "If 
women need state protection on the ground that they do not 
organize as men do, then also do the mass of unskilled, unor
ganized men who do not appreciate or take advantage of 
organization .... The reasons for trade unionists to oppose 
state interference in wage rates apply to women workers as 
they do to men."15 For these WfUL leaders, minimum wage 
legislation was different from maximum-hours statutes. Hours 
laws could apply to only women because their rationale rested 
on biological premises. There was no physiological reason, 
however, for women to earn a specified wage. Throughout 
1916, the New York league's leadership remained divided, and 
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the executive board defeated proposals to endorse a minimum 
wage each time the issue came to a vote. 16 

After the United States entered World War I the WTIJL virtu
ally ceased its organizing efforts and concentrated on main
taining existing protective laws and extending them to cover 
women workers in new wartime occupations. During the war, 
the league completed its transformation from a labor organiza
tion to a womens social reform organization. Despite the fact 
that more working women joined the league during and after 
the war than ever had before, the league shifted to a social 
reform rather than a trade unionist perspective. 

Wartime developments help explain this change. Within a 
few months after the United States's entry into the war, several 
thousand women took men's places in the city's work force. For 
the first time, employers hired women telegraph messengers, 
elevator operators, letter carriers, and subway guards, ticket 
clerks, and conductors. Throughout 1918, as more men left for 
service, the number of women in these previously all-male 
occupations increased substantially. In New York City, em
ployment on the transit lines was particularly important. 
Women eagerly sought jobs as subway guards and conductors 
largely because the work paid substantially better wages than 
did jobs traditionally held by women. A woman could earn 
twenty to twenty-five dollars a week as a subway guard or 
conductor at a time when more than 60 percent of the city's 
female workers earned less than fourteen dollars and only 8 
percent more than twenty dollars. Also, women apparently 
enjoyed the work, which provided more variety than traditional 
female industrial and service occupations.17 

The Women's Trade Union League, however, was not pleased 
by these changes. Members pointed out that women messen
gers, elevator operators, and transit workers were not covered 
by the state labor laws that limited hours and prohibited night 
work. They exposed examples of exploitation, such as elevator 
operators who worked more than ninety hours a week and were 
paid only eight or nine dollars. League members were espe
cially concerned about female telegram messengers, arguing 
that young women's morals were endangered by such work. 
Early in 1918, at a special WfUL conference on women's war 
work, the New York league resolved to work for legislation that 
would extend the existing limitations on hours and night work 
to all women-not just to those who worked in industrial and 
mercantile establishments-and to prohibit any woman under 
twenty-five from working as a messenger.18 
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A second wartime development also distressed the WfUL. 
No sooner had the United States entered the war than a strong 
movement was underway to suspend existing labor laws. In 
New York, the efforts to do away with protective legislation 
were led by two conservative Republican upstate politicians, 
Thaddeus Sweet, speaker of the state assembly, and Elon 
Brown, who argued that patriotic duty required an indefinite 
suspension of all laws that interfered with maximizing produc
tion. Swept up in the patriotic hysteria generated during the 
war, the state labor movement joined the conservative forces 
calling for such measures. The WTUL fought these efforts to 
weaken the labor laws, but in the process the organization was 
vehemently denounced. "Everybody has gone mad;' Mary 
Dreier concluded shortly after the war began, "the men were all 
lunatic."19 

Despite members' dismay, the leagues wartime efforts were 
quite successful. Not only were efforts to suspend the labor 
laws blocked, but new legislation was passed. In the spring of 
1918, the legislature passed a bill prohibiting women under 
twenty-one from working as telegraph messengers. A year 
later, the legislature passed the Lockwood 'Transportation Act, 
which extended existing protective statutes to cover female 
transit workers. 

From women transit workers' viewpoint, the new law was a 
disaster. A few days after its passage, the Brooklyn Rapid 
'Transit Company (BRT), dismissed nearly 1,500 women 
guards, conductors, and ticket agents and replaced them with 
men. The women who lost their jobs were vehement in their 
denunciation of the "impractical reformers" and labor unions 
that had backed the bill and complained that the WfUL had 
never consulted the workers themselves for their opinions on 
the proposed law. "The sooner that society women understand 
that they must keep their hands off the working woman, the 
sooner the working woman will be better off;' one BRT worker 
stated. 20 Margaret Hinchey, who had distinguished herself as a 
WTUL suffrage organizer, was one working-class league mem
ber who was exceedingly bitter about the efforts of the 'Trans
portation Act and the leagues support of it. "I see it is not a 
League for the working woman only a Political org.;' she wrote 
Leonora O'Reilly, "so we will have to find an org that will stand 
by the working women that we can trust wont sell us out while 
our nose is to the grinding stone .... Rember you told me the 
League was our friend and would look out for our Intersents . 
. . . They are certainly sorry for the women up the state but no 
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sorrow for the women right here in New York City let us have 
sorrow at home first. ... I stand for the right of working 
women to kick themselves when and where they want work 8 
or 9 hours day or night just the same as men they have no club 
over them why should we?"21 

Privately, a few WfUL leaders expressed misgivings about 
the unintended effects of the Transportation Act. Maud Swartz, 
for one, feared that the league might be "going too far." 22 

Publicly, however, the league defended the new law and 
blamed the BRT for the mass dismissals. Members pointed out 
that transit companies, in anticipation of the armistice, had 
begun to lay off women, before the law was passed. Further
more, employers had the option of operating within the laws 
framework and could have made the necessary adjustments 
without firing the women. Instead, according to the WTIJL, the 
BRT took advantage of the legislation to do what it had planned 
to do anyway-replace women with men after the war.23 

The disastrous aftermath of the Transportation Act marked 
the last time league members debated the merits of protective 
legislation. After the armistice, the organization was firmly 
committed to extending existing legislation to cover all working 
women and to agitating for new laws. 

In good part, this shift can be explained not only by the 
leagues disappointments with the labor movement, but also by 
the fact that by 1917 most allies and working-class members 
who opposed the new orientation were gone. Helen Marat, who 
resigned as secretary in 1913, did not figure in league affairs by 
the time of the war. She had been the most vocal opponent of 
special laws and the most ardent proponent of organization. 
Leonora O'Reilly had resigned from the league in 1915. Melinda 
Scott had resigned as the league's president in 1917 to work as a 
United Textile Workers organizer. Maggie Hinchey, who had 
done such splendid work as a WTUL suffrage organizer, had 
also left the league and was vociferous in her denunciation of 
protective legislation. Rose Schneiderman, who succeeded 
Melinda Scott as president in 1917, Pauline Newman, Maud 
Swartz, and other working-class members were firmly com
mitted to protective laws. Thus, without much internal debate 
or opposition, the New York league adopted an unquestioning 
position on protective legislation, which caused it much diffi
culty during the war. 

Significantly, during the postwar years working women con
trolled the league's policies to a far greater extent than they had 
earlier. By the time Rose Schneiderman was elected president, 
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every officer was a worker. Throughout the 1920s, Schneider
man and Maud Swartz, the league's secretary, were the two 
most influential league leaders. Women workers also made up 
a larger percentage of the league's active members than they 
had previously. By 1924, eleven of the twelve executive board 
members were unionists-a pattern that persisted for the rest 
of the WTULs existence.24 

By the same token, allies were steadily less important in the 
day-to-day work of the league. Of the original allies who had 
been so important before the war, only Mary Dreier remained. 
The others had left for careers in government, social service, or 
the labor movement. The number of allies also declined be
cause young college women no longer flocked to the organiza
tion. The WTUL continued to depend upon allies for financial 
support, but the women who provided most of the league's 
funding after World War I did not take part in policymaking. 
Dorothy Straight, Florence Lamont, Cornelia Pinchot, and 
Eleanor Roosevelt were typical of this new breed of allies whose 
participation was limited to planning league benefits and at
tending WTUL social events. Dorothy Straight, for instance, 
purchased a Lexington Avenue townhouse for the WTUL early 
in the decade. Eleanor Roosevelt, who joined the league in 1922, 
spent occasional Saturdays at its headquarters, publicly en
dorsed its work, and invited Schneiderman and Swartz to Hyde 
Park. These new allies, however, did not organize or lobby. 
Quite clearly, the WTUL was moving away from its original 
ideology, which held that nonworking women could be compe
tent and dedicated labor organizers. Instead, by 1919 the offi
cers were recommending that allies be replaced with paid 
workers because the former were simply not as qualified for 
league work. 25 

This growing concentration of working-class women in the 
league indicates that the shift from direct organizing work to 
an emphasis on legislation was not the result of upper-class 
domination.26 Rather, it was due to changes in league mem
bers' thinking. Women who joined the league in its early years 
came with a strong beliefin the effectiveness of craft unionism 
and with the conviction that women could be integrated into 
the labor movement on an equal basis with men. As the years 
passed, their ideas about the labor movement and their percep
tions of women workers changed. Rose Schneiderman, for 
example, was a strong proponent of direct organization. By 
1915, however, she was looking beyond organized labor to state 
action and to woman suffrage for more effective solutions to 
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the problems women faced in the work force. In part, the 
changes in her thinking reflected her personal disappointment 
with the labor movements refusal to accept women on equal 
terms with men or to support the league. She was especially 
embittered by the state labor movement in the years immedi
ately following the war, whenjames Holland, president of the 
New York State Federation of Labor, denounced the league as a 
subversive organization and Schneiderman as "Red Rose" in 
testimony before the New York legislature's Lusk committee.27 

Then, too, Schneiderman's strong support for protective laws 
reflected her disillusionment with women workers. During her 
years as the leagues president in the 1920s, she frequently 
alluded to womens lack of seriousness about their work and 
their inability to organize. "The woman's industrial life is a 
short one;' she declared. "As a usual thing she enters industry 
young-when she wants to play, she wants to meet boys, and 
she is looking for her mate. She doesn't begin to get serious with 
her job until some of that playtime has passed, or until she 
begins to doubt whether the mate will come. It is very difficult 
to make an impression upon young girls until then."28 

Schneiderman, then, gradually came to the conclusion that 
women presented virtually insurmountable problems to the 
labor organizer. At no time did she say that protective laws 
were preferable to organization. Rather, she stressed that her 
own experiences and perceptions had taught her that legisla
tion was necessary. 

Schneidermans position reflected the leagues rationale for 
protective legislation during the 1920s. Significantly, few of the 
arguments the WfUL advanced in the twenties rested on 
biological or physiological factors. Instead, the WfUL em
phasized the social and economic conditions that dictated 
women's inferior status in the labor force. Members stressed 
that women continued to work longer hours for less pay than 
men received. "These laws apply only to women;' one league 
pamphlet stated, "because women's hours as a rule are longer 
than mens, women's wages as a rule, are lower than men's, 
women's economic need is therefore greater than men's."29 

Using this argument, the league could point to an impressive 
array of statistical evidence. By 1920, a New York woman 
needed a minimum of$16 a week to support herself. Yet in New 
York State, 88 percent ofindustrial women earned less. By 1923, 
the average weekly wage for women in the state was $16.50, 
half of men's average of $31.50.30 Workweeks, particularly in 
unregulated occupations such as laundries, hotels, and restau-
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rants, continued to be longer, on the average, than the fifty
four-hour maximum for factories and stores, where hours were 
legislated. Women continued to be temporary workers as well. 
The New York Consumers' League found, for instance, that of 
500 female industrial workers surveyed in 1920, 46 percent had 
been in the jobs less than a year. 31 Under the current social and 
economic conditions, then, women alone could not command 
a position of equality in the workplace. Their socialization 
usually rendered them tractable workers; their unskilled tem
porary status excluded them from vocational training and up
ward mobility; their lack of skill lessened their bargaining 
power. Then, too, a woman's primary social roles were still as 
homemaker, wife, and mother. As Maud Swartz explained, 
"Actual conditions oflife for the working woman put her in a 
peculiar position. She has two jobs: her home to look after, and 
her work in the factory or shop. It will be a long time before the 
conditions of men and women will be equalized in that respect. 
Without the laws to protect the interests of the woman in 
industry she would have little chance for equality ."32 

Thus, during the 1920s, the WTUL made protective legis
lation its primary work. Pooling its efforts with the Joint 
Legislative Conference, an umbrella organization composed of 
representatives from the state and city consumers' leagues, the 
Young Women's Christian Association, the American Associa
tion for Labor Legislation, and other reform groups, the league 
pushed for an eight-hour day and a minimum wage. From time 
to time members suggested other legislative proposals, such as 
state maternity insurance, but these had to be dropped for lack 
of legislative support. 

The WTUL was supported in its legislative program by the 
state labor movement (which dropped its earlier opposition to 
women's minimum wage laws) and the state Democratic 
party. New York Democratic governors Al Smith and Franklin 
Roosevelt were particularly amenable to the league's legislative 
program. 

The leagues alliance with the Democrats marked a change 
from earlier years. Before the war, most league members con
sidered themselves socialists or progressive Republicans. After 
the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, however, many 
members and the organization as a whole moved squarely into 
Democratic ranks. Mary Dreier's and Rose Schneiderman's polit
ical odysseys illustrate the kinds of changes league members 
made. Dreier became active in politics as a Progressive during 
the 1912 Bull Moose presidential campaign. She, along with 
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Margaret and Raymond Robins, was a diligent campaign 
worker for Theodore Roosevelt. After the Progressive defeat 
Mary Dreier moved into regular party ranks, supporting 
Charles Evans Hughes in 1916. It became clear to Dreier during 
the war and the postwar antiradical hysteria that the Republi
can party had become the party of reaction. "The Republican 
Party in this state is beyond the pale!" she wrote to Margaret 
Robins. "It has to its credit first the betrayal of representative 
government in the ousting of the Socialists, second the planting 
of a spy system through the passage of one of the Lusk bills, and 
third the betrayal ... of the working women in this state. And 
we have no money, no organization to fight this. It is a sickening 
situation."33 

When Rose Schneiderman joined the league she was a so
cialist. After the war, she devoted herselfbriefly to the new state 
Labor party and ran as the Labor candidate for U.S. senator in 
1920. Shortly thereafter, Schneiderman became a staunch 
Democrat. 

One reason for Schneiderman's loyalty, as well as WfUL 
allegiance generally, to the Democratic party was the relation
ship between the league and Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt. 
After Eleanor Roosevelt joined the league early in the 1920s, she 
became good friends with Schneiderman and Maud Swartz. 
During frequent visits to the Roosevelt homes in New York City 
and Hyde Park, these league leaders talked at length to Franklin 
Roosevelt, educating him about labor problems and the trade 
union movement. During Roosevelt's term as governor, the 
WfUL celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary at Hyde Park 
with hundreds of the city's union women in attendance. "You 
were the main topic of conversation all the way down the river;' 
Schneiderman wrote Franklin Roosevelt. "The girls were saying 
over and over again, 'Was not the Governor great' 'What a kind 
face he has' and 'How democratic he is; etc., etc .... As for 
myself-well, I wish there were a million more like you and 
Eleanor ."34 

Despite political support, however, the fight for protective 
measures was an uphill struggle. The league's legislative suc
cesses were modest. In 1920, all female industrial, mercantile, 
and transportation workers were covered by the fifty-four-hour 
law and the night-work statute, which prohibited women from 
working after 10 P.M. Early in the twenties, to the league's 
dismay, the legislature exempted transit, bindery, and printing 
workers from the night-work statute. New York passed a weak 
forty-eight-hour law in 1927. The statute was limited to women 
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industrial workers. Minimum wage legislation took longer. Not 
only was such legislation more controversial than maximum
hours laws, but for most of the decade it was unconstitutional 
as well. The 1923 Supreme Court decision in Adkins v. Chil
drens Hospital, which invalidated the Washington, D.C., 
minimum wage statute on the grounds that it violated a work
er's freedom of contract, retarded passage of minimum wage 
legislation in New York. Not until the depths of the Depression, 
when wages and piece rates sank to turn-of-the-century levels, 
was agitation for a women's minimum wage law successful. In 
1933, New York established a minimum wage commission for 
women and minors. The Supreme Court struck it down as 
unconstitutional in 1936. Finally, after the court reversed itself 
the next year in the West Coast Hotel v. Parrish decision, the 
state's minimum wage commission was permanently estab
lished. 

The most successful of the league's legislative activities was 
its Women's Compensation Service, which Maud Swartz 
established in 1922. As compensation adviser, Swartz assisted 
several hundred women a year in prosecuting their compensa
tion claims. She provided clear explanations and advice on the 
workings of the compensation law, made referrals to physi
cians, social services, and rehabilitation programs, and served 
as an advocate for individual women. 

The league's legislative defeats during the twenties were due 
to powerful and varied opposition. The Republicans controlled 
the state legislature throughout most of the decade, and the 
party consistently opposed labor reform measures. Manufac
turers and businessmen continued to fight protective measures 
and, in the wave of postwar reaction, often aligned themselves 
with right-wing organizations such as the League for Patriotic 
Americanism. 

The most persistent and distressing opposition the WTUL 
faced after World War I, however, came not from the Republi
cans but from other women. After the passage of the Nine
teenth Amendment, American feminists split over the issues of 
an equal rights amendment and protective legislation. In addi
tion, two New York working women's organizations, the 
Women's League for Equal Opportunity, formed in 1915, and 
the smaller Equal Rights League, established in 1917, vigor
ously opposed all protective statutes that affected only women. 

These organizations were composed of women who worked 
in tradi.Jionally male occupations, primarily in the printing 
trades and on transit lines. In 1919, their ranks swelled with 
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dismissed telegraphers, streetcar conductors, guards, and 
ticket agents. After the war both organizations were strong 
enough to send lobbyists to every legislative hearing. Their 
primary concern was that displacement would be the inevita
ble result of protective laws. As one leader stated, "It will drain 
women out of all highly paid and highly organized trades, 
because the law will prevent them from doing the same work as 
men do."35 Members of these organizations blamed the WfUL 
for their plight. "So-called 'welfare' legislation is not asked for 
or wanted by real working women;' the Women's League for 
Equal Opportunity claimed. "These welfare bills are drafted by 
self-styled social uplifters who assert that working women do 
not know enough to protect themselves, aided by a few women 
who once worked but who are now living off the labor move
ment ."36 

Working women opposed to protective legislation were sup
ported in their stand by the National Woman's party (NWP), the 
successor to the militant suffrage organization, the Congres
sional Union. Alva Belmont, once a WfUL sympathizer, funded 
the NWP and was its president. Economic and labor issues 
were peripheral to the NWP's goal of securing a federal equal 
rights amendment. Consistent with its emphasis on complete 
legal equality for women, the NWP lobbied against protective 
legislation. Woman's party members testified at every legisla
tive hearing that protective statutes solidified women's inferior 
social and economic status by making them frail and helpless 
in the eyes of the law. Protective legislation, the party stressed, 
no matter what its proponents' ultimate goals and attitudes, 
was inherently discriminatory. Party leaders emphasized that 
they did not oppose legislation per se, but rather the fact that 
laws applied only to women. "We want labor progress and 
labor reform;' Alice Paul stated. "We do not care whether it 
comes through labor organization or through legislation. But 
we want the sex bias to be taken out oflaws and arguments. We 
want the competition to be fair."37 

The NWPs activities were vexing to the New York league. 
Every time WfUL members traveled to Albany to testify in 
favor of new laws, they found their arguments refuted not by 
crass and heavy-handed cannery owners and right-wing politi
cians, but by the very women with whom they had fought for 
suffrage a few years earlier. It was particularly troublesome 
that some of the league's former members had gone over to the 
NWP. Former allies Maud Younger and Harriot Stanton Blatch 
were vocal NWP members and articulate opponents ofprotec-
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tive legislation. Gertrude Barnum, although not affiliated with 
the NWP, denounced the WfUL for its new legislative empha
sis. 38 Margaret Hinchey and Josephine Casey, once active 
working-class members, now lobbied for the Woman's party. 

Clashes between the league and the Woman's party were 
frequent and acrimonious. Josephine Casey, for instance, ac
cused the league of"not staying on the job of organizing wom
en .... The trouble is girls, that you are getting old and tired, 
and want some easier way."39 Conflict between the two organi
zations peaked in 1926 when the U.S. Women's Bureau of the 
Department of Labor asked representatives from each group to 
plan an investigation of the effects of protective legislation. The 
Woman's party favored public hearings with testimony from 
working women. The WfUL pressed for a "technical study by 
experts and by scientific methods." The league argued that 
working women would fear employers' reprisals if they tes
tified at public hearings and that the NWP would recruit 
women known to be opposed to protective laws. After several 
weeks of argument, the WfUL resigned from the Women's 
Bureau committee.40 

The New York league tried to behave as though the Woman's 
party were nothing more than a minor nuisance-an irritant, 
to be sure, but a force that the public should not take seriously. 
"The National Woman's Party;' one New York league report 
stated, "is a group oftheorists."41 League members also liked to 

think that manufacturers dominated the Woman's party 
behind-the-scenes. They pointed out that NWP leaders were 
wealthy, that some were married to rich industrialists, and that 
they had never had to work for a living. The league argued that 
the Woman's party, despite its professed belief in trade unions, 
expressed a "thoroughgoing individualist, laissez-faire philos
ophy for women. It is impossible to take as serious or sincere,, 
the insistence of Woman's Party spokeswomen that their pm
pose is to have laws now applying to women extended to 
men."42 The league, in short, tried to discredit the Woman's 
party by arguing that its feminism was self-serving. and un
realistii. Far from advancing women's status, league members 
argued, the party's program, particularly the proposed equal 
rights amendment, contributed to the continuing exploitation 
of working-class women. "To seek a mere level in the name of 
equality;' the league concluded, "is as if women had sought 
equal suffrag~ by taking the vote away from men."43 

Working women's, opposition was far more disturbing~ Such 
opposition contradicted the league's central contentions that 
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working women wanted protective laws and that the WfUL 
spoke for women workers. The WfUL had two responses to this 
opposition. Members argued that the Equal Rights League and 
the Women's League for Equal Opportunity were not working
class organizations at all but were financed secretly by man
ufacturing and right-wing interests. They also argued that 
these groups represented an a typical and marginal faction of 
the female work force and that many of their members were 
business and professional women. Both WfUL responses de
nied any legitimacy to working women's protests against pro
tective laws. 

The WfUL had no facts to prove that manufacturing inter
ests financed these organizations. No doubt other opponents of 
protective legislation were delighted by the existence of work
ing women's organizations that ably defended their position. 
An alliance, however, was improbable and unnecessary. 

The league's contention that these working women were 
atypical had more basis in fact. Members of the Women's 
League for Equal Opport:unity and the Equal Rights League, 
although not professional women as the WfUL claimed, were 
workers most likely to be affected adversely by protective legis
lation. Printers led both groups. Women in the printing trades, 
particularly typesetters, were unusual among women workers 
not only because they were skilled but also because they com
peted directly with men for jobs. Protective legislation, espe
cially the prohibition of night work, put them at a distinct 
disadvantage in finding and keeping employment. Other 
women who joined these organizations had lost their jobs as 
telegraphers and transit workers. These women, too, had been 
in occupations that were traditionally male and in which they 
competed directly with men for work. 

The league correctly stressed that most women were not in 
such circumstances. Given the patterns of occupational 
segregation by sex, the overwhelming majority of women 
workers labored in traditionally female occupations. What lit
tle evidence exists on these workers' attitudes toward protective 
legislation indicates that they favored such statutes. The New 
York Consumers' League conducted a survey of working 
women's attitudes toward an eight-hour-day law in 1927. Four 
out of five women answered yes to the question, "Would you be 
in favor of a law that limited a woman's working hours to 
forty-eight hours a week?"44 

The bitter debates between the supporters and opponents of 
protective legislation continued through the 1930s and 1940s. 
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During these years, however, the National Woman's party 
steadily declined in numbers and influence. As the prospect of 
an equal rights amendment dimmed and as the federal gov
ernment took up a number of the most important legislative 
demands, such as the minimum wage, the conflict waned. 

The significance of the battles over protective legislation and 
the equal rights amendment is great. Underlying the debate 
were conflicts over the definition off eminism and how best to 
reconcile women's dual status as females and as workers in a 
male-dominated society. In trying to determine how to win 
equality for working women, both critics and advocates of 
protective laws failed to discriminate between the long-term 
and short-term effects of such statutes. In the short run, the 
WTULs experience had given its members a better grasp of the 
realities of early twentieth-century working women's situation. 
The league never argued that legislation was preferable to 
organization. But members had learned that mere assertions of 
women's equality in the work force did not bring it about. By 
1913, when the New York league's primary emphasis shifted 
from organization to legislation, its members had been trying 
for nearly ten years to convince trade unionists that women 
should be treated equally. Their efforts, however, had met with 
little success. Nor could assertions of women's equality give 
them control over their wages and working conditions. As 
Mabel Leslie, a garment worker and league secretary during 
the 1920s, stated, "We were free to work twelve hours a day but 
we were not free to refuse to do it."45 Protective laws were 
necessary, the league argued, not to give women preferential 
treatment, but rather to bring them up to a position of equality 
with men. As Maud Swartz put it, "The labor laws are a means 
toward industrial equality for women."46 Finally, in the short 
run, the league was apparently correct in its insistence that few 
women were hindered in their vocational opportunities as the 
result of protective statutes. The Women's Bureau concluded in 
1928 that "regulating hour laws as applied to women engaged 
in manufacturing processes do not handicap them."47 In those 
instances in which laws did make it difficult for women to keep 
their jobs, such as in the printing trades, women were generally 
able to win exemptions. 

But the Women's Trade Union League expressed no concern 
over the possible long-term effects of the laws for which they 
worked so hard. Although such statutes apparently did not 
impede the great majority of women in their present jobs, they 
did strengthen barriers to holding other kinds of jobs. Protec-
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tive legislation as a concept and as a body of statutes strength
ened sexual segregation and stratification patterns in the labor 
force, for such laws were based on the assumption that women 
would always be cheap, temporary, unskilled labor. In other 
words, legislation strengthened traditional notions of women's 
work and mens work. In these respects, opponents were cor
rect that protective statutes defined patterns of discrimination 
against female wage earners, limited their economic oppor
tunities, and solidified stereotypical notions of women as frail, 
passive, and dependent. 

Significantly, both league members and their opponents con
sidered themselves feminists. In no way was the debate over 
protective legislation a fight between feminists and social re
formers. Rather, the conflict was between two competing ver
sions of feminism and two widely divergent ways ofimproving 
women's status in a male-dominated society. 

The NWP and other women's organizations opposed to pro
tective laws downplayed sex differences in much the same 
manner as the league had done in its first years. For women to 
achieve equality in the workplace and in society, gender could 
not be a factor in determining treatment. By the 1920s, the 
WfULs definition of feminism was very different. Rather than 
ignoring sex differences, the league stressed that feminists, if 
they were to be realistic, had to take women's social limitations 
into account. Because women could not command equal pay 
for equal work, because most could not move beyond unskilled 
or semiskilledjobs, because most had responsibilities at home 
as well as at work, because many were unreceptive to unioniza
tion, because, in a word, women could not compete with men, 
true equality would come only with state assistance. Thus, by 
the 1920s, in its continual attempts to reconcile class and 
gender, the league had moved toward emphasizing the latter. 
A conviction that women composed an oppressed group within 
the labor force had replaced the league's original conviction 
that women's problems in the workplace were inseparable 
from those of men and that those difficulties could be solved by 
integrating women into the labor movement. Despite the fact 
that the league in the 1920s was more of a working-class 
organization than it had been before the war, it had moved to a 
position of caste rather than of class consciousness. 

It was unfortunate that the league's changed emphasis did 
not spark an exploration of feminist alternatives to AFL craft 
unionism or an intensified organizing campaign. Given the 
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WfUL's unwillingness and inability to undertake independent 
trade union activity and its disillusionment with the progress of 
unions among New York's working women, however, its shift 
from organization to legislation was inevitable. 



Conclusion 

The Women's Trade Union League of New York remained in 
existence until 1955. After World War I, however, the organiza
tion bore little resemblance to the small group of workers and 
allies who had set out late in 1903 to unionize New York Citys 
women workers. The story of the New York league between 
1920 and 1955 is the story of an efficient but increasingly 
impoverished social welfare organization devoted to lobbying 
for women's protective legislation and dedicated to providing a 
pleasant social center for young working women. 

The WTULs shift in identity from a women's labor organiza
tion to a social welfare organization was well under way before 
World War I. Disillusionment with the labor movement, reali
zation of the impossibility of organizing women along craft 
lines, and frustration with working women caused WTUL 
members to change their orientation. The war, however, com
pleted the transition. Many New York members discontinued 
their local activities to take assignments in state and federal 
agencies. Mary Dreier headed the New York State Women in 
Industry Committee for the Council of National Defense. 
Melinda Scott served on the National War Labor Board. Mary 
Van Kleeck worked as the director of the U.S. Department of 
Labor's Women in Industry Service. Other members served in 
federal and state employment bureaus. League members' ex
periences during the war familiarized them with government 
activity and deepened their conviction that the state could be an 
effective agent for social change. As Frances Perkins, who 
joined the New York WTUL briefly during the war, declared, 
"The war has taught us that an industry can be changed 
overnight."1 State action, in short, seemed far more effective 
and efficient than the slow and arduous work of organizing. 

The war changed league members' outlook in other ways, 
too. Before World War I, the WfUL was an enormously optimis
tic organization. Its members were convinced that once labor 
leaders and the public could be made to see the ways working 
women were exploited, unions would integrate them into their 
ranks and legislatures would enact protective laws. The an
tiradical hysteria the war generated and the social and political 
repression that followed in its wake severely disillusioned 
league women and killed much of their early enthusiasm and 
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vitality. Throughout the war years, WfUL members described 
themselves as anguished and the nation as "lunatic" and 
"mad." "The last years have been black to me;' Margaret Dreier 
Robins concluded in 1920.2 Much has been written about the 
persistence of the progressive reform impulse after the war. 3 

The continued existence of organizations such as the WfUL is 
often cited as evidence that progressivism lived on into the 
1920s. But this argument ignores the changed nature of the 
Women's Trade Union League in the postwar period. Once an 
organization composed ofidealistic volunteers who went look
ing for shop strikes and delivered rousing union speeches from 
street corners, the WfUL of the 1920s and 1930s was composed 
of paid staff members who spent much of their time in Albany 
lobbying for protective labor statutes. 

New York league members did not take up their local activ
ities on a full-time basis after the war. Rose Schneiderman was 
among the labor delegates to the Paris Peace Conference. She, 
Mary Dreier, and Leonora O'Reilly helped establish the Interna
tional Congress of Working Women. As wartime agencies were 
converted into permanent bureaus and departments, New York 
league members played important roles in them. Others went 
on to careers in the labor movement and social service. Ger
trude Barnum and Melinda Scott organized for the Interna
tional Ladies' Garment Workers' Union and the United Textile 
Workers. Pauline Newman served for many years as the educa
tional director of the ILGWU's Health Center. President Roose
velt appointed Rose Schneiderman to the National Recovery 
Administrations Labor Advisory Board in 1933. After the NRA 
was declared unconstitutional, she became New York's secre
tary of labor. Maud Swartz headed New York's Women in 
Industry bureau for several years in the 1930s. After New York 
established a minimum wage commission, nearly every lead
ing league member sat on minimum wage boards. Clearly, the 
New York WfUL had been instrumental in establishing per
manent agencies devoted to workers' welfare and to training 
women to assume leadership positions in the labor movement 
and in public service. No longer naive about the workings of 
power in the state government or the labor movement, league 
women had learned to make contacts, to lobby, and to use their 
united political influence. WfUL leaders wholeheartedly en
dorsed these developments. Mary Dreier, for instance, stated 
that the WfUL had developed "from a small insignificant 
organization with little voice and no power to one held in high 
regard and recognized by labor unions, other organizations, 
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and the general public as the organized voice of the working 
woman."4 

By contrast, the New York league's organizing efforts, origi
nally its primary focus, languished. The league took little part 
in the wave of strikes that swept the New York City garment 
industry in 1919 and remained aloof from the ILGWU during 
the left-right factional disputes of the 1920s. Organizing ef
forts were limited to several unsuccessful attempts to form 
unions of copyholders, artificial-flower makers, candy and con
fectionary workers, and laundresses. The leagues organizing 
efforts in these trades made its members increasingly aware of 
the indifference of the AFL, as in the case of the copyholders, or 
of the futility of traditional organizing attempts, as in the case 
of artificial-flower makers. Despite general improvements in 
women's conditions and wages over the years, conditions in the 
city's marginal industries remained unchanged. Child labor, 
industrial homework, wages that were below subsistence 
levels, and urisanitary conditions continued to plague such 
trades. 

In 1925, league leaders briefly reexamined their emphasis on 
legislation. President Rose Schneiderman, temporarily dis
couraged in the battle to win improvements through legisla
tion, determined that the league should undertake a new and 
vigorous unionization campaign. "Work with the unorganized 
presents so many difficulties that to attempt it in the face of the 
present situation demands real courage;' she stated. "It is in 
this field that the League can do unique work, work which 
comes only under its scope."5 The league hired Sadie Reisch, a 
dressmaker, as its organizer in 1926. Throughout that year she 
and Schneiderman attempted to establish women's unions but 
met with little success. The anti-union sentiment among the 
public and the internal weakness and factionalism of the labor 
movement made organizing difficult. In addition, the WTUL 
had far less money to spend on organizing than it had in 
previous years. Although allies such as Florence Lamont con
tinued to make contributions to the league, the money was 
rarely given for the purpose of organizing. The league's most 
generous ally, Mary Dreier, had by the 1920s expended mos.t of 
her fortune on the WTUL's work and could no longer meet its 
expenses in an unlimited way. 

In 1933, the passage of the National Recovery Act encouraged 
the WTUL to devote itself to organization once again, despite its 
near-empty treasury. In 1934, the league led a successful strike 
oflaundry workers. The new union won its demand that the 
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Hotel and Laundry Owners' Association join the National Re
covery Administration's Regional Labor Board. For the first 
time, laundry workers had a minimum wage. The union, how
ever, beset by internal divisions, failed soon after.6 

In addition to losing its singleminded dedication to unioniza
tion, the league also lost the sense of sisterhood that had been so 
important before the war. To be sure, the alliance between 
working-class and upper-class women had always been tenu
ous. The WTUL was never free from factional disputes and 
misunderstandings, but it was founded in the faith that women 
could overcome social class differences and work together for a 
common cause. In this faith, early league members were 
clearly nineteenth-century women. They had grown up in a 
society that fostered close ties between women and that em
phasized sex differences. However repressive Victorian stan
dards of femininity may have been, they enabled women to 
bond on the basis of their common womanhood. By the 1920s, 
this faith in sisterhood was forgotten. Paid staff members 
carried out day-to-day tasks and the few allies who remained 
were relegated to the background. What was more, the WTUL 
no longer attracted young upper-class women. The generation 
of women who came of age in the 1920s did not concern 
themselves with the ideal of sisterhood that had so inspired 
their mothers' generation. Then, too, new opportunities for 
paid employment in government and the social professions 
diminished potential interest. Women who once might have 
moved to a settlement house or joined the WTUL now became 
professional social workers. 

Throughout the late 1930s and 1940s, the league played an 
increasingly marginal role in the citys labor movement. Under 
the leadership of a succession of women unionists, it continued 
to lobby against the proposed equal rights amendment, worked 
for a proposed child labor amendment, and endorsed general 
labor reform legislation. The WTUL maintained its Lexington 
Avenue townhouse as a social center for the city's working 
women and offered classes ranging from ceramics to public 
speaking and the history of the labor movement. Injune 1955, 
the New York league executive board voted to close its doors. 
"Trade unions today ... are fully able not only to carry on the 
jobs of organizing, education, and community activities, but 
also of expansion." The league, the board concluded, was "no 
longer needed by the trade union movement."7 

When the New York WTUL disbanded, members such as 
Mary Dreier and Rose Schneiderman, who had been with the 
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organization from the beginning, could count many of their 
goals achieved. A forty-eight-hour week and a minimum wage 
had become realities for New York's working women. The worst 
of sweatshop conditions, child labor, industrial homework, 
starvation wages, and unlimited hours had been eliminated. 
The federal government recognized the right of workers to 
unionize. But the New York Women's Trade Union League had 
lost sight of its original goals of integrating women into the 
labor movement on an equal footing with men and of creating 
a viable alliance of upper-class and working-class women. 

The New York leagues early efforts to unionize women and to 
create an egalitarian cross-class alliance seem quixotic today. 
Members lacked sophistication in the methods oflabor orga
nizing and could not develop appropriate forms of organiza
tion for early twentieth-century working women. Their rela
tionships with women workers and with one another were 
always difficult. Finally, they never found a satisfactory way to 
synthesize class and gender. Nevertheless, the history of the 
New York league illustrates the possibilities as well as the 
difficulties of a cross-class feminist alliance. Despite its prob
lems, the WfUL introduced thousands of New York City 
women to trade unionism at a time when no other organization 
would have done so. It educated a generation of working 
women as organizers, speakers, and negotiators and enabled 
them to take part in the labor movement. Without doubt, the 
Women's Trade Union League went further than any other 
American womens organization to . ameliorate working 
women's situation and to come to terms with the problems 
women of different classes and ethnic backgrounds have in 
relating to one another. For these efforts, the WTUL commands 
admiration. 
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